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Prologue
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Raine rests his finger on the trigger.  He’s leveled a rifle before; taken aim and squeezed, a target shattering.  But not a life.  Not this amalgam of flesh and soul soaring through the air and kicking up sand.  Plastic bulls-eyes and discs of clay, that’s all.  No blood there. No sacrifice.

He lies chest down in fresh leaves covering the moldering corpses of the ones before.  Before him, the sand dunes provide the stage where two teenage boys ride their bikes, oblivious to his presence.

Today, for the first time, his job is to kill.

To take a life, one of countless—how could it compare to an imperative that would preserve the world from annihilation?  One cog eliminating another.  That’s all.

Another leaf flutters to the earth as the sky’s weight presses down, gray and grim, demanding resolution.  

Protect or destroy, the choice is living in your scope.  Ian Swift, just another nobody that matters a little too much.
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​Part One: Dirt
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​Chapter 1

––––––––
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The road twists up and around the old lumberyard, dips down through the valley where the branches reach over it.  One brushes Ian’s shirt as he draws close to the crumbling edge where pavement breaks into sand.  The trail bike’s exhaust mixes with the scent of the pines, leaves a malingering trail of fumes and resin.

One false move, man.

There are no false moves, and no right moves, Ian thinks.

The road draws closer to Trout Creek as it winds its way down.  Ian’s bike echoes between the walls of the deepening ravine.  

The gravel mouth of the Haneke’s driveway opens up and slopes down to a small clearing where a manufactured home rests beside a sagging pole barn.

A matte black sedan idles in the driveway.

Jim Haneke’s worn boot extends out from behind the open driver’s door.

The trail bike skitters down the driveway and Ian pulls up by a round-faced teen wearing a Hurley t-shirt standing with his hands jammed in his pockets.  Chuck smiles— even now, you couldn’t keep him down...

“Cut it a little closer, maybe?”  Chuck laughs nervously.

“Who’s in the car with your brother?”

“Taunton.”

“Why is he wearing a hoodie in August?” Ian straddles the bike, digging his heels into the ground.

“It’s Taunton, dude.”

Smoke eases its way out of the sedan with the thumping bass of dirt rock as Jim’s long, black-jeaned clad legs swing out.  Jim stretches into a stand, crumples a cola can, and tosses it aside in the driveway.  “What took you?”

Ian keeps it straight.  He wants to laugh, wants to tease, but there were times when you let Jim Haneke be, and this is one of them.  The times you owed him money or someone slandered his mother, God rest her soul.

“I’m right on time.” Ian says.

“What’s that, Swifty?”  Taunton calls out from the car.

“Nothing to do with you.”

“Why don’t you turn your trash bike off?  Worried it won’t start again?”

“Where’s your car at?  Oh, right, you don’t have one.”  Ian won’t mess with Jim now, but Taunton... that dude was a robot and had it coming every time.

“Just turn it off.”  Jim glances at Ian’s backpack.  “Let’s see it.”

Ian pulls out a roll of cash and tosses it to Jim.  Jim counts through the money and allows himself a terse smile.  “Seems a little light.”  

“Smallens didn’t pay yet.”

“Oh yeah?”  Jim’s voice ticks up.

“Owes me a hundred bucks.”

Jim pockets the money.  “Guess what—that’s your cut.”

“He says he doesn’t have any money.”

“Everyone’s got something they can sell.  You’ve just got to apply the right pressure.” Jim stoops into the car and pulls something out of the glove compartment.  “Take this,” he says, handing Ian a small, black knife.  

Ian opens the blade.  Three inches, maybe.  “You want me to cut Smallens?”

“If you use it right, you won’t need to.  Just show him you mean business.”

Jim pops the trunk of the sedan  “I got more for you.”

“There’s one more thing.”  Ian’s stomach tightens.  Jim wouldn’t want to hear what he had to say.

“There ya go.”  Jim tosses over a small package tightly wrapped in black plastic.

“About school,” Ian says.

Chuck’s expression tightens as Jim slams the trunk.

“I’ll finish out the summer, but when school starts, I’m out.”

Jim smiles dismissively.  “You’re just getting started.”

“I need to graduate.”

“You’ll be fine.”  Jim leans beside the open car door and breaks out in a raspy laugh.  “They even let this dumbass graduate,” he says, jerking a thumb toward Taunton. “You’re way smarter than him.”

Ian is silent.

“You’ll do it.”  Jim swings his lanky leg into the car and sets himself down, taking a cigarette from Taunton.  “It’s barely August.  Take time to make a careful decision.”

Ian is still silent.  Jim shuts the door and peels out of the driveway kicking up bits of gravel.

“That could have gone worse.”  Chuck shakes his head.  “You’re asking for it though.  Jim doesn’t like to hear ‘no.’”  

Mosquitoes foray from the creeping shadows of the early evening.  Ian smacks a big one on his forearm, wiping away a smear of blood.  “The principal already hates me,” Ian says.  “Plus, you know...”

“Jenn.”

“We’ve got plans and I don’t want to mess it up.”

“You worry too much,” Chuck says.  “Come inside and shoot stuff up on the Xbox.”

“Your dad in there?”  Ian can see the silhouette of the truck through the partially open pole barn doors.

Chuck looks down.  “Yeah.”

“Maybe later.”

“We’re still on for camping this weekend?”

“Black Hole? Always.”  Ian kick-starts the trail bike.  The 1970s Honda revs smoothly.

“Listen to that throaty, orange beauty,” Chuck grins.  “She give you any more trouble since I cleaned out her carburetor?”

“Running smooth.  You’ve got a talent, man.”

Ian twists the handle and the bike lurches forward, around and back up the driveway.  It feels good to ride.  Screw Jim.  Screw Smallens.  Screw the little black knife heavy in his pocket.  
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​Chapter 2
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There’s the trailer where Pauly Jones carried him by the belt to the bathroom to retch up Genny Light.  Pauly was too old to be hanging out with fifteen-year-olds, but he wasn’t a perve, despite his vampiric face and eighties hair-metal mane.  Two years later and now he’s another stop on Ian’s route.

Pauly’s sitting on the steps, blonde locks hanging over the shoulders of his Molly Hatchet t-shirt.  The sun beams on his pale skin but he’s not bursting into flames and ash.  He smiles that big smile of his when Ian pulls in.

“Everyone knows when you’re coming on that bike, man,”  Pauly says cheerfully.  “I start drooling like Pavlov’s dog for that good bud you carry.”

Ian makes the transaction, and Pauly doesn’t wait to light up.  “Want a hit?”  

“No thanks.  I gotta check on my mom.”

“You’re a good kid, Swifty.  Always were.”  Pauly scratches at his shoulder.  “How is your mom?”

“She’s doin’.”

“Yeah.”  Pauly is somber and introspective as he inhales a large drag.  “Your mom’s a good lady, living here as long as I can remember.  Hell, your family practically owned this place.”  Pauly looks across the park road where  a trailer gently sags, with green mildew tinting the vinyl siding.  “You remember when your aunt lived there?  What was her name, again?”  Pauly knows the answer, but asks anyway.

“Kim.”

“Whatever happened to her?”

“She’s in New Mexico, making turquoise jewelry and finding herself in the desert,” Ian says. She used to babysit him when he was seven, giving him rose gardens and Tang. Ian promises himself he will visit her there someday.  Maybe with Jenn, when they drive to California after graduation...

Ian says goodbye to Pauly and heads farther into the park where his mother’s trailer is set far back, shaded by the trees.  

Ian is relieved to not see Aunt Bonnie’s car in the driveway.  The oldest of the three sisters had moved in after his mother’s illness.

“Hey Sweetie.”

Ian’s mom rests in a recliner, propped up with pillows on either side of her.  “Can you open the blinds, Sweetie?  I want to see if Peanut got his treat.”  

Ian opens the blinds, letting in the last rays of the day, which add a pink cast to his mother’s powder-white face.  She always smiled, even now.

“Thanks Sweetie.”

“How are you feeling?  You need anything?”

“I feel pretty good.  Plenty of time to work on my crosswords.”  The slight waver in her voice belies her honesty.  “You didn’t come home again last night.”

“Yeah.”

“You got a girl you like?”

“Stayed over at Chuck’s.”

“You can bring her around here.  I’d like to see her.”

“I was at Chuck’s, Mom.”

“You think I don’t know my boy?  Let me have a look at her.  I bet she’s cute.”

Ian looks out the window.  “Peanut’s here.”  A small rat climbs the pole of a bird feeder and reaches up over its lip.  Seed in possession, he scampers back down and disappears out of sight.

“He’s reliable, that one,” says Ian’s mom. Her face tenses up as she stares out the window.  Her body tightens as a wave rolls through her body.  Slowly the wave recedes and she exhales.  

“You okay?”

“Just a tingle, Sweetie.”  Ian’s mom glances toward the kitchen counter.  “Would you make me a tea?”

“What kind?”

“Something herbal.”  She watches Ian fill her mug with tap water from the sink.  “I got to try to sleep.  Although I’m not sure when I’m actually awake these days.  The pills they give you are something else.” 

Ian microwaves the mug of water.  Two minutes.  An eternity of listening to the microwave drone.  He loves his mother, but he can’t breathe in here.  Can’t think.  Can’t come to terms...

“Chamomile alright?” he asks.

His mother takes the mug gingerly in her hands and touches her pale lips to the rim.  It barely looks like she drinks any of the hot fluid, a comforting pantomime.  “Mmm. Thanks Sweetie.”

“You eat anything today, mom?”

“Mmm hmm.”

Ian imagines her scrawny body wasting away underneath the patchwork quilt draped over her, an enduring memorial to memories, places and people.  A square of corduroy from her old jacket.  A square of  floral print from grandma’s old blouse.

A square of denim from dad’s jeans, whoever he was, or had been.

“I picked you some blackberries earlier.”  Ian rummages through his backpack and pulls out a plastic container.

“From the old Getman farm?”

“Yeah.”

“Those stone fences date all the way back to the Revolutionary War. Before it, maybe.”

“I know, Mom.”  Ian shifts the container in his hands.  “You want some now?  With milk and sugar?”

“Thanks Sweetie, you can put them in the fridge.  I’ll have them with my breakfast.”

“You sure you’re eating enough?”

“Don’t worry about me.”

As Ian puts the container in the fridge, the storm door squeaks open and bangs shut.  His Aunt Bonnie enters, taking off her shoes on the linoleum entry patch and setting aside her purse without looking at Ian.  “Lousy mail didn’t come again.”

“No, it’s here.”  Ian’s mother glances at the counter.  “Higgins dropped it off.”

“Higgins should mind his own.”

“He’s a nice man.”

“Probably scouting the property for when...” Aunt Bonnie pauses.  “What are you doing here?”  She says to Ian, still without making eye contact.

“I live here.”

“Huh.”  Aunt Bonnie snorts.  “Right.”  She looks to Ian’s mother.  “He better not be tiring you out.”

“No, Bonnie.  He brought me blackberries.”

“How about rent?”  Aunt Bonnie cracks a smile.  “He bring that?”

“I was just leaving.”  Ian pulls on his sneakers.  

“Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”

“Oh, stop it, Bonnie.”

“It’s alright Mom.”  Ian thinks about giving her a hug and a kiss but that would mean passing by Aunt Bonnie.  There’s always tomorrow.  And the day after that—until the days stop coming.

Peanut is back up the bird pole...

“You know what Aunt Bonnie,” Ian says, regretting his words almost as soon as he speaks them, “Maybe you’re the one tiring mom out.”

Aunt Bonnie turns and stares at him directly, her narrow shark eyes piercing.  “Where are you when I help her with her bath?  Make her breakfast?  Change her bedpan?  Your mother and I made an agreement to take care of each other when we had no one else.  And that’s what I’m doing.  What do you do?  Get suspended from school?  Up to who knows what?  I thought you were leaving—why don’t you get on with it?  And thanks for the blackberries.”

Ian’s face burns as he rips out of the trailer park, his mother’s weak “love you” still in his ears, and a last ditch, “don’t forget to bring that girl by.”  Nothing could bring down his mom.  Not his aunt.  Not even cancer.  She was strong, always had been.  Working two shit jobs and raising him after his dad had disappeared.  Life never broke her, never would.

Night takes over and Sandy Knoll’s small collection of streetlamps struggle to light the two intersecting rural routes that comprise the faded hamlet.  A barbershop, an inn, a church.  A few grand old houses with peeling paint and questionable roofs, most cut up into multi-family homes.  There were a few kept-up places, but most of the people who could afford to had moved up atop the hills for the views, smattered between the dilapidated past.  New log cabin, sagging shack with a load of trash in the yard. Grand home with a view, overgrown farm with a collapsing barn.

Trout Creek froths along the length of Sandy Knoll, wending its way back and forth under the roads, bridges of yesterday replaced with oversized culverts that strained to contain it in the spring, though it could look like a trickle in the hottest of summers.

Ian takes a right at the intersection and avoids the pothole.  Thing had its own life, and it was getting bigger every week.  On the outskirts of the village he coasts into the driveway of a grand old victorian and parks on the grass alongside the cars of three other tenants.

He could have texted, sent a message up to space and back down through her roof that he is coming, is here.  Is in the driveway.  Or the rattle of the Honda is enough, still idling.  The relationship is still new, she is new.  She had just come in at the end of the school year.  She was a way out of Sandy Knoll without even leaving it.  She had a thing about her, a maturity layered behind the typical trappings of a teenage girl.  

Maturity and mystery.

A light in the second floor window.  Her window.  Ian stares up at it, a golden square amongst all the dimmed.  His phone vibrates gently in his pocket.

Hey Boop

Ian texts back.  Coming out?

Jenn’s face appears in the window, filling the bottom left pane.  She smiles, a little, and points down to the back door.

“Inside?” Ian mouths, although it is probably too dark for her to see the movement of his lips.  

She shrugs, then points again before disappearing from the window.  

Ian feels eager and anxious.  The light in the adjoining room turns on, a moment passes, the outside light flicks on over the entrance.

He is off his bike and waiting.

The door is painted green and peeling.  

Should I just go in?

But then it creaks open, and there is her face in the opening, Jennifer O’Sullivan, nice Irish girl.

Her dark eyes look him up and down and smirk, just a little.  “My parents aren’t home.”

“Oh,” Ian says.  “I didn’t see their car.”  Obviously.

She glances behind her, up the narrow stairway.  “Want to come up?”

Each step complains as Ian presses down on the worn wood, following her up.  Jenn pauses at the top, looks back, then says nothing.  She swings open the door and Ian follows her into the foyer of a small apartment.  A small pot of water is simmering on a range-top.  The light has a greenish hue from reflecting off the pea-colored walls, but the air is clean.

Jenn walks to the stove and pours the hot water into an oversized mug with a chip on it.  She takes a small packet and pours in the powdery contents, stirring it with a spoon.  “Dinner,” she says.  “Hope you aren’t hungry. I only made the one.”

Ian stands in the middle of the kitchen space with his hands in his pockets.

“Thirsty?”  Jenn opens the fridge and surveils the thin contents.  “Dad’s got some cheap beers in here.  Or maybe OJ is more to your taste?”

“Water’s fine.”

Jenn fills a glass from the faucet.  “Hope you like tap.”

“I’ll survive.”

Ian follows her into the adjoining room where a loveseat faces a small television and a coffee table scattered with art magazines.  Behind the loveseat are three doors, two open, one closed.

They sit on either side of the loveseat and Jenn turns on the tv.  “What do you want to watch?”  

“Netflix?”

“We don’t actually have that, believe it or not.”

“Whatever’s good.”  Ian sips his water.  “Where are your parents?”

“Don’t worry, they won’t show up.”

“I’m not worried.  Just curious.”

“I don’t even really know.”

“That thing I said, last night...”

“It’s cool.”

“I didn’t mean to go too far, you know...”

“It’s cool, Ian.”

“I just...”

Jenn’s face twists up into a smile and she reaches over and shoves him playfully.  “Shut up, Boop.”

“Okay.”

“I want to.”

“You shut up.”

“No, really.”  Jenn slides in closer.  Ian feels her sweater brush his forearm.  “Let’s do it, let’s get the hell out of here.  At the end of the school year.  We’ll just go, like you said.  Make it work.”

“Yeah?”

Jenn glances back at the three doors, her eyes resting on the closed one.  “Yes, I want to get away, too.  Wherever.  Somewhere cool.  Somewhere with jobs.  Somewhere a million miles away from here.  You know, west coast.”

“I don’t know what I’ll do there.”

“Anything you can do here, times 100.”

“A hundred times zero is still zero.”

“I can waitress.  And maybe take some classes.”

Old sitcoms with laugh tracks fill the interim.  Ian sits, wonders what he should be doing, saying.

Jenn glances back at the doors again.

“What’s up?”

She smiles tentatively.  Her lower lip quivers.  “I want to show you something.”

Ian is up off of the couch, following her back.  

Ian takes her hand.  “You’re shaking.”

“In here,” Jenn says, with some effort, as if breaking from a spell.  She leads him through the middle door.

The room is a little sad, but Ian doesn’t see that.  He is seeing the pocked walls and looking for patterns.  Looking at the Dega print and looking for meaning.  Looking at the chipped blue dresser and the notebook, wondering what she writes in it.  Looking at the white comforter neatly pulled across the twin bed.

Jenn takes a photo album from a shelf filled with paperbacks and figurines.  She sits on the bed, rumpling the comforter and pats the space next to her.  “Sit down.”  She flips through the pages, lands on one.  “My parents.”

“The ones I haven’t met.”

“This is the best way to meet them, trust me.”  Jenn laughs, cynically.  “They’re much more controlling in person.”

Jenn flips forward a few pages.  “My old doggie.”

“Aww...”

“I miss him.”

“Yeah.”

Ian feels strange sitting on the bed.  He could sink right through it, into the bedding.  He could do a lot of things.  He could touch her...

Jenn sets the book down, touches him first, on the arm.

“Take me for a ride on your bike.”

“Right now?”

“No, next week.”

Ian laughs.  “Alright then.”  He looks at the photo album.  “What if your parents come home while we’re gone?”

“This is about as close as they ever come home,” Jenn says cryptically.  “I’m not worried.”

––––––––
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The Hollow; that’s where she told him to go.  An opening in the woods where the pines loom tall and bow their heads. The Hollow, she whispered in his ear.  The opening in the woods.

An opening in the woods where the stars form a celestial crown above, a lovers’ locale.  Lovers in the opening in the woods.

Cool night air rushes past, courses off the jacket.  No helmets, no protection except the fabric between them and the road.  

Jenn’s hands clasp Ian’s waist, her only restraint.  He feels them intently, he considers the placement of each finger.  He is sensitive to each squeeze and change in pressure.  In his rear-view her hair blows wildly across her shadowed face.

The night is starry now with an ultra-bright moon, but it darkens as the road turns up and into the state forest.  The Hollow is there, a popular place for young people, but not tonight.  Tonight it would just be them.

Jenn’s hand leaves his waist.  The glow of a phone screen illuminates her face and then it is shadowed again and her hand returns.

The Hollow is approaching.  An unmarked road, a logging trail really—nothing his bike couldn’t handle.  Jenn shouts something in his ear, puts her hand on his shoulder.  Urgently now.

“Pull over,” she is saying, Ian can hear now, with the bike idling at the side of the road.

It is so dark Ian can barely see her face.  He turns back to her.  “What’s wrong?”

Jenn cries, wiping her eyes with her hand.

“Are you hurt?”

Jenn speaks between small, stifled sobs.  “I’m fine.  I’m fine...”

Ian puts down the kickstand and steps to her side.  His hands find her shoulders.  

A minute passes and Jenn lifts her head.  She looks ahead, past him.  “Let’s go somewhere else.”

“Not The Hollow?”

“Somewhere else.”

“Home?”

“Not home.”

Ian knows better than to ask anything else.  He pauses, where the glint of the moon catches her forehead.  He leans over and kisses it, then his leg swings back over the bike and the throttle is revving with the back wheel kicking out the bits of sand and stone.

Not home, not The Hollow.  

He would take them somewhere.

Or he would just keep driving.

Through the night.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 3
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He jitters, he jolts; he is Chuck and he is high on his idea, and maybe something else.

Eyes alight he enters in the usual Chuck way.  He has energy, in bursts, his almond eyes shining out from over his soft cheeks and gentle expression.  He couldn’t hurt a fly, wouldn’t hurt a fly, even if that fly had it coming.  Chuck shoves at Ian on the couch, who protests groggily.

“And I thought I slept too much,” Chuck says.

“I haven’t slept much at all,” Ian grumbles.  “I got in less than an hour ago.”

“Something you need to tell me?”  Chuck is wearing the same jeans he always wears, zipping up his hoodie and grabbing an energy drink from the fridge on the way out the door.

Ian rolls to the other side of the couch.  “No.”

“You sure about that?  Maybe something about Jenn?”

Ian shoves his face deeper into the cushions of the couch.

“Whatever.”  Chuck pauses in the doorway.  “You better get it together before Friday.”

“Friday?”

Chuck lets go of the door handle.  “Don’t mess with me.  You know.  Camping.  Black Hole.”

Ian sits up, giving up on sleep while Chuck is engaged.  Nothing stops Chuck when he is talking about camping.  The only thing to do is let him air it all out.

“I’ve already started collecting our rations, you know?  The essentials.  Beer, smoke, more beer. Beer.”

“How about food?”

“Well, yeah man.  We’ll be cooking with fire.  Living off the land—you know.”

“Living off of the land?”  Ian rolls his eyes.  

“Catching fish, you know, all that.”

“Never seen you actually catch a fish.”

“Yeah, well we’ll have chips, too.”

“Who’s carrying this all in?”

“Us.”  Chuck grins.  “It’s gonna be a party.”

“A party?  I thought it was just going to be a few of us.”

“Think big, friend.  Think people.  Think drinks.  Think fun.  Think girls.”

“Think realistic.  Besides, I already got something going.”

“Jenn?  You call that ‘going’?”

“Shut up man.’

Chuck screws off the cap to the energy drink and takes a swig.  “I’m just kidding around.  You should invite her to come.”

Ian shrugs.  “Be kind of weird to drag her over there just to hang out with a handful of bored dudes who don’t have enough to eat.”

“I told you, this is legitimate.  A bunch of people from school are coming. Won’t be strange at all.  I’m going to be carrying in supplies earlier that day, couple of trips.  We’re talking tents, folding chairs, hammocks.”

“It’s almost a mile hike.”

“Nah,” Chuck says.

Chuck finishes his energy drink and coughs heavily into his hand.  “Besides, did I mention swimming?  That means bathing suits.  Girls and bathing suits.”

“We’ll show up and it’ll just be your brother and his asshole friend.”

“I mean, I’m not saying they won’t show up.  But it’s not going to be like that.”  Chuck glances at his phone. “Alright man, I’m outta here.”

The door shuts with a bang and Chuck is gone.  Ian lies back on the couch and stares at a water stain on the ceiling.  Maybe he would ask her, maybe he would.  The water stain starts to look like a face after he stares at it for a while.  I really need to get some sleep, he thinks.

––––––––
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Ian wakes to a beam of sunlight on his face and sweat coating his body.  The air conditioner has kicked off, and the trailer is sweltering in the midday sun.  In the bathroom he tosses out a couple of beer cans that are littering the tub basin. The cool water of the shower is a relief.  He already has a change of clothes in his bag, just another t-shirt and jeans.  But at least they are clean.  He looks in the mirror, musses his hair with some of Chuck’s gel. 

Not much to eat at the Haneke house, not with the brothers and a dad who was on the road half the time doing the grocery shopping. He steals one of Chuck’s energy drinks and grimaces as he consumes the saccharine fluid.  Maybe he would swing by the house, his aunt should be gone.  Get out of here before Jim shows up.  It was rare these days, but it happened.  Didn’t need another conversation about quitting after the summer, especially without Chuck around to soften his brother’s edges.

His finger hovers over his phone’s screen, but he sticks it back in his pocket without texting Jenn.  He’d just swing over quickly, talk to her in person.  Why not?  He thinks about camping at Black Hole.  It plays out in different ways in his head.  There’s the picture of him swimming with Jenn and getting a little loose and maybe they snuggle up under the stars and that’s the start of the rest of their life.  And then there’s the picture of bugs biting and awkward interactions.  

Still, he loved Black Hole.  The swimming hole’s a local secret, a good mile from the road and surrounded by state forest.  Trout Creek cuts through the shale creating a place where the water is deep enough to cover your head. Jenn hadn’t been there, that he knew of.  

It could be fun.

Yeah, he’d just swing over.

His mom’s asleep at the trailer park.  No Aunt Bonnie.  Ian makes a peanut butter and jelly sandwich which he eats over the sink.  An apple for his pocket and then he’s quietly out again, and heading toward Jenn’s.

The entry door is unlocked, so Ian goes up the steep stairs.  The apartment door is slightly ajar, so he gives a gentle push, calling out.

“Hello?  It’s Ian...”  

No answer.  Ian’s intuition prickles, and he calls out again.

Still no answer.  He pushes the door all the way open, looking into the kitchen.  “Hello?”  He calls out again.  Again, no answer.  He steps inside the kitchen, trying to see back to the living room and the bedrooms beyond.  The dishes racked by the sink are still wet.  He checks the drawer with her keys, they’re there, on her little pink pig keychain.

“Anyone home?” Ian calls out, walking to the living room area.  The three bedrooms lie behind.  He peeks into her room, nothing seems out of place.  What must be her parent’s room is also empty, along with the bathroom.

“Huh.”  Ian notices the third room, the room that had been closed.  He tries the handle and starts to open it...

“Hey there!”  

Ian lets go of the handle and turns to see Jenn coming in the doorway of the kitchen, outfitted in jogging clothes and sneakers.

“Oh, sorry,” Ian says awkwardly.  He stumbles to find his words momentarily, as Jenn walks up, her face flushed and breathing heavily.

“You ripping the place off?” she says cheerfully, taking her hair out of her ponytail.

“The door was unlocked, I...”

“Thought I needed rescuing?”

“Something like that.”

Jenn takes his hand and leads him back toward the kitchen where she gets a pitcher of water out of the refrigerator and pours herself a glass.  “No one’s murdered me, yet.”

“I’m impressed,” Ian says.  “We were riding around practically all night.  You go out jogging while I feel like I’m barely awake still.”

“What did you want?”

Jenn seems flighty or maybe just pumped from her jog, but Ian doesn’t think about that.  He’s too consumed with the question at hand.  He’s asking her to go, talking about Black Hole, playing it down, playing it up.  She’s smiling, she’s nodding and agreeing and saying yes, and sure.  

So there it is and he’s out the door getting on his bike.

So, okay.  She’s going.  Ian wants to feel excited, exuberantly squeeze the accelerator, but something’s holding him back.

The things he hates to do but knows he must.  

He starts with the easy deliveries, all the familiar faces and places.  Collect and give.  He makes the usual run, but saves Smallens for last.  He doesn’t want to go there, he can see Smallens’ sad-sack look and hear his excuse coming out of his pallid face.  

Smallens isn’t at home.  Ian feels strange and guilty as he senses the shape of the knife in his pocket as he talks to Smallens’ mother.  She says he went somewhere on his bicycle.  So Ian cruises the familiar spots until he sees it leaning against the wall of the Dollar General, and there is Smallens, out back, leaning against the crumbling concrete wall by the loading dock, smoking with that guy whose name Ian can never remember.  

Okay, Smallens.  Don’t be dumb.

Make this easy for both of us.

“Want a hit?” Smallens smiles his yellow-tooth smile and holds out a joint as Ian walks over from his bike.

“You owe me a hundred bucks.  How did you afford that?” 

“Nah man, it’s alright.  It’s Joey’s.”

Joey.  That’s the kid’s name.  Ian motions away the joint. “It’s time to pay up.”

Smallens exhales a cloud of smoke and shrugs.  “I don’t got it.”

Ian tries to stand tall, lifts his shoulders.  Friggin’ Smallens.  Why couldn’t he just pay up?  The knife rests heavily in his pocket.  His hand reaches in and touches the handle, as he thinks about Jim’s directive.

“Is that all, Swifty?”  Smallens is small, but also one feisty kid.  He stands almost a head shorter than the long-haired Joey next to him.  Joey takes the joint and smokes disinterestedly.

“Jim told me if you didn’t pay he was gonna mess you up.  Or that I have to.”

“You think you can take us both?”  Smallens laughs.

“This ain’t my deal,” Joey says, killing the joint and opening the back door to the Dollar General.  “You should probably pay up, Smallens.  Jim Haneke is seriously crazy.”  The door groans to a close behind him.

The bravado eases from Smallens, who kicks at a crack in the blacktop.  “I’m gonna pay, I just need more time.”

“Sell your Xbox.  Sell your games.  Just get me the money.”  Ian looks down.  “Jim isn’t joking around this time.  You know what he can do when he goes off.”

“Okay, okay.”  Smallens says.  “I’ll figure it out.  I can have it by Monday.  That’s fine, right?”

“I’ll try to keep Jim off of you, but I can’t make any promises.”  Ian sighs.  “And if you don’t pay...”

“No, I’ll pay.”  Smallens hops on his bike.  “Monday.”  

Ian watches as Smallens cuts across the rutted parking lot and disappears across the street.

Monday.  Right. 

Screw this job.  

Screw Smallens.

Screw Jim.

​
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Chapter 4​
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“We need a burro.”  Chuck plods along the narrow path that winds past the fecund swamp on the way to Black Hole.  One hand grasps a cooler handle, and the other keeps adjusting the weight of the overstuffed pack on his shoulders.  Ian takes up the other cooler handle and is similarly weighted down, with a makeshift pack consisting of a tent, bedroll and other items rolled up in a tarp and tied together with a piece of rope that dangles a sleeping bag kicking against the back of his legs.

“We also need bug spray.”  Ian’s eyes water in reaction to the hovering pests.  

“They’ll thin out once we reach higher ground.  And I have bug spray at the camp.”

“I can’t believe this is your third trip in.”

Chuck looks back at Ian.  “I told you this was going to be epic.  But it takes gear, and there’s no easy way to get it in.”

“Airdrop it.”

“Gee, why have I been wasting my time?”

The trail dips down through a low spot where Ian and Chuck balance their way across a couple of logs bridging the muck.  The path begins to lead uphill.  Thorn bushes infringe the path, scratching at Ian’s bare legs.

Most of the bugs have given up their trail, save one determined fly that buzz bombs them in giant, swooping circles.  Chuck swats at it, and curses.  But the air is fresh and invigorating, and Ian knows the end of the trail is here.  The ridge of trees that runs along the steep bank above Black Hole rises up before them. The old-growth spruce tower over their heads, with smaller trees struggling up between.

“Valhalla,” Chuck says.

Ian gazes down the steep descent to where Trout Creek cuts through the shale.  A narrow footpath zigzags down the slope, marked by dark, upturned earth and disturbed pine needles, branches worn smooth from hands gripping for support.  On their side of the creek, large, flat rocks spread out below where the ravine widens at a bend.  On the opposite side a shale face rises steeply from the water.

Chuck starts down the footpath, fully loaded.

“Hold up—shouldn’t we make a couple trips?”

“No time for that.” Chuck scrambles farther down, pulling Ian along by virtue of the cooler between them.

Ian’s feet struggle to grip the path as he counters the downward weight of the cooler.  Without the pack, without the cooler, he’d be skipping down the path from the memory of a hundred passages.  

About halfway from the bottom, Chuck’s feet slip out from under him.  The weight of the cooler jerks the handle from Ian and it goes sliding down with him.  Chuck rolls onto one of the large rocks jutting out into the water.  The cooler lands next to him, but stays right side up.

Ian lets his pack go as he speeds down the path.  Chuck’s eyes are closed.

“You alright, man?”

Chuck rolls onto his back and groans woefully.  “My back.”

“Dude...”

“I think you’re going to have to carry me out of here.”

“You ass.”

Chuck grins.  “Nice soft moss growing on this rock.  You worry too much.”

“Ass.”

“You need to get a drink in you and lighten up some.”

“It’s early.”

Chuck sits up and pops the top of the cooler.  “Not for me.”  He cracks open a can and takes a large swig.  “Pre-gaming.”  

Ian steps out to the edge of the large rock, where the water swirls past.  After a few feet, the bottom of the creek disappears into darkness.  The creek ran deep there.  You could even swim a few strokes.

Not much to hang on to at the other side.  Just the fractured visage of the shale face rising up.  But on their side of the creek, large flat rocks cluster like oversized lily pads.  A wide sandy area spreads out downstream, with a circle of rocks making a firepit.  Chuck’s supplies are tucked against the slope from his previous trips.  

“First ones here, I take it?” Ian says.

“They’ll come.”  Chuck finishes the beer and crumples the can, but doesn’t toss it.  Black Hole is too sacred a spot to litter.  He goes to a black trash bag he has rigged to a small tree protruding from the slope and deposits it.  

“FYI, I packed you some of your favorite whiskey.”

“Eh, I don’t think so.”

“Whatever—we’ve got work to do.  Help me set up the tent.”

Ian checks his phone.  “I don’t have a signal.”

“We never do, down here.”

“I need to get up top and see if I have a message from Jenn.”

“Cool.  I’ll just set up the tent all by myself.”

Ian climbs up the path, grabbing roots and branches to leverage himself up on his way to the top.  

Still no signal.  Ian curses under his breath.  Usually got one up here, that reliable if solitary bar of connection.  He holds the phone over his head and squints up at it.  Nothing.  Ian sighs and sticks the phone back in the pocket of his shorts.  

A tree?  Maybe.  Ian sizes up a nearby pine with large, low branches.  He hoists himself up, trying to avoid spots of sap and scratches from the dead, needleless branches poking out in clusters.  Halfway up the tree he gets his bar.  He waits.  Nothing.  Was it enough of a signal?  Ian taps out a text, erases it, then taps it in again.  Casual enough?  Whatever.  He hesitates then presses the send button.  The circle spins and spins... then... sent.

He leans back on the branch and waits.  And waits.

His feet are starting to ache from standing on the branch when he hears his name shouted from below.

“You up there?” Chuck’s voice echoes through the ravine.

“I’m waiting for a text.”

“Dude, are you in a TREE?”

“Shut up.”

“You’ve got it bad.”

Chuck labors up the steep path to the ridge and plants himself under Ian’s tree.  “Aren’t you supposed to meet her like four hours from now at the trailhead? Don’t be a stalker, man—it’s not attractive.

“I’ve got two more trips to make.  But if you come, it’ll make one.  Besides, you’ll get a better signal by the road than up in that stupid tree.”  Chuck selects a large pinecone from the ground and whips it up at Ian.  It deflects off a branch and bounces awkwardly back down to Chuck’s feet.

“Nice throw,” Ian calls down.

“You coming, or not?”

Ian shoves the phone in his pocket.  He was running the battery too hard anyway. Might as well do something to make the time go faster.

The final trip to and from the road where Chuck’s car is parked is uneventful.  The phone is extra heavy in Ian’s pocket.  He feels it at every step.  His hand creeps down to it, feels the outline of the device in his pocket.  A good signal at the car; no messages.  And then the monotonous hike back.  He thinks about going back up the tree, but then decides against it.  He’d just wait until the time they agreed to meet.

People trickle in.  Friends of Chuck that Ian knows, sort of.  Couple guys and girls.  Then some more.  It’s a small school at Sandy Knoll.  You kind of knew everyone anyway.  It was good and bad.  Just hard to stay away from the assholes.  Like Chuck’s brother.

Ian checks the time mechanically.  A half hour before he should head back down the trail, yet again.  This time he would be alone.  Almost a dozen people have shown up, Chuck wasn’t bullshitting.  A dozen people is almost a quarter of his class.  The afternoon sun warms the flat rocks of Black Hole, and some of the girls lie out on them.  A few swam, and most drank.  Chuck has started a fire, and is laughing with some guys.  Ian drifts nearby, but doesn’t engage.  

Everything is casual, everything is friendly.  

Everything is needles and edges.  

Ian fights the impulse to start the hike early, when his phone vibrates in his pocket.

A text from Jenn.  Somehow, down at Black Hole, an elusive signal.

Everything drains away as he reads the text.

Can’t make it.  Don’t come for me.

Ian stares at the text, wonders how to respond.  

You OK?  He taps into the phone.  No signal, no sending.  The circle spins.

Ian leaves the fringes of Chuck’s conversation and climbs up the path, easing past two more newcomers making their way down.  He climbs back up the tree, going, going, going, until he gets that solitary bar that allows the message to find its way to the nearest cell tower and off to space and back again.

The minutes crawl by, but no response comes.  

Why didn’t she say anything else?  Is she really OK?

Screw it.  He was going to call.

Ian breathes deeply, then makes the call.  He stares out through the tangle of branches as he listens to the ring.  Just as he’s expecting voicemail, there she is.

“Hey.”  She sounds hesitant, she sounds small.  All in one spoken word.

“Hey... Is everything OK?”  Ian feels dumb, saying what he had just messaged, but this is what he is saying.  These are the words coming out of his mouth.

“Yeah, everything’s fine,” she says.  “I just can’t make it.”

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing’s going on.”

“You don’t sound right.”  Ian fumbles for the words. “I... I don’t care about this party.  I can come meet you, wherever.”

“Just stay at the party, it’s alright. I’m alright.”

Ian’s voice is husky.  He hates how he must sound, the cracks, the quaver.  “Nah, I’m coming over.  Even if we don’t hang out.  I just want to see you quick.”

There’s a long pause before Jenn responds.  “Listen, it’s not going to work out, you and me.  I didn’t want to say it, I mean, I didn’t know how to tell you.”

Ian holds the phone numbly against his ear.
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