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CHAPTER ONE


‘Where are we going?’ Finley asked. ‘To grandmother’s house?’


Helen, behind the steering wheel of the rented Wagoneer, grinned over her shoulder and sang, ‘Over the river and through the woods …’


‘Hoping we’ll run into the Big Bad Wolf?’ Abilene said.


‘Finley’d like that,’ Cora said from the front seat.


‘Gimme a break. I’ve sworn off guys.’


‘Since when?’ Abilene asked.


‘Since last summer and surfin’ Sam, or whatever his name was.’


‘You don’t even remember his name?’ Helen asked.


‘He was just another hunk to the Fin-man,’ Abilene said.


Finley jammed an elbow into her side. ‘Rick. His name was Rick. But I’ve reformed. I promise to be a good girl.’


‘I’ll believe that when I see it,’ Cora said.


‘Where we’re going,’ Helen explained, ‘I don’t imagine we’ll be running into any fellas.’


‘I sure hope this isn’t a camping trip,’ Vivian said.


‘What’ve you got against fresh air?’ Cora asked.


‘Fresh air’s fine. But I can get it without flying three thousand miles.’


‘You sure don’t get it living in L.A.’


‘Viv’s just afraid she’ll get her clothes dirty,’ Abilene said.


Vivian leaned forward to see past Finley, who was sitting between them in the back seat, and told Abilene, ‘If I wanted to rough it in the great outdoors, I would’ve joined the Girl Scouts.’ Wrinkling her nose, she settled back and muttered, ‘This sure has all the earmarks of a camping trip.’


‘You just never know,’ Helen said, sounding pleased with herself.


‘It should’ve tipped you off,’ Abilene said, ‘when she told us to bring sleeping bags and grubbies.’


‘That could mean anything.’


‘It meant we weren’t going to a Marriott.’ In spite of that, Abilene doubted that they were being taken on a camping trip. A week in the wilds might’ve been Cora’s idea of fun, but this trip was Helen’s choice and Helen was neither athletic nor a fan of Mother Nature. She was more inclined toward sedentary, dark pursuits: reading scary novels and true crime books; watching movies that usually featured mad killers using knives, axes and chainsaws to slaughter teenagers. If her choice of adventures involved camping, it was likely to be done in a graveyard.


‘I know where we’re going,’ she said. ‘To the Pet Semetary.’


Helen laughed. ‘Close, but no prize.’


‘Close?’ Vivian muttered. ‘Oh, terrific.’


‘Wherever I’m taking you, we’ll be coming up on it pretty soon.’


‘How soon?’ Finley asked.


‘According to the odometer, it should be about three more miles.’


‘Pull over and let me out, okay? I’ll get our arrival for posterity.’


‘Oh, great,’ Abilene said. ‘The epic. Thank God we didn’t have to suffer through that last night.’


‘Gimme a break. You love it.’


‘I hate some of it.’


‘I’d like to see it again,’ Helen said. ‘Maybe the night before we fly out.’


‘My friend.’ Finley leaned forward and patted her on the shoulder. ‘Now, let me out.’


Helen stopped the car without pulling over. There was no need to leave the road, since it had been devoid of traffic for the entire half hour they’d been on it. While Vivian opened her door and climbed out, Finley twisted around and reached over the seat back. She grabbed her video camcorder, scooted across the seat and got out. Vivian climbed in.


Finley went to the front of the car, stepped from its bumper onto the hood, and walked toward the windshield. The thin metal sank under each footstep and popped up when her weight was gone, making quiet bongey sounds.


‘Christ,’ Cora muttered.


‘Boys will be boys,’ Helen said.


Abilene realized that Finley, today more than usual, looked a lot more like a kid than like a twenty-five-year-old woman. She was small and slender. Her brown hair was cut very short. Her outfit masked what she had of a figure and would’ve been just the thing for a young fellow embarking on a safari; the baggy tan shirt hung loose nearly to the cuffs of her baggy tan shorts, and sported not only shoulder epaulettes but a multitude of deep pockets, flaps and brass buttons.


Of course, most boys probably wouldn’t be caught dead wearing hot pink knee socks.


The knee socks and white Reeboks were all that Abilene could see of Finley now that the girl was perched on the roof of the car, calves pressed against the windshield.


‘Let’s roll, gang!’ she called from above.


‘You oughta really step on it,’ Cora whispered.


‘She might fall and break her neck,’ Helen said.


‘Even worse,’ Vivian said, ‘she might break her camera. Then there’d really be hell to pay.’


Helen started the car forward. Slowly.


‘Turn the wipers on and give her a squirt,’ Abilene suggested.


‘That’d be cruel,’ Vivian said.


Cora, looking over her shoulder, said, ‘Abby, you’re a genius.’


‘Just mean.’


Helen leaned forward slightly. The windshield wipers began to sweep back and forth. Twin streams of water shot up. The blades bumped against Finley’s calves. The water soaked her socks. Her legs flew out of the way. ‘You bastards!’ she cried out.


Helen shut off the blades and fountains, then called out the window, ‘Sorry. My mistake.’


‘Mistake my butt. I’ll get all of you for this. You mess with the Fin-man, you pay.’


‘We’re trembling!’ Abilene called.


‘It was your idea, wasn’t it?’


‘Whose?’


‘You! I know it was you, Hickok. You’ll die.’


‘Oh, quit ranting and film your epic.’


Finley’s legs returned to their previous positions against the windshield. Then her head appeared between her knees. Her face was upside down, her short hair blowing in the breeze. Though she said nothing, her lips twitched and writhed ferociously as if she were spitting out obscenities.


‘Give her another dose.’


She must’ve heard that. Her head went away fast.


‘Let’s just calm down, folks,’ she called.


Helen left the wipers alone.


She stayed in the northbound lane, not even crossing the faded paint of the center line to avoid fissures and pits in the pavement. It made for a bumpy ride. Abilene couldn’t fault her for being cautious, though. As desolate as the poor ruin of a road seemed to be, an excursion into the downhill lane would probably provoke a vehicle to materialize, speed around a blind curve and smash them. One of life’s little magic tricks. Just when you least expect it – wham.


A car could just as easily come racing around a curve on our side, she thought.


She began to wish that Finley wasn’t riding on the roof.


Helen stopped the car. ‘This must be it,’ she said, nodding toward a narrow road that slanted up the hillside to the right.


‘You don’t know?’ Vivian asked.


‘Do you think I’ve been here before? It’s just a place I read about. But this is where it ought to be, and it’s called The Totem Pole Lodge.’


‘Must be it, all right,’ Cora said.


At each side of the entrance road stood a totem pole. The old wooden columns depicted forest creatures, demons and beasts, and both had giant birds with outspread wings near their tops. One of the poles, tilted at a sharp angle, looked ready to fall onto any car daring to trespass.


Abilene supposed that the totems had probably once been decorated with bright paint. Now, however, they looked as if they’d been made of driftwood. Or dirty gray bone.


Vandals had carved names, initials, dates, hearts, and even a few swastikas into them. Some of the vandals must’ve shinnied up them to maim the higher areas. Near the top of the tilted pole, someone had left a hunting knife embedded in the blanched wood of a wing.


A metal sign, bent and rusted, was nailed at eye level to the upright pole. It read, KEEP OUT.


‘Why would a lodge have a sign telling people to keep out?’ Vivian asked.


‘It isn’t open to the public,’ Helen explained, and turned onto the entry road. The leaning post didn’t fall. But as the car nosed upward, Finley’s legs kicked away from the windshield. Abilene heard some thumps through the ceiling, and figured she must’ve tumbled backward. Seconds later, the legs returned.


‘I hope Finley kept her camera going,’ she said. ‘We’ll have some interesting views.’


‘Spinning tree tops,’ Cora said.


‘Some of these branches are awfully low.’ Helen sounded worried.


‘If we have a casualty, can we go home?’ Vivian asked.


‘You should be tickled,’ Cora told her. ‘This isn’t a campout.’


‘Right. Instead, we’re going to some damn lodge that isn’t open to the public. Who, exactly, is it open to?’


‘Just us,’ Helen said. ‘I hope. As far as I know, it’s been abandoned for about twelve years.’


‘Oh, great. Charming. I can see this is gonna be a thrill and a half.’


‘That’s the whole idea,’ Helen said.


‘Knowing you, it’s probably haunted.’


‘I guess we’ll find out.’


Just then, the road levelled out. The hood of the car lowered, revealing the area ahead. Abilene leaned a little to the right. Off in the distance, framed on both sides by Finley’s pink socks, was The Totem Pole Lodge.


Vivian leaned toward her. Their shoulders touched as they shared the view.


‘Utterly delightful,’ Vivian muttered.


‘Great, huh?’ Helen sounded as if the lodge fulfilled her best expectations.


‘What was this place?’ Cora asked.


‘Kind of a resort,’ Helen said.


‘A last resort,’ Vivian said.


‘It was famous for its hot springs. And its cuisine. People came here for cross-country skiing in the winter. It was a hunting lodge in hunting season. The rest of the time, people came for hiking and fishing, that kind of thing. The place was quite popular during its heyday.’


‘Looks like shit now,’ Cora said.


A fist reached down between Finley’s legs and rapped on the windshield. ‘Stop the car, okay?’


When it came to a halt, Abilene said, ‘This is far enough for me,’ and swung open her door. She climbed out. It felt good to be standing up after the long drive. She stretched. She peeled her moist blouse away from her back. She took a deep breath, enjoying the woodsy aromas.


If the lodge could simply pull a quick disappearing act, she thought, this might be a wonderful place.


A bit too hot, but …


Finley leaped down off the roof and landed beside her. ‘Awesome joint,’ she said, aiming her camera at the lodge.


‘“With the first glimpse of the building, a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded my spirit.”’


‘Say what?’


The others climbed out of the car. They all stood motionless, staring at the lodge.


It was a broad, two-story structure with walls of gray stone that looked solid enough to last for a few thousand years and a steep shake roof that sagged near the middle and might not last through the next winter.


Some of the porch roof had already caved in, thanks to a tree branch. The branch, over near the north corner, looked like an arm torn from a giant and rammed down through the top of the porch, hand first. Its jagged stub protruded from the roof. Its lower limbs formed a leafless tangle blocking that end of the porch.


A few of the lodge’s upstairs windows were hidden behind closed shutters. Most of the shutters, however, hung open or dangled crooked or were simply gone. At least half of the windows that Abilene could see were broken.


At the center of the porch, straight ahead, the lodge’s front door stood open.


‘The doorman must’ve been expecting us,’ Abilene said.


‘Come on, Hickok, let’s you and me go on ahead. The rest of you guys wait till we’re there, then come on in and I’ll get the big arrival.’ Finley started toward the lodge.


Abilene joined her. Twigs and leaves crackled under their shoes.


Though the road was littered with debris from the surrounding forest, enough areas had been swept clear by the wind for Abilene to see patches of gray, cracked pavement. Weeds, wild grass, and even a few saplings grew in the fissures.


She came upon a broken sapling.


‘Look at this.’


‘So?’


She crouched over it. ‘Somebody’s been here. Recently, too. The leaves are still green.’ She folded a small leaf between her thumb and forefinger. It felt a little springy, but it split. ‘I bet it hasn’t been dead more than a week.’


‘Maybe Bambi stepped on it.’


‘Maybe this place isn’t as deserted as it looks.’


Finley wrinkled her nose. She nodded. ‘Come on.’


They continued toward the lodge. In front of the porch, the road flared out like a T. The lane on the right led past the lodge to a long ramshackle structure that appeared to be some kind of parking barn with empty stalls for at least a dozen vehicles. The other lane had a turn at the far corner of the porch and seemed to lead around toward the rear.


‘I guess this is close enough,’ Finley said. Halting at the foot of the porch stairs, she faced the road, raised her camera and shouted, ‘Action!’


For a moment, Abilene watched the Wagoneer rush forward. But the back of her neck felt crawly. She turned her head and stared at the open door.


All she could see beyond it was shadowy gloom.


We must be out of our minds, she thought, coming to a place like this. Just for the fun of it. Just for adventure.


We must be crazy.


Hell, weren’t we always?
 




CHAPTER TWO


Belmore Girls


It started with Finley and her new, portable video camera.


It started at Belmore University in the east wing, second floor of Hadley Hall, one of the campus’s two dormitories for freshman girls. The girls were eighteen, then.


It was the third week of September.


It was a Wednesday night.


Abilene’s roommate, Helen Winters, was hunched at her desk, face low over the pages of a Western Civ textbook. Abilene sat at the window, her back to the hot night, hoping to catch a stray breeze while she struggled to make sense of Othello. With a sigh, she closed the paperback.


‘God, it’s hard to think when you’re baking.’


Helen dropped a yellow hi-lite pen into the gutter of her book. She turned her chair around. She looked forlorn, miserable. And even more unattractive than usual. Her brown hair, cut in a style resembling a football helmet, was greasy and matted against her scalp. Wet ringlets clung to her face. She had speckles of sweat under her eyes. Dribbles streaked her heavy cheeks. In the crease of one nostril was a white-peaked zit that looked ready to erupt. Her lower lip bulged out so far that it cast a shadow over her chin.


Sullen eyes gazing up at Abilene, she said, ‘I hate everything about this place.’


‘It’s probably just the heat.’


‘It’s everything.’


‘Homesick?’


‘That’s a good one.’


‘I sure am. I wish I was there right now. Mill Valley’s great this time of the year. I sure wouldn’t be sweating my butt off.’


‘Do you want to take a shower with me?’


Abilene felt as if her stomach had been pushed off a cliff. She realized her mouth was hanging open. She shut it. Not knowing what to say, she shrugged.


Helen blew out a long breath that puffed out her cheeks and lips. She rolled her eyes upward. ‘Hey, if you don’t want to, it’s all right.’


‘Well …’


‘You aren’t a lesbian, are you?’


Abilene’s face went hot. ‘No!’ she blurted.


‘Me, neither.’


‘Well, that’s good. Not that … you know.’


‘So how about a shower?’


‘Now?’


‘Yeah. It’ll feel good.’


She grimaced. ‘I don’t know. I was planning to wait till morning.’


‘Please?’


‘Geez, Helen.’


‘It’s just that … I really don’t want to go alone. There might be some other people there. Strangers.’


‘If anyone’s there, it’ll just be kids from our sector.’


‘But I don’t know any of them. Not really. And they kind of scare me. If you want to know the truth, I haven’t taken a shower since last Thursday night.’


‘Last Thursday?’


‘I just haven’t quite worked up the nerve again.’


‘Did something happen?’


‘Well, that was the night I walked to the movies. I saw a really scary one. It was great. You were asleep when I got back. The place was really quiet. I thought everybody in the whole sector was asleep, so I figured it would be a great time to take my shower. Anyway, I was in there and all of a sudden the lights went off. Somebody turned them off. It was pitch black. I couldn’t see a thing. I couldn’t hear much, either, because of the water. I was sort of spooked, but I figured it was just some creep’s idea of a joke. So I went on taking my shower. I was soaping myself, you know? And suddenly there was an extra hand on me.’


‘Holy shit,’ Abilene muttered.


‘The one that wasn’t mine … it squeezed one of my breasts. I kind of jumped back and slipped and landed on my butt.’ She shrugged. Making a sickish smile, she said, ‘And that’s the true story of why I haven’t taken a shower since Thursday night.’


‘No wonder.’


‘So, will you come with me?’


‘Okay. Sure.’


‘Great. You’re a real friend.’


‘Hey, after hearing that, I’m not sure I want to take any more showers alone, myself.’ Abilene shoved the chair out of the way with her feet, scooted off the low bookcase and stood up. ‘What happened after you fell?’ she asked.


‘Nothing.’


‘Nothing?’


‘Well, I sat there for a real long time. But nobody touched me again. Whoever it was just left, I guess. Finally, I worked up enough nerve to get up and leave.’


‘God,’ Abilene muttered. ‘You never got any kind of look at her? She never said anything, or …?’


‘For all I know, it might’ve been a guy.’


‘Jesus.’


‘It probably wasn’t,’ Helen said, and started to unbutton her blouse.


Abilene took that as her cue to move on. She walked past her bed. Facing her open closet, she stripped to the waist and put on her robe. Then she pulled down her shorts and panties, stepped out of them, and knotted her robe’s cloth belt. She didn’t realize, until she was done, that it was a pretty dumb way to undress.


Why worry about modesty at a time like this?


From their first night as roommates, less than two weeks ago, they’d maintained unspoken rituals to keep their privacy. They’d jumped at every opportunity to change while the other was away from the room. When that failed, they’d turned their backs to each other. Abilene often stood facing her closet – more to avoid a view of Helen than to prevent Helen from seeing her.


Silly.


If they’d been more open about things, maybe Helen wouldn’t have felt compelled to take that shower alone in the middle of the night.


She crouched, scooped up her clothes, and sidestepped past her dresser. She tossed them onto her bed. ‘You about ready?’


‘Yeah.’


She turned around. Helen had her nightgown on, but her arms weren’t in its sleeves. They were busy underneath the loose gown, removing her bra. When they appeared, one was towing the undergarment out through a sleeve.


‘You won’t tell anyone, will you?’ Helen asked.


‘About what happened?’


‘Yeah. It’s … you know, kind of embarrassing. There’d be an awful lot of gossip. I’d rather just forget about the whole thing, okay?’


‘Fine. I won’t tell. We don’t know who it was, anyway. It’d just spook people.’


‘Thanks.’


They gathered their washcloths, towels, soap and shampoo. Abilene dropped her room key into a pocket. She followed Helen into the corridor, then pulled the door shut and made sure it was locked.


The corridor was filled with music, voices and laughter. On their way to the restroom, they passed several open doors. Girls in the rooms were sprawled on beds, sitting at desks, some studying, while others carried on discussions or watched small televisions. A few were eating snacks and drinking sodas. Abilene nodded and smiled at those who noticed her going by. Though she recognized all of them, she wasn’t sure about some of the names.


The restroom was just this side of double doors that separated the east wing of Hadley Hall from the main stairs and west wing.


Abilene entered first. She saw no one. But sounds of rushing water came from the shower room.


‘Maybe we should try later,’ Helen whispered.


‘Don’t be ridiculous. Come on.’


Helen grimaced, but followed her past the toilet stalls to the dressing area. Steam was drifting in from the shower room. Voices, too – cheerful, amplified by the tile walls. A couple of robes and towels had been left on the bench.


Abilene slipped out of her sandals, emptied her hands onto the bench, and took off her robe. She rolled it up, set it next to her towel, then picked up her washcloth, soap and shampoo. She looked at Helen just as the girl’s large breasts, briefly caught by the hem of the nightgown, came free and dropped, bouncing and swinging. Helen finished dragging the nightgown off her head, gave Abilene a somewhat frantic glance, and deposited the nightgown on the bench.


‘Here goes nothing,’ she muttered, and gestured for Abilene to go first.


Abilene stepped over the low, tile barrier, and entered the shower room. The steamy air wrapped her.


She raised a hand and said ‘Hello’ to the two girls who stood under nozzles near the far end. She recognized both of them. ‘Cora, right?’ she asked the one near the corner.


‘Tucson?’


‘Abilene. This is my roomy, Helen.’


‘Hi,’ Helen said from behind her.


‘I’m Vivian,’ said the other girl. Abilene had never actually met her, but she’d seen her around and knew her name. She supposed that everyone knew her name. Vivian Drake was easily the most beautiful girl in the freshman class: tall and slender with dark auburn hair, emerald eyes, a flawless complexion and a stunning face.


Abilene had stayed clear of her, certain that she must be a conceited bitch.


Now, she said, ‘Nice to meet you,’ went to the shower right beside Vivian and turned on the water. She stepped out of the way, testing the spray with her hand. When it felt hot, she moved underneath it.


Helen chose the shower on the other side.


‘Abilene’s a cool name,’ Vivian said.


‘Thanks.’


‘Is that where you were conceived?’ Cora asked.


‘No, I was named for the song.’


Vivian began to hum it as she soaped her legs.


Abilene began to like her.


‘It was my parents’ favorite song,’ she said. ‘It was their song, you know? Also, my dad’s a western writer.’


‘No kidding?’ Cora said. ‘No wonder you’re such a hot-shot in Dalton’s class.’


‘I’m sure having trouble with Shakespeare.’


‘The guy should’ve tried writing in English.’


‘I’ve got the Cliff Notes for Othello,’ Vivian said. ‘If you want to stop by the room sometime, you can borrow it.’


‘Thanks.’


She’s actually nice, Abilene thought, and felt a little guilty about prejudging her.


Just because she’s gorgeous doesn’t mean she’s a shit.


But her beauty was rather disturbing, and all the more obvious here in the shower room.


Standing next to her, Abilene felt quite plain. She knew she was fairly attractive herself: slender, blonde, with quick blue eyes and an okay face except for a sprinkling of freckles across her nose that she didn’t appreciate but boys seemed to find cute.


That’s me, she thought. Cute. Ordinary.


Whereas Vivian was an incredible knockout.


Even Cora, hardly a slouch in the looks department, suffered by comparison to the girl showering next to her. She was Vivian’s height, but the similarity stopped at that. Her face was wholesome, not striking. Her blonde hair was short and curly, not a long flow of rich, silken tresses. She had broad shoulders, full breasts, wide hips. Though she appeared to be much heavier than her roommate, there was no suggestion of fat. She looked athletic, not regal.


Abilene turned to Helen. The girl’s head hung as she slid a bar of soap over one breast.


She wasn’t a striking, regal knockout. She wasn’t wholesome and athletic. She wasn’t even plain but cute. She was homely, fat and dumpy.


Abilene knew she must be feeling like hell.


‘Have you got any of your father’s books?’ Vivian asked.


‘Not with me.’


‘Does the student bookstore carry them?’


‘No, but the Save-More Drugstore has a bunch.’ She felt as if she were ignoring Helen. But maybe the girl preferred it that way.


‘What’s his name?’


‘Alex Randolph.’


‘Good. I’ll pick up something next time I’m in there.’ She squirted shampoo into her palm and started rubbing it into her hair. ‘So. Helen. What do you think of McMasters?’


‘He’s okay,’ Helen murmured, soaping herself and keeping her head down.


‘I hear he was a drill instructor in the Marines.’


‘He’s a bastard,’ Cora said.


‘We’re all in his eight o’clock,’ Vivian told Abilene. She was scrubbing her sudsy hair, froth rolling down the sides of her face. ‘How’d you luck out?’


‘I’ll be taking his course next semester.’


‘He’s a real bastard,’ Cora repeated.


Vivian turned her head. ‘He might leave you alone if you’d get there on time.’


‘Fat chance.’


Vivian laughed. ‘He’s decent enough to me and Helen.’


‘That’s because Helen’s got brains and you’ve got him flustered.’ Cora leaned forward and looked at Abilene. ‘You should see it. The guy blushes every time he lays his eyes on Viv.’


‘He hankers after me,’ Vivian said.


Helen burst out laughing, raised her head and turned toward the others. Her mouth was stretched into a wide smile. The laughter shook her shoulders, made her breasts bob and shake.


‘Well, he does!’ Vivian insisted.


‘Hankers!’ Helen squealed.


‘Don’t split a gut,’ Cora advised.


‘I’m … sorry. Oh Jesus! He hankers after her!’


And Finley came into the shower room.


At that time, Abilene didn’t know her name. If she had known her name, she wouldn’t have recognized her anyway; a gorilla mask covered her entire head.


Finley wore a tank top, shorts, and tennis shoes.


At her face, viewfinder to the gorilla’s eyehole, rested a portable video camera.


She came bounding into the mist and pranced sideways, sweeping the camera across Helen and Abilene and Vivian and Cora as she rushed by.


At first, Abilene was too surprised and perplexed to realize what was happening. By the time she figured out that the strange apparition was taping them, it was too late to cover herself.


Vivian blurted, ‘What the hell?’ and whirled toward the wall.


Cora lunged at Finley, reaching out. But Finley, in her tennies, had better traction and sprang clear. Cora skidded. Her feet flew up and she landed on her rump.


Finley backstepped, getting the fall on tape.


‘Thanks, hon,’ she said in a cheery, muffled voice.


She scampered sideways. Vivian presented her with nothing but her back, hands trying to hide her rear.


Abilene rushed forward. Bent at the waist, arms and legs spread wide like a basketball guard, she blocked Finley’s retreat.


The girl slipped to a halt. The big lens of the camera shifted from side to side – from breast to breast – and down.


‘You bitch!’


‘Time to go!’ She feinted to the left. Abilene lurched that way to grab her. She saw her mistake as Finley ducked to the right, but the slick floor didn’t allow a quick change of direction.


Sliding and turning, she watched the girl run for the exit and straight into Helen’s fist.


Helen, waiting in the middle of the entryway, threw a haymaker that knocked the gorilla head sideways. The camera flew, striking Abilene’s right thigh as Finley’s back slammed the floor. The girl skidded toward her.


Abilene rubbed her leg. She bent down and picked up the camera.


Then they all gathered around Finley. Helen planted a foot on her belly. Cora pulled off the gorilla head.


The girl grimaced up at them. ‘Greetings,’ she said. ‘Finley’s the name. Pleased to make your acquaintance, ladies.’
 




CHAPTER THREE


The Wagoneer stopped in front of Abilene and Finley. The others climbed out.


Helen’s head tilted back and rolled as she surveyed the lodge. Her eyes were wide. Her mouth hung open. She might have been standing for the first time at the feet of the Statue of Liberty, gazing up at the monument with awe and delight.


‘Why don’t we leave everything in the car,’ Cora suggested, ‘until we’ve looked the place over?’


Vivian, nose wrinkled, said, ‘Why don’t we not look the place over and drive back to Burlington instead?’


‘Where’s your sense of adventure?’ Abilene asked.


‘It lost out to my sense of self-preservation.’


‘No risk, no thrill,’ Cora said.


Helen, still gaping at the lodge, said, ‘Isn’t this place just fabulously eerie?’


‘I just hope it’s fabulously unoccupied,’ Abilene said. ‘God only knows who might’ve decided to take up residence in a place like this.’


Helen grinned. ‘Yeah.’ She sounded tickled by the possibility of encountering a hermit or axe-murderer inside the ruin. ‘Let’s go in and check it out.’


She hurried up the porch stairs, Cora at her side, Vivian following. Before stepping through the doorway, Vivian looked over her shoulder. ‘Coming?’


‘I wouldn’t miss it,’ Finley said and shouldered her camera. ‘Go on ahead,’ she told Abilene.


Abilene climbed the stairs and strode across the porch. The boards wobbled and squeaked. Even though they’d been strong enough to support Helen, she feared breaking through and was glad to reach the safety of the foyer’s marble floor.


The others hadn’t ventured off the marble. They stood at its far edge as if the foyer were an island and they weren’t ready to get their feet wet. Nobody spoke. Only their heads moved as they looked around. Abilene supposed they were listening, wondering whether the lodge was truly deserted. She halted beside Vivian.


‘Bitchin’ joint!’ Finley yelled.


Abilene flinched. Vivian gasped. Helen twisted around, scowling, pressing a finger to her heavy lips and letting out a long ‘Shhhhhhhh.’


A grin spread across Finley’s face. Obviously, she had meant to startle them and was pleased by her success. ‘Okay,’ she mouthed, not making a sound. She came forward ever so slowly on tiptoes, lifting her knees high, setting her feet down gingerly, her lips pursed – a parody of silent sneaking.


She stopped next to Abilene. She turned slowly, panning the room with her camera. Its automatic focus made quiet humming sounds as it adjusted to changing distances. Then she lowered the camera to her side and stood motionless.


All five women looked around and listened.


Other than the quick pounding of her own heartbeat, Abilene heard nothing but sounds from outside: birds chirping and squawking, the sigh of leaves stirred by breezes.


Enough daylight came in for her to see the staircase to her left, an open room beyond it, and the lobby and lounge area to her right. Except for the L-shaped registration desk and the numbered cubby-holes behind it, the huge room was bare.


She supposed that its dark, panelled walls had once been decorated with the heads of deer, with mounted fish and paintings of rustic scenes. There had probably been stuffed raccoons, and such, perched atop the broad wooden rafters. And furniture scattered about. Easy chairs, lamp tables. Maybe even sofas and a rug in front of the broad, stone fireplace. The fireplace, she noticed, was still equipped with andirons, a screen, and a set of fire irons.


Surprising that scavengers hadn’t made off with them, sold them as antiques or taken them home.


She wondered what else might’ve been left behind.


Plenty of time to find out, she thought.


If they wound up spending four whole days here, as planned, they’d get to know this place from top to bottom.


‘It’s pretty decent,’ Cora said, not only breaking the silence but leaving the foyer and walking over the hardwood floor toward the registration desk. ‘It’s not nearly the shambles I expected. Figured there’d be crap all over the place, from the looks of the outside.’


‘Could’ve been a lot worse,’ Vivian admitted. ‘It’s still pretty creepy, though.’


‘It’s supposed to be,’ Helen informed her.


‘I know, I know.’


Cora leaned across the registration desk, stretching over its counter, one leg rising high behind her as she strained to see what was on the other side. She pushed herself away and shook her head.


‘Nothing.’


‘The more nothing, the better,’ Vivian said.


As Cora walked alongside the desk, she glanced down at the front of her white T-shirt and brushed it once, just once, with her open hand. Turning toward the others, she frowned. She plucked at her shirt, pulling it away from her body. She gazed at the taut, slanted cloth.


It didn’t look particularly dirty to Abilene – just a trifle dusty – so what could be bothering … ‘Uh-oh,’ she muttered.


‘Hey, Viv,’ Cora said. ‘Guess what? You don’t have to worry about soiling your clothes around this place. Not much, anyway.’ She brushed her shirt a couple more times, and the traces of dust vanished. ‘That counter should’ve been filthy.’


‘The maid service must’ve been by,’ Finley said.


‘Somebody’s been by,’ Abilene said. ‘From my vast experience with house cleaning, I’d say Cora mopped up less than a week’s worth of dust.’


‘Should’ve been twelve years’ worth,’ Helen pointed out. A corner of her lip curled up.


‘If it’d been that dirty, I would’ve stayed off.’


Abilene turned around, studying the floor. Near the door and windows were some leaves. But not many. And she saw no broken glass, at all, beneath the windows. ‘The floor’s clean, too,’ she said.


Vivian nodded. ‘Obviously, this place isn’t as abandoned as it looks.’


‘The Three Bears must be out for an afternoon stroll,’ Finley said.


Spread out and walking abreast, the five women made their way through the room, skirting the occasional support beams. As she neared the fireplace, Abilene saw that it was clean inside. The stones were black with soot, but there were no ashes or chunks of burnt wood.


Several yards past the end of the registration desk, the room branched out to the left.


‘Must be the dining area,’ Cora said, stepping around the corner.


‘This is where it happened,’ Helen said.


‘Where what happened?’ Vivian asked.


Helen grinned and wiggled her eyebrows up and down. ‘Later. After dark. I’ll tell you all a bedtime story.’


‘We might not be here after dark,’ Vivian said.


‘As long as nobody’s around,’ Cora said, ‘we might as well stay.’


‘Somebody has been here,’ Abilene reminded her.


‘That doesn’t necessarily mean anyone’ll show up while we’re around. And whoever it is might be perfectly harmless.’


‘Well, we’re trespassing.’


‘Just doing some innocent exploration. And the door was open, after all. It’s not as if we broke in.’


‘Besides,’ Helen said, ‘it wouldn’t be fair to quit. This is my choice, and I’ve always gone along with you guys – whether I wanted to or not. I didn’t complain all the time, either,’ she added, eyeing Vivian.


‘I’m still here,’ Vivian pointed out. ‘I’m not a quitter.’


‘Just a complainer,’ Cora said.


‘We do have to be realistic,’ Abilene said. ‘I mean, it’s great to have our little adventures, but on the other hand we don’t want to get our asses killed. Things do happen, you know. And this place looks a little hinky to me. I’m not saying we should call it quits, but we’ve gotta be damned careful. Someone was here within the past few days. Someone might be here right now.’


‘Oh, I hope so,’ Helen said, leering.


This from the gal, Abilene thought, who is petrified by the idea of taking a shower alone.


Helen hadn’t changed much, in that regard, since her encounter with the phantom hand in her freshman year at Belmore.


After the night of Finley’s escapade, Helen had taken showers frequently. Not always with Abilene, but always with someone. Often, she’d returned dry, having turned back after discovering the shower room to be deserted. Better to wait than to risk the lights going off, an extra hand touching her in the dark.


Later, during the three years when they all share a rented house on Summer Street, she hadn’t insisted on having a companion in the tub with her. She hadn’t even asked. It would’ve been tight quarters, for one thing. She’d admitted it. And she’d always locked herself in the bathroom.


Even last night at the Wayfarer’s Haven in Burlington, Helen had insisted that either Abilene or Finley remain in the room while she bathed. Abilene had stayed behind. Finley had gone ahead without her to have drinks and snacks in the room shared by Cora and Vivian.


So she was a young woman pursued by terror, and yet here she was, putting on a show of bravado about the more immediate threat of running into a stranger in a desolate lodge in the middle of nowhere.


Well, Abilene thought, there are five of us. She damn sure wouldn’t be acting this way if she were alone.


But Abilene wondered if any of this was real to Helen. The phantom hand in the shower room had been very real. Whenever Helen was in the midst of an adventure, however, she behaved as if she considered the dangers imaginary. As if she were a character in a movie or something, and nothing bad could actually happen to her.


As Abilene entered the kitchen behind Cora and Helen, she realized that Helen wasn’t the only one with a carefree attitude about the adventures.


Finley, too, seemed cheerfully reckless.


In Finley’s case, however, it was more than empty bravado. The girl was audacious, intrepid to the bone.
 




CHAPTER FOUR


Belmore Girls


‘Now let’s calm down, everyone,’ Finley said as Cora grabbed the front of her tank top and yanked her up.


‘No need for violence,’ she said as Cora drove her across the room and rammed her back against a wall between two of the showers.


‘Is my camera okay?’ she asked as Cora clutched her throat.


Abilene had picked it up.


She located Cora and Finley in the viewfinder. ‘I guess it’s all right,’ she said.


‘Then tape this,’ Cora said, and punched Finley in the stomach.


The girl’s eyes bugged out. Her mouth sprang open. Her shoulders lurched off the wall as she bent at the waist, her neck thrusting against Cora’s hand.


‘Hey!’ Abilene snapped. ‘Don’t …’


‘Quit it!’ Vivian cried out. ‘For Godsake!’


‘Leave her alone,’ Abilene said.


Finley, pinned to the wall, wheezed for air. Her face was twisted with pain.


‘Let go of her,’ Abilene said.


Cora dropped her hand. The girl leaned forward, rump against the wall, and hugged her belly.


‘What’s the big idea, huh?’ Cora asked. ‘What are you, a pervert?’


Finley shook her head. She gasped something that sounded like, ‘Ontra.’


‘What?’


‘Let her catch her breath,’ Vivian said.


They waited. At last, Finley stopped holding herself, stood up straight, and said, ‘Entrepreneur.’


‘What?’


‘It means she …’


‘I know what it means,’ Cora said, casting an annoyed glance at Vivian.


‘This guy … he offered me two hundred bucks.’


‘To film us taking showers?’


‘Videotape, actually. For his VCR.’


Cora didn’t bother to dry. She didn’t bother to put on her robe. Stark naked, twisting Finley’s arm, she guided the girl out of the shower room and dressing room, past the toilet stalls and sinks, and through the door to the hallway.


Abilene dried herself as fast as possible. Helen, flushed with excitement, didn’t bother to towel off. She struggled to pull the nightgown down her wet body, and finally succeeded. The fabric looked transparent where it clung to her skin. Abilene put on her robe, picked up her toilet articles and lifted the camera. Vivian, who’d also taken time to dry, belted her own robe, then gathered her possessions along with the robe, towel, and other things that Cora had left behind.


The three of them rushed into the corridor.


Helen carried the gorilla mask. It swung from her fist, dripping, like a severed head fresh from the guillotine.


Several other girls stood around, looking perplexed. Some were peering into the room Vivian shared with Cora. It looked as if Cora had caused quite a stir, hustling by with her prisoner.


Those who asked questions were answered with a brusk, ‘Never mind’ from Vivian. Who shut the door and locked it after Helen and Abilene were inside.


Finley sat on one of the beds, regarding her captors with a quizzical look.


Cora loomed over her, hands on hips. She was shiny and dripping. Her buttocks were red from the fall she’d taken trying to apprehend the girl. Vivian held out her robe. She snatched it away. Muttering ‘Thanks,’ she shoved her arms through the sleeves.


‘I hope this isn’t going to get ugly,’ Finley said.


‘Depends on how you look at death,’ Cora told her.


‘I must inform you, there’s a letter in my safety deposit box with instructions to be opened in the event of my demise.’


‘Cut the comedy,’ Cora said. ‘Who paid you to film us?’


‘Actually, he’s supposed to pay on delivery. At this point, I don’t expect that to happen.’


‘What’s his name?’


‘Darryl Rathbone.’


‘Who’s he?’


‘A senior. He’s a Sig.’


‘What did he want the film for?’


‘I guess he figured it’d be a hit with his frat brothers.’


She shrugged, then frowned as if thinking about something. ‘Do you want to know what really happened?’


‘That’s the idea.’


‘Cause there’s a little more to it than the two hundred bucks.’


‘Tell us everything,’ Vivian said. She sounded as if she felt a little sorry for the girl.


‘Okay, here’s the thing. I’m over at the student union having a Pepsi, and I see him watching me. This is tonight, by the way. I’ve got my camera along – which is why all this happened in the first place. Anyway, I leave the union and I’m heading back here across the quad when he comes running up behind me and grabs my shoulder. I go, “Does this mean we’re going steady?” And he turns me around and goes, “Which dorm are you in?” I tell him, and he gets this big grin. He asks if I know her.’ Finley nodded toward Vivian.


‘Me?’


‘Yeah. He goes, “You know that honey, Vivian Drake?” I say I know who she is. I mean, who doesn’t? And then he tells me there’s like a pool going at the Sig house. Five hundred bucks, and it goes to the first guy that comes up with videotape of Vivian in the raw.’


Vivian’s face went crimson.


‘Those bastards,’ Cora muttered.


‘What a bunch of pigs,’ Helen said.


Vivian’s face was still bright red, but now her eyes shimmered. Her lips were pressed tightly together, her chin trembling.


‘He says I can make him the winner,’ Finley continued, ‘and he’ll give me two hundred. I tell him to get fucked, so then he grabs my camera away and holds it up like he plans to smash it on the concrete. “I’m not asking that much,” he goes. “It’ll be easy. Just keep your eyes open. Next time she’s taking a shower, just walk in and nail her and run. Wear a mask, or something.” So I tell him okay, just so I can get my camera back. He gives it to me. I start to walk off, and he tells me I’d better come through – or else.’


‘Or else what?’ Cora asked.


‘He said he’d put a bounty on me.’


‘A bounty?’


‘Yeah.’


‘What did he mean by that?’ Abilene asked.


‘He didn’t say. But I guess I’ll find out. Unless you gals want to do me a big favor and let me have the tape.’


‘When hell freezes over,’ Cora said.


‘Somehow, I thought you might say that,’


Vivian sat down on the other bed. She wiped her eyes with a sleeve of her robe. She sniffed. ‘The whole Sig house is in on this?’ she asked.


‘I guess so.’


‘If they’ve got that pool,’ Abilene said, ‘somebody else’ll be trying to collect. It won’t stop till they get you.’


‘We could report them,’ Helen suggested.


Vivian wrinkled her nose. ‘I don’t want the administration finding out.’


‘We’ve got to do something,’ Abilene said.


‘Those slimebags,’ Cora muttered.


‘Do you know what I think we should do?’ Finley asked.


‘We know,’ Cora said. ‘Give them your tape.’


Finley shook her head. ‘I think we should torpedo the whole damn fraternity.’


‘We?’ Cora asked.


‘Whose side do you think I’m on, anyway?’


‘Your own.’


‘Yeah,’ Abilene said. ‘You didn’t have to go along with it.’


‘He threatened her,’ Vivian pointed out.


‘That’s no excuse.’


‘I wasn’t going to do it, not even after he came up with that bounty crap. But then I got to thinking. You know? I can always use a couple of hundred bucks. Also, I figured somebody else would do it, if I didn’t. So why not me? That way, I get the money and Rathbone leaves me alone. And then I sort of got caught up in the whole idea. A challenge, you know? Could I get away with it?’


‘Obviously not,’ Cora said.


‘But I figured it’d be fun to try.’ With a somewhat sheepish smile, she added, ‘It was. It was a gassaroonie. At least till you guys nailed me.’


‘I could tell you were having a good time,’ Abilene said.


‘Oh, yeah. Haven’t you ever done something really outrageous? There’s nothing like it. A blast. I do all kinds of stuff just because it’s risky. You oughta try it. We all oughta try it. And we can start by taking on the Sigs. We’ve gotta stop ’em in their tracks before somebody collects on the pool.’


Vivian, frowning, gazed at her. ‘Have you got any ideas?’


The young man who opened the front door of the fraternity house two hours later looked stunned. As if the last thing he expected to find on the porch at midnight was a group of five freshman co-eds, all wearing fancy, low-cut gowns, all but the girl with the video camera hanging onto beer bottles, mugging and swaying as if they were quite drunk.


‘Do y’know who I am?’ Vivian asked, slurring her words.


‘Uh … sure.’


‘These’re my friends,’


‘Yo!’ Cora blurted, and raised her bottle as if toasting the guy.


‘Pleased to make yer ’quaintance,’ Helen said.


‘Howdy,’ Abilene greeted him, and winked.


Finley, behind them, said nothing as she videotaped the scene.


‘What are … what’s going on?’


‘Come t’see the fellas,’ Vivian said. ‘Hear they’re hankerin’ t’see me.’


‘Gonna let ush in?’ Helen asked.


‘We’re gonna give ’em a show,’ Vivian said. A roll of one shoulder sent a strap of her gown sliding down her upper arm.


A frat brother appeared behind the guy in the door and looked out. His mouth fell open. ‘Holy shit,’ he said. ‘What gives?’


‘We do,’ Abilene said, winking as she shook her beer bottle at him.


‘They want to come in.’


‘For Godsake, who’s stopping them? Step right in, ladies.’ He pulled his friend out of the doorway. ‘Go get the others, Bill. I’ll escort these ladies into the parlor.’


Whirling around, Bill dashed to the stairway just beyond the foyer. He sprang up the stairs two and three at a time.


‘I’m Doug,’ said the other. He held the door wide and swept his arm, gesturing for the girls to enter. ‘This is certainly an unexpected surprise.’


‘It’ll get even bedder,’ Vivian said, giving his cheek a brief caress as she staggered by.


‘You gals have been partying, huh?’


‘Just gettin’ started,’ Cora said.


‘Feelin’ wild ’n horny,’ Helen said.


Abilene halted, facing Doug. With a slanted grin, she said, ‘We know you Siggies’re wild ’n horny, too.’ Doug proved her point by fastening his eyes on her cleavage. ‘Yer gonna see a lot more’n that preddy soon.’


He blew through his pursed lips. ‘Whew. Can’t wait, if I do say so myself.’ Abilene walked on.


Looking back, she saw Finley poke her lens into the guy’s face. ‘I’m the official historian. The tape of tonight’s proceeding will be copied by my own self and sent to your esteemed fraternity.’


‘Great. Fabulous.’


Doug led them into the ‘parlor,’ a dimly lighted, plushly furnished room to the left of the foyer. As he scurried about, turning on lamps, the sounds of voices and thudding footfalls came from above.


Abilene heard whoops and yells.


Someone yelled, ‘You gotta be shitting me!’


Another voice shouted, ‘WHO?’


‘Fuckin’ A!’


‘Five of ’em?’


‘I be died ’n gone to heaven!’


‘Let me at ’em!’


‘Bombed? Oh, man!’


Doug laughed and shook his head. ‘Sounds as if the guys’ll be along any minute. Would you ladies like to be seated and make yourselves comfortable?’


They all glanced around at the sofas and easy chairs, as if considering the offer. Finley panned the room with her camera.


‘We can’t very well do what we’re gonna do,’ Vivian said, ‘if we’re sitting down.’


‘Sides,’ Cora said, ‘you guys’ll wanta be sittin’ for our show.’


Doug pursed his lips again and scrunched up his eyes. He appeared to be in an agony of expectation.


Abilene, standing shoulder to shoulder with her friends, watched a herd of young men stampede down the stairs. They let out whoops and war cries. Only a few were fully dressed. Some wore robes. Many were bare to the waist, some wearing only shorts or pajama bottoms. A few wore nothing but skivvies.


What’ve we gotten ourselves into here? Abilene wondered.


Her heart slammed so hard that she felt dizzy, and she struggled to catch her breath.


As those at the front of the crowd reached the parlor’s entryway, Vivian raised her beer bottle. ‘Greetings, fellas!’


A cheer went up.


‘Quiet down ’n take your seats,’ she announced. ‘The show will not begin until you’re all seated and we have your undivided attention.’


‘You’ve sure as shit got that,’ said a leering thick-neck who looked like a body-builder. He wore black, bikini underwear. He peered at the tops of Abilene’s breasts as he sauntered past her.


I’m gonna have a coronary, she thought. I’m gonna drop dead on the floor and they’ll gang-bang me while they wait for the paramedics.


Every single one of the Sigs – and Abilene figured there must be more than twenty of them – ogled her and Cora and Finley and Vivian (especially Vivian, of course), and most of them even gawped at Helen, whose massive bosom threatened to pop free of her low-cut dress.


A lot of the guys had red faces. Some looked nervous. Others grinned. Abilene saw plenty of shaking heads. She heard sighs and a few low whistles.


At least they’re all strangers, she thought.


She’d seen most of them around campus, but Rush Week hadn’t taken place yet so there were no freshmen among them. It was daunting that they were all upper-classmen, but a relief that nobody here was in classes with her.


Turning around, she watched them scurry for easy chairs and crowd onto the sofas, pushing and shoving. Several of them ended up sitting on the floor’s plush, burgundy carpet.


Soon, all of them were seated except one. He was a tall, slender guy with short hair and a smirking face. He wore faded blue gym shorts and sandals. He stood in front of an armchair that looked like a throne.


‘On behalf of my somewhat astonished brothers,’ he said, ‘I bid you welcome to the Sig house. I’m Cliff Rogers, President.’ With that, he sat down.


Vivian raised her beer bottle toward him. ‘Pleased to meet you. I’m Vivian Drake, but I suppose all of you know that.’


Nods, murmurs, grins.


‘I’m Cora Evans, Viv’s roommate.’


‘Abilene Randolph.’


‘Helen Winters.’


‘Finley here. Virginia Finley.’ As she spoke, she swept the audience with her camera.


‘We want you all to know our names,’ Vivian said. ‘Know them and remember them. And remember what we do here tonight.’


‘And what, exactly, is that?’ Cliff asked.


‘First, we collect.’


‘Collect?’


She smiled broadly and nodded. ‘Five hundred bucks. That’s the amount, right?’


‘Does anyone know what she’s talking about?’ Cliff asked, scanning his frat brothers.


They all shook their heads, murmured disclaimers, and tried to act innocent.


‘Whoever’s keeping the kitty,’ Cora said, ‘had better run and fetch it.’


‘Or the show doesn’t go on,’ Vivian added. ‘The way we see it, a live show with the five of us’ll be a lot more fun for you fellas than a plain old videotape of just me.’


‘In addition,’ Finley announced, ‘you’ll get a tape of the festivities. To help you remember.’


‘You aren’t serious,’ Cliff said.


‘Watch and see,’ Vivian said.


‘Money first,’ Cora said.


Eyes narrow, Cliff regarded the girls. Then he nodded toward a husky guy on one of the sofas. ‘Rathbone, go get it.’


A cheer went up.


Rathbone rose to his feet, hitched up his sagging boxer shorts, and strode toward Finley. He jabbed an index finger at her lens. ‘You,’ he muttered. ‘You’re meat.’


‘I’m trembling,’ she said.


Several of the guys booed and jeered.


‘Hey Boner, she beat you out?’ someone called.


Rathbone flipped his middle finger at his detractors, then hurried from the parlor. Swinging around, Finley taped his exit.


After he was gone, the room fell silent. The girls stood motionless, side by side. The Sigs stared at them, eyes darting about, never settling, focusing briefly on breasts here, faces there, then moving on but coming back a few moments later.


This was a very stupid idea, Abilene thought. Should’ve just let Finley hand over the shower room tape.


We’re out of our minds.


She suddenly ached to whirl around and run for it.


But she stood her ground.


She’d agreed to the plan. It had seemed like madness from the instant it came out of Finley’s mouth. But Vivian had fallen for it with vengeful glee. They’d all fallen for it.


Now we’re gonna get reamed, Abilene thought.


Rathbone came back into the parlor, stepped in front of the girls, gave Finley a murderous glare, then offered a thick stack of money to Vivian.


She set her beer bottle on the carpet at her feet, and took the money. She counted it. Finished, she smiled. ‘Is everybody ready?’


The Sigs went wild, clapping, stomping their feet, shouting and whistling.


‘Could we have some music?’ Vivian yelled. ‘Something lively.’


One of the guys rushed over to the stereo.


Michael Jackson came on, singing ‘Bad.’


The girls began.


They danced, writhing sensuously, bobbing their heads with the beat, rolling their shoulders, thrusting out their pelvises. Finley taped the guys as she danced. Abilene, Helen and Cora smiled and waved their beer bottles. Vivian flapped the stack of money in front of her face like a fan.


‘Take it off,’ Cliff called.


The others started chanting it.


‘Take it off, take it off, take it off!’


‘Ladies?’ Vivian asked.


They nodded.


Vivian switched the bills to her left hand. She slipped her right hand slowly, very slowly, down the top of her gown. Abilene, following suit, reached inside her own gown and caressed her breast. So did Cora. So did Helen.


The guys went wild, cheering and hooting.


Vivian’s hand came out with a Bic lighter. She kicked over the beer bottle at her feet. Abilene, Cora and Helen upended their bottles. The fluid burbled out, splashing onto the carpet.


A stench of gasoline filled the air.


Fire erupted from Vivian’s lighter.


She touched it to the money.


The Sigs went silent.


Shouting, ‘Don’t ever fuck with us!’ Vivian hurled the fiery bills into the air.


Abilene glimpsed them fluttering down toward the fuel-soaked carpet. Most of them seemed to be burning. Most of the Sigs looked as if they’d been kicked in the nuts.


She didn’t stick around to watch the outcome.


None of the Sigs pursued them when they fled the house. They must’ve been too busy – as Finley had predicted – trying to extinguish the fires and maybe save some of the money.


Fire trucks never came.


The fraternity house didn’t burn down.


The following week, a new carpet was installed and a rumor went around campus that a drunken Sig had fallen asleep in the parlor while smoking a cigarette.


Finley, as promised, mailed a copy of the videotape to the boys.


Abilene, Helen, Finley, Cora and Vivian stuck together after that, their friendship welded by the madness of that night – welded, too, by determination to protect one another from avenging Sigs.


During the remainder of their undergraduate years at Belmore, they ran into many Sigs. Sigs gave them strange looks. Sigs muttered things, always out of hearing range. Sigs never asked any of them for a date.


And Sigs never, ever fucked with them.
 




CHAPTER FIVE


The kitchen of the Totem Pole Lodge had cupboards, counters, a pantry, large sinks, a walk-in freezer, and empty spaces where Abilene figured refrigerators and stoves had once stood. It also had cobwebs, dust balls, and layers of grime on its counter tops and linoleum floor.


‘Looks like the maid missed this place,’ Finley said.


‘She doesn’t do kitchens,’ Abilene said.


Vivian twisted a faucet handle. It squeaked. No water came from the spout. ‘Great,’ she muttered, then gave her dirty hand a disgusted glance. ‘I suppose there’s no electricity, either.’


‘Not likely,’ Cora said.


Vivian looked down at her bright yellow sundress, apparently searching for a place to wipe her hand. ‘Does anybody have a Kleenex, or something?’


‘Use this,’ Abilene said. Stepping up close to Vivian, she raised her knee.


‘Thanks.’ Vivian rubbed her hand on a leg of Abilene’s faded, denim cut-offs.


‘Should’ve worn grubbies.’


‘She doesn’t believe in grubbies,’ Cora pointed out.


Helen tugged open the door of the walk-in freezer, glanced inside, then shut it quickly.


‘Something in there?’ Cora asked.


‘Not that I could see. Pretty dark.’


As Cora opened it to take a look herself, Abilene wandered over to the sinks. Above them were grimy windows. From the position of the kitchen, to the left of the dining area, she knew that the windows must be facing the rear of the lodge. She was surprised to see that all the glass was intact.


Leaning forward, she peered through one of the panes. She saw the shaded floor of a porch, a wooden railing at its far side, blue sky, tree tops in the distance, and not much else.


‘Over here,’ Finley said.


Abilene turned away from the window. Finley, off to her right, was standing in front of a door. Shifting the camera to her left hand, she knocked back a bolt. She twisted the knob and jerked. The door stayed put, and she stumbled toward it. Bracing her feet and crouching slightly, she gave the knob another sharp tug. With splintery crackles, it broke free of its jamb and swung at her. Its hinges squawked. Its edge only missed her face because the door’s sudden release had sent her staggering backward.


Regaining her balance, she stepped outside. ‘Hey, neat!’ she called.


Abilene went after her. Surprise at finding the porch high above the ground was forgotten the moment she met the fresh air. She’d been vaguely aware of the kitchen’s stuffy heat and musty smells, but hadn’t realized just how bad it’d been until leaving it behind. Here, the air smelled rich with fragrances of the forest. The warm breeze felt cool. She untucked her blouse, lifted its front, and felt the breeze caress her belly while she wiped sweat off her face.


‘I don’t think I want to go back in there,’ she said.


‘Hey, guys!’ Finley called. ‘Get out here!’


Abilene unfastened a few lower buttons, then looked around as she raised her shirttails and tied them in a half-knot under her breasts.


The porch extended along the entire rear of the lodge. At both ends, stairways led down from the long, second story balcony. The stairways met the porch and descended from there to the ground. Directly in front of her, another set of stairs led downward.


‘This is something,’ Cora said.


‘Oh,’ Vivian said. ‘Great.’


Abilene heard the door from the kitchen grind shut.


‘Fantastic,’ Helen said.


Abilene didn’t know whether they were talking about the fresh air or the scenery.


Now that she had recovered from the stifling atmosphere of the kitchen, it was the view that amazed her.


The rear grounds of the lodge.


She stepped to the edge of the stairway for a better look. Finley was already there, camera to her face. Abilene halted beside her and muttered, ‘Weird.’


‘I’ll say. But neat.’


The lodge cast a heavy shadow halfway across the swath of level land. The far half was bathed in dusty golden light from the late afternoon sun. The end of the field and both its sides were walled by dense forest.


It looked like an oasis.


A picnic area.


A park that had seen better days.


Gazing at it, Abilene felt strange mixtures of excitement, nostalgia and apprehension.


A red brick barbecue stood in the shadow, its chimney almost as high as the porch. A lone picnic table remained near the edifice. There may have been many such tables, once, but only this one remained. It was weathered like driftwood (like the totem poles out front, Abilene thought), and littered with leaves. Weeds climbed its legs.


Off beyond the barbecue was a strip of concrete that resembled a miniature runway – the runway of an airport abandoned long ago. Dandelions grew in its web of cracks. Abilene could see enough of its faint markings, however, to know that it had once been a shuffleboard court.


A ruin, now.


In the days before it was a ruin, in the days before weeds overpowered the trim grass, people had probably played croquet on the part of the field behind the shuffleboard court. Abilene could almost hear the soft clack of colliding wooden balls.


And the ring of a horseshoe clanging into a steel stake.


If they played shuffleboard, she thought, they had to play croquet and horseshoes.


It must’ve been nice. Peaceful, idyllic.


She turned her eyes to the swimming pool. It was way off to her left, far enough from the lodge to be clear of the afternoon shadow, close to the line of woods at the northern side of the lawn. Several flagstone paths converged on it. The pool’s stone deck, like the forlorn shuffleboard court, was littered with forest debris and seamed with weeds. From here, the pool looked empty. At one end was a high dive, a low board, and a slide.


‘I wonder where the hot springs are,’ Helen said.


‘I’m sure that’s just a regular pool,’ Abilene said.


Lowering her camera, Finley started down the stairs. Abilene went with her and heard the others following.


Underneath the porch, she found another pool.


‘Oh, wow,’ Finley said.


‘Yeah.’ She walked toward it.


The pool, nestled close to the rear of the lodge and entirely sheltered by the porch, was only about six feet wide – seven or eight feet long. Its granite walls were filled to the brim with gently moving water – water that entered from an archway in the wall of the lodge and flowed slowly away down a shallow stone channel at the north side of the pool.


The water looked remarkably clean. Abilene supposed that its constant motion must sweep away leaves and such, and wash them down the channel.


‘Fantastic!’ Helen blurted when she saw the pool. ‘This must be it, huh?’ Rushing past Abilene, she knelt at the edge and dipped a hand into the water. ‘It’s hot!’


‘It comes from the lodge?’ Cora asked, sounding astonished.


She and Abilene both squatted down and peered through the archway. The opening was the width of a doorway. Above the waterline, it was less than a yard high. In the shadowed gloom beyond it, Abilene could see nothing except a softly undulating surface of water. ‘Looks like another pool in there,’ she said.


‘And a big one.’


‘They must’ve built the lodge right on top of the spring,’ Helen said.


‘Didn’t your guidebook tell you that?’ Vivian asked.


‘It wasn’t a guidebook. It was something called, The Omnibus of Great Unsolved Murders of the Twentieth Century.’


‘Should’ve known someone was murdered here,’ Vivian muttered.


‘That’s what makes it interesting.’


‘So what is a hot spring, anyway?’ Finley asked.


With a shrug, Helen said, ‘Water that’s hot and comes up out of the ground.’


Abilene laughed. ‘You’re a walking encyclopedia.’


‘I don’t know. I’m not a geologist.’


‘Are they something like those geysers at Yellowstone?’ Finley asked.


‘I don’t suppose they shoot up,’ Helen said. ‘Nobody’d build a lodge on top, if they did.’


‘Why don’t we go in through here?’ Cora suggested, scooting away from the edge of the pool and starting to pull off a shoe.


‘We’d get wet, that’s why not,’ Vivian said.


‘So?’


‘It’ll give you a chance to wash your hand,’ Abilene pointed out.


‘How do we know the water’s clean?’


‘It’s natural spring water,’ Helen said.


‘From deep in the bosom of Mother Earth,’ Abilene added. ‘How can it not be clean?’


Vivian tilted her head sideways as if thinking about it. Then she said, ‘Shouldn’t we explore the rest of the lodge first?’


‘I want to start by going right through there,’ Cora said, and pointed at the archway. Barefoot, she stood up and pulled off her T-shirt. Then she reached behind her back and unhooked her bra.


‘I think she’s serious,’ Abilene said, and began taking off her own shoes and socks.


Helen looked around. As if satisfied that no strangers were lurking about, watching, she started to strip.


‘Hey, Fin,’ Vivian said, ‘why don’t you and I go around to the front? We can meet them on the other side.’


‘I don’t think we should split up,’ Abilene said.


‘I don’t think we should go wading into this place butt naked,’ Vivian said. ‘Somebody might be here.’


‘Then keep your clothes on,’ Cora said, stepping out of her shorts and panties.


‘We haven’t even got towels. Fin and I could go on to the car and pick up towels for everyone and …’ She gave up on that suggestion when she glanced at Finley and saw the safari shirt come off.


‘Just stay with us,’ Cora said. ‘What’s the fun without a little risk?’


Following Cora’s example, Abilene rolled up her shoes and socks inside her clothing. Helen did the same, but she left her bra and panties on. Finley, as usual wearing no bra or panties in the first place, made a bundle of her outfit. She tied it tight with her pink knee socks. ‘Can somebody take this for me?’ she asked. ‘I’ve got my camera to contend with.’


Abilene held out her arms, and Finley tossed the bundle to her.


Cora, sitting on the edge of the pool, lowered her legs into the water. She looked up at Finley. ‘Make sure you keep that thing off,’ she said.


Finley grinned. ‘Hey, how am I supposed to keep a video history of our adventures if I leave my camera off?’


‘You wanta die?’


‘Not particularly.’


‘Let’s have her tape us,’ Abilene said. ‘She can mail it to the Sigs.’


They all laughed at that. Even Vivian.


‘Those poor sons of bitches,’ Cora said, scooting forward and standing. The water came halfway up her thighs. ‘They never knew what hit ’em.’ She stepped forward and gasped as she dropped. When her feet met the bottom, the undersides of her breasts were touching the surface. ‘I guess there’s a ledge.’ She shook her head and grinned while the others laughed.


‘Should’ve gotten that on tape,’ Finley said.


Leaning forward, Cora reached out and grabbed her bundle of clothes. Abilene stepped down onto the ledge and hopped off it. The water felt like a hot bath. Too hot for a day like this. While she picked up the bundles, Helen and Finley climbed in.


Vivian, still laughing, unbuttoned the front of her sundress, pulled it down and stepped out of it, being careful not to let it touch the granite under her feet.


‘You’re coming in after all?’ Cora asked.


‘No risk, no fun.’


‘Atta girl.’


She clamped the dress against her side to keep it from falling, and had a tricky time removing her bra. Would’ve been a lot trickier, Abilene thought, except the flimsy red garment opened in front.


Grinning, they all watched the spectacle of Vivian hopping and teetering as she struggled to take off her shoes, socks and panties with one hand. Done, she allowed the shoes and socks to rest on the granite while she made a roll of her dress and underwear.


She entered the pool, then picked up the sock-stuffed shoes with her free hand. She held the shoes and bundled dress overhead.


‘Now don’t you dare let them touch,’ Abilene warned.


‘Yeah,’ Finley said. ‘Those shoes’ll make mincemeat of your dress.’


Cora looked around as if to make sure nothing had been left behind. Then she turned toward the archway. ‘Want to go first?’ she asked Helen.


‘Oh, that’s okay.’


Cora started forward, Vivian close behind her. Helen went after Vivian. Abilene, following her, glanced back. The camera rested on Finley’s shoulder. Its tiny red light was off, so she wasn’t taping.


‘Move it along, Hickok,’ she said with a grin.


Abilene turned away.


Cora, the small bundle of clothes perched atop her head and held steady with one hand, waded into the darkness of the lodge.


‘Native bearers,’ Finley said, ‘following the Great White Hunter through unmapped regions of darkest Vermont.’


‘Oomgowah,’ Abilene said.
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