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			In the American folklore of Michigan, Ohio, North Carolina, and Connecticut, Melon Heads are beings generally described as small humanoids with bulbous heads who occasionally emerge from hiding places to attack people. Different variations of the legend attribute different origins to the entities.

			Clarissa: I hear they’re having an open-casket funeral for Jamie. I think that’s in bad taste.

			Tony: It is in bad taste. This whole episode is in bad taste. You young people are a disgrace to the human race. To all  living things, to plants even. You shouldn’t be seen in the same room with a cactus. 

			– River’s Edge
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			For the Chiller Theatre posse, misfits in every amazing goddamn way – Amy, Sam, Star, Jack, Norm, Jerry, Mike, Tom and everyone else brave enough to spend a day with us. 

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Milbury, CT – 1977

			“Can I please go outside and ride my bike?” 

			Chris eyed his brand-new Ross three-speed in the corner beside the Christmas tree. Around it were boxes of unopened presents, all forgotten the moment he saw his dream bicycle. 

			“We’re still opening gifts,” his mother said, her irritation on the disruption of tradition clear enough to be heard from Saturn. She had her hair tucked into a plastic cap and her eyes looked small and bloodshot. It was her morning-after-drinking face, what Chris privately called Rude Mom. There was very little point pressing Rude Mom for anything, even on Christmas. So he turned his attention to his father, who was all smiles in his ratty robe and bed head. 

			“Please?”

			His father flicked his gaze out the window. It had been a very warm December with nary a snowflake on the ground. 

			“Why don’t you wait just a little while longer, bud? The best part of Christmas isn’t over yet.”

			Oh, but it was. There was nothing Santa could have brought that would top the Ross. A long oblong box could have been the electronic football game he’d asked for. Hopefully the one with the Steelers vs. the Rams. As wicked cool as that would be, it still paled in comparison to the orange-and-black Ross with its three-geared stick shift and hand brakes. 

			Chris was all of seven, so time and space worked differently for him than they did for adults. What they would think was half an hour was actually several days for Chris, especially with his bike just sitting there waiting to go on its maiden voyage. 

			He clasped his hands in prayer and made a silent invocation toward his father. His dad scrubbed the stubble on his chin and shook his head. “How about ten minutes? You think you can hold out?”

			“That’s too soon,” his mother said, her voice low and husky. 

			“I’ll take him,” Chris’s brother, Dylan, said. He’d been sitting in the chair farthest from all of them, quietly opening presents with little or no fanfare. 

			“What kind of Christmas is this when everyone wants to leave?” his mother asked, clearly exasperated.

			“The kind that comes at the end of a total shit year,” Dylan said, getting up and heading for the closet. 

			“You sit back down.”

			“What’s the big deal? I’ll take him out for a quick spin and we’ll come back and finish. You can take an aspirin or something and relax.” He shrugged his jean jacket on, the one with the cover of Led Zeppelin’s Houses of the Holy album painted on back. 

			“Don’t you dare talk to me like that,” his mother shouted. 

			“She’s right. Can we not have any drama today?” his father said, settling back into the couch, his voice and body language spelling defeat. 

			Dylan muttered, “That ship sailed long ago.” Then to Chris, “Come on, before I change my mind.”

			Chris’s eyes darted between his parents and brother. Dylan never, ever did anything with him. This was kind of like a Christmas gift all its own. But it came with a price. Chris was too young to know that anything good had a catch. 

			His father rose from the couch and clapped his hands. “You know what, that might be a good idea. We’re all tired because someone was a little anxious and couldn’t wait to get started.” He winked at Chris. “You guys get some fresh air while I make bacon. Honey, you can just sit back and relax. How’s that sound?”

			Through a clenched jaw, Chris’s mother hissed, “Fine. You’re all against me anyway.”

			All Chris cared about was the one word – fine. That was all the permission he needed. He grabbed the bike by the handlebars, weaving through ripped wrapping paper, boxes and bags. Flipping his coat over his shoulder, he followed Dylan out the front door. His brother’s scratched-up ten-speed was on its side next to the lilac bushes. 

			Chris slipped one leg over the bike and settled into the soft motorcycle seat. It was comfier than any chair in the house. He put one foot on the pedal, hands squeezing the brakes, testing to make sure the rubber stoppers made contact with the rims. 

			Dylan flipped his long hair from his face and said, “You gonna sit there with that doofy grin all day or do you want to ride?”

			Chris didn’t need any further prodding. Shifting the bike into gear, he started pedaling. The front tire wobbled on the first few pumps of the pedals and for a second, he thought he was going to crash. But he managed to steady himself, riding in Dylan’s slim wake. 

			The crisp morning air burned his cheeks as they picked up speed, zipping down Logan Hill and easing onto Zander Avenue. This time of the morning, the neighborhood was usually shuttered. But this was Christmas morning, so Chris spied a lot of open windows and lights on, families gathered under their trees and ripping through multi-colored paper, searching for treasure. 

			The Ross rode like a dream, just like he knew it would when he first saw it in McCann’s bicycle shop. The tires were thicker than the ones on Dylan’s sleek Schwinn and the frame was bulky and built to withstand some serious punishment. The whole thing resembled the structure of a motorcycle on a smaller and more manageable scale. It was beyond awesome. 

			Dylan rode ahead of him, not bothering to look back to see if Chris was keeping up. Dylan had never been talkative or prone to spontaneous bouts of joy. Things had hit a new dour low over the past four months, though. Something had happened to Dylan, or was happening, and no one told Chris what it could be. He was left with unanswered questions and having to live in a house mired in a thick sludge of tension. It wasn’t cool to leave him out like that. He was old enough to be clued into why his family was in such a sorry state. 

			Maybe now was the perfect time to ask his brother. Time spent with just Dylan was rare. He pumped his legs harder to catch up. He heard the gears click in Dylan’s bike. He must have sensed Chris was getting closer and wanted to put some distance between them. Typical. 

			They cruised onto Palmer Street, houses giving way to vacant lots and the old baseball field that had been left to the weeds when the city council had built Nugent Park on the other side of town. The weeds had withered and fallen flat. As Chris sped past, he saw the top of the home-plate cage sagging under the weight of dozens of heavy rocks. It wasn’t a stretch to imagine Dylan and his friends heaving them up there, waiting to see how much weight it could hold until the whole thing collapsed. 

			Teenagers never failed to perplex Chris. The things they found funny, the way they seemed to distance themselves from everything around them, and the sleeping, oh how Dylan could sleep. It just didn’t make any sense.

			Beyond the old field was a lot of nothing and then….

			And then….

			“Hey, Dyl, wait up,” Chris cried against the wind. 

			Surprisingly, his brother slowed down. He sat straight and rode with no hands. “How’s the bike ride?”

			“Amazing. You can try it if you want.”

			“Nah. I’d be eating my knees when I pedaled. That bike is all yours, short stuff.”

			Chris bristled at his least favorite nickname. But it was Christmas, a time to forgive and forget. Though no one seemed to be doing either with Dylan, or vice versa. 

			They pulled to a stop. The paved street was a few feet from giving way to a dirt road that meandered into the dead tree line. 

			“Maybe we should go back before Mom gets really upset,” Chris said. 

			Dylan chuckled. “All the more reason to stay out longer.”

			Chris played along as if upsetting the hornet’s nest that was their mother was the best idea in the world. “Yeah, but I bet the bacon will be nice and hot by the time we get home.”

			Dylan stared at him with his patented dead glare. It made Chris feel stupid. 

			“Just admit you’re scared,” Dylan said. 

			“Scared? Of what?”

			A bird cawed in the expanse ahead of them. It sounded hungry. It sounded mean. 

			Dylan backhanded him on the arm, but not too rough for a change. “We go there all the time. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

			Chris swallowed hard and wished he’d listened to his mother and waited until all of the presents had been opened before going out and giving his new bike a test ride. Because then he could have done it alone. Because Dylan had that look that said they were going to do something Chris didn’t want to do no matter how much he hemmed, hawed, pleaded or cried. 

			His throat clicking, Chris softly muttered, “I don’t wanna go down Dracula Drive.”

			“You know it’s not actually called Dracula Drive, right?”

			The wind lifted the hair from Dylan’s forehead, giving full view to the cluster of red, angry pimples that cowered under his locks. He was supposed to use this special cream the doctor prescribed, but hygiene was not one of Dylan’s greatest traits. In fact, all of his friends looked like they needed a long, hot shower. And they smelled funny a lot of the times, too. Not just like teenage BO. There was something else riding herd over their denim-clad bodies that Chris could never place. 

			“I know that,” Chris said defiantly, though in actuality, he had assumed that was the god-given name of the road that should not be spoken about, much less driven down. 

			“Well, come on.” Dylan rolled a few yards, stopped and turned around. “There’s nothing to be scared of.”

			Chris fiddled with his gear shift. “I just don’t wanna.”

			“Suit yourself,” his brother said. He shrugged his shoulders and resumed pedaling. “I’ll see you back home. And don’t eat all the bacon.”

			He watched Dylan go, the skinny tires having a hard time navigating the rough road. Bare tree limbs rattled like old bones overhead. Chris shivered, and it wasn’t from the cold. He cast a quick look behind him where the road home lay waiting. It was going to be a bit of a ride before he got to what passed for civilization in the burbs. 

			Then he looked ahead, Dylan still visible but growing smaller with each push of his legs. 

			Home was where Dad and bacon and presents were waiting for him. And Rude Mom, though there was hope a little nap might have lifted her spirits. 

			To get there meant several long stretches of isolated riding. 

			He wanted to call out to Dylan, to ask him to come back. It was Christmas after all. He couldn’t just leave Chris like this. 

			You don’t go down Dracula Drive. 

			It was a fact, plain and simple. 

			Besides, why would anyone bother? There was nothing down there anyway but a few abandoned houses. Dracula Drive marked the part where Milbury had started, and then failed, waiting for a better time, a more lucrative time, to spark the sprawl. When Milbury proper inevitably began to unfold, Dracula Drive was left to be willfully forgotten. 

			There were no vampires on Dracula Drive. 

			No, something far worse. 

			Dare to walk,

			Down Dracula Drive, 

			In day or night, 

			You won’t survive. 

			They wait in trees,

			And hide below,

			Hungry for people,

			Too blind to know.

			Chris and his friends chanted the Dracula Drive rhyme sometimes to scare one another during sleepovers. Truth was, it wasn’t so creepy when you were safe in a locked house with your friends and parents in the next room. 

			Just thinking about it now birthed an icy tingle of fear that inched up Chris’s spine. 

			Something skittered in the brush to his left. 

			“Dylan, hold up!”

			He pedaled faster than he’d ever done before, even counting the day he had to outrun Mrs. Dodson’s butthole rottweiler on his old, rickety bike that had been Dylan’s much abused hand-me-down. He’d been scared to the point of filling his pants with the previous night’s meatloaf that day. Max the rottweiler had almost gotten the back of Chris’s leg. Chris had thrown a backward kick mid-pedal, catching Max on the snout. The devil dog snapped away and got a mouthful of spokes for his trouble. Chris would have whooped with victory if not for the tears of terror blurring his vision. 

			The Ross hit the bumpy road, the wide tires chewing up the uneven grit and potholes. Chris rose from his seat, giving his legs everything he could, desperate to catch up to his brother. The back of his neck tingled the way it would when he pretended he was asleep and knew his mother was hovering over him, his flesh anticipating the moment when she would brush a kiss against his cheek or finger his hair, the smell of that brown stuff she drank sharp enough to make his toes curl.  

			“Dylan, please! I’m coming, I’m coming.”

			His brother didn’t hear him. Or was ignoring him. But Dylan wasn’t a small, wavering figure in the distance anymore. Chris was gaining on him. Yes! This beat-up road was no match for the Ross. Chris downshifted into third gear, the final gear, each pump of the pedals propelling him faster and closer to Dylan. He was cruising now, skirting potholes and ruts with ease, his body and the bicycle merging into one gliding machine. The cold air stung his eyes as he picked up speed. He looked away from Dylan’s back for a moment to blink a tear away. For the first time, he noticed the density of the woods on either side of the road, how the early morning light struggled to penetrate the black, gnarled trees even though the leaves had fallen months ago. It was as if the sun, like all of Chris’s friends, was afraid to come here. 

			Close enough now for Dylan to hear him, he said the one thing he knew would snag his big brother’s attention. It usually meant getting a pink belly or being thrown in a headlock, but he was willing to risk it. 

			“Hey, ass face, slow down!”

			Dylan came to a screeching halt. He turned the bike around to face him. Chris caught up to him seconds later, kicking up dirt as he squeezed the hand brakes. The bones in his hands crackled. 

			To Chris’s surprise, Dylan was smiling. He spread his arms wide, scanning the empty woods. “See, I told you there was nothing to be afraid of.” As if he were in league with Mother Nature, a chirping, harmless sparrow flitted on a branch to their left, cocking its head toward them. 

			Chris was about to protest, about to once again implore Dylan to go home now that he’d made his point so they could resume Christmas. It was at that moment when the reluctant sun kissed the strip of road, the shinier rocks sparkling like found treasure. 

			“I…I guess you’re right.”

			Dylan twisted his front wheel so it bumped the Ross’s front wheel. “Of course I am, hammer. Now you can tell your fag little friends that you’ve been on Dracula Drive. They’ll look up to you, at least for a little while. Merry Christmas.”

			The sparrow lit off the branch, heading up and away. Its absence gave the ensuing silence the weight of lead. Chris’s fear would have returned, but Dylan was smiling, a thing as rare as a seven-year-old riding his bike down Dracula Drive. 

			“Why do you and your friends come here?”

			“Why not?” Dylan turned and spit. He loved to spit, another thing that angered their mother. “There’s cool places to hang out. You just have to find them.”

			Chris thumbed the hand brakes. “Weren’t you ever scared? Like even the first time you came?”

			Dylan rolled his eyes and shook his head, but Chris would swear he saw something else flicker across his brother’s face before his question was dismissed. 

			I’ll bet they were all scared, even if Dylan and his stinky friends all came together. Everyone knows what they say about this road. They’re not as tough as they pretend to be.

			That was something he could prove. Chris had heard Dylan crying in his bedroom one night after getting off the phone. And another time after a fight with their parents. 

			And hadn’t he seen Hader, the one who liked to flick Chris’s ears hard whenever he came to the house, running scared from Mr. Everson when he’d tried to snatch a pumpkin from their neighbor’s porch? Everson had given chase and was remarkably fast for an old man (old in young Chris’s eyes at least). And he remembered Steven, who wore black rock T-shirts all the time and kept a feathered roach clip in his hair, when he’d accidentally peed himself at the playground and took off running for his house seven blocks away, Dylan and his friends waving their hands across their noses and cackling. 

			No, they weren’t the big shots they wanted the world to think they were. 

			“What do you do when you hang out here? It seems pretty boring.” Now Chris was playing the big shot, belittling Dylan’s tough-guy secret. It felt good to turn the tables for once. He’d earned it. 

			Dylan fished a pack of cigarettes from his inner vest pocket and lit up. Chris knew he smoked, he’d spotted him flicking his butts into the street before walking in the door at home a few times, but he’d never been face to face when his brother dragged on a coffin nail, as his father called them.

			“What do you know?” Dylan said, exhaling a thick plume of smoke. “We’re not like your friends playing with Barbie dolls.”

			“They’re action figures, not Barbies.”

			“They’re still dolls. You wouldn’t understand what we do. You’re too young.”

			“But not too young to follow you here.”

			He blew smoke in Chris’s face and laughed. “You got me there. You wanna go to one of the houses?”

			“No. I want to open my electronic football game. And I’m getting hungry.”

			Dylan dropped the half-smoked coffin nail and ground it with his sneaker. “Maybe you’re right.” His eyes darted to the woods, as if he were expecting someone…or something. Chris turned his head, wondering what his brother was looking at, expecting to hear something crunching in the deadfall. It wasn’t a stretch to imagine Hader waiting to pop out and scare Chris, even though he was expecting it. Hader had what his mother called a face made for radio and could be the cruelest of Dylan’s gang. 

			Please don’t be Hader. Please don’t be Hader. 

			Dylan started to pedal in the direction of home and people and Christmas. Chris was quick to follow. They slowly rolled along until Dylan stopped. He looked back at Chris, something worrying his close-set eyes. 

			“You know what they say isn’t all made up,” Dylan said, sounding more like a scared little kid telling stories at a campfire than the big brother who would use the f-word in front of their parents with reckless abandon. 

			Chris squirmed in his seat. It felt like a sharp-clawed finger was poking at his lower back. “Wh-what do you mean?”

			“They do live out here.” The beginning of a grin stopped and died at the corners of his mouth. 

			The silence between them stretched on for infinity. Chris expected Dylan to break out in pubescent guffaws any second. When he didn’t, Chris suddenly felt like he needed to go to the bathroom, real bad. 

			“You don’t mean that.”

			“Seriously, they do.”

			Chris’s heart skipped a beat. “But you guys wouldn’t come out here if they did. They wouldn’t let you.”

			A cold wind whispered down the empty road. 

			“They would, and they do, but there are rules.”

			“Rules? How can they have rules?” A realization bashed Chris in the center of his chest. “Do you talk to them?”

			Dylan shook his head. “Nah, they can’t talk. At least not in any language we’d understand.”

			“Then…then how do you know the rules?” Chris was beginning to feel like the butt of a creepy but well-played joke. Dylan could be flat as the surface of a lake when he wanted to be. It made him a damn good liar and faker. Was Hader listening in right now, waiting for the right moment to pounce on him?

			Dylan shrugged. “People, the right people, pass them down.”

			Leaves crunched behind them and Chris twisted around. There was nothing he could see, but he would bet his entire Star Wars action-figure collection that there was something in the woods. 

			Them. 

			No. They didn’t exist. His father had told him so two years ago at a Memorial Day barbecue when the dads were buzzed on Schlitz and overheard Chris and his friends talking about them. 

			“Stop scaring yourselves with nonsense,” Dad had said, slurring the end of ‘nonsense’. “One day you’re going to grow up and laugh that you scared yourselves silly over a fairy tale.”

			The things in the woods were no fairy tale. Of that, Chris was certain. If they were, where were the good guys? There were good guys in every fairy tale. 

			But the way the dads had laughed it all off, patting the skinny backs of their sons, felt like a passage into a special club, a club where you left baby fears behind. 

			Chris tried his best to put on a brave face. “You’re just trying to scare me.”

			Dylan toed his kickstand. “I wish I was.”

			That was it. Those four words, conjoined with the look of fear and sadness on Dylan’s face, made Chris want to cry out for his parents while motoring the Ross as fast as it would go on the uneven terrain. His brother wasn’t kidding. Not by a long shot. 

			“I’m going,” Chris said. He didn’t need Dylan to lead the way. If his brother wanted to stay there with them, let him. He knew the rules, or so he said, so he’d be fine. 

			“Just wait up,” Dylan said, angling his ten-speed so it was in his way. 

			Chris pushed his front tire against Dylan’s leg. “No. I want to go home now.”

			Crunch, crunch, crunch. Those were definite footsteps in the dead leaves. 

			Chris’s eyesight blurred with tears. His head flicked from side to side. He couldn’t see anything within the gnarled, dead trees. “Please, Dylan. Let me go.”

			“Fennerman says if I help them, they’ll help me.”

			Wiping the tears from his cheeks with his hand, Chris asked, “Who’s Fennerman?”

			His brother ignored him. “I’m in a lot of trouble, bro. Like the kind that will change your life forever.”

			“Just get out of my way,” Chris said feebly. He’d tried to extricate himself from Dylan’s little traps in the past to no avail. His brother was more than twice his age, three times as strong and could be five times more determined. 

			Dylan reached into his pocket and extracted the butterfly knife their parents had confiscated more than once. They worried more about him stabbing himself than someone else. 

			“Are they coming?” Chris asked, eyes wide and muscles flooded with adrenaline. 

			Instead of using the knife to defend them, Dylan sank the sharp tip into the rubber of Chris’s front tire. The air exploded in a screeching hiss. 

			Chris watched it happen in mute confusion. 

			The Ross had only been his for less than an hour and it was already screwed. 

			Worse still, with only one tire, Chris was screwed. 

			Now the tears flowed freely. “Why did you do that? You ruined my bike! I’m telling Mom and Dad!”

			Dylan sounded like he was choking back tears of his own. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. But this is the only way.”

			With that, he stood high over his seat and spun away, leaving Chris weeping on his disabled bike, Christmas ruined, everything ruined. 

			Sniffling back a wad of snot that would choke a dog, Chris wailed, “Don’t leave me here! Dylan, come back!”

			His brother seemed to slow down for a moment, but then he pushed on even faster. 

			Now the woods came alive with the cacophony of rushing feet. Chris cried out, his voice hitting an octave that would have landed him a soprano spot on the Mormon Tabernacle Choir. That wasn’t Hader. He willed his right leg to pedal, flat tire and all, but the bulky Ross wouldn’t respond. The front rim jittered on the loose ground, the handlebars almost slipping out of his grip. Chris accidentally pressed the hand brake and nearly flipped over the handlebars. His tongue stung with the salt from his tears and his body quaked with racking sobs. 

			“D…D…Dylan,” he whimpered into the still December air. 

			They were coming for him. 

			Chris jumped off the Ross, cringing at the sound of metal clanging against the hard, uneven road. 

			He would run home. It wouldn’t be as fast as riding his bike, but he was plenty scared and was the fastest of his friends. Dylan’s ten-speed, with its skinny tires, was barely a match for beat-up Dracula Drive. Chris bet if he tried real hard, he’d leave his brother, his cold-hearted kin, in the dust. 

			In fact, he was gaining on Dylan. The ten-speed tottered from side to side. It gave Chris hope. Was Dylan having second thoughts? He had to regret being such an asshole. Maybe he would turn back and apologize, let Chris ride on the back of the bike. Their dad could come back in the car with them to collect the Ross. It wasn’t as if anyone was going to be around to steal it. Not on Dracula Drive. 

			On either side of Chris, something, someone, they, were matching him step for step. Chris ran as fast as he could, possibly faster than he’d ever run, fighting to maintain control and not collapse in a big, weeping, defenseless heap. Arms and legs pumping, he caught up to an astonished Dylan. Chris’s chest burned and his lungs felt like they were going to plop out of his mouth like a cartoon. He looked down and saw that the rim of Dylan’s front tire was dented. It looked like the edge of the tire was rubbing against the frame’s fork. It hadn’t been regret that had slowed him down. A hot ball of anger surged into Chris’s chest. 

			“What the fuck?” his brother shouted. 

			Chris wanted to say something nasty, maybe give him the finger, but he couldn’t spare the energy. He had to keep running now to outpace them. 

			He’d gotten a good twenty feet in front of Dylan when he heard his brother shout in pain. 

			Slowing down just a bit, Chris shot a quick look behind him. 

			Shadows burst from the woods, descending on Dylan. His brother jumped off the ten-speed…and into the arms of someone shorter than him but wide, with arms that could wrap around a bear. Dylan shrieked, “No! Not me! Not me!”

			Dylan called out for Chris, pleaded for Chris not to leave him. 

			In time, Chris would learn about selflessness and bravery. 

			But at this moment, he was seven and batshit terrified. 

			Chris ran all the way home. His legs gave way the moment his feet touched upon the dead front lawn, too exhausted to cry out for help, his brain a buzzing hive of bees, unable to comprehend the horror that he’d narrowly escaped but would haunt him for the rest of his life. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Millbury, CT – 1993

			“Come on, you little ball sack. I know you’re up there.” Mark McNeil, Mick to everyone but his mother, and he hadn’t seen her in months, sat on top of the dented Airstream trailer, the BB gun held in both hands pointed at the trees. The Airstream looked to have rolled off the production line right around the time Hank Williams had last sung he was so lonesome he could cry. Mick’s long vermilion hair was tied back with the rubber band that had held yesterday’s mail together. (The same mail Mick hadn’t bothered to open, merely using it to start a fire.) He squinted down the sightline, waiting for the woodpecker to poke its head out from behind the branch full of leaves it had been hiding behind. 

			The end-of-summer air smelled of onion grass and mud, two days of storms having found new holes in the Airstream’s rusted roof within which to deposit steady drips of water. Mick had pots all around the trailer, the steady plop-plop of water enough to qualify as torture under the guidelines of the Geneva Convention. 

			No matter how many leaks the Airstream sprung, nothing grated on Mick’s nerves more than that goddamn woodpecker. The bird had made his mornings and days a living hell. Mick was sure the woodpecker knew exactly what it was doing and took great pleasure in screwing with him. This was the start of week three since the peckerhead had made Mick’s part of the woods his home and there would not be a fourth. 

			In place of the usual round BBs, Mick had swiped a box of the pointed-tip ammo from Baterman’s the other day during his weekly run for pilfered comics and purchased smokes and Slim Jims. If you are what you eat, Mick was a thin stick of overly salted beef jerky. 

			He didn’t want to just hurt ol’ Woody. No, this head-banging son of a biscuit eater had pecked his last tree. 

			I wonder how many in a bush a dead bird in hand will get you.

			He shouldn’t count his woodpeckers before they’d death-spiraled into the forest carpet.

			Mick’s nose twitched from an incoming sneeze. He pinched his eyes shut, willing the sneeze to go away. He couldn’t make a noise and spook Woody now. If he was woken up one more morning just before sunrise, he was going to lose his mind. 

			Or whatever was left of it, if you asked every teacher and administrator in his school. He’d heard there was a big math test today and a social studies project was due. Not that he gave a frog’s fat ass. 

			Wings flapped above. The branches shifted under a gusting wind. Daylight sparkled through the gaps in the leaves. Mick winced as he came eye-to-supernova with the sun. 

			“Dammit.”

			The second he regained his vision, the woodpecker sprang into view, settling on a dead branch as if daring him to shoot it. 

			Mick took aim, squaring his ass on the Airstream’s roof. 

			“Whatcha shooting at?”

			The woodpecker took off in a mad flurry. Mick squeezed the trigger but was too late. The deadly BB embedded itself in the old bark. 

			He turned to face the intruder who had just ruined his tomorrow, his eyes radiating nuclear anger. Without hesitation, he swung his arm down and around and pulled the trigger. 

			“Shit! Oh shit! That hurts. Holy shit that hurts!”

			Anthony Ventarola, Vent not only to his friends but his teachers and even his mother, writhed on the ground clutching his right thigh. There was a hole in his dirty, faded jeans. Underneath that hole was another hole in the meat of his leg. The back end of the BB could be felt if he dared stick his finger in the hole. At the moment, he settled for rocking back and forth and howling at Mick. 

			“You’re an asshole, man! You fucking shot me!”

			“Calm down. It’s not like I took you down with a .44.” Mick jumped off the trailer and tucked the gun into his waistband. 

			“You think it’s nothing? Give me the gun and I’ll return the favor.”

			Mick’s initial anger easily gave way to amusement. Pissing Vent off wasn’t just a fun pastime. It was a vocation. He offered his hand to help his friend up. Vent smacked it away. 

			“Kiss my ass, psycho,” Vent seethed. Now he had his hand over the wound as if to stanch a heavy flow of blood. So far, there’d barely been a trickle. 

			“You messed up my shot.”

			“And for that you shoot me instead?”

			“I’ve had a really bad morning.” Mick pinched the bridge of his nose. Aside from not getting enough sleep, he hadn’t eaten in two days. He really needed food. Maybe they could swing on down to 7-Eleven and while Vent bought a Big Gulp, Mick could stick a few Slim Jims in his pockets. 

			Vent got up, unbuckled his belt and let his jeans drop. It was easy to find the BB entrance wound. The skin around the hole was red and puckered with a penumbra of blood. “I can’t afford to go to the hospital, man.”

			Mick picked up a folding lawn chair from the side of the trailer and set it behind his friend. “Pop a squat. You don’t need a hospital.”

			Vent’s face was red as an apple. “Oh, so you’re a doctor now?”

			“Even better. My dad used to take potshots at me when I was ten to, in his words, knock the pussy out of me. Those BBs hurt like a motherfucker, but they don’t go in deep. It’s like taking out a splinter.” Mick took a switchblade out of one pocket and a Zippo lighter from the other. He sparked the Zippo to life and flicked the tip of the knife over the flame until it glowed. 

			Vent covered the wound with both hands. “You don’t remove splinters with knives, dude.”

			“I said it’s like removing a splinter. Same concept, bigger needle. Now hold still.”

			Before Vent could protest, Mick straddled his knees, locking him into the chair. He pushed Vent’s hands away and plunged the knife right in, the metal-on-metal sound the proof he needed that he’d hit home. His hand and the switchblade were one. He could feel the blade scrape down the side of the BB and knew the instant he struck the meat beneath it. With a flick of his wrist, the BB slipped out of the now bloody hole and thumped on the pine-needle-strewn ground. 

			It was all over in seconds. Vent waited for Mick to get off of him before letting out a sharp cry of pain, followed by a choice selection of particularly blue phrases. 

			“You want a bandage and a kiss to make it all better?” Mick asked, a devilish grin on his face. 

			Vent tugged up his pants. “What I want is to punch you in the face. It’s not funny.”

			“I never said it was.”

			“So why do you have that retard smile on your face?”

			“Retard?” Mick placed his hand over his heart. “I guess it takes one to know one.”

			Vent reared back to punch him. Mick became instantly serious. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

			There was a brief moment of consideration on Vent’s part, and then logic won the moment. He dropped his fist. Mick hated to be touched, everyone knew that. That would get you a stiff punch in the chest or worse. And if Vent punched him back….

			Hitting Mick would set him in a blackout rage. When those came over him, there was no rationalizing with him, no telling him when to stop, unless several people made a concerted effort to bring him to the ground. No one wanted to mess with Mick when he was in a blackout. 

			“You can at least say you’re sorry.” The pain and anger bled from Vent like draining an old radiator. 

			“I thought that goes without saying.”

			“Actually, it doesn’t.”

			Mick kicked a pine cone and watched it bang against the Airstream. “I fixed you up, didn’t I?”

			Vent paused, and then shook his head, realizing defeat. “I came to give you something, but maybe I shouldn’t.”

			Mick arched an eyebrow. “Is it weed?”

			“Yeah, I came to drop off a dime bag.” The sound of the woodpecker hammering at a distant tree echoed over them. Mick felt like shooting Vent again. “Dummy. Here, take this.” He handed Mick an envelope. Inside was a small stack of dollar bills. 

			“What is this?”

			“I found it in the lost and found at school. I was waiting to see Mr. Templeton when that fat secretary with the mole on her nose dropped the box next to me and just walked off. I thought you could use it. Last time I saw, you were low on beer.”

			Truth was, Mick was low on everything. That’s what happened when your mom and stepfather were MIA and you were a seventeen-year-old stoner who everyone assumed would end up in prison or dead by nineteen, so what was the sense of trying to help?

			If anyone else had given him charity money, he would have told them exactly where to stick it. But he’d been friends with Vent since they were just out of diapers. No one knew the real story of what went on in Mick’s family but Vent, and he was going to keep it that way. 

			Mick took the envelope and shoved it in his back pocket. “Thanks, man. I owe you.”

			Vent looked at his leg. “Yeah, you do.”

			“Did you take that math test?”

			“I cut right after. It was easy.”

			“Easy for you. You’re a math egghead.”

			“Hey, I saw the video store just got a copy of The Hills Have Eyes. I asked them to put it on hold for me for Saturday. Wanna come over and watch it?”

			“That sounds cool.”

			“Bring a bar of soap and some clothes while you’re at it,” Vent said. 

			“You saying I smell?” Mick puffed up his chest. 

			Vent took a loud sniff in his direction. “Yeah. You stink, bro. I’d stink too if I was living in a trailer without running water.” 

			“That’s still fucked up, man.”

			“I want my mother to leave us alone, not bug me to get you to leave so we can air the place out.” Vent smirked and wiggled his eyebrows. Mick was self-conscious about his hygiene lately and would have felt hurt, then exceedingly angry, with most people. Vent had a point and he was only trying to help, which earned him a pass. 

			“Look what else I got.” Vent pulled a CD of the Stone Temple Pilots album, Core, out of his well-worn jacket pocket. The jacket had been a thrift store find, like most of his clothes, and looked like it had been worn by someone who had subsequently been blown up wearing said jacket. Then he waved a dime bag in Mick’s face. 

			“I knew it,” Mick said. 

			“So, you wanna get high and listen to STP?”

			Who was Mick to say no? 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Heidi Jennings frowned at her image in the mirror. She’d cheaped out and gone for a store-bought dye kit, hoping to add some green highlights to her auburn hair. It came out more like a light blue. “Well, that was a disaster.”

			Nirvana’s ‘Lithium’ warbled from her bedroom. 

			“I think it looks cool,” Marnie said. She sat on the sink counter painting her toenails black. 

			“Blue is so boring. I wanted the green to match my eyes.”

			“If you want to match, why not go retro metal and go all black?”

			Heidi twirled the blue lock of hair in her fingers. She wished she’d started on dreads a few months back when she swore to Marnie and everyone that she would get them. Her father had promised that if he saw dreads in her hair, she was out of the house, good luck living on your own. Now she looked like a Smurf fairy. She hoped it pissed him off royally. 

			“Metal? Been there, done that. Remember when we went to that Firehouse concert and you puked on the guy in front of us?”

			Marnie blanched. “He deserved it. What was he, like forty? Why the hell was he even there?”

			They laughed, remembering how Marnie had then tried to apologize and burped in his face, the foul smell of beer, burritos and cigarettes making the old man gag. 

			“Hey, I’m sure we’ll be rocking the fuck out in our forties, too,” Heidi said.

			“Damn right we will, sister,” Marnie said, tapping Heidi with her leg. 

			“You think Dustin will be at Benny’s tonight?”

			“It’s dollar beer night. He’ll be there.”

			Heidi considered the rack of clothes she’d hung on the shower rod. Almost everything had been purchased from thrift stores. It was the polar opposite of glamorous, but Dustin, like most of the guys in their town, was totally into grunge. Her mother had loved to tell her that if she wanted to succeed in life, she had to dress for success. Well, success at this time in her life meant getting Dustin to not only notice her, but want to take her in his remodeled Charger and fool around. Needless to say, her wardrobe was a source of constant bickering with her mother, with her old-fashioned beliefs about how ladies should dress and present themselves. What the hell did she know about being a teen now? 

			“So, should I go with the blue?” she asked Marnie, who was wearing baggy jeans with holes in the knees and a white T-shirt with a rip on one shoulder. 

			Marnie flicked a glance at the blue and black flannel shirt that was two sizes too big for Heidi’s slight frame, and shook her head. Heidi wished she had Marnie’s chest, but she made up for any shortcomings with long legs that she knew made boys stop in their tracks when they were at the public pool. It would be a long time until her legs saw the light of day again, though. “No, that one.” She pointed the end of her nail polish brush at a yellow and black flannel. “It’ll make you stand out.”

			Benny’s Tavern was dark and smoky. The owner was a cheap bastard. Heidi doubted he bought any light bulbs over forty watts. It was a haven for underage drinking without the need for fake IDs, quickies in the unisex bathroom and rock music from local bands who hated the place but loved the insane sound system that Heidi had heard had been stolen from a much nicer club in New Haven. It was easy to get lost in the sea of muted colors there. Yellow would definitely catch Dustin’s eye…and hopefully more. 

			She tugged the shirt off the hanger and slipped it on, leaving the top three buttons undone so the upper crest of her black bra could be seen. She adjusted her bra straps, plumping her small chest. “How’s this?”

			Marnie fanned her hands so the polish could dry. “I’d do you.”

			“You’d do anyone.”

			“Not true. If you ever see me making out with Ralpie Viger, shoot me.”

			Heidi went into her bedroom to find her good jeans, which would be most people’s bad jeans considering their beaten-down condition. “I won’t have to shoot you. The cooties will take care of everything.” 

			Marnie popped her head out of the bathroom, waggling her eyebrows. “Cooties? Really? Maybe you can teach me how to give myself a cootie shot.”

			Heidi grabbed Marnie’s wrist and twirled her finger on the inside of her wrist. “Circle, circle, dot, dot, now you’ve got the cootie shot.”

			“You’re such a dork.”

			“I am. It’s part of what makes me adorable.” Heidi then felt the need to add, “Now, what if I caught you making out with Mick?”

			She instantly worried she’d taken it too far. Marnie and Mick hung out a lot, especially lately. Of their group of friends, they were the most similar to one another, which used to be the reason behind their squabbles. Heidi suspected something was brewing between the two, but she didn’t want to bring it up. Marnie would only deny it.

			“I’d probably puke,” Marnie curtly replied. 

			“Mmm-hmmm.”

			“What? I would. He’s my friend, not someone I want to stick their tongue down my throat.”

			“Gotcha,” Heidi said, grinning. Marnie started to smile and quickly turned away. She closed the bathroom door. “You think you can get your adorable ass downstairs and steal me a beer?” The sound of her pee hitting the water echoed in the tiny bathroom. Heidi turned up the music, which had shifted to Soundgarden, to block the noise. 

			Heidi went to the kitchen, opened the refrigerator and stared at the sea of green Heineken bottles on the bottom shelf. Her father loved his Heineken, more so now that he’d been out of work this past year. He and her mom were at the Post right now, probably drinking their stress away on the cheap. Vietnam vets and their wives could get totally blitzed at the Post for under ten bucks. He wouldn’t notice if she took one beer from the back. 

			She popped the top off, and, not wanting to leave any evidence behind, stepped into the yard and flicked the cap over the fence into their neighbor’s yard. Sipping from the cold bottle as she made her way back to the bedroom, she couldn’t stop thinking about Dustin. He’d changed dramatically over the summer, his muscles filling out, hair growing past his shoulders, mustache and goatee making him look five years older. She’d been obsessing over him since he came back from the summer break at his father’s place in Kentucky. That’s what she did with boys. She’d moon over them for weeks, if not months, until the next one entered her orbit. Of all her crushes, she’d only made it to first base with Bobby Trainer. 

			Other girls in school assumed she had screwed a ton of guys because of the way she looked and the people she hung out with. It didn’t bother her, most times. They didn’t need to know she was a virgin. It wasn’t as if she was waiting for the perfect guy. The opportunity had just never presented itself, which bludgeoned her ego way more than some preppie bitches calling her slut when she walked down the halls in school. 

			“Hey, don’t drink all of it,” Marnie said. 

			“I should chug it just to spite you,” Heidi said, smiling. “It’s all yours.”

			“Can you hold it for me? I don’t want to mess up my nails.”

			Heidi rolled her eyes, put the bottle to Marnie’s lips and tilted it back so she could draw from it. When Marnie waved her hands, she angled it down. Marnie burped, sending them into a fit of giggles. It took three more assists for Marnie to drink it all. Heidi jammed the empty in her purse so her father wouldn’t find it in the garbage. They locked up the house and jumped into Heidi’s dented but serviceable Cougar. 

			* * *

			Benny’s was packed, which was not unusual for a Thursday night. Marnie scanned the room, seeing mostly familiar faces, some she’d rather forget, others she’d endeavor to avoid. That went especially for Joe McMurray, who bragged to everyone that he’d banged her when all she’d ever given him was a two-minute make-out session down by Strathmore Beach. Total asshole. 

			Heidi clutched her arm as they wove their way through the crowd, everyone drinking brightly colored, sugary-sweet booze from cheap plastic cups. Marnie looked for any signs of the stuck-up bitches from school. They mostly stayed away from Benny’s because it catered to what was considered a lower class of teens. Even though none were around and the music was ear-blasting, she could still hear their hurled insults of ‘double dyke’ and ‘the lezzie twins’ in her head. Marnie and Heidi had grappled with rumors that they were lesbians since last year. It made them oddly more attractive to the boys and pariahs to the girls (who had started the rumor to destroy them in the first place). To combat their nonsense, neither Heidi nor Marnie had said anything to dispel the notion, going so far as to hold hands every now and then when they walked the halls. If calling them lesbians was the worst those bitches could do, they were a sad gaggle of pukes. Sometimes Marnie wished they’d come to Benny’s and say something. This would be the perfect place to give one of them a hair ride without the threat of being suspended. 

			The floor was littered with sawdust to sop up the puke and spilled drinks. Marnie figured maybe seven out of the sixty people in the place were actually of legal drinking age. 

			She pushed her way to the bar. Lance was tending bar tonight. He had a face like a bloodhound and a sagging belly to match. He didn’t give a shit about anything and was always happy to reiterate that point to anyone who asked him to do something. 

			“The toilet is overflowing!”

			“Ask someone who gives a shit.”

			“Lance, there’s a fight outside and someone needs to call the cops.”

			“Not my fucking problem.”

			He didn’t say much, and when he spoke, it was usually a choice between either of those phrases. 

			Marnie caught his rheumy eye. “Two Woo-Woos.”

			He turned away as if he hadn’t heard her. She was about to yell to get his attention again when she saw him amble over to the well and extract the makings for a Woo-Woo. 

			“You see Dustin?” she shouted at Heidi to be heard over the music. Screaming Trees blared from the suspended speakers affixed to every corner of the room. 

			Heidi chewed her pinky nail and looked around, going on tiptoe to see over everyone’s heads. 

			“I don’t think he’s here, unless he’s in the bathroom.”

			Lance pushed the half-filled cups to Marnie and she slid a ten-dollar bill his way. He looked through her, plucking the bill with his thumb and forefinger and opening the register. 

			“He’ll be here,” Marnie said, handing Heidi her drink. They sipped at the same time. The Woo-Woo was sweeter than candy but had enough alcohol to pack a punch. Neither of them had much money to spend tonight, so they would have to nurse their drinks. She pocketed the change Lance had dropped on the bar, leaving a dollar for his efforts. 

			Heidi tugged at her sleeve. “Look over there.”

			Marnie followed her friend’s head nod. “What the heck is he doing here?”

			“Weird, right?”

			“You think he’s stalking you for Chad?”

			“Stop. You’re gonna freak me out.”

			Marnie had broken up with Chad Dunwoody a few months back after an ill-conceived and short-lived run as a kinda couple. Chad was broke as a joke, didn’t have a driver’s license, had dropped out sophomore year and used her like his personal piggy bank. He was also an abusive alcoholic in the making who slapped her one night during a drunken rage. That had done it. Marnie told him to take a hike and promised she would have Mick cut his balls off if he ever so much as looked at her again. He’d steered clear of her since then. She heard he had conned a girl from another town to be his newest enabler. Marnie wished she knew the girl so she could warn her to get the hell out now. 

			Chad’s father, Harold Dunwoody, sat by a raised bar top on the other side of the room. He was drinking alone, a pitcher of beer and a sweaty mug before him. Everyone else in Benny’s was in full grunge mode, whereas Harold was wearing a suit, the jacket slung over the back of his chair, his collar open and tie pulled down to half-mast. There were plenty of older-guy bars in town. Why was he even here?

			“You should go say hi to him,” Heidi said playfully. 

			“Yeah, right. I should kick him in the nuts for raising such a piece of garbage son.”

			Heidi pulled Marnie down so they were hidden by the people crowding the bar. “I think he saw us.” She couldn’t stop laughing. 

			“Oh god, the last thing I need is him asking me why Chad and I aren’t dating anymore.”

			Marnie had only seen Harold a few times when she’d been by Chad’s house, a two-bedroom ranch over on Vladmere Street. Harold had always been nice enough to say hi and just move on with whatever he was doing instead of leering at her like other fathers. He seemed like the quiet, sensitive type, the kind of dad who would ask his son’s ex what went wrong. 

			“I’m going out for a smoke,” Marnie said. 

			Heidi was looking over her shoulder and her eyes lit up. Marnie didn’t have to turn around to know that Dustin had just walked into the bar. 

			“I’ll come with you,” Heidi said, not taking her eyes off Dustin. 

			“No you don’t. You’re going to do whatever you can to get his attention when he comes here for a drink.”

			“Stay with me.”

			Marnie grinned. “There are some things you need to do alone. Getting the guy is top of the list.”

			“You don’t want to be my wingman?”

			“Guys need wingmen. We just need to be our dead-sexy selves.” She saw Dustin heading their way. She gave Heidi a quick peck on the cheek. “Good luck. I’ll be back in a few.” Heidi tried to stop her, but Marnie was too quick, slipping between two beefy guys wearing brown leather jackets. A bit of her Woo-Woo sloshed onto her wrist. 

			As she passed by Dustin, she intentionally bumped hips. “Hey, Dustin.”

			“Oh, hey. What’s up?”

			“A lot if you go buy Heidi a drink.”

			He looked over her shoulder. “I think she ditched you.”

			Marnie rolled her eyes. “No, she’s at the bar. Now, go be a big boy.”

			He fingered his long hair, his eyes latching onto Heidi’s bright yellow shirt. “You think she’d be cool with that?”

			“You have to try it to find out.”

			The little bit of mystery was enough to send him Heidi’s way. Marnie watched him roll up beside her, Heidi taking some visible deep breaths and doing her version of playing it cool. 

			“Nobody beats this wing chick,” Marnie said to herself before heading outside. She caught the attention of a few guys she knew but kept her head down. She wasn’t in the mood to be pawed at tonight. 

			The cooler, fresh air felt like a slice of heaven. The only way to make it better was by filling it with smoke from her freshly lit Newport. She took a long and hard first drag, savoring the slight burn in her throat and lungs. Marnie leaned against the wall, one foot raised and flat against it. She stared at the flickering streetlight across the way. 

			I wonder if I can get hypnotized if I just keep looking at it. 

			Regardless, it was oddly relaxing. The past week had been stressful at home, what with her mother losing her job and her stepfather about to run out of unemployment checks. She fell asleep each night listening to them argue about how they were going to pay the bills. Bickering was a way of life for them, but this time around they had sounded not just angry, but desperate. She didn’t have the heart to tell them she’d lost her job as a cashier at Caldor. Not that her crappy paycheck paid the bills, but she just knew they’d blow their stack, especially if they found out she’d been canned for being late. 

			School sucked even harder than home. All she wanted to do was graduate next year and get the hell out. She’d need to find some other low-paying job between now and then so she had enough cash to leave Milbury behind for good. 

			She flicked the butt of her Newport into the street, just missing a guy and girl she’d never seen before. It was too early to check on Heidi. She wanted to give them time to talk. Plenty of time for another cigarette. 

			“Need a light?”

			“Oh, hey, Mr. Dunwoody. Sure.”

			He lit her cigarette with a dime store Bic. Up close, he looked tired and smelled like he’d been swimming in a vat of beer. Harold Dunwoody lit his own cigarette and craned his head back to look at the half moon. 

			“Funny seeing you here,” he said, a plume of smoke hovering over their heads. 

			More like it was funny seeing a grown-ass man in a teen bar. 

			“I come here all the time,” she replied, studying the black band on her wrist for no particular reason. No, there was a reason. It was better than looking into the face of defeated middle age. 

			“You and Chad come here?”

			And there it was. She didn’t want to talk about Chad, so she chose to pretend he hadn’t asked the question. 

			After a while, he snickered and said, “Sorry, sore subject. Just a dad grasping for something to say.”

			Marnie checked her watch. “It’s okay.”

			She pinched her cigarette butt between her thumb and middle finger, ready to send it sailing, when Harold Dunwoody punched her in the side of the head. It rocked her and sent her vision spinning. 

			“Whuh?” she muttered, trying hard to keep to her feet. 

			He punched her again, this time an uppercut that clacked her teeth together. It felt like her brain bounced off the inside of her skull. He slipped an arm around her waist before she fell, whisking her into the alley between Benny’s and the abandoned house next door. After practically dragging her midway down the alley, he deposited her on a haphazard stack of dirty milk crates. Something skittered away, alarmed by the sudden intrusion on its hiding place. 

			Marnie thrust her hands out to push him away. He smacked them off his chest and grabbed her by the throat. 

			“P-p-p-p-p-please,” she whimpered, going rigid when she realized she could barely draw a breath. 

			He let her go, but not without a punch to the gut. She bent forward, desperate to breathe, her face touching the filthy ground. She heard his feet shuffling around her. She wanted to get up and scramble away, but it was hard to do when she was running out of oxygen and couldn’t see straight. 

			Rough fingers grabbed her hair and lifted her roughly back onto the milk crates. 

			Harold Dunwoody didn’t say a single word as he ripped her shirt off, then her bra, the straps digging harshly into her flesh. She could breathe again, but everything was going hazy real fast. For a moment, she lost consciousness, then came to seconds later (even though it felt like a day) when he yanked off her jeans and panties. His belt buckle clinked as it, along with his pants, dropped to the ground. He spit on her vagina and clamped his hand over her mouth. The back of her head banged against brick and this time she couldn’t stop from going bye-bye, no matter how much she wanted to stay alert and find a way to escape, but not before killing him. 

			His angry cock split her in a savage thrust. 

			And then she was out. 
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