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“If there ever had been, or could be, a Tree of Knowledge, instead of God forbidding man to eat thereof, it would be that of which he would order him to eat the most.”

—The Emperor Julian












PRETTY MUCH DUSK, 
MORE OR LESS

NARRATOR

This document here is mostly the diary of a young woman, not to be confused with The Diary of a Young Girl, better known to some as The Diary of Anne Frank, though to get technical it’s really called Het Achterhuis, which translates as something closer to The House Behind or maybe The Secret House or—sorry, got caught up in a digression there, it’s a symptom of my problem, that problem being omnicognizance. When you know everything, it’s hard not to share that knowledge, even though I don’t technically know everything. I can see everything that’s ever happened, and look into the minds of the people who were there, which gives me a pretty wide view, I admit, but you can’t necessarily trust anybody’s thoughts to be true, and anyway, there are still some pretty unknowable unknowns: whether there’s a God or a Devil or a Higgs boson is just as mysterious to me as it is to you. Plus, I’m limited to knowledge of everything that’s ever been or currently is, which leaves everything that ever will be as big a void for me as it is for everybody else. Which is alternately a terror and a comfort, depending.

But yes, this is mostly the journal of a young woman, or an old girl—someone in that borderline twilight world between being an adolescent and an adult. She didn’t write it like a true journal, though, as things were happening, but as an account of relevant events afterward, which makes it not really a “journal”—the word started out as French, diurnalis, for “daily,” so if it’s not daily, it’s maybe not technically even a journal, oops, there I go again—but that’s what Bonnie Grayduck called it, so we’ll go along with her, no reason to make a fuss. But there were things Bonnie didn’t know, or didn’t think were important enough to record, or didn’t want to think about, that have some bearing on the events in her life, which is where I come in, with my aforementioned omnicognizance, you see, to fill in the gaps. Where Bonnie had thoughts on a matter, I’ll let her thoughts stand without outside interpretation or contradiction, even though to call someone like Bonnie merely an unreliable narrator is an insult to good upstanding unreliable people everywhere and also to me, since people mostly call me The Narrator, because I have a habit of narrating everything that’s happening around me in real-time.

I know, it’s pretty strange, not very sociable behavior, and I apologize, but I can’t seem to help myself, I’ve always been that way. There’s a theory about how humans develop their thought processes, you see. At first, children don’t think like we do, in words, because they don’t have words. Then they get words and they go through a period where they talk, and little kids can talk, and so they go on and on about everything that happens around them, saying everything that comes into their heads. Then they go to school, and the teachers tell them not to talk so darned much (or if they don’t go to school, annoyed adults passing by tell them the same thing), and the kids start to subvocalize, whispering to themselves about what’s happening around them, and eventually that subvocalization goes absolutely silent, and the insides of their heads start to resemble the insides of most of ours: a string of thoughts, a stream of consciousness, which is largely composed of words.

For whatever reason, I never grew out of the stage where you narrate your whole life. It used to be just what you’d call an eccentricity, but since I started knowing everything it’s become a downright liability, so I’ve turned to the written word to pour some of these words out. Maybe if I let some of that knowledge out here, I can hold it in elsewhere, like when I go to the grocery store or the bait shack. Mostly I’ll try to keep myself out of this story, since I don’t really have too awful much to do with the bulk of the action, though I guess I’ll address the issue of who I am and how I got to be omnicognizant and all that later, if it seems warranted.

But for now, I’ll tell you a little story about a fella in my town—that’s Lake Woebegotten, and I’ll spare you its whole history, though it costs me some effort: enough to say it’s a small town in Central Minnesota and it’s got a good-sized lake and a bunch of townspeople, most fairly good-hearted, with a few exceptions. I’ll tell you about one of those people, Gunther Montcrief, who does have a good heart, even though he’s got a pretty lousy liver. What Gunther saw out in the woods one day is as good a place to start as any, and better than most.

And after Gunther, I’ll let Bonnie have her say. But, really, her journal is nothing at all like The Diary of Anne Frank. I’m beginning to wish I hadn’t even brought that up. For one thing, that diary ended after the girl writing it died.

The same can’t be said of the diary you’ll be reading soon…




Gunther Montcrief—who wasn’t technically the town drunk, but only because he didn’t technically live in town—stepped out of his fishing shack down by the marshy shore of Lake Woebegotten and scratched himself in places too indelicate to mention in print. He wore his bright orange long underwear, which made him look like a slightly misshapen traffic cone, because deer hunting season had just opened, and it wouldn’t do to get shot by a hunter as drunk (or drunker) than Gunther was himself. Also because he couldn’t remember where he’d put his pants.

He squinted at the sky, taking a minute to think whether it was dawn or dusk, and finally settled on the latter, since the little bit of light in the sky was in the direction he recollected as west, or at least it had been the last time he checked. Gunther, who wasn’t as old as he looked but was still pretty old, reached both arms above his head and listened to the cracks and creaks of his body and took a little walk around the fishing shack to his favorite pissing tree. He had a pit dug some distance away for when he had to do more involved excretory business, but his steady diet of dried fish, beef jerky, and whiskey made bowel movements a semi-weekly event at best.

While he was unloading a goodly portion of the day’s liquor onto his chosen tree—the bark was all discolored, and moss didn’t grow on this side anymore, terrible thing, probably had to do with global warming—he heard a deer scream.

People tended to think of deer as quiet things, and they were, if you happened to glimpse one at a distance, bowing its head to a stream in particularly picturesque fashion, or freezing with its head cocked because you snapped a twig while you were sneaking up on one, but they could be noisy, too. Mostly they snorted or grunted or made a kinda sheep-like bleating sound, but twice before in his life he’d heard deer scream, both when they were injured badly but still some distance from death. A screaming deer sounded a lot like a screaming woman, or more accurately a screaming deranged female clown with the hiccups.

He might have thought it was a woman (or even a clown, stranger things had happened) except he saw the deer come bounding out of the trees, not straight toward him but at an angle toward the lake. The sun was getting on toward all the way down, so it was hard for him to make out what exactly came racing out of the woods after the deer, but it wasn’t a dog, not even one of them hairless ones, and it couldn’t possibly be a man, not with all the leaping and snarling and bounding sideways off of trees it was doing. Seemed like a pale spider the size of a man, more than anything, and Gunther looked down at his hands—one still occupied in aiming his pee at the tree, though the stream had dried up—to check if they were shaking, because he always got the shakes real bad if the delirium tremens hit him. But now that he thought about it he had better than two pints of whiskey inside his belly, so he probably wasn’t hallucinating, at least not due to alcohol withdrawal. He couldn’t recall ever seeing things while drunk before, as he was more of a “black out” than a “see pink elephants” type of drinker, but he knew there was a first time for everything and nothing new under the sun so he didn’t rule it out.

The spider-thing—which more and more looked like a man who moved like a spider—sprang into the air about six or eight feet high and came down on the deer, which screamed again, but altogether more briefly. The hunter snarled and bit and slurped at the dead deer for a while, and Gunther took a moment to tuck his personal privates back into his long underwear. Suddenly wearing bright orange didn’t seem like such a good idea, so he sort of scooted back toward his shack, hoping to slip inside unnoticed, and maybe just coincidentally lay hands on his .22 target pistol, which was the only one of his many guns he hadn’t sold off over the years.

Before he made it to the shack, though, the deer-eating man snapped his head up and looked straight at Gunther. The fella had a snow-pale face, apart from all the smeared-on deer blood, and dark hair, and he was dressed in a faded denim shirt and blue jeans and muddy boots, pretty normal stuff, which made it all even weirder, in a way. Gunther and the deer hunter weren’t more than thirty-five yards apart, close enough that Gunther could have probably hit him with a football, not that hitting him with a football would’ve helped matters much, and not that he had a football anyway. Having seen the way the man moved before, flying through the trees, Gunther didn’t even bother to run. He fell back on a lifetime of experience at polite conversation, because if he was going to be disemboweled by a fella who ate raw deer, he wasn’t going to have his last words be something rude. “Hey there. Some weather we’re having. Looks like it might turn cold soon. Good day for hunting though.”

The man looked at him for a moment, then turned and raced off into the woods.

“Well now. That’s different.” Gunther scratched himself and went over to the deer, just a little buck, which was awful dead, and had such nasty neck wounds that it had been beheaded, more or less. Shame to let that much venison go to waste. Gunther thought about whether it was a bad idea to eat a deer that some weird fella had been gnawing on, what with diseases and such, but he figured if he cut away the chewed-on part, it might be okay, and anyway, he’d have a lot of whiskey when he ate it, and what with alcohol being a pretty good disinfectant, there shouldn’t be any problems.

He considered maybe mentioning the deer hunter to the police chief, Harry, next time he saw him down at the Backtrack Bar, but decided maybe he’d better not. Deer season was open, after all, and if you could hunt with a bow or a gun, why not with your bare hands? In a way, that was even more sporting. Where was the crime?

Even half drunk he could butcher a deer—he’d been doing it since he was a boy—so Gunther got his ropes and winch out and hoisted up the deer and hung it by its back legs from a tree branch so he could skin it. Normally he would’ve bled the deer first, but its throat was pretty well cut already. Even so, he was surprised at how bloodless the thing was when he started cutting it up. The hunter hadn’t eaten much of the deer’s flesh at all—and how could he, when he’d been focusing on the neck, which was just a mess of veins and tendons?—but he’d sure drunk enough of the blood.

Gunther had tasted a bit of deer blood himself when he was a boy, the first time he went out hunting successfully. Lots of hunters had that tradition, to taste the blood of your first kill, and it hadn’t been so terrible, but it also hadn’t been so tasty he’d be tempted to make a meal of it. Oh well. None of his business. Be a boring old world if we were all the same. Still, it was a hell of a thing, and the story might be worth a drink or two at the Backtrack Bar. Then again, perhaps silence was best. He’d hate for folks around town to think he was crazy when they already thought he was a shiftless drunk. A man had his pride, after all.









OPEN BOOK

FROM THE JOURNAL OF BONNIE GRAYDUCK

If anyone ever finds this, they’ll assume it’s fiction, which is funny, since I don’t even read fiction really, let alone write it. But it’s filled with enough impossible things that it will never hold up in a court of law as evidence to convict me of anything (as if there’s a cop in the world who could bring me in): clearly it’s all just a lot of nonsense, product of an overactive imagination. But it’s important, and I know in a few hundred years my memory will fade and I won’t remember how I got to the place I’ve reached at last, so I thought I’d better write it down, and that requires imagining someone besides me will read it someday, so: hello, dear reader, and this is the story of the best of my life.

The day I saw Edwin for the first time, I stared at the concrete expanse of the runways at the San Jose International Airport while my mom fretted beside me. “You don’t have to do this, Bonnie,” she said. “I’m sure all this unpleasantness will blow over. I mean, no one can really believe you meant—”

“It’s better this way, Mommy,” I said, patting her knee. I still have a hard time believing I share genetic material with someone as flighty and distractible as Miranda Grayduck—but having a mother who loses her train of thought anytime she hears a loud noise or sees something shiny had proven useful over the years. “Just until things blow over.”

“But you haven’t spent any time with Harry since you were twelve years old,” mom went on, digging through her suitcase-sized purse in search of something—who knew what. “You two have barely even talked on the phone if it wasn’t your birthday or Christmas. I know he loves you, but—”

“Are those new earrings?” I interrupted, and Miranda touched her earlobes, smiled, and rattled on about the little shop in Santa Cruz where she’d found them long enough for me to say, “Goodness, I’ll miss my flight. I’ll call you as soon as I get there, I love you, don’t worry, it’s all for the best.”

She spent a little more time rummaging and babbling, but I managed to peel myself away and get my bags out of the trunk, and eventually Miranda took the hint. At least with the security checkpoints she couldn’t come with me to the gate. Once she drove away in her ridiculous yellow hybrid—a gift from my stepfather-to-be—I instantly felt lighter, as if part of me were soaring through the clouds already. I wasn’t particularly excited about spending my senior year of high school in the tiny Minnesota town of Lake Woebegotten with my dad Harry, better known to the locals as Chief Cusack. (As a bastard in the original sense of the word, I’m saddled with my mother’s last name instead of Harry’s. Miranda says Grayduck is a Native American name, but really, doesn’t every other white person in America think they have some Choctaw or Blackfeet or Cherokee blood back in their ancestry somewhere? Or, what were the Indians up near Lake Woebegotten called—Ojibwe?)

Anyway. A little lake town way up north, where I hadn’t even visited in five years, was hardly my idea of paradise, but staying in Santa Cruz had become decidedly uncomfortable because of some recent unpleasantness. It was really just a misunderstanding, or maybe not a misunderstanding, more of a misfortune, since I’d been reasonably sure no one would ever trace the whole thing back to me. And who would have expected anyone to care so much about something so unimportant, someone so insignificant… Oh, well. Just because you’re smarter than everyone else doesn’t mean you can’t make mistakes. Santa Cruz and I just needed a little mutual cooling-off period.

I made a big production out of struggling with my luggage when I got into the airport, and soon enough a scruffy twenty-something with a huge backpack hurried over, gave me his best impression of a winning smile, and offered to help carry my bags. I gave him a half-strength smile of my own, loaded him down with my bags, and directed him toward the desk for my airline. People are willing to do all sorts of things for a pretty girl (I’m not being conceited; I just know my strengths, and being pretty isn’t even the strongest of them), but it’s better if you act like you don’t know you’re pretty. If you position yourself as too sophisticated and cool and aloof, the losers are afraid to approach, but if you act clumsy and lost and helpless, they decide you might be just barely in their league after all: and losers are easy to manipulate. Being cold and distant and perfect has its uses, but it attracts a different sort of prey: smug, confident, arrogant men. Men like that are good if you’re playing a longer game, though. They can pay great dividends, especially if you’re not yet eighteen and can mention your jealous father the cop—even better because it was true, and no reason to mention he was chief of police in Lake Nowheresville, Minnesota thousands of miles away—and statutory rape and oh, didn’t I mention I was underage, oh dear, I thought you knew, I thought that’s what you were into!

But I decided that once I got to Lake Woebegotten I wouldn’t play any of those games anymore. The place was too tiny, anyway, and who would I play with, Norwegian bachelor farmers? Some bald bank manager or the guy who ran the car dealership or the podunk grocery store? No thanks. This was a chance for a fresh start. To simplify and purify my life, and just be The New Girl… which meant I’d probably have my pick of country bumpkin boys. There might be some entertainment value there. I vaguely recalled they grew them big in the Upper Midwest.

I ditched the loser bag-boy at the security line, not even bothering to thank him—no incentive, when I’d never see him again—and breezed through the gates without being groped or bombarded with radioactivity. Having translucent skin as pale as milk (or “the color of lutefisk,” as one of my Minnesotan relatives had memorably said once, shudder) is an advantage in a world of scary foreign terrorists, even with brown hair and eyes to go with the paleness; I don’t look dangerous at all. Which just goes to show how much faith you can put in looks.

Once I got to the gate, I upgraded my flight to first class—it was on Miranda’s credit card, and she’d never notice. She didn’t even look at her statements when they came in the mail, just threw them in a pile for a year and then shredded them. I got on board as soon as the jetway opened, took my seat and my complimentary beverage—I didn’t bother trying to get booze, because alcohol doesn’t do much for me, just takes the edge off the world—and frowned when a businessman sat down beside me. First class was booked solid. Disappointing. Fortunately, the doughy man paid me no attention—gay, probably—and to my surprise he opened his briefcase and took out a book, of all things, not even a Kindle or an iPad, but a big fat hardcover printed on actual paper. There was no dust jacket, but I could read the title: The Historian. Bleah. Who’d want to read about a stupid historian? Or about anything, for that matter, apart from the occasional book of useful non-fiction? Why read about other people’s imaginary lives when you could have a real life of your own?

I took out the MP3 player I’d stolen from Dwayne, my mother’s boyfriend. Dwayne was dreadful, in his late thirties and at the tail end of a career as an arena football player, which was the kind of football you played when you’d never been good enough for the real game or just weren’t good enough anymore. Despite being a cliché jock, Dwayne went to a lot of rock shows and thought he was hip, but there was nothing on his iPod from the past fifteen years, just a lot of grungy alterna-junk from the ’90s. Oh well. Better than listening to the mooing and lowing of the other passengers getting on board and shuffling to their cramped coach seats, to travel in discomfort and misery and empty-headedness like the livestock they were.

I put in the earbuds, scrolled through Dwayne’s playlists—they were named things like “Rockin Good” and “Brutal Jams” and “Break Shit”—until I found something that looked promising. I closed my eyes, listened to some classic rock band called Soundgarden sing about how they were feeling Minnesota, and began the journey into the rest of my life. Once we started taking off, I considered looking out the window to see the world drop away, shrinking until all the people bustling around the tarmac looked like ants, but I didn’t bother. That’s pretty much what people look like to me most of the time anyway: ants.












PHENOMENOMENON

NARRATOR

“It was one of them unexplainable phenomenomenons,” Gunther said, swaying a little on his customary stool at the Backtrack Bar, while Ace the bartender ignored him. Gunther had forgotten his resolution to keep quiet about what he’d seen in the woods, which didn’t matter much, because no one paid any attention to him anyway, so he embellished. “Red eyes he had, and fangs as long as ice axes, and he tore that deer to pieces. Completely to pieces. Nothing left but red sludge, like cherry pudding.”

“Never heard of cherry pudding,” Ace said, flipping channels on the TV, though one station full of fuzzy snow looked more or less like another to Gunther’s untrained eye.

“It’s pudding,” Gunther told Ace, or maybe his beer, since that’s what he was looking at most intently. “But cherry-flavored. Maybe I should’ve said ‘blood pudding.’ Since there was so much blood?”

“What’s this about blood?” The town’s head (and very nearly only) cop Harry Cusack eased onto the stool next to Gunther, who grunted a greeting. Harry was all right. He’d been known to lock Gunther up for drunk and disorderly, but he always let him go after he’d dried out, and true, he made you clean up your own puke if you let loose in the cell, but he’d give you a cup of coffee afterward to clear out the taste. “Don’t tell me you witnessed a crime, Gunther, because I can’t think of anyone in the world who’d be a worse witness than you, officially speaking.”

“A blind deaf-mute, maybe,” Ace said. “With a felony conviction and a history of mental illness.” He paused. “Or that boy Clem who works over at the Half Good Grocery for Dolph, he’s dumber than a bag of hog snouts.”

“But if you did see something,” Harry said, putting a companionable arm around Gunther’s shoulders, “I’d be pleased to hear about it. My daughter’s coming into town tonight to stay with me for a while, and if there’s a criminal element hanging around, I may as well clean it up before she gets here.”

“No crime,” Gunther muttered. “Unless killing a deer with your bare hands is a crime.”

“Maybe animal cruelty, depending. And killing animals is part of the homicidal triad, you know, indicative of a budding serial killer, right along with bedwetting and setting fires.”

“You’d think with a name like ‘homicidal triad’ that actually committing homicide should be one of the three,” Ace said, to general lack of response. Some bartenders stood there, not paying any attention, as their regulars babbled on about this and that. Ace was pretty much the opposite.

“So when and where and who was this?” Harry said, peeling the label off his bottle of Krepusky’s Red Ribbon Beer.

Gunther marshaled all his mental powers and attempted recollection. He wasn’t a stupid man, not at all; he was just an extremely drunk man, and it was his grave misfortune that stupid and drunk were often indistinguishable even from a very slight distance. “Yesterday, ’round about twilight, out near my place. Don’t know who. Some fella, maybe seventeen, eighteen. He didn’t look like anything special, but he moved fast as a greased pig with a lightning bolt up his ass.”

“That’s pretty fast,” Harry allowed.

“He jumped on the deer, and it was like a bird of prey falling out of the sky and landing on a little bunny rabbit or something. Just bite, tear, rip. When the fella saw me looking, he ran away.”

“Hmm,” Harry said. “I reckon you ate the deer? Turned my evidence into steaks and jerky?”

“Uh,” Gunther said, and Harry sighed.

“That’s all right. Keep your eyes open, though, and if you see that fella around, let me know? Somebody who’d run down and kill a deer bare-handed… I’d say that at least warrants a friendly conversation.”

“You missed the part where he said the guy was some kind of supernatural wolfman dracula monster,” Ace said. “With red eyes and big teeth and who knows whatall else.”

“Hmm,” Harry said, and drummed his fingers on the bar. “Well, that’s all right. What good’s a story if you don’t gussy it up a little to make it even better?” Harry laid his money on the bar, and Ace pushed it back to him, a little ritual Gunther had witnessed with jealousy a million times—he damn sure paid for his drinks, and sometimes Ace got a wild hair and wouldn’t even sell him any booze, let alone go giving it away—and told Gunther to stay out of trouble.

“Another whiskey,” Gunther said, after ascertaining that enough of his Army pension money remained in his wallet to justify the extravagance of whiskey you drank inside a warm bar instead of a cold fishing shack.

“Only if you promise not to tell any more stories about pudding,” Ace said. “You’re making me hungry.”




“You really want me to go tromping around the woods, what, looking for tracks or something?” Stevie Ray said. He was Harry’s assistant and the only other employee of the Lake Woebegotten Police Department, though he was only a part-timer, and in his other job as back-up bartender and sometime bouncer at the Backtrack Bar, he’d become very well acquainted with Gunther Montcrief. “On the say-so of the most notorious drunk in town?”

“I take your point, but Gunther doesn’t usually tell wild stories.” Harry propped his feet up on the big desk. “He usually tells old stories about the combat he’s seen and the women of negotiable virtue he met during his years stationed in the Pacific, but this? This is new. If there’s a feral fella running around the woods eating deer, don’t you think we should know about it?”

Stevie Ray sighed and pulled on his earflap hat. He went outside and walked around the back of the police station—which was more a general-purpose civic building that happened to have a jail cell in it—and took a moment to breathe the autumn air. Tomorrow was the first day of September, and winter would be along a month or so after that. Stevie Ray tried to live in the moment, but it was hard not to think about what the future might bring.

After making sure he was alone, which wasn’t too difficult in a town as small as Lake Woebegotten, he took out his cell phone and scrolled through the contacts to a name that just read “Dr. S.” He waited a moment, then said, “Hey, doc, Stevie Ray here. I just thought you should know, somebody saw one of your boys running down a deer out by the lake.”

He listened a moment, then sighed. “It matters because it was the part of the lake by the Ojibwe reservation. You don’t want to upset the Woebegotten Band—” Another pause to listen. “Well our witness didn’t say anything about the hunter being hairy, and was pretty specific about it just looking like a normal fella apart from the super-speed and whatnot, so no, I don’t think it was one of the boys from the rez. If it wasn’t one of yours, then who? Don’t tell me there are other—no. Okay. No, I don’t know which one it was, probably Edwin or Garnett, if it’d been Hermet the witness probably would have mentioned the fella was the size of a grain silo. Just have a talk with them, okay, before I hear from Mr. Noir? I don’t know how I got roped into being the go-between and peacemaker between you… Ha. Yes, all right, I’m a peace officer, fair enough. So help me by keeping things peaceful.”

He closed his cell phone and sighed again, this time just for his own benefit, because if you couldn’t feel sorry for yourself once in a while, where was the pleasure in life? He trudged around the building toward where his truck was parked by the curb. He’d have to go wander around in the woods for a while now, just to keep up appearances for Harry.

Ordinary people like me shouldn’t have to mess around with folks like the Scullens, he thought. The ones on the other side—the few elders on the reservation who knew the secret of the Scullens, and had secrets of their own—were bad enough, but at least they were human most of the time. The Scullens were never human at all anymore. Really made a guy want to pause and reflect on how his life had gotten to this point, maybe wish things had gone a different way, but oh well. If wishes were horses, beggars would eat.









IMITATIONS

FROM THE JOURNAL OF BONNIE GRAYDUCK

I got off the plane in Minneapolis and went to the baggage claim, where I made a great show of almost falling over while attempting to haul my bag off the carousel. On cue, a couple of frat boy types jumped in to help me carry them. Nobody likes to see a pretty girl overexert herself, except in certain situations of a private nature, the dream and hope and imagination of which situations certainly motivated the strapping young men who offered to serve as my luggage-bearers.

So they were probably none too pleased when a police car—rather mud-splattered but still recognizable—pulled up to the curb and a big man in a law officer’s uniform climbed out of the driver’s seat, gave the fellas his best hard-eyed cop glare, and took the bags from them. “Much appreciated,” he said, “but I can help my daughter from here.” The brothers frat exchanged a glance and mumbled something to me which I didn’t bother to hear before they slumped off into the terminal.

“Thought I was going to have to take a cab, Daddy,” I said, leaning in to kiss his slightly stubbly cheek.

“Aw, I’m sorry, hon, I’m not used to all this big city traffic, I didn’t time it right.”

“And a police car? Do you want me to ride in the back like a criminal?”

“I wouldn’t advise that,” Harry said, popping the trunk and loading my bags in. What an interesting trunk. I noted with interest that Harry had to shove aside crime scene tape, road flares, orange traffic cones, boxes of ammunition, and some interesting-looking gray plastic cases which probably contained more lethal cop supplies. Harry went on. “I make the drunks clean up their puke when they have an accident back there, but drunks are, as a rule, pretty terrible when it comes to hungover car detailing. You can ride up front with me.” He grinned. “I’ll even let you run the lights and sirens. You loved doing that when you were little.”

“I’m not so little anymore, Dad.” I thought about pointing my chest at him and giving him that look, the one I use to make Miranda’s boyfriend uncomfortable and to distract male teachers and other officials who were maybe starting to make dangerous mental connections that linked me and certain unsavory events, but I held back. Harry was predisposed to be on my side, a protector and ally, and there was no reason to poison a well that could be so useful. Funny how I’d never thought about the advantages of living in a town where I was the only daughter of the chief of police. You could never underestimate the benefit of having friends in high places, even in a low place like Lake Woebegotten. “But that sounds like fun.”

Once we were in the car and on our way, Harry said, “How’s your mom?”

“Oh, you know Mom. She’s fine.”

Harry grunted. “Listen, I know being driven to school in a cop car wouldn’t be much fun, so… I got you a car.”

“Really? But all those years when I was a little girl I asked for a pony,” I teased.

He laughed. “I don’t see you cleaning up after a pony, Bon-bon.”

Ha. I’d cleaned up worse things. I gave him the laugh he thought he’d earned, but I had to grit my teeth a little. “Bon-bon.” I’d forgotten that nickname. “Seriously, Dad, a car? That’s really nice of you.” Saying “dad” felt funny, but it didn’t take a genius at social engineering to know that calling him “Harry” would cool the warmth he felt toward me.

“Well, don’t expect anything too fancy. You remember my friend Willy Noir?”

“Hmmm… no.”

“Old buddy, lives down by Pres du Lac, we used to go fishing with him when you visited in the summers, and we still go hunting together sometimes.”

I’d come to stay with Harry in the summers from ages five to twelve, but the years from before I was nine or so were pretty fuzzy, all running together into one blurry boring summer. But I remembered Pres du Lac, the itty-bitty Indian reservation on the far side of Lake Woebegotten, even if I didn’t remember Mr. Noir. “Ah, fishing, my favorite activity. Was there ever a year when I didn’t fall out of the boat?”

He laughed. “Maybe one. I thought you did it on purpose, just for the attention. Anyway, Willy’s getting on in years, doesn’t drive much anymore, so he sold me his old truck. Like I said, nothing fancy, but it runs good, and it’s survived a lot of winters—”

“How many winters are we talking about?” Being the exotic new girl in school wouldn’t work as well if I had to drive some old beater. I could work around it, but it was certainly a handicap I’d need to overcome.

“Let’s just say the truck remembers when Eisenhower was president.”

Oh well. I made grateful noises, and after that we lapsed into a silence that might have been uncomfortable for Harry, but wasn’t for me. We drove away from the city limits, such as they were, and into the endless flatness of the prairie. Less the middle of nowhere than the far outer reaches of nowhere. I was used to cliffs, ocean waves, hills, redwoods, cars with surfboards or kayaks on top… but this was just flatness, and trucks spattered with mud. I was thousands of miles from the sea. How awful. Without the ocean, where do they hide the bodies?

I kid. I’d never hide a body in the ocean, at least, not without taking a boat some ways out first. Tides are a bitch.

After an interminable period, we reached the tiny town of Lake Woebegotten. Downtown was like something from a movie: park with a bandstand, City Hall with a dumb little dome, square grassy town common, little mom-and-pop stores. One stop light. A single parking meter, which was pretty funny, since there were a million empty places to park for free. It looked like the kind of place tailor-made for fourth of July parades and speeches by local politicians and ceremonies crowning the Pig Queen or whatever they had here. The sun should have been shining and making everything look even more corny, like Pure Americana Extract, but it was pretty overcast. Funny, I remembered summers in Lake Woebegotten—hot, sticky, and humid—but I had no idea what autumns and winters were like. Guess I was going to find out soon.

Harry pulled the police car over to the sidewalk. “I know you probably just want to get home and stop traveling, but there’s not a thing to eat in the house but a freezer full of walleye and maybe some maraschino cherries, so how about I pop into Cafe Lo here and get us something to eat?” A horrible thought must have occurred to him. “Uh, are you, you know… Like your mother?”

I raised an eyebrow.

“A vegetarian,” he said.

“Oh, no,” I assured him. “Absolutely carnivorous.”

He made a show of wiping sweat off his forehead in a broad gesture of relief. “I remember you used to eat a hamburger of your own and then do your best to eat mine too, but all those years you’ve been out in Santa Cruz, I wasn’t sure…”

“The hippies did not convert me,” I said.

“Burgers it is. Julie makes the best ones I’ve ever had, even better than her grandpa who used to run the diner.”

I was happy to sit in the car while Harry went inside. I’d been traveling all day, and I was tired and puffy and probably a bit smelly—hardly ideal for a first impression, and I had a feeling anyone I met in this town I’d be seeing again and again.

I looked out the window toward the town common… and that’s when I saw him. Or, rather, them, but even from the first moment, it was really mostly him.

There were five of them, walking across the grass like kings and queens of the Earth. The wind itself seemed to hold its breath in their presence. They looked like teenagers, but they moved like they owned the town. In a way, they were an odd bunch: three boys, two girls, all different… but all physically striking. It would have been remarkable in an individual, but with all of them together, the effect was almost overwhelming. The girls were gorgeous, irritatingly so, even in jeans and button-down shirts—I might not be the prettiest girl here after all, which could complicate matters, though I could already see ways to use it to my advantage. They were even paler than me, though one was a petite red-haired thing and the other was proportioned like a runway model and ice blond. Of the boys, one was nearly seven feet tall, black-haired, dressed in red flannel and big enough across the shoulders to be one of Dwayne’s linebacker friends. Another was blond, shorter—though still tall by any ordinary standards—and muscular in a wiry sort of way.

The last was slimmer, wearing a long dark coat that was halfway stylish, with a mop of brown hair almost exactly the same shade as mine. He had cheekbones so sharp you could have used them for bottle openers, and his lips… More about his lips later. He was the one who fascinated me the most instantly, and when he turned his head and looked at me, I felt an electric shock pass through me. He didn’t stop walking, and if I hadn’t been staring at him with all of my considerable attention I might not even have noticed, but he hesitated, a long pause between one footfall and the next, and he stared right into me in that instant before walking on, murmuring to the others, who didn’t so much as glance at me. Who very conspicuously didn’t so much as glance at me, I thought.

Harry reappeared with brown paper sacks and plastic cups. “Who are they?” I asked gesturing toward their departing backs. “Do they go to my new school?”

After glancing and squinting, Harry nodded. “Oh, sure, those are Doc Scullen’s kids. Well, not his kids, he’s only maybe ten years older than they are, they’re adopted, or foster kids, or something, except for the Scales, who are cousins or off-relations of the doc’s wife…. Let’s see, the big bear of a fella is Hermet Scullen, and the little redhead is Pleasance, and the one in the long coat is their brother Edwin. The blonde girl is Rosemarie Scale and the other guy is her brother Garnett. Heck of a family. Just moved here two, three years ago, but the Doc’s been a great addition to the community, and the kids seem all right, never get into any trouble.”

“Maybe I’ll meet them at school tomorrow,” I said.

“You could fall in with a worse crowd,” Harry said agreeably.
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Harry’s house was a little gray farmhouse just outside town, bordered on three sides by fields, with a stand of trees in the back. Hardly a match for mom’s house over by Westcliff Drive in Santa Cruz, but I could cope. And there in front of the house was a truck—my truck, I guessed. I’d been expecting a beat-up old pick-up, possibly with the vague stink of pig manure clinging to it… but this… the thing was almost as big as a tractor-trailer rig, glossy black, with bulging headlights, a grille like a giant robot’s grin, and a flatbed in back big enough to carry a normal-sized pickup truck.

“It’s a 1938 Ford V8 one and a half ton Marmon-Herrington,” Harry said, getting out of the car and beckoning for me to follow. “All wheel drive. Marmon-Herrington made trolley cars—and tanks—but they also did business with the military converting ordinary trucks into, well, pretty much super-trucks. This one used to belong to the Belgian army, Willy says, which means it’s more well-traveled than me, and I don’t doubt it’s made it through a few wars and could make it through a few more.” He coughed. “I know it might be… a lot of truck… but it’s gonna be the safest thing on the road by a good margin. Those little aluminum tin cans rolling around on the highways today couldn’t even make a dent in her.”

“Her?” I strolled over to the truck and patted the hood, which was so tall I’d need a stepladder to look inside. “I think it’s definitely a him.”

“Well, anyway, it runs great, Willy’s grandson Joaquin is some kind of mechanical genius. Still a stick shift, though. Is that going to be a problem? Your mom said you could drive a manual, but this one…”

I’d once driven a tractor trailer to the edge of a cliff and then put a cinderblock on the gas pedal to send it over the edge, so I wasn’t too worried about wrestling with an old Ford’s transmission, but there was no need to go into specifics. “I’ll manage. I love it, Daddy. Thank you.”

And I really did. I’ve always found it easier to love objects and machines than people. If you maintain them properly, and know how to use them, machines will do exactly what you want them to, every time, without variation. If only people were half so reliable.

Harry led me into the house, and we feasted on our burgers and fries. The place was exactly as I remembered but—cliché, I know—it seemed smaller. I don’t know if it was all his years as a bachelor or just some sort of fundamental self-sufficiency, but Harry didn’t hover around me or try to make much more small talk. He took my bags upstairs to my room, which was just like it had been the last time I visited. I doubted the sheets had even been changed; Harry probably hadn’t changed his sheets in the years since I’d been here last. The room was essentially an anonymous place for a summer visitor. Well, I was settling in now, for at least the next several months. I told Harry I was tired after my long day, and he gave me my space.

I got ready for bed, locked my door, and stretched out on the bed… which crinkled under me. I pulled up the covers and hissed through my teeth. There was an old plastic cover underneath the sheets. I’d had some… issues… with bedwetting when I was younger, and I felt a surge of humiliation and anger that Harry hadn’t thought to remove the plastic since my last visit.

But no matter. Old news and ancient history. Tomorrow was a new day at a new school in a new town—anyway, new enough. I felt myself on the cusp of possibility. I was a little anxious, but only because there were so many unknowns. What would the other kids be like? The school was much smaller than my old one, just a few hundred students, and I was sure the entire senior class had deeply entrenched loyalties and ancient feuds stretching back to elementary school. I could navigate the social minefield at my own school blindfolded and hopping on one leg, manipulating opinions and opening old wounds at will to achieve my own ends, with never a misstep—all right, one misstep, which was why I was living in Lake Woebegotten now—but Lake Woebegotten High was going to be a whole new world, one I’d never even glimpsed, a place without maps or guideposts.

I closed my eyes, took deep breaths, and listened to the silence. No rolling waves, no hiss of passing cars, no cries of seagulls or college kids: just quiet, and the creaking of the house. Yes, I was going into uncharted territory, but I had the power of being a novelty in a place where novelties were likely highly prized… and people were essentially the same all over. Seen one, seen them all.

Except for the Scullens, and the Scales… especially Edwin… they looked like something else. Something interesting.

I love things that are interesting. They’re as hard to come by as a perfect crime.




The next day I woke up early, because it pays to be up and around before anyone else, but I underestimated Harry’s Minnesotan work ethic: he was gone by the time I rose, with a note on the kitchen table weighed down with the keys to my beautiful monster of a truck. Blah, blah, will try to be home for dinner, blah blah, have a good first day at school.

I showered, and considered my wardrobe. Autumn in Lake Woebegotten was colder than winter in Santa Cruz, so I’d invested in new cool and cold-weather clothes. I had some incredibly cute things, but I also had some… ordinary things. Call it protective coloration. Blending in with the rest of the herd. The temptation to dress myself in something cool and stylish and eye-catching, taking Lake Woebegotten High like a hurricane (or I guess a blizzard would be more appropriate given the locale) was strong, but it violated my fly-below-the-radar resolution. So I settled on a baggy-ish green sweater, and jeans, and black boots. Hair down, just a little make-up. I examined myself in the too-small mirror on the little girl’s vanity in my room and nodded at my reflection. Completely inconspicuous, like a little harmless bird. There was no point glamming up: I’d seen Rosemarie Scale and Pleasance Scullen walking across the grass yesterday, and I knew my own strengths and weaknesses enough to know I wouldn’t be able to overshadow them. So the situation called for a different approach.

I pulled on a black coat and walked out to my truck, which I was already thinking of as Marmon, and climbed inside the cab. And I mean climbed—a shorter girl, like that little snip Pleasance, would’ve needed an elevator to get behind the wheel. I cranked it up and the engine roared like a furious lion before settling down into a low grumble. The radio didn’t work, but the heater did.

I shifted into gear and pulled forward, and despite being what felt like ten feet up in the air, driving Marmon was remarkably easy. Of course, back home, it would have been a nightmare—ever parallel park a school bus?—but in Lake Woebegotten, where there were more parking spaces than pigs and idiots, it should be fine. I’d never been inside the school before, but I’d been there at some cruddy little summer carnival they had in the parking lot years ago, so I knew how to find it. A few minutes later I was pulling into the muddy gravel lot marked “Student Parking.” There weren’t any spaces marked out, and only one or two other cars parked haphazardly around, so I just parked as close to the school as I could and hopped out.

Santa Cruz High has big columns out front in a sort of faux-Classical style that’s not uncommon for institutions of lower learning in central California, while Lake Woebegotten High was just a few low brick buildings with flat roofs clustered around a brick courtyard, and a scattering of trailers the color of old snow off to one side. I went toward the biggest of the buildings and stepped into a hallway that was like all school hallways, probably: scuffed floors, fluorescent lights, beat-up walls punctuated by beat-up doors. I found the door marked “office” and pushed my way inside to a cozy little space that could have been a dentist’s waiting room. A woman with orange hair and a face like tapioca pudding in a plastic freezer bag looked up at me and smiled. “How can I help you?”

“I’m Bonnie Grayduck. I’m—”

“Oh, yes, Harry’s daughter, of course.” She reached into a desk drawer without looking and pulled out a little map of the school—like such a dinky place needed a map, you might as well make a map of a gas station or a public toilet—and my schedule. English, Government, Trigonometry, French—oh well, those years of Chinese I’d taken would go to waste in this wasteland—then the blessed interval of lunch before Biology and Gym. Biology. Maybe this would be one of those classes where they let you dissect cats or pig fetuses. You can learn a lot about the world from cutting up animals.

I confirmed that where I’d parked was fine and took the slips I had to get all the teachers to sign, I suppose to make sure I actually showed up for classes. As if there weren’t ways around that. I had a little time before my first class, so I strolled around the halls a bit, glancing at the map, getting the lay of the land. Other students began to arrive, but I didn’t pay them any attention—at least, not so’s they’d notice.
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