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  The more we get together, together, together,
The more we get together, the happier we’ll be.
‘Cos your friends are my friends and my friends are your friends.
The more we get together, the happier we’ll be.




  Raffi




  The past is never dead. It’s not even past.




  William Faulkner




  Not about to see your light,
But if you wanna find hell with me,
I can show you what it’s like.




  Danzig











  
Prologue: Names





  The imposter waited in the empty world.




  The air smelled like snow. The sky over the little hunting cabin was the white of chalk dust, and the skeletal fingers of the bare trees grasped up into it, reaching hungrily, dark against the clouds. The woods stretched out for miles in every direction, but the cabin crouched in a small clearing off a gravel lot at the edge of the narrow, winding road that threaded through the trees like a vein of ore. Here there was no sound but the hollow groan of the wind and the subtle creak of the trees moving in its grip and the noise of the imposter’s own lungs working the cold air. He could see his breath. The imposter puffed out through chapping lips, watching white steam whirl and vanish in front of his numb face, marveling at the sensation of it. He was perched on the cabin’s front porch, the wood cold through the seat of his jeans, his chin propped on folded hands. He cocked his head to one side and he listened, his eyes half-lidded.




  There were bodies in the forest, and he could hear their voices.


  The imposter had wondered before if the world had always been empty. But he could not imagine it otherwise. He had wandered until wandering sickened him in the belly, and the unending vacancy of things had been the one constant across years of hypnotizing solitude. But he supposed the possibility remained. Perhaps he had arrived too late to witness the center draining out of the world or perhaps he had simply missed the signs. It did not matter. Now the world yawned hollow. Depleted, barren.




  The bodies numbered four: three female, one male, college students all. They were deep in the shaded valley to the north now, moving slowly away, towards the water. Their voices bumped against one another in his head like marbles in a pouch. The imposter listened to them with feverish intensity, parsing the different sounds, separating them like a sieve. Man, woman. Frightened, anxious, vicious, brutal. The names he strained away; these did not matter, either. They were extraneous data. Meaningless, like labels pasted onto empty jars. The bodies were flesh, and flesh did not have names.




  But she was among them.




  That girl—Heart-Brecker.




  The imposter moistened his dry lips irritably. Her voice was hard to separate from the soup of noise inside his head. Once this had been easy, like lifting a melody from the crash of a waterfall. Once he would have known her voice from a chorus of a hundred others. But she had mingled with the bodies, clinging to them stubbornly, aping the movements and habits of flesh. He felt his rage and his desire rise in him like magma, semisolid and too hot to touch. He imagined her as he had known her, naked, or perhaps wrapped loosely in the sheets of the bed they once shared. He pictured her writhing under his touch as the backdrop of the empty world boiled away into a void like a night sky, and his face slashed open in a pale, joyless grin. He would take no pleasure bringing her to heel. But he would do it, because he loved her.




  He would do it because there was nobody else.




  Now he turned his attention to the vehicle idling just off the lot, partially hidden behind a threadbare shrub next to the rusted-out mailbox. The imposter had pretended not to see the Jeep arrive, but in truth the sound of the engine and of the tires grinding the asphalt beneath them had given the game up long before the vehicle actually rolled into view. Now he could see the driver from the corner of his eye: a great mountain of a body crammed behind the steering wheel. The skin stretched across the broad, freckled face was pale and blotchy, and two dark, piggy eyes stared out from beneath the heavy singular brow that hung over the face like a low-flying cloud. The lips were broad and fleshy and seemed to have no real shape of their own, and the hands gripping the wheel were enormous paws tipped with thick-knuckled fingers. A swamp creature, the imposter mused. A museum model of a Neanderthal or the Megatherium. Something ancient and primitive and monstrously strong.




  A peculiar nameless unease settled over him. He knew this body was called Cormac, but this meant as little to him as the fact that the vehicle the body drove was called Jeep. And yet he could not discard the name. He had used it to summon this body here, being the body called Riley, just as he had been the body called Ben, and before that, Alice. Their names tumbled in his head like dice, clacking against one another. Suddenly their voices became overwhelming. He tried to shake the feeling away, but it was like strong ropes thrown across him, pulled tight by the weight of names, of voices, of flesh. He could not silence them; he could not escape the sound of the screams. It was like being drawn down into a great quagmire. It was like drowning or already being drowned.




  The imposter’s insides squirmed with disgust. How did he let this happen? How had he allowed things to come this far? The big body inside the Jeep swung the driver-side door out and emerged behind it, broad enough almost to darken the sky. At last the imposter allowed himself to turn his head, taking in this interloper fully, noting with some small glee the look of bewilderment on the other body’s milk-colored face. He wondered what it would be like to wear that face, however briefly. He thought again of the other faces he had peered through that day alone, and the day before, and before and before. He considered his own features, hanging from his skull like a heavy wooden mask, smiling and yet expressionless in the same go. Then he thought of her face, hidden partially behind the fanned-out sweep of her hair, twisting away from him into the darkness, and his teeth ground together like stones. His hand flexed around the handle of the hacksaw, then he stood up slowly, as though he had nowhere in particular to be.




  “Hey!” he called out in a cheerful voice. “You’re not supposed to be here…”




  The big body looked up, startled, seeing the imposter striding across the gravel towards him, but no fear registered on the broad face. There was only dull confusion, mixed with perhaps a kind of relief the imposter would never learn the source of. The thick lips moved and sounds poured out, and the imposter responded, though he could not remember what words he said. But he remembered putting his hand forward to shake, and the feeling of that ape-like paw wrapping around his hand as though it would crush it.




  Then the terror did come… and the imposter felt it, really felt it rushing up within the other body like the start of some terrible, wracking climax. The center of things collapsed and drained out from under like the pull of quicksand. He put the hacksaw in the other boy’s hands and watched him lift it towards the exposed neck without any hesitation. But of course there would be no hesitation. It was inevitable, the imposter knew. Inexorable, like rot, like decay.




  It was too late to correct course now, too late even to scream.


  After all—by then, neither of them was really there at all.











  Chapter 1




  Confession




  Kait Brecker always became somebody else when she closed her eyes.




  The horror sprang up behind her shut-tight eyelids—and suddenly she would be replaced, wearing somebody else’s skin and teeth and hair and treading the curving, shadow-haunted corridors of another life. It was always the same, this conversion. The face and features were different, sometimes in some obvious way, sometimes subtly, but the feeling never changed. It was cold and sharp, like a needle in her vein.




  It was a Sunday within the dream, and the wind was breathing winter’s cold overtures down the back of her neck as she watched a handful of brittle brown leaves tumble around and around the yellow bowl of the Armistice College “Front Lawn.” The air was full of noise. Here gathered protesters—the usual gang, waving pasteboard signs and chanting slogans in singsong. Or here were lovebirds, in pairs, along the duck pond railing, pawing lecherously at each other while their orange-and-black striped scarves whipped in the cold wind. Or there, in the center of the lawn, a scrum of brawny seniors lobbed a Frisbee back and forth across the wide grass plot, hollering jubilantly, their bodies blurred with motion. She did not know why she was here, seeing all this. This was not her body, not her life.




  But she would see him soon. She always saw his face in the dream.




  She could almost picture him already: here, there, somewhere, always on the periphery. Sway-backed and limp-shouldered and grinning ear-to-ear, with his thumbs thrust into the front pockets of his jeans. He was waiting for Kait. Waiting for her to look up, to see him and smile.




  But she would not look for him this time. This body would walk briskly across the dry, crunching grass, and Kait, riding along inside the hollow bones, could peer out through the holes in the skull at the crowded world as it swept by. Past the grass and past the pond, thrilling in that dream-winter’s bracing shiver and in the lovely, weightless sensation of that new, fresh skin, free of the intolerable burden of being Kaity Brecker. And when Lutz popped into frame like he always did, she’d be ready, ready to look past him, too, just another part of the world outside this body, outside this new Kait Brecker’s life.




  She could avoid him forever, in the dream. She could look down at her splayed hands and read alien histories in the lines on the palms, stare into the mirror’s reflection and only see the pale blur of a stranger’s face. But even this was poison under her skin. She had wished for it, this crowded, faceless world, but she knew it could not last. It was an eggshell, a balloon about to burst, a cotton-candy memory that would melt in her mouth. She knew it wasn’t real, any of it—but it stung worst of all because she knew, deep in her dream-bones and dream heart, that this sharp and lovely dream, it would never come true—




  * * *


  “…can’t lighten up for one second. You’d think she…”




  “…might hear you, Ben, please…”


  “…and thank you, I might just let her hear, might do her some good to…”




  The voices dragged Kait bodily from the rolling depths of sleep, and when she opened her eyes the memory of where she was hit like a hangover. She was sprawled across the back seat of Ben Alden’s station wagon with her seatbelt slashing across her trachea, camping gear piled high around her. She’d crammed her balled-up Armistice College sweatshirt against the passenger window for a pillow, and one of her sneakers had lost its foot and tumbled down among the bungee cords and takeout containers on the floor. The light said early morning, a deeply unholy hour—but Ben was driving, and that meant it was Ben’s show. Ben wanted to make Simmes Creek by five and maybe the cabin by five-thirty, and tough shit to the late risers in the party.




  “… know that’s not true. She’s just…”




  Next to Ben in the front passenger’s seat, Alice Gorchuck’s dense thicket of ginger curls wobbled atop her head, and when her voice trailed off, the four white ribbons knotted into her hair waved like surrender. Kait felt a fist close around her heart. She’d heard this argument before. There was no mistaking it. From the jagged break in Ben’s voice and from Alice’s pleading responses, they could only be talking about her, Kait, good old Heart-Brecker herself.




  But it wasn’t the real Kait Brecker they were talking about. No—she knew it was this new model, the lurching, sulky creature she’d woken up inside. This was the rough beast thrilling the airwaves today. This was the Kait that Ben Alden hated.




  The Kait that Lutz Visgara had loved.


  “…the sun doesn’t shine out of her ass, the better…”




  Ben talking—a sharp downswing on the last syllable, capping his point as neatly as a Magic Marker. Ben, buttoned-down Ben, who wasn’t a lawyer yet but already dressed like one, though today he’d ditched his steam-pressed shirts for a cabled sweater and slim canvas pants. Ben couldn’t argue like the high-powered Washington lawyer he wanted to be or even like a sly southern one, with a drawl and an Ah-Objeect! and thumbs pressed up under his suspenders. But he had the cadence down pat. His voice wasn’t loud, just insistent, like a drill on half-power, driving in screw after screw until your head was full of holes and sawdust. It worked—especially if you were Alice Gorchuck and didn’t want to fight in the first place.




  “…a whole weekend like this. You know she doesn’t…”


  “Mrrfah.” Kait made herself heard with what she hoped was a convincing stretch-and-grunt. For extra effect, she kicked the back of the driver’s seat and blinked sleepily at Ben’s forehead, visible in the rearview mirror. “We there?” she asked.




  “Kaity!” Alice cried out, whipping around in her seat. “You’re awake…”




  In no time at all, she’d slipped loose of her seatbelt and was kneeling with her chin hooked over the plush headrest, peering down at Kait, an avalanche of curly red hair framing her heart-shaped face like tumbling flames.




  “Ooo. Lucky me.” Kait stretched again, for real this time, and began the laborious task of sitting upright. “How far to Riley’s?” she asked.




  Alice remained swiveled, watching her, unabashedly wide-eyed. But if she was searching for some tell that the conversation had been overheard, Kait gave none. Instead she did her best to smile, though her face did not seem to remember the correct sequence of movements. Her headphones, slung around her neck, belched white noise and tinny little guitars.




  “We’re here,” Ben answered testily.




  The station wagon puttered to a stop in front of a brown condo-style apartment building, and Kait hauled herself upright just in time for a curvaceous shape to bounce into view, lugging a monogrammed camping tote over one bronze shoulder and a pillow with a pink pillowcase under the opposite arm. The shape rapped sharply at the window near Kait’s head, and she caught a glimpse of black-and-orange nail polish as the offending knuckles retreated.




  “Halloo!” Riley sang out.


  “Halloo,” Kait parroted dubiously.




  She unlocked the passenger door, and it immediately sprang open, dumping loose backseat detritus out onto the street. Riley slid in beside Kait, dragging her tote and pillow with her and filling the air with the thick stink of perfume. Kait winced, feeling crowded. Riley Loomis wasn’t fat—to be precise, she was probably the least “fat” young woman Kait could think of in that instant, with the kind of figure Lutz insisted on calling the “Goldilocks proportions.” But her personality, like her perfume, was gaseous, and in the backseat of Ben Alden’s wood-paneled war chariot, Kait was already feeling quite smothered.




  “You’ll never believe the dream I had about Spencer Kittredge last night…” Riley began in a cheery voice—and before Kait could blink, out tumbled a charmless saga of tabloid filth that began with a mysterious self-locking closet and ended, improbably, with the entire Armistice College wrestling team. Kait sniffed and turned towards her window, but the two in the front seats snorted and clapped, egging Riley on while she mimed the escapade with her hands. Then Ben cranked the music and gunned the motor, and David Lee Roth started howling about how he’d been to the edge, baby, and the station wagon jolted forward.




  Kait re-buckled her seat belt and bent forward, rubbing the bridge of her nose between her fingertips. Was it big breasts that made you go slutty? Or were they just a symptom of this larger disease? She squeezed her eyes shut—a headache knocked just above her left ear, and she knew the noise and motion of the car would soon turn it into a barnburner. The old Kait, the pre-Lutz Kait, would never have asked a question like that, but now the pain in her head filled her up with black, oily thoughts. She sank lower in her seat, scowling to herself and briefly considered returning to sleep. But no, she decided—better to engage with the madness as long as humanly possible. Observe the breeders in their natural habitat and stay wary for signs of aggression…




  She kneaded her forehead. Enough. That was Lutz-talk, Lutz-rubbish, Lutz’s voice coming in hot over her internal intercom. And it was unfair, at least to Alice, who had at last turned from the back seat and was peering at her pink lipstick in the pull-down mirror over her head, her left hand resting delicately on Ben’s knee.




  Alice, sweet, apple-cheeked Alice. How long had they known each other? It was a struggle to recall, a fact that unsettled Kait’s stomach. Ten years? Twelve? Hadn’t they been children on a muddy playground together in some distant past—or was this, too, another false memory? No, this much held true, surely: Alice Gorchuck had been her friend. Her jump-puddle, mud-kneed friend. Back when her hair was candy-orange instead of dyed crimson, back when she’d been genuinely fat instead of merely pleasingly plump. But other than these two outliers, little had changed about the Alice she’d once known. There was no Alice-Mark-Two. Only this perfect prototype—imitated but never duplicated.




  A memory clunked loose. The two of them on a futon in front of a blazing television set, wrapped to their necks in bulky comforters and gorging on sugary Halloween plunder. Kait still wore her poofy pink princess dress, the tiara and scepter both broken and hucked in a rhododendron bush down the street, and Alice’s black witch-hat crouched askew atop the pile of her orange curls. A Fairly Odd Parents marathon was playing, and the girls clapped chocolatey hands over their sticky lips to stifle giggles. It was after midnight, and they were supposed to be asleep, of course, but the devastating combination of Nickelodeon cartoons and high-fructose corn syrup and this righteous, hot-blooded friendship kiboshed that idea entirely. They were eleven. The rumpus room was warm and dark, and outside the window the bright full moon was as big as a god. Life was rockin’.




  Then the memory flipped over, like a postcard. Another Halloween night, another year. But now it was Lutz by her side, not Alice. She was eighteen years old, and she had only been dating this new crazy boy a few short weeks. Lutz Visgara. Not a name a normal human being should have—but then again, what was normal about Lutz? No declared major, no job, no gaggle of sweaty gym ape friends to crash around downtown with… No other friends at all, seemingly, save for a cousin or a stepsister who lurked in his apartment sometimes whom Kait was instructed to call “Jill ”. Sheepish good looks, lop-eared and grinning, game for anything; for Kait, Lutz would forever call to mind a baby lamb caught between the paws of a hungry predator and saying, Well, looks like you’ve got hold of me, big fella. What happens now? With that same oafish grin.




  Except it was Kait who got caught. He took her—not with passion but with shrugging shoulders and a sardonic eye-roll that condemned the whole wild world to flaccid mediocrity. But not Kait. No, Kait was immune. That’s what had bound them. He’d seen the twist in her nature, he told her once, clutching her hands in the middle of some wet empty cobblestone street on the bay side of downtown. The same crazed wildness that lived in him, the staring, alien thing they hid from the rest of the world. The thing that made them strangers in the crowded world. The thing that made them better. She pretended not to understand at first—Oh, just what every girl wants to hear, you big dork. But she was eighteen, and his words tugged at the tiny bell inside her, and it was a bell that could not be un-rung.




  That was the first time he kissed her, right in the middle of that rain-slick street. A taxi laid on the horn, bathing them in the gaze of its headlights. Lutz flipped the bird, and Kait mirrored the gesture unconsciously and kissed him back hard. It started to rain, only a drizzle at first, like a fine curtain, and in the blast of the headlights the droplets seemed to hang in the air around them as though time had surrendered to their power. Kait remembered all this, that the glow of the headlights and the gentle press of rain and Lutz’s lips and hands on her felt almost exactly like the touch of heaven. So that was the beginning of it, their first night together—they tumbled into his apartment, she recalled, fumbling off their clothes, clinging to each other like wet leaves cling to cold glass. And when the rain began to pound against the windows, it drowned out the sounds of her ecstasy like a hand clamped over her mouth.




  Then they flipped the world the big one—and they kept it up for four straight months.




  So, that Halloween: a Big Moon night, a witch’s night, like that one so long ago. She and Lutz were not in costume. Indeed, neither of them were wearing much clothes at all. They were on the couch, the television blasting AMC’s twenty-four-hour marathon of Invasion of the Body-Snatchers. Somebody knocks; Lutz answers, drunk enough not to bother with pants, just a pillow clutched over his nethers. And lo, there appears Alice, holding Kait’s half of their paired costumes. But Kait’s not there, no, Kait’s not home, no Kait here that I know of, says Lutz, sloppy drunk and leaning in the doorframe, the pillow laying forgotten on the carpet by his feet. And now Kait’s behind him saying Oh, I’m sorry-sorry-sorry, I ca-aaa-an’t, maybe next year, I forgot, really I did… But she’s giggling, too, giggling because Lutz is laughing—actually laughing at this wide-eyed girl on the doorstep, holding one half of a Thing One-Thing Two costume set and wearing the other, her hair all teased up in proper Seussian style…




  And Alice had been wearing Thing Two. Alice picked out the costumes and she gave Kait Thing One, and the little girl who lived inside the hollow bones of Kait Brecker knew, still knew, that Thing One was the best Thing—




  But Lutz had laughed and so Kait had laughed, and Alice stood there in her ridiculous red jumper and her ridiculous cloud of blue cartoon hair, a slack look on her round face. And behind her, the moon’s huge pale eye stared down, huge like you imagine God’s eyes as huge.




  The memory twisted once more, and so came the third night. Not Halloween, but a Big Moon night just the same, with a big black sky full of cold starlight. This was the night that drove the wedge between Kait Brecker and Lutz Visgara; it was the cold womb that birthed the squirming terror lodged in her heart. This new Kait slunk across campus, darting shadow to shadow, furtive as a mouse in a wheat field even if there was no one to observe her flight. She felt dozens of eyes on her. She knew enough now. The knife was still twisting in her.




  Her feet led her there. To the doorstep. And the moon made her knock—and eat your shame, Heart-Brecker, choke it down, eat it whole like a good girl. So there she stood, January’s breath cracking in her bones, when Alice Gorchuck opened the door.




  Alice—suddenly a vision in a lumpy Armistice College sweatshirt and green converse sneakers. A bowl of popcorn under one arm, half full, crumbs and butter smeared on her chest. Eyes wide with surprise, disbelief. Dull noise of a television in the background, a male voice laughing along to the canned laughter of a sitcom.




  “Kait…” she had whispered. “Kaity, your makeup’s runnin’…”




  “I’m sorry.” Kait wiped at her face, rubbed her ear, wiped her face again. “Alice,” she said, “I need… He… I think…”




  Then it was like a dam bursting. She surged forward into Alice’s arms, tears running hot down her face, cooling on her cheeks and on Alice’s buttery sweatshirt. Folded into the big girl’s arms, Kait felt the weight of four months crashing against her bulwarks like waves crushing the coast to pebbles, and when her friend whispered, “What happened?” close by her ear, it nearly split her open. “Kaity… Tell me, please…”




  Oh, the plea in that voice. The affection, the tender desperation. It would have been so easy, too, to fall back on obedience—to tell all, to make a full confession…




  But: “What did he do to you?” There was no answering that. Maybe the old Kait could have managed it, but there was nothing she could conjure now that would satisfy, that would stand up to even the slightest scrutiny. Alice led her by the hand into the flickering den, lit by what sounded like Friends reruns. Kait wouldn’t look—she was too occupied avoiding the eyes of the strange boy in the argyle sweater-vest coiled against one arm of the foldout futon couch. Alice sat her down, fetched her a drink, No please, just water, nothing strong, while this boy, Ben Alden, watched her like a butterfly squirming under ether. Alice sat her down on a folding camp chair and found a spot beside Ben for herself, and they both looked at her expectantly.




  So Kait confessed her sins.




  But she had to be careful. The knife was still in her; a wrong utterance could push it deep. So she chewed her words, spitting them out like cherry pits, keeping the dark red juice for herself, already learning to savor misery.




  And Alice fell for it, didn’t she. Buried her in that endless hug again, didn’t she. Cried real tears with her, rubbed her eyes, cried again, cursed Lutz’s name with a zealot’s passion—if words were lighting, her ex-beau might’ve been struck dead where he stood. And when this communion was over, she clapped her hands and invited Kait—no, Kaity, she’d said Kaity, hadn’t she?—to run away with them for the weekend. This boy Ben’s family owned a lake house up beyond Simmes Creek in the mountains, deep in real backcountry. And Kait could come with them, get away from her problems, find solace at the bottom of a bottle for a while. And in the ultimate act of self-immolation, Kait had actually said yes—




  * * *




  The car jostled over a bump in the highway; Ben groaned, Alice and Riley yelped, and the mix CD in the deck skipped from “Ain’t Talking Bout Love” to “No Time” without anybody noticing. Kait was bumped to the side, and in that instant she caught a glimpse of the entire interior of the car in the rearview in one brief flash. Her gaze flicked from face to face, from Ben to Alice to Riley to her, Kait. And for a moment, she almost recognized them all.




  “Thank you for inviting me,” she whispered. Then, a little louder: “I’ll make this up to you, really I will.” And she closed her eyes again.




  I’ll make this up to you if it kills me.











  Chapter 2




  Girlfriend




  I wonder what she’s thinking about.




  Alice squirmed beneath her seatbelt. The sun was climbing off the horizon, reflecting a blade of white light off the rear windshield of the Fiat leading Ben’s station wagon. She squinted and shielded her eyes with one hand, then twisted down the sunshade on her side with the other. The mirror in the sunshade’s belly reflected the back seat of the station wagon in glorious widescreen: Riley texting, blushing and biting her lower lip at something on her phone; Kaity with her headphones on and nodding silently to something with lots of big guitar in it, her eyes shut and the hood of her sweatshirt up. A dozen anxieties clawed: what if Kaity had heard Ben before? Was her friend having second thoughts about the trip? What if she was pissed royal at Ben?




  Or pissed royal at her.




  Alice forced herself to glance away. Kaity’s face was inscrutable. Like somebody had slammed her shut like a door or a book. She adjusted the mirror again; Riley glanced up from her phone, leaned across to the center of the back seat, and pulled a face at her reflection. Alice stuck her tongue out and forged a giggle. When had this happened? When had her friend disappeared behind the clouds? Oh, there had been a time when even a slow lift of the eyebrows could have passed like a secret handshake between them, but now? Now Kaity’s mind was a cave in the mountains, something hidden and strange. Now the book was closed to her.




  “What’re you doing?”




  Ben’s voice cut through the music and through her thoughts—Kaity’s eyes flicked up, and Alice quickly averted her gaze again. “Oh. Just checking my makeup. You know.”




  “You know I can’t drive with those things down.”


  “What…?”




  Ben smiled apologetically. “The sun-flaps. I know it’s silly—it’s just a thing with me.”




  Alice blinked. “I know that, but the sun’s—” She pointed out the front windshield. “We’ve been driving straight into it.”




  “Your makeup looks fine.”


  “Ben, I can’t see.”




  He sighed, giving her a glance before turning back to the road. “Look,” he said. “I’d let you borrow my sunglasses, but I’ve got to drive. And I can’t drive with those flaps down.” His fingers drummed the steering wheel. “Close your eyes, if it helps. We’ll be driving through trees soon. That should block the sun.”




  Alice shrugged and swung the sunshade up flush with the ceiling. Ben smiled, leaned over, kissed her cheek without taking his eye off his driving. “This is going be fun,” he said. “I think you’re really going to love this place.”




  “I’m sure I will.” His sunglasses had crushed against her ear when he kissed her, and she massaged the lobe between her fingertips. Just a thing with me. Well, you put up with a lot of funny things for the people you loved. That’s how Alice saw it. And if she didn’t love Ben Alden now, she had a gut feeling she was well on her way there. Or would be, after the trip was over. If she could work herself up to it.




  Riley snorted and tapped Alice’s shoulder, thrusting her phone screen in her face with a giggling “Lookitthis”—and as Alice turned her head to look at the cartoon on the screen, she glimpsed Kaity sitting forward in her seat and glaring with all her might at the back of Ben’s head, as though she could melt through his scalp with her stare. Then she caught Alice’s eye, grinned, shrugged, and went back to her music. Yeah, you put up with a whole lot of things for the people you love, but that’s how you knew you loved them, wasn’t it?




  And Alice Gorchuck would do just about anything for Kaity Brecker.




  It’d been over a year since the Halloween party, but Alice could still see the ghostly strands of toilet paper dangling from the trees in the frat house’s front lawn, hanging in great parabolas alongside the strings of cheap orange lights, ethereal and almost floating, half-shrouded in thick gray mist belching from the rented fog machine on the brick front porch. Music and flashing lights spilled from the front door, and Alice’s hands were starting to sweat. She’d felt braver than a jungle cat when she had picked out her costume, but bravery is a fine thing when you’re in the costume shop two weeks before the party, not when you’ve got to walk into the lion’s den wearing a corset and fishnet stockings for the first time.




  There was a caved-in and rotting jack ‘o lantern squatting next to the fog machine, and whenever the clouds cleared Alice could feel its drooping eyes taking her measure. Her chest felt like a windup toy cranked past its limit—this was long before she’d discovered the soothing sorcery of Ativan, so the only cure for this awful tightness in her midsection was to get back in the car, tear off this ridiculous getup, and make an Alice-blanket-burrito on the couch until this whole stupid holiday blew over. But Kaity had squeezed her shoulders and adjusted her wig and grinned at her through about a pound of mottled-blue Bride of Frankenstein face paint.




  “You look badass,” she’d assured her. “You’re a big beautiful badass, Alice Gorchuck.”




  “Kaity, I don’t know—”


  “You’re going to kick a criminal amount of ass at this party. They’ll call five-oh for sure this time. And throw away the key.”




  “Kaity—”


  “We’ve sold our souls, Alice. We… Tell me again. Tell me who we sold our souls to.”




  Silence as Alice chewed lipstick. Kaity persisted:




  “A-L-I-C-E, who’d we sell our souls to?”




  Finally a sigh and a slow helpless grin. “We sold our souls to rock ’n roll,” she admitted.




  Kaity nodded solemnly, her plastic bolts bobbing. “Bought and paid for,” she intoned. “C’mon, Thing Two—we owe it to ourselves to burn this place to the ground tonight.”




  Only then had Alice allowed herself to be led up the drive, through the door, and into the pulsing, bassy maw of the party. And though the fist in her stomach never quite unclenched, Kaity’s hand on her shoulder put honey in her blood. Time seemed to blur, and as Alice slowly drained the plastic cup of dubious punch in her hand, the noise and motion of the evening eventually swirled and melted into a single wave of sensation that lapped against her over and over again—a forceful tide, but never powerful enough that it threatened to bowl her over. And when inevitably red-and-blue lights flashed on the lawn and the cry of COPS began to sound over the music, it was Kaity that propelled her out the back door, over the high wood fence, and led her by the hand out into the maze dark streets beyond, into the night, to safety.




  “I have to whizz,” Riley announced brightly.




  Ben shrugged and pulled off the highway, coming to a bumpy stop at a gas station with a lot half-covered in loose gravel. “Everybody else go while we’re here,” Ben said. “We can’t stop again after this. If it’s dark by the time we hit the county line, we’ll never find the cabin. No street lights,” he added in an aside to Alice, who was unbuckling and hunting under her seat for her purse.




  “Ben used to come up here as a little kid,” Alice said, twisting to face Kaity. “He was telling me the other day. With his family. And their uncle—what was it? Teddie?—would get up in the middle of the night and drive out so he could turn the porch light on for the rest of the family to find. He’d be dog tired the rest of the day, but it was the only way anybody could find the place in the dark without GPS.”




  Kaity pulled her headphones off her ears and shook her hair out. “Sounds like a swell guy,” she replied, offering a wan smile.




  Ben grunted and swung his door open. “Yeah, well. Uncle Teddie runs a meth lab now, I think,” he announced. “Let’s shake a leg, huh?”




  Alice climbed out of the car and stretched and looked around. Though the waystation was just off the highway, it was the only building around seemingly for miles: to the north, the road became a bridge that curved out of view, while to the south was a long straight stretch of two-lane that drew to a point on the horizon. Behind the gas station was an empty gray field that looked as if it had once been farmland, and beyond that a stand of trees visibly swayed. A big cold wind began to slap Alice’s hair around, and she tugged her jacket tighter around her shoulders and fumbled for the zipper.




  “Jesus,” Riley was saying as she hot-stepped towards the door. “Where’d this bullshit come from?” Kaity stood and stretched audibly before shuffling inside after her, with Alice and Ben close behind.




  The bathrooms were singles. Ben did his business and pushed back into the wind to put gas in the station wagon, while Alice and the other two girls made a line outside their door. Riley emerged first, shaking out her splayed fingers like she was drying her nails. “No hot air,” she mused. “Or paper towels. Place is a hole. Listen—I’m going for smokes. You want anything while I’m up there?” Kaity shrugged and locked the bathroom door behind her. “Alice, anything? Snacks, booze…”




  Alice’s eyes went round. “Do you think you can?”


  “Well, so long as I get cooperation,” came the reply, accompanied by a sly grin. Alice followed her gaze to the pimply teen picking his nose behind the checkout counter. “Let’s see what’s in his wallet.”




  Riley flounced off, but motion outside the convenience store drew Alice’s gaze. Ben leaning against the rear bumper of the station wagon: he waved, then mimed pulling up his sweater sleeve, checking a nonexistent watch, and going into what looked like a seizure of disbelief. He waved her outside, but Alice crossed her legs and rocked back and forth before smiling apologetically. Ben shrugged and slouched off towards the driver’s seat.




  “Alice!”




  Something tapped her elbow, and Alice turned: there stood a beaming Riley with a cardboard box in her arms and a plastic bag slipped over the crook of one elbow. “Hope you like Bud,” she scoffed, adjusting her grip to tug the neckline of her shirt back up. “All they had. Plus,” she whispered, leaning in, “they’re Mitch here’s favorite, apparently.”




  “What’s that on your hand?”




  Riley shifted her grip, revealing a ten-digit number scrawled in blue pen across the back of her hand and wrist. “Oh, I’ll wash it off when we get to the cabin,” she said. “Listen, let’s get this stuff in the trunk before Lover Boy’s manager comes out and tells us some bad news.”




  Alice glanced at the bathroom door. “You go. I still have to… you know.”




  “Suit yourself.” Riley hefted the box and pushed the door open with her back, then banged on the station wagon’s trunk. The trunk swung up, and Alice watched her friend heft the big box inside as another car pulled up near. The bathroom door creaked behind her and Kaity appeared, flicking water off her hands with a brisk one-two motion, then wiping her palms on her jeans. There were streaks under her eyes, hidden by a rub of the palm against her cheek and a wide yawn.




  “Your boyfriend is an asshole,” Kaity mumbled through the last of the yawn.




  “What’s that?” But Kaity was already gone, ambling off behind a rotating display rack of cheap sunglasses towards the front counter.




  Alice watched her disappear. For a moment, something tight and cold rose from her chest into her throat, but she forced it down with a burst of will. This wasn’t Kaity’s fault. This wasn’t Kaity at all—some afterimage, perhaps, something stripped down and flayed. Something hurting. This was something that had been done to her.




  And Alice would never forgive Lutz Visgara for that.




  She pulled the bathroom door shut, then forced the rusty lock to slide home with a grunt. In between that cold January night and now, how many times had she imagined it? How many nights had she lain awake, staring at the popcorn ceiling of her dorm room and tried to guess at the horrible thing Lutz must have inflicted upon her friend? And though they were no more than fantasies, how many times had the images she conjured soaked her pillow in sweat, driven the breath from her body as she trembled in the grip of some terrible sympathy? The plastic seat was cold against her bare thighs. She focused on this sensation, trying to ignore the pictures flickering across her mind. She had envisioned this scenario so many times that it began to bring with it a kind of shame—as though she was keeping Kaity’s pain alive through sheer force of imagination alone. Alice thought again of the wet streaks under Kaity’s eyes, and her hands moved, without her permission, to her face. She rubbed her eyes, ground the knuckles against them, her fingers coming back glistening…




  The crash shocked her back to reality. A noise like something breaking, then Kaity’s muffled curse—Alice was already hiking up her pants and hobble-jumping towards the bathroom door. She was fumbling with the rusty lock when something stopped her in her tracks.




  “What the fuck are you doing here.”




  Kait’s voice, stern and cold—how she always sounded when she was scared out of her mind. Alice pressed her ear to the door, squeezing her eyes shut, her mind racing. Then:




  “Oh, come on, Heart-Brecker, don’t be like that.”




  Alice’s eyes flew open. Kaity spluttered something incoherent and angry, but before she could finish, that voice rang out again in a laugh, a stop-and-go, hiccup-y kind of laugh. Alice had heard that sound before—like Cindi Lauper yelping her way through “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun” mixed with a toad’s wheeze.




  “C’mon, at least say you’re surprised to see me,” Lutz Visgara said. “It doesn’t even have to be a good surprise…”




  Alice burst through the bathroom door and there he was, standing in the store doorway with his shoulders slumped forwards and his hands thrust into the pockets of a brown hoodie jacket. His face was hidden behind a jutting box of candy bars and a rack of trashy romance novels, but she could hear the grin in his voice—that crooked fault-line smile he fished out for every photograph she’d ever seen of him on Kaity’s social media. The knees of his tight blue jeans were muddy, and what little she could see of his hair was windblown and piled high on his head like an eighties heartthrob. She caught herself holding her breath, and she let the air out of her lungs in a shuddering whoosh.




  “Just tell me how you found me.”




  Alice swung her gaze: Kaity was backed against the sliding glass doors at the back of the store where the beers and cold drinks were kept. On the ground beside her lay an upturned rotating sunglasses rack—maybe a dozen pairs were scattered across the peeling tile at her feet, a few with the lenses popped out and crushed underfoot. Her eyes were serious and her mouth was set in a sneer, but her cheeks had gone the color of butcher paper and the fists at her sides were trembling. Behind the store counter, the pimple-faced sales clerk’s round eyes flicked from Lutz to Kaity to the mess on the floor, his mouth hanging half-open, not speaking.




  “I didn’t,” Lutz replied, walking forward. “I’m as surprised as you are, honestly. Maybe I should ask you if you’re following me, huh?”




  “Get bent.” Kaity’s mouth twisted. Her eyes met Alice’s, standing in the doorway of the bathroom with the door cocked against her sneaker heel. Kaity mouthed something across the store to her, then turned back to Lutz. “I don’t, I don’t care how you got here. Just go. Just—”




  “Kait, that’s unkind,” Lutz answered jovially, stretching out the pockets of the hoodie. “I miss you. It’s been weeks. Try to think of how I feel.”




  “I don’t give a shit how you feel.”




  He had almost reached her. To Alice, watching him in the big fisheye mirror above the cashier’s counter, he looked almost tiny against the dingy white tile of the floor. Like a Q-tip with legs—much smaller than Alice herself. But he was slouching forwards, stalking Kaity like a hyena sniffing up to a wounded animal, and she found herself frozen in the doorway, one hand on the cold steel knob and one twitching helplessly by her side. She couldn’t move, couldn’t speak—her breath was beginning to catch inside her, the sweating hand on the doorknob squeezed as tight as her heart, tight as a constricting noose.




  “Then at least tell me why you thought you had to run so far away,” Lutz said, his voice hoarse with emotion. He was gone from the fisheye mirror, his body now blocking Alice’s view of Kaity, blocking her friend’s path to the door.




  Kaity made a strange sound, halfway between a scream and a frightened gasp—and then Alice was there, across the store and by her side, her body positioned directly between her friend and Lutz. Whatever had gummed her up before was gone, and she stared down at Lutz with wide, cold eyes, while her every heartbeat pounded in her head. Lutz didn’t meet her gaze at first, bobbing his head back and forth trying to see over first her right shoulder, then her left. But when he couldn’t manage to see Kaity through her, he at last let his eyes settle on Alice’s. Thank God, she thought through the haze of her anger, that I was born a big girl.




  “You’re Alice, then,” Lutz said, trying to force a smile. “I think Kait introduced us—didn’t you, Heart-Brecker? That one Halloween? Hey, remember—”




  He tried to dart around Alice’s left side, but she moved to intercept him, nearly pinning him to a three-stack rack of bagged chips. Kaity made a strange noise behind her.




  “She doesn’t wanna talk to you,” Alice said.




  Lutz frowned, then managed to twist that into a smirk. “Look—you’re being a good friend,” he said. “I get that. Ex-boyfriend shows up out in the middle of nowhere… I know how it looks. I understand the situation. But I need to talk to Kait right now. You can have her back when we’re through, Thing Two.”




  Alice’s face flushed, and to her great surprise the edges of her vision actually tinged a dull blood-red for a second or two. “She told you to get bent,” she replied, her voice deep and strange in her ears. “So get bent.”




  The bell over the store entrance jangled; Riley peered in the doorway, her eyes flicking from Lutz to Kait to Alice and back to Lutz. “Kaitlyn, honey,” she called, her voice even, “come on out to the car, okay?”




  Kaity put a hand on Alice’s shoulder and started to sidle past, picking her way through the broken sunglasses on the ground, though one broken lens did crunch under her heel. Lutz wheeled towards the door, towards Riley, his eyes and mouth wide open. And as Kaity passed him, his hand flew out of its jacket pocket and snatched at her wrist. “ Heart-Brecker, stop—”




  Alice’s fist struck him on the cheek, just beside the nose and above his top lip. It happened so fast: his fingers wrapped around Kaity’s arm, then her own fingers were balled into a tight fist and striking out, and then Lutz was splayed out on the ground, flailing among the broken sunglasses as Kaity ran for the door.




  “You bitch,” he was sputtering, “you colossal pig bitch…”




  But he was laughing, actually laughing through the bubbling blood flowing down under his hands. “You actually—urghh—you actually broke my nose. Do you believe that? Jesus Christ, I think you broke my nose.”




  “Leave us alone,” Alice told him, staring in disbelief at her stinging knuckles. “We’re on vacation.” Then she strode past the gobsmacked cashier and out the door to the car.




  Riley pounced on her the instant she neared the station wagon. “That was so badass,” she crowed, skipping around the back of the car to clap Alice on the back. “You laid him out, girlfriend. You—hold on.”




  Her expression hardened as she gripped Alice by the shoulders and spun her around to face the store entrance. The door opened, and Lutz shambled through, a fistful of paper towels mashed to his nose. “Jeezy-pete, did you lay a number on him,” Riley murmured in Alice’s ear as he shuffled off around the back of the building. She released Alice, who turned around, surprised by the contemplative look on the other girl’s face.




  “Maybe we should hit the road, huh?” Riley said, regarding her coolly. “Looks like we’ve done all the damage we can do here.” One orange-and-black fingernail tapped the station wagon window: inside was Kait, hiding in her headphones and hood once more, eyes squeezed shut as she bobbed noiselessly to the music. Alice nodded and tried to smile back. Her heart was still between her ears, but the roar of her blood was dulling to a hoarse whisper now.




  Riley winked and skipped around to her side of the station wagon, and Alice climbed into the passenger seat beside Ben and reached for her buckle. “Are we done here?” Ben sighed, rubbing an eyelid with two fingers. “Everybody get their business sorted?” But before Alice could answer, he’d already started the car and cranked the music back up. Riley started singing along to “Run Through the Jungle,” and at the chorus Ben’s colorful baritone joined in, trying his best to harmonize.




  “Oh. By the way. Here.” Kaity tapped Alice’s shoulder, tossed a plastic shopping bag into her lap. “For the rest of the drive,” she said in a whisper that cut through the music.




  Ben, still singing, trundled the station wagon out of the gravel lot and back onto the side road, and Alice rustled open Kaity’s gift: a pair of ruby-red sunglasses stared back at her from the bottom of the bag. Alice smiled and slipped them on, her heart feeling like a gooey candy-apple in her chest. It was a cheap, brittle set of glasses, tight around her ears and across the bridge of her nose, and the lenses fogged up every time she exhaled. They could not have cost more than five dollars.




  But that didn’t matter. Not to Alice Gorchuck. She turned back in her seat, stealing a last glance at Kaity’s nose and mouth nodding silently under the flap of her hood, then turned bravely back into the sun. They were just right. They would always be just right.











  Chapter 3




  Skin




  The sun screamed across the sky, and before long it trespassed the western horizon, throwing long fingers of shadow across the road in front of the station wagon. Kait smooshed her cheek against the cold glass, staring sidelong at the bare trees and empty gray fields whipping by in arrhythmic blurs. Powerlines did their dip-and-rise dance on their poles, and in the far distance, the pale form of a Simmes Creek water tower rose against the sky like an enormous fist, raised to strike the world a blow. Across the back seat from her, Riley had her window cracked and was trying to smoke a cigarette through the narrow slit between the glass and ceiling. Frigid February road winds blew her long blonde hair around like a checkered flag; to Kait, it looked like a huge moth with big blonde wings had mistaken her face for a lightbulb and was trying to dash itself to pieces against her cheeks and neck.
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