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			‘How does one kill fear, I wonder? How do you shoot a spectre through the heart, slash off its spectral head, take it by its spectral throat? It is an enterprise you rush into while you dream, and are glad to make your escape with wet hair and every limb shaking.’

			Joseph Conrad

			*

			‘I shall then suppose, not that God who is supremely good and the fountain of truth, but some evil genius not less powerful than deceitful, has employed his whole energies in deceiving me; I shall consider that the heavens, the earth, the colours, figures, sound, and all other external things are nought but the illusions and dreams of which this evil genius has availed himself, in order to lay traps for my credulity.’

			René Descartes

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Gene Hendrickson was not a good man.

			That singular thought pierced Jonathan Hollis through the heart as he stood in line and waited to kneel before the closed casket of his former friend. The term ‘good man’ is generally bestowed upon any male who has reached adulthood without being documented to be awful. It is used far too often to describe the dead, to hide the reality of their true lives, and Gene’s somber, muted wake at Marshall’s Funeral Home was no exception. Only Jonathan Hollis and the Braddick brothers knew the truth.

			Family, friends, co-workers and acquaintances stood in the big, melancholy room and whispered quietly about how much fun Gene was at parties, that he always had a big smile and loved to laugh. But in truth, he was a drunk trying to hide from his past – a past Jonathan shared with him. The mourners milled about like they were lost and trying to find their way home. Some of them assumed Gene’s propensity for booze and smiling meant he contained some kind of inner goodness – a light snuffed out when he put the barrel of a rifle beneath his jaw and pulled the trigger. But Gene’s death wasn’t the tragedy. The tragedy was much bigger. 

			His obituary gave the usual platitudes, but left out the cause of death, saying only that he was found deceased in his home at 41 Crestwood Terrace. In lieu of flowers, mourners could donate to a charity, but a jungle of flowers surrounded the cheap coffin anyway. 

			Jonathan understood why others would think well of Gene; he had tried to be a good man, but the burden was overwhelming. They had all grappled with it, trying to live with this secret for the past ten years. Jonathan tried his best to be a good father and husband despite the singular, brutal and unalterable fact that comprised his existence. He wondered how the scorecard might stack up at the end of his life. If no one knew, did it count?

			Jonathan stood in the procession line against the wall. Folding chairs arranged in square patterns checkered the center of the room, and mourners – some of whom he recognized, but most he didn’t – sat in them, forming small semicircles of quiet conversation. Gene’s mother was still alive and seated in a wheelchair beside the coffin, heart so broken her legs couldn’t or wouldn’t work enough to hold her upright. It was a closed casket. A .30-06 will do to a face what no mortician can piece back together. 

			Jonathan reached the casket, knelt and, feeling the eyes of the room on him, did his best to say a Catholic prayer to a god he wasn’t sure existed. He crossed himself – north, south, east, west – and moved to his right. Gene’s mother was receiving condolences, the life gone from her, like a puppet whose strings had snapped. He bent down and kissed her cheek. Her skin was like paper. He had known Mrs. Hendrickson since he was a young boy, when he and Gene would play together on summer days, riding bikes, eating lunch in her home, having sleepovers together with Conner and Michael Braddick. But in this moment Jonathan felt he had betrayed her. He’d let Gene slip away and never raised a hand or uttered a word to stop him. Perhaps, having reached this point in their lives, it was almost a relief. No one wanted to talk about the last few years of Gene’s life when the pressure – the guilt and remorse – had truly broken him down, left him a drunken, rambling mess. He was without a wife or children, his friends came and went with the seasons of his insanity, and his job with the town Public Works Department was tenuous at best. Gene had been Jonathan’s best friend since they were eight years old, and Jonathan had just watched him wander away into the darkness.

			Perhaps he had secretly wanted it.

			“He missed you,” Mrs. Hendrickson said.

			Jonathan didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t say he missed Gene, but he did miss something, and he wondered if this might have been the best outcome. Was it then the best outcome for himself and the Braddick brothers, as well? Perhaps one less rogue, living reminder of their shared guilt was better for each of them. It was a horrible thing to think, but horrid thoughts had a way of sneaking into the mind.

			Jonathan imagined the feeling was mutual between the remaining three of them. Conner and Michael probably wouldn’t be upset if Jonathan took the same way out. If he was honest with himself, he was heading down the same path as Gene. His guilt over that night drove him to drink, alienated his wife and seven-year-old son, drove away friends. Sure, he wasn’t as bad as Gene. He was at least able to keep the appearance of respectability – a wife, child, house, car. He didn’t live like he was raging against life. But still, in the quiet hours at home, the times when he should have been nurturing his small family, he was losing himself down a well of alcohol and remorse. In the end, his demise and subsequent wake would probably not be much different from Gene’s. It felt inevitable, as if he’d been suddenly transported to an unfamiliar world and had no idea where he was or what he was doing. Everyone was a stranger and he was completely and utterly alone. Decisions and consequences had a way of doing that. 

			He wished it was different. He wished he was valued, a positive force in people’s lives, a good man who would truly be missed by his oldest friends, but in the end, he was unsure. 

			All Jonathan could offer to this frail woman he’d known for thirty years was “I’m sorry for your loss.” Then he moved down the line of aunts and uncles to mutter the same tired, meaningless phrase while weakly touching strange hands. Mrs. Hendrickson watched him as he went, her eyes wide with rage.

			Jonathan spotted Conner and Michael in the adjoining room. The brothers had arrived together and stood together, both wearing similar suits. They had always been like that – a little too similar, too close. They were like two arms of the same body, controlled by the same mind. Conner politely nodded in conversation with an elderly, bald man whose body seemed to shrink from its own skin. Michael kept his hands in his pockets, staring at nothing in particular, barely acknowledging the old man’s existence. Conner was good with people – he always had been. Good-looking, charming, with a trendy, close-trimmed beard and well-kept hair, he could feign interest and make conversation with nearly anyone if a situation required it. He was now a manager at one of the major insurance companies in Hartford, cajoling with other executives, entertaining his bosses with sports statistics and the ability to hold his alcohol, taking frequent trips to Boston to discuss God knew what in relation to insurance dealings. He was always destined for that kind of social climbing; his confidence and competence was etched in his genetic code. Conner’s chameleonlike ability made people comfortable around him. He conformed to their desires so easily that even he was unaware of it. So he nodded and shrugged and looked at the floor and gave all the physical signals of a man completely aware of where he was and why he was there and how he should act to assure others of the solemnity of the moment, to show the appropriate amount of remorse, whether he felt it or not. 

			Michael just stared and said little. He was bigger built than his younger brother, but was of such a mind that he could not be bothered with the little inanities that made humans so boring. He was the smarter of the two, perhaps to a fault. Michael was an engineer with multiple degrees, his days spent stress-testing military aircraft to the point they broke in order to find the weakness and fix it. He looked at the world the same way, seeing how it worked, finding the weaknesses and then despising them because, unlike aircraft, human weakness couldn’t be fixed. Michael looked uncomfortable in most social situations but seemed especially uneasy at the wake for his old friend. Jonathan could almost sense Michael’s thoughts: Gene broke, Gene took his own life, Gene was weak. Right now, Michael was probably calculating the statistical chances of people in the room driving home tonight and killing themselves.

			Gene had certainly been the most boisterous and fun-loving of their small group. He had been one of those naturally happy people, those who are content with minor lots in life, getting joy from easy, simple things like Patriots football, beer, and a job guaranteed to go nowhere but that paid enough to keep him fishing and hunting with his buddies. Who his buddies were these days, Jonathan was unsure. Gene had married once and then divorced, but even that did not deter him from being the kind of guy who was only looking for a good time and nothing more. Luckily, there were no children from that marriage, and Diana wasn’t at the wake. Gene wore his heart on his sleeve, so to speak. Couldn’t play poker to save his life because he had the type of face that constantly betrayed his emotions, his thoughts.

			That had all changed ten years ago. Jonathan, Michael and Conner were the only ones who knew why, but everyone else saw it. His mood changed. He wasn’t a good time at the bar anymore. Instead he became that drunken oaf who would either cry into his beer or start a fight. But, of course, no one would acknowledge the change. They preferred to remember Gene as he had been before and ignore the downward spiral. There were a couple of the bartenders from the East Side Tavern in attendance. They had probably seen it coming a mile away.

			Jonathan watched Conner and Michael at a distance and then looked away to the rest of the crowd. He didn’t feel he could leave yet, so he waited, shifting back and forth on his feet, hands in pockets, then out, staring momentarily at a generic painting on the wall as if contemplating its meaning, and then staring down at the carpet, tracing geometric shapes in its pattern. He stayed for the penance. He at least owed Gene an hour of his day. Jonathan was comfortable being alone. More and more he found himself alone these days, on the outside looking in and wondering, What the hell happened? Usually, the answer to that question was quiet, sad, and inconsequential – something that could only be expressed with a resigned shake of the head, the way one might react upon hearing news that a child was shot and killed in some far-off place. Jonathan caught a glimpse of himself in a large, gilded mirror. He looked tired and old.

			He turned and drifted purposefully nearer to the exit. The outer room had couches, rarely sat upon, which looked as if they were purchased at an estate sale. More suits and dark dresses mulling about, people shaking hands, exchanging the same greetings used at other social events, which in reality are totally inappropriate for a funeral. Guests would shake each other’s hands and say, “How are you?” and respond with “Good” or whatever they automatically say every other day of the year. Mere inanities, yet uttering it always came with a twinge of guilt or shame. He was sure there was probably some culture in some other country that had a more appropriate way of socializing during funerals. Here, though, death was ignored through vagaries and social convention. 

			In the corner of this anteroom was an easel holding a large cardboard mosaic with pictures of Gene from childhood through his adult years. Jonathan stood before it momentarily and felt the years slip behind him. There he was as a child. All of them together, smiling at a birthday party or standing on the roads with their bikes. All of them so young, their faces grainy on old Kodak film, their clothes from another era. Certainly, something more than just a friend had been lost. Age. Jonathan felt it. It was more than just growing older; it was a shift from one world to another, leaving behind people and moments – the beauty and value of those moments preserved in two-dimensional still shots of fading, corruptible memories. The past was gone, seemingly eaten up by the mundane horrors of life.

			Jonathan leaned close and stared at a picture of himself, Gene, Conner and Michael standing with their bikes on the road, arms and legs nothing but joints and awkward angles. He stared into Gene’s young eyes and wondered if he somehow knew back then these dark days were ahead.

			He turned to leave and found Conner and Michael standing before him, each a head taller, each mumbling a ‘hey’. They all shook hands in the strange way old friends do who know so much about each other it breeds boredom and resentment. 

			Conner leaned down close to Jonathan’s ear. “We have to talk,” he said quietly and then stood straight again. 

			Jonathan looked around and then waited, arching his eyebrows, waiting for Conner to begin, doing his best to be a prick.

			“Not here. Can you meet us tonight? East Side Tavern around seven?”

			Jonathan said nothing, but nodded. It was an excuse to get out of the house and get a drink away from his wife and son, whose presence during his drinking binges just made him feel more desperate and alone. The brothers walked away and Jonathan watched them go. He then made his exit and walked outside into the deep light of an autumn evening.

			Conner’s tone was serious, worried even, which was odd for him – a man who seemed unshakeable most of the time. The fact that they wouldn’t or couldn’t discuss it at the wake made him uneasy. Gene, the poor bastard. He’d become such a drunk in the past few years it was entirely possible he’d broken down and told someone, spilled his guts. He was always the weakest of them in that way. Perhaps he was the weakest in every way. He had been like a big, dumb, injured animal and every year he became worse. Jonathan had at least been able to discipline himself enough to live with the guilt. He could be a good little actor, go about the stage of life, go through the motions of kissing the wife and kid goodbye and going to work and pretending he was a good little battery in the great machine. It was an entirely manufactured persona, he knew. But it was also his only survival mechanism. Time doesn’t heal wounds, he thought, it just hides them in the little, everyday treacheries until you can’t tell the difference anymore. 

			But there were still those times when his heart and mind spun out of control. When the guilt overwhelmed and consumed him. When he would drink himself to sleep and hope to wake in the morning to find the past ten years were nothing but a misstep in a waking nightmare. But it never happened like that. He was trapped, trying to be the best man he could be, while that noxious memory grew tendrils reaching out for the light of day, killing him from the inside out.

			Jonathan drove home in the soft light of September dusk. Theirs was a home situated in a small enclave of his hometown. The house was a small but fairly new Colonial on an acre of land that dipped into trees and a surrounding lowland area of swamp and streams. The forest had been carved out of those trees, and the house was surrounded on three sides by remaining tributaries of wet, woody land. 

			Technically, the forested backyard was considered wetlands and they had to obtain special permission to build. In reality, their property was the lowest point on the street, a dip in the landscape, and all the runoff water flowed into their patch of land, muddied the forest and settled into a marshy swamp between two long, low ridges. In the summer, with the leaves in full bloom, Jonathan could barely see his neighbors to the right and left through all the thin trees with their leafy branches. They had a yard that seemed forever choked with clover and crabgrass, a small patio with a firepit in the back, and a two-car garage that was barely large enough to actually house two cars. He and Mary purchased the property after learning she was pregnant, and, shortly after Jacob was born, they moved into a newly constructed house. The neighborhood was set off from Route 4 – which had the distinction of actually bringing people to shopping centers – and shaped like a horseshoe with a few cross streets. The only cars that traveled the neighborhood roads belonged to those who lived in its confines – blue-collar people who were striving for middle class and almost pulling it off, men who wore work boots and women who were teachers, and combined they were able to make a small family and maintain a small, respectable life. 

			A small, respectable life – Jonathan Hollis felt he had the small part down, but he was falling further and further from respectability. He tried, he pretended, but in the end he always saw himself as far, far short of that. He felt polluted, forever guilty and small. He had never moved out and away, had never shed the clutches of that small, quiet place that hung like low clouds over his life. 

			Harwinton was a place of rolling hills and one traffic light. Too small to have its own high school, patrolled by state police because the population of 5,000 didn’t require more than one officer at any given time. Jonathan had lived here his whole life. Gene, the Braddick brothers and himself had all attended the tiny elementary school together. They rode their bikes through these small neighborhoods where everything seemed perpetually uphill and made bike riding an arduous task with occasional downhill thrills. Gene had skipped college and gone right to work for the town. Conner and Michael attended the state university, their parents always a bit more well-off than everyone else, and Jonathan attended community college for journalism. 

			Now, he wrote for the Gazette, which was lying on death’s door and barely able to pay the bills. Jonathan didn’t make a lot of money, and he would probably end up jobless in the next year, forced to join the unwashed hordes of professional internet writers. Mary worked weekends as a nurse at the local hospital. She made more money in a weekend than he did in a week. Perhaps he should just give up the writing completely and get something more respectable, where one works with his hands all day and all week and in the end has something to show for it – a new deck, a house, a building, something more than a five-hundred-word article that disappears into the annals of forgotten history.

			Seeing his house, something he and Mary had worked and saved for, brought all of it back. He should have been proud of this place, despite the desperation they both shared in trying to pay for it. But it was built after that night in the Adirondacks; it was built during this fever dream of remorse, and, because of all that, it seemed to sag in under the weight of the past, sinking slowly into the wet soil. Every time he set foot inside, he felt it sink deeper.

			He pulled into the driveway, and something in the trees behind the house drew his attention. He looked but saw nothing in particular, as if his animal brain had registered something important but his civilized, human mind could not put the pieces together. He stared into the trees that led to that marshland farther back. The leaves hadn’t changed yet. It was a warm autumn, everything hanging on, living out their last days to the fullest and brightest. No. He didn’t see anything. It was nerves, imagination, ghosts of the past. Jonathan wandered into those trees occasionally with Jacob, helping the boy explore the woods the way Jonathan had done when he was young. It was always muddy, even when there were weeks without rain. Jacob liked it, but he wasn’t the only one. About an acre back, at the edge of the marsh, they found a clearing in the trees with a small circle of rocks for a fire and benches made of carved-out deadwood. Liquor bottles and old beer cans littered the forest floor here. Jonathan hoped it was teenagers and not some wayward vagrants. He didn’t like the thought of strange men loitering in the woods so near the home where his boy played and his wife stayed home alone much of the day. Teenagers being stupid was one thing, but bums using the clearing as some sort of camp downright disturbed him. Since making that discovery, Jacob couldn’t go into the woods alone. He always had to be within sight of the back porch and either Jonathan or Mary would be there watching him. It wasn’t enough having to worry about the bears and coyotes that frequented the area during the summer; now he had to be concerned about whatever weirdos could be hanging around in the woods near his home.

			He stepped inside, shut the front door, and felt the house sink a bit more. It seemed strangely quiet. Images flashed into Jonathan’s brain from old, forgotten television programs and commercials that showed a father arriving home and his family running to greet him happily at the door. But that was not the case. He found Mary at the kitchen table, poring over her computer, her thick brown hair resting on her shoulders, glasses perched on a small nose. 

			She looked up and smiled with quiet, wet eyes and said, “Are you okay?” He wasn’t sure if she asked because of Gene’s wake or if it was a more generalized question. Either way the answer was no. How many times had she begged him to come clean? To fess up to whatever was lingering inside him, but he couldn’t – he wouldn’t. It would destroy everything in one fell swoop. Although, maybe this slow destruction was worse. He couldn’t tell and he hadn’t the courage to test it.

			“Where’s Jacob?” he said.

			“In his room, playing. How was the wake?”

			“About as you’d expect it to be. Lot of people, though. So that’s good, I suppose. I’m meeting Conner and Michael tonight. Talk about things.”

			“That’s good,” she said. “You all should get together and talk this through. It’s been too long, and I’m sure this is hard on each of you.”

			“Right,” he said and nodded appreciatively. He tried to look her in the eyes, but she turned away and that hurt most of all. She hadn’t touched him in a couple of weeks now. They hadn’t made love for two months. They were less husband and wife now than roommates with a shared responsibility. 

			“You need to get out more,” she said. “You know I worry about you. You need to reconnect with your friends or make new ones or something. Do something you love again. You always just work. It’s not a way to live your life.”

			When they were first together, every weekend, every day, seemed a celebration. Jonathan did things he loved with the people he loved – hunting, fishing, camping with thirty packs and fires and the sweet smell of marijuana lifting into the darkness. They began their relationship under those circumstances – laughter and joy and good times with good friends. But that dissolved away. Friends fall away, children and responsibilities take up time and drive wedges into relationships. The good times give way to those long, gray days of blandness. He supposed it was just life, the way things were meant to be, and accepted it as best he could. Mary felt differently. She tried to jog him out of his despair and laziness. She was probably the only wife in the world who was actively trying to push her husband out of the house to go mingle with his old buddies and hopefully rejuvenate that old spark of life in him. She had married a young, dynamic man who dreamed of being a writer someday, a Hemingway-like creature, who took the world as his hallowed hunting ground. What she had now was a thirty-eight-year-old man who seemed broken, and, unlike her patients at the hospital, there was no way to tell what was wrong or how to fix him. Instead, she could only watch as he descended further into whatever dark depression grew from within.

			Jonathan knew all this. He knew what he had been and he knew what he’d become. None of this was what he’d intended when they first wed, but he was so far down this hole he didn’t know where to start, how to get back on track. He couldn’t give up on this life, this family – it was all he had. He knew it had all started that one night ten years ago, but the past remains unchangeable and so too, it seemed, did his future. 

			Something had to break eventually. Something would have to give.

			Jonathan heard a pair of feet hit the floor at the bottom of the stairs, and Jacob appeared around the corner. The boy smiled, happily yelled, “Daddy!”, then ran and jumped into Jonathan’s arms. He caught the boy with a whoompf of exhalation and twisted his body in such a way to keep the boy’s knees from landing squarely in his crotch. Jonathan held his son for a moment, then patted him on the bottom and asked him how his day had been. Jacob was the spitting image of Jonathan as a seven-year-old boy – light brown hair, blue eyes, baby fat melting away, his face radiating innocence that tragically would be lost in time. Jacob was a quiet boy. An only child at this point, and, as far as Jonathan could tell, he would remain an only child for the foreseeable future.

			When Mary first announced she was pregnant, he had feigned excitement as much as possible, but inside, he was afraid. Afraid that somehow the sins of his past would be transferred to his unborn son. 

			Jonathan ran his fingers through Jacob’s thick hair, feeling the contours of his scalp, thinking of how easily everything can be broken and praying to whatever god he could find that his one and only son be spared. There was still love inside him; his love raged at times, made him feel strong and even insane with it. But those surges of emotion did not last for long – they couldn’t. He looked in Jacob’s eyes for a moment before he placed the boy back on his feet and made for the television room.

			“Try not to drink too much while you’re out,” Mary said.

			He looked at her. She was still sitting at the table, her face resting in her hand as if she were bored, but looking up at him. “I still love you, you know,” she said. “I don’t want anything bad to happen to you. Jacob and I need you here.”

			“Yeah,” he said, looking back down at her. “I know.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Jonathan hadn’t been to the East Side Tavern in years. It was their old hangout, but he, Conner and Michael had put it behind them. Gene never had. He remained their regular, their best customer, even when he became increasingly pathetic. Jonathan stopped and bought a pack of cigarettes at a gas station. He didn’t normally smoke but wanted an excuse to step outside the bar, take in the night air and escape the Braddick brothers, if necessary. He wasn’t sure what they wanted or what they had in store for him, but he remained concerned. The more history people share, the more likely they are to do horrible things to each other.

			The East Side Tavern was a single, stand-alone brick building beside a busy road that served draught beer to lonely men and women working through multiple divorces, and underage kids who could fake a decent enough ID to get a shrug from the bartender. Most people drove by and didn’t realize it was there. There were a couple of cars out front and more in the back when Jonathan arrived. He recognized Conner’s and Michael’s cars in the rear parking lot. It was dark now, and the only neon in the bar windows was the open sign, which occasionally shut off early on dull weekday nights like tonight. Inside was a dark hovel with old wooden tables and shadowy booths. The walls sparkled with liquor bottles. The televisions played endless loops of ESPN – old Red Sox games that seemed broadcast from the other side of time. Jonathan saw the bartender – a middle-aged woman with large, dyed blonde hair and a shirt revealing her flabby midriff – serving pitchers of cheap beer with red plastic cups, part of Gene’s sad memorial special for the evening. Behind the bar was a large picture of Gene, trimmed with smaller pictures of him in various stages of drunken exploits and a small sign that read, ‘We Will Miss You’. He was well known here, and, Jonathan imagined, so were his former friends who had left him to wither in his last years. The bartender eyed him as he walked inside. Five or six bleary-eyed mourners seated at the bar turned, stared hard at him for a moment and then went back to watching colors and figures move across television screens, whispering into their drinks, leaning left and right to converse in muted tones. Everyone seemed strangely familiar, as if they were people he actually knew wearing skin masks, staring at him with an eerie intimacy. 

			He feared for a moment that Gene had told them stories of his old friends who weren’t there for him anymore, who had run off, started families and left Gene behind with his dark and terrible secret. Perhaps those men at the bar were plotting his demise.

			He saw Conner and Michael seated beside each other in a booth. A yellow pitcher of beer and several cups sat on the table. They were playing some kind of game like drunken frat boys, trying to flip one cup placed upside down at the edge of the table and have it land inside a second empty cup placed right-side up. It was one of those small competitions that drive brothers, and Jonathan watched as they kept trying over and over in rapid succession. Even after landing one inside the other, they kept going. Conner trying to gently and accurately hit his target with soft and subtle flips of his fingers, only forcing the cup into the air enough to clear the white lip and slide into position. Michael, much more forceful, flipping the plastic container higher into the air, causing it to spin end over end several times before either bouncing off the Formica-topped table or rumbling into its intended position like a nesting doll. They kept going and going at it like obsessives.

			As kids, the Braddick brothers were better than nearly everyone else at small feats of accuracy and skill. Not athletes in the usual sense of the word, but rather savants at things most other people thought unworthy of practice. It made them great fun at parties. Conner would perform a card trick and Michael would dominate a drinking game. They were masters – not of games but of parlor tricks. Their funny little skills helped them slide into social circles, made them popular and well liked. Jonathan had tagged along for most of his life, ridden their coattails into adulthood. Personally, he never saw the point of these ridiculous little games.

			But watching their cup-flipping at the booth reminded him of when they began to hunt together with Conner’s and Michael’s uncle when they were all in high school. Conner would fell a buck from two hundred yards with a light and fast bullet; Michael would put a shotgun slug in its heart from fifty feet away because he had baited the deer in with female scent and whistled so it perked its head, exposing its flank. They were good hunters. Jonathan was lucky if he got a doe the entire season, and Gene was largely along for the beer and camaraderie. But Conner and Michael took it seriously, as if it were the ultimate parlor trick – touch the trigger and poof! the deer has disappeared.

			Even after all this time and all they had been through, Michael still hunted. He was the only one. For what reason he continued, Jonathan couldn’t understand. Maybe it was Michael’s ability to rationalize and compartmentalize life into little boxes and equations. For him it always seemed so simple, so mechanical. Fix the problem; no need to let the defective part affect the rest of the machine. With Conner, he was less sure. Conner had the ability to put something out of his mind enough to pretend it never happened in the first place. His ability to adjust and adapt meant that he was equally talented at covering things up that would impact his life and ambitions. Indeed, the whole cover-up was his idea. He had pushed it harder than anyone, supposedly in order to save their lives. 

			The Braddick brothers looked up as Jonathan sidled into the booth like a third wheel imposing on an exquisite date. They shook hands and nodded to each other like old business partners. The waitress brought another pitcher and Jonathan poured a cup. He glanced back at the bar and caught some latent stares. The owner of East Side was now behind the bar with arms crossed, watching them. No longer in their suits from the wake earlier in the evening, Jonathan and the Braddick brothers were dressed like every other man in the bar – heavy fabrics, denim and flannel, and old jackets that seemed stitched from burlap, worn when raking leaves on weekends or working on the car. They blended in perfectly, but still the others stared as if an aura of guilt hung over their heads – or maybe targets on their backs.

			They quietly toasted their beers. The brothers were a bit drunker than they let on – Michael had a wet glaze over his eyes and Conner was slightly flushed. Jonathan sensed the opportunity to tie one on without judgmental eyes. He drank his beer fast and poured another. He looked at the brothers from across the table. “So. Is this some kind of tribute? A commiseration?”

			“Something like that,” Michael said. Conner was busy tapping on his phone.

			“How’s Annie doing?”

			“She’s fine. Same old thing. New job, heading up HR. We stay busy.” Michael and Annie had married three years ago and had been trying to have children ever since. It was a small town and people talked. Although the men rarely spoke, all their respective wives stayed in touch, unaware and unaffected by the wedge that drove their husbands apart. They had all been friends years ago, and despite the busy lives of children and jobs, the women remained friends enough to know what was happening in each other’s lives. Mary occasionally told him of Annie’s troubles. Jonathan couldn’t help but see some kind of cosmic connection.

			Jonathan looked to Conner. “It’s been a while. How’s Madison and the kids?” Conner had a son one year younger than Jacob, a daughter and another on the way.

			“I coached T-ball this past spring,” he said. “Fourteen little kids trying to run around the bases. It was a bit of a nightmare. Aria is starting school next year.”

			“Madison make up your mind for you to do that?” Jonathan caught himself being an asshole for no reason.

			Conner smiled slyly and drank his beer. He was the most successful of them all, which made sense. He lived in a large house atop a hill in town with isolated and sweeping views. Madison was the archetypal suburban mother and wife, a woman from a moneyed family, who left her nursing job to raise the children, creating a life that was by the book, directly out of a magazine or a made-for-television movie. She determined life should be as proscribed by Redbook and planned accordingly. She stayed attractive enough to put on a black dress and wow businessmen at company dinners and fierce enough to run the Parent Teacher Association. Even when they were dating the world could see where Conner’s life was leading. 

			“When’s the last time you went out?” Michael said.

			Jonathan stared long and hard at Michael. “I haven’t hunted in ten years, Mike.”

			“Yeah, me neither,” Conner said.

			“I didn’t stop,” Michael said. “It wouldn’t make a difference either way.” He shifted in his seat, rocking back and forth slightly like a child grown excited. “Got an eight-pointer last year up at the Gunderson property.”

			Jonathan and Conner grunted an approval. It wasn’t the hunting he missed; it was the way things were before. It soured in his stomach.

			Jonathan said, “So what the fuck are we doing here, anyway?” He looked from brother to brother. “This can’t just be to catch up. ’Cause, honestly, it’s been a long day and we could do this anytime – if we actually wanted to.”

			Conner and Michael went silent and solemn. They touched their beers with light, pensive fingers, eyes cast downward.

			“We need to make a trip,” Conner said. “To the Adirondacks. Coombs’ Gulch. Opening day of this year.”

			Jonathan looked from one to the other and then back to Conner, incredulous and growing angry.

			“No, and get the fuck out of here.” Jonathan moved to get up out of the booth, but Michael reached out and grabbed his arm. It was a hard grip, filled with desperate energy and perhaps rage. Jonathan stared down at Michael for a moment, hoping the larger man wouldn’t stand up and make it official. He looked up to the bar. The dying, pale eyes were staring again, watching this little drama unfold. The owner crossed his arms, waiting to see what happened.

			Jonathan looked back at Conner, whose eyes were now pleading. “Just hear me out,” he said. “It’s important. I wouldn’t have asked you here if it wasn’t.”

			Jonathan waited and then slowly eased back into the booth. Michael’s grip on his arm loosened. 

			Jonathan poured another beer and Conner looked like he’d just come from the grave.

			“There’s a road being built,” he said, and Jonathan knew what was coming next.

			“The state is building a new route off the interstate, trying to connect the towns. They’ve sold off ten thousand acres of state forest to private developers for motels, gas stations, stores – all that shit. My company is underwriting the insurance plans. That’s how I found out. The project starts this spring and it’s going right through Coombs’ Gulch.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Jonathan’s bachelor party ten years ago was a small affair – just the four of them heading deep into the Adirondack Mountains. They were searching for someplace ‘real’, a place where they weren’t bagging juvenile whitetail with only two nubs protruding from the top of their heads, like they had in the small, heavily hunted forests around Harwinton. They couldn’t afford a trip out west to Montana or Wyoming, but the upstate mountains offered thousands of square miles of pure, untouched forested mountains. A place where they could truly be men, communing with nature, hunting, killing together like a pack of wolves. A place where a hunter could lose himself. The long, toothy mountain range was like a rip in time, a place where the past could be glimpsed, where it would seem wholly reasonable for a T. rex to wander out from the tree cover. It was perfect to them – big deer, moose, bear and mountain lions; no need for passports; no trying to pack rifles on a plane. They rented a cabin far outside the small village of Pasternak, a town built in shadow, at the edge of a massive swath of state forest and valley known as Coombs’ Gulch.

			Jonathan didn’t know the trip was coming. He and Mary had rented a hall for their wedding, which was scheduled for the fifteenth of November. It was one of those places that provide a classy-looking venue to churn out two weddings a day, but was really just a money-making machine. It didn’t matter to Jonathan. These were things that had to be done. Mary was happy with it, and once all the requisite hoops were jumped through they could finally settle into their life together and let the rest of the world slowly fall away. They were the first of the group to get married, and it became an affair of friends, a celebration of that first leap into true adulthood. Seemingly everyone was involved on some level. Madison and Annie were bridesmaids, Michael and Conner groomsmen. Gene, in all his bumbling around town hall, had managed to become a justice of the peace and would perform the ceremony. It was all funny and joyous at the time, but now seemed quaint and sad.

			Conner, Michael and Gene surprised Jonathan on a Wednesday morning as he was leaving for work and dumped him into the back of an SUV and set out for the mountains. They had arranged everything ahead of time with Jonathan’s editor and, naturally, with Mary. Mary had let them into their shared apartment at the time and helped them pack up all his gear. They were popping beers in the back seat before they even hit the interstate. 

			They didn’t make it to Pasternak that first night. Too eager to get on with the drinking and partying, they stopped in the small city of Allentown, three hours south of Pasternak. The town’s entire economy relied on a strip club owned and operated by the Hell’s Angels and attached to a seedy motel in a hidden enclave just outside the town proper. The club was a two-story industrial-looking monstrosity set below hills with a wide parking lot bathed in the neon glow of a nude woman with horns and a tail. It was a Wednesday night, but the lot was half-full of cars and trucks. Gene, Jonathan and Michael were already drunk. Conner took a long pull from a bottle of whiskey in the parking lot.

			The doors opened to a purple haze of colored lights. Women danced on stage like snakes rising out of the grass, hypnotizing and deadly. Mirrors lined the walls; dark rooms were set off from the main stage. Big, hard men lurched over the bar, beers in one hand, cash in the other. The four of them joked with the bartenders, bought drinks for the locals, waved cash at the girls, who then came over and sat on their laps and draped thin, strong arms over their necks. Their asses soft and warm; their skin smelled of perfume and sweat and sparkled with glitter. The girls all laughed with them, sold them lies, pretended to enjoy this life and their company. For all their willingness to expose their naked bodies to the world, the girls dancing on stage were the biggest mystery and the boys – each and every one of them – perfectly played their role of the willing and eternal sucker.

			Then it was as if something shifted. Jonathan was unsure how long they were there, but suddenly he noticed a strange, new intensity, as if everyone were suddenly plunged into a thrashing, living version of hell. The music grew louder. The whole world seemed lost in an LSD haze. The women danced with renewed vigor; they began doing things to themselves and each other – touching, kissing, fingers reaching into flesh. The club itself seemed to undulate with the hips and legs of living ghosts. Men laughed and fought, cash spilled onto glossy stages, lights shifted. A tight quadricep brushed just beneath Jonathan’s nose, and suddenly he thought of splitting a deer open from stern to stern, spilling out the guts, stripping the meat from the bone. 

			A sweet-smelling, doe-eyed girl took Jonathan’s hand and led him from his barstool through a mirrored corridor of violet light. The club suddenly seemed as large as all the world – a maze in which he was now lost and she his only guide. Everywhere he looked there was a distorted image of himself reflected back, superficial and flat and glass. Even now, Jonathan remembered that moment with shame and regret, realizing how he’d never truly known himself. He saw in those mirrors a dopey kid, ugly with flesh and drunkenness, lost in some kind of vague illusion. The entire world was nothing more than a strip club filled with lies of coming pleasures meant to rob you of your very essence. When he saw himself in that moment, hand in hand with this dark-haired, beautiful girl, stumbling along like a diseased cur, it was the second worst moment of his life. He stared into the mirror and something awful stared back. 

			She took him into a small room behind a curtain. She wrapped her arms around his neck. He stared into those dark eyes. He felt pure rot. He buried his face into her chest. He plunged into her and she raked her fingernails across his back, leaving bloodied streaks across his spine. He knew that he was infecting her with some spreading, moral disease, a genetic mutation that had infected all men since the dawn of time and left the world a horrid place. In the strange light, as Jonathan plunged in and out of her, he looked into her eyes and she seemed utterly different – inhuman, an animal. For a moment in his drunken, debauched haze, he saw her as a buck, a crown of antlers reaching out from her dark, luminous hair. He was terrified. He fucked harder and harder until he finally came and her body stiffened under his melted weight, and he lay on top of her – near dead – while she stroked his hair like a long-lost mother.

			Jonathan woke in terror the following day. He was in a bare, cheap motel room and had no recollection of how he’d got there. Gene was on the other bed. Jonathan was in nothing but his boxers. His head lost in a fog; missing memories from the night before came to him but seemed nothing more than flashes of forgotten dreams. Gray light glowed behind the curtains of the lone window of their motel room. Jonathan walked over and peeked out. The strip club was next door, quiet and dark, the hills beyond trapped in a dull shadow. The neon was gone, the multicolored light. Now there was only the pale grayness and cold. In that moment he remembered the girl, the nails raking across his back, her body under his, and he wished he could go back in time and erase it all. That was the worst part of guilt, he thought – the inability to make it right no matter how hard you try. He had done exactly what was expected of him, behaved like an absolute boor, cheated on the woman he loved with a girl who was undoubtedly worse off for having spent time with him. He felt less human for having done exactly what every movie and television show about a bachelor party said he should do, what every woman feared her fiancé would do, for having left an indelible mark on the life of a beautiful dark-haired girl.

			He remembered that girl for a moment, and a strange, terrifying image crept into his mind, the flash of a nightmare.

			“Jesus, she did a number on you or what?” Gene was awake, lying on his bed with his belly spilling out onto the mattress, staring at his back. 

			“What do you mean?”

			“Take a look at your back in the mirror.”

			Jonathan walked to the mirror and twisted his body so he could view his back. Five bloodied streaks went across his spine.

			Gene walked over to examine the scratches more closely. “Those will heal up in a week. Just keep Mary away.” Then Gene shoved him. “Last piece of strange you’re ever gonna taste, huh?” 

			They met Conner and Michael in the parking lot, both bleary-eyed and largely silent. “How ’bout we never do that again?” Conner said, attempting to break the silence.

			“That’s what we always say after a night out,” Gene said. He cracked a beer. “Hair of the dog, boys!” He handed a Budweiser to Jonathan. His head was starting to hurt with the onset of a hangover. 

			“Fuck it,” Jonathan said and took a drink.

			They pulled into Pasternak that afternoon. There was a dull, blue gloom hanging over the town as if snow was about to fall. Pasternak was a brief Main Street of brick facades, each a couple of stories high with window shops that advertised power equipment and handmade dresses. The main strip was surrounded by cheap bungalows, originally built to house factory workers during the 1940s war manufacturing boom. Now, it was one of those dying places where children moved out, eager to escape the boredom and the impending sense of doom, and the remaining residents were willing to embrace their oncoming death, easing the disquiet with booze and cheap television. The nearest supermarket was a town away and accessible only by interstate. There was a Sam’s Club that doubled as a liquor store, grocery and pharmacy. They stopped and loaded up on beer and liquor, food for sandwiches and snacks with the idea they’d be eating strips of meat from their kills and fish caught in the creek that flowed through the center of Coombs’ Gulch. Bill Flood owned the cabin at the edge of the Gulch and had an apartment above a small diner on Main Street.

			Bill Flood was one of those guys who aged but never died. His skin sagged heavy off his face, and his eyes seemed to look past whoever he was talking to, out into the oncoming future. He didn’t even say hello when they arrived at his front door, but just nodded and said, “I’ll get my things.” His big frame stooped at the neck, his arms flapped back and forth with his stride, his hands were like the tips of wings. He drove his pickup truck, and Jonathan and the brothers followed him as they dipped into the mountains, the way a boat might drop below the surface of the sea during a storm. They drove north for forty-five minutes on broken back roads that wound snakelike through the mountains. Finally, they turned down a dirt road at a small opening between the silent rock bluffs. They bounced and jostled in Conner’s SUV, beer bottles crashing together. It was another twenty minutes down the dirt path. 

			“Are we sure there’s even a cabin out here or has the old guy just lost it?” Gene said.

			“Middle of nowhere, boys,” Conner said. “You can forget about civilization out here. No grocery stores, phones, nothing but trees and hills.” And that was the point: true hunters living off what they caught, away from all the bullshit of modern life. Conner gloried in it.

			The cabin was larger than they had expected, a welcome surprise. It was more of a house with two floors, dormer windows looking out into the trees like a pair of eyes, three bedrooms, a front porch with wicker furniture and a barn in the back with a massive firepit.

			Bill got out of his truck and flapped his arms to the front door on pure autopilot, his mind a million miles away. 

			Jonathan looked at the forest surrounding them. The trees were truly dense here, black-and-white slash marks that built up layer on layer until fifty feet out was just a solid wall of wood. The air was cold and thin, making Jonathan feel as if he were trying to breathe in space.

			“This is a big place,” Conner said to Bill. “You don’t live here instead of in town?”

			Bill didn’t even stop walking to and fro, doing whatever he felt was necessary for their stay. “Too far from town for my age,” he said. “I can’t be hauling food and everything out here.” He stopped for a moment and looked at the four of them. “You boys be careful out here. One of you gets hurt and there ain’t no one else can help you. Nearest hospital is about a two-hour drive from here. Your nearest neighbor is over that ridge of mountains.” He pointed to some peaks that marked the eastern ridgeline of Coombs’ Gulch. “Had a couple guys up here once; one of ’em fell out of his tree stand, broke his leg. Damn near had gangrene by the time they got him to the hospital.”

			The inside of the cabin glowed dull with wood. Dust swirled in sunlight that streaked through old, drafty windows. The furniture was circa 1970s, old couches that itched your skin, a table and chairs probably picked up at a garage sale and single beds that looked built for children rather than full-grown men. Bill waved them over to a map encased in glass and hanging on the wall. The Gulch was a five-mile valley running north to south between two ridges of mountains, a deep scar through the Adirondack range. “You can hunt or fish or do whatever you want in the Gulch,” he said. The cabin was at the southernmost edge. “The creek is good for trout. A couple years back I had a guy bag a moose up here. Be careful around them, though. They’re angry animals, not like your whitetail that’ll just turn and run.”

			“Any other hunters up here?” Michael asked.

			“No. No other hunters. Nobody hunts these parts. Most people usually go south of Pasternak. Good hunting down there and not so far away.”

			“The hunting is good up here, though, right?,” Gene asked with a nervous laugh, hoping their money hadn’t been wasted.

			“Better hunting up here,” Bill said. “But I’m the only one that has any property, and I keep ’em off. The first thousand acres going north is mine; the rest is state land.” 

			“Moose, huh?” Gene said.

			Bill looked them up and down, clearly eyeing them as a group of weekend warriors who had little business in such a place. “If you didn’t bring enough firepower, just let them walk on by. Otherwise you’re gonna get hurt.”

			“Would a .30-06 do the trick?”

			Bill turned toward Michael for a moment and then back as if he’d heard a familiar sound. He looked out into the trees through a window. “Yeah. That’ll do it.”

			There was a two-way radio in the house with two channels – one to Bill’s apartment and one to the nearest state police barracks.

			“They probably couldn’t get out here if they had to,” he said. 

			Bill finally left, his old pickup rumbling down the road and suddenly buried by the trees. The silence was overwhelming.

			“Don’t even hear any birds up here,” Michael said.

			“That’s ’cause they’re terrified of the big, bad hunters!” Gene said, slapping him on the back.

			The first night, they drank beer and liquor and lit a bonfire in the back. Together, they sat at the edge of Coombs’ Gulch, getting drunk and laughing, the flicker of orange fire dancing in the darkness. 

			The fears of ancient man crept into the back of their minds, and, looking out at the immense darkness of Coombs’ Gulch, they all felt a little uncomfortable. That first night, while the others kept their eyes on the fire to avoid staring out at the forest, Jonathan snuck glimpses into the blackness. He felt it cloister around him, reaching dangerous tendrils of cold over his shoulders. He felt that ancient presence in the primordial world that forced men into caves with fires just like the one dancing before him. In those endless trees of Coombs’ Gulch were the sounds of rustling dead leaves and footfalls in the night, slight affairs, barely audible above the sound of the crackling fire. For a moment, Jonathan thought he saw something look back at him. He straightened his spine and nerves sparked needles throughout his body. It may have been a trick of light, but he was sure he saw something inhuman exhale a puff of hot breath that rose out of the darkness into the cold night air.

			Jonathan told himself it was just his imagination. But he remembered that moment for years to come. He was sure they all felt it. He was sure they drank and joked and laughed to keep that frightening darkness at bay. That first night, he wondered if they were in over their heads – they were not great hunters but still-frightened children wandering and lost in a cold world.

			The first morning out they traveled up the west side of the valley. It was early and cold, and their breath formed clouds that dissipated into the miasma of trees. The black spruce was thick, the lower branches like sharpened spikes of some medieval torture device. They could barely get through it without impaling themselves and began to wonder aloud if they’d been had, if old Bill Flood had rented out his cabin with tales of deer and moose when it was just a dead, forgotten wood. But because of the density of the trees they couldn’t help but find the deer trails – they were practically the only way to get through the area. They followed the pellet droppings and spruce trees with the bark scraped off where the bucks sharpened their antlers, down to the vein of water at the base of the Gulch that flowed through an open field of tall brown grass bordered by the thick forest. Jonathan was the man of the hour, so when they finally spotted a large herd at the river’s edge, he lined up the shot first while Conner zeroed in on a second. Jonathan had a good-sized buck in his sights – the biggest he’d ever taken – but for some reason, when he squeezed the trigger, he could only think of that girl from the strip club, Mary, and his suddenly tainted future. Somehow, it all felt like a giant kill shot.
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