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I

Look for Angelina right in the middle, grinning and dissatisfied. Part of her wondering where her derelict older brother is, and what the guilty note in his voice meant when he told her he’d be late. Part of her longing to be back in Cadenze’s main square, where thirty minutes ago the last tourist bus of the summer had trundled in, bearing Angelina’s last chance to get laid for the year. And part of her cheerful right here at this family party, drinking wine from a mug because they’d long since run out of glasses, hazily conscious of disco music on the stereo and the sharp tang of woodsmoke in the air.

Her uncle Franco’s farm was not impressive in grandeur or beauty, but it was abundantly rugged, strewn with chicken wire and fig trees, and it smelled like home. It fit all the Siccos, just about: the older generation playing cards, aunts and uncles trading gossip, the cousins on parade with their pretty wives all dolled up for the occasion in lipstick and flowery dresses, the children yowling through the crowd and rolling in the vegetable garden smeared in mud and overripe tomatoes, the farmyard cats ganging up on Angelina’s dog. Their long shadows stretched out in the late summer dusk and the mountains crowded around them. In the center stood Angelina, in her own flowery dress and lipstick, her hair running riot and her mouth running more riot. To her right, her uncle Sam pinching her cheek. To her left, somebody’s shy girlfriend wondering where Angelina’s brother was. Before her, the ominous sight of her mother moving through the crowd, looking for her. Nothing behind her because everyone was always grabbing her elbow, turning her toward them, begging for her attention.

It wasn’t that Angelina didn’t want to be here; she wanted to be everywhere. It annoyed her to miss anything in Cadenze, the tiny ugly town that she privately believed belonged to her. She didn’t want to be only a queen among her family, celebrated and beloved, glittering at the heart of the night. She wanted omniscience. She wanted to be a god stretching out the fingers of her influence everywhere, all-seeing eyes peering into every cranny. At least she had envoys. And here came Gemma now.

Gemma was not a Sicco, but she was a born-and-bred Cadenze local with no outstanding family feuds, welcomed by Angelina’s clan as a favored albeit second-class citizen. She slyly elbowed Angelina’s mother out of the way—good woman—and launched herself at Angelina, kiss on each cheek, strong smell of neroli, pink lipstick cracked at the corners of her mouth.

“Well?” Angelina demanded.

“Oh my godddd, I’m not as good at spotting lesbians as you,” Gemma moaned. “Okay, let me think. There were two women with leather jackets. Three with short hair, but two of them were at least fifty. I dunno if that matters to you or not.” She leered at Angelina affectionately. “I think I saw one girl with a nose piercing? Or maybe it was her septum? Or?”

Shaky intel at best, but it wasn’t really Gemma’s fault. She made a valiant effort, scouting crowds for Angelina’s potential flings. Gemma simply did not have the discerning eye that Angelina required, and even when looking for leather jackets, short hair, facial jewelry, pins and badges, T-shirts flashing Ani DiFranco or Sleater-Kinney, loose jeans riding low and the like, she could not see beyond them. She could not spot an anxious spine nor a loping swagger; she would not catch a woman’s gaze and wait to see if that gaze was pleased to be caught. But she tried her best, and she’d more than earned the brimming cup of wine that Angelina handed her.

“Nice work,” Angelina said.

“There’s something else, too,” Gemma said, cheeks pink with excitement. “It’s really good.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“It’s really good,” Gemma said, which meant she had a secret. Gemma with a secret was unbearable. She’d spend the next hour lingering joyfully on its juiciness, assuring Angelina that she would not believe what Gemma was about to tell her, before sharing some insight that inevitably fizzled upon its revelation. Gemma had divorced her husband young, and Angelina suspected that Gemma considered the divorce worth the heartache for the secret she possessed before the news leaked. It had been a brutal breakup that left her an outcast among their generation’s set of Cadenze married women. Misfortune begets misfortune, after all, and nobody wanted Gemma’s marital affliction to contaminate their own. Angelina was the only one among their peers who had no fear of Gemma’s bad luck with men rubbing off on her. As friends they had plenty in common: both twenty-five, unmarried, and defiantly happy that way, still loyal to their beloved shithole hometown, two fallen angels busy building an ugly paradise.

“Nini,” Angelina’s mother, Caro, said, finding her way through at last. Caro looked stressed, fine lines deepening around her mouth. Threads of silver glinted in her long blond hair, which she always wore down, tumbling girlishly over her shoulders. “Your grandmother wants to say hello.”

“Where is the old witch?” Angelina asked, and then, spotting her a few paces behind: “Nonna!”

She stooped to give her shriveled grandmother a kiss, ignoring Caro’s troubled sigh. Nonna always seemed on the verge of winking at her, eyes bright with secret affection, like they were two friends caught by accident on opposite enemy lines. Caro avoided her mother when she could, complaining of childhood mistreatment (“Nothing I did was good enough, I could never please them! You can’t imagine what it’s like to grow up with five brothers and not one is on your side!”), but the three women were usually dragged together for a photo at every family event.

As a rule, the Sicco family bore boys. In terms of blood relatives, Angelina had five great-uncles (four deceased), five uncles (one deceased), nineteen male cousins (two deceased), and a brother, Patrick. There was one exception in every generation. Angelina and her mother and her grandmother formed the lineage of Sicco women, a cluster of anomalies with a reputation for wildness. Sicco women made up their own minds and flouted convention, and when they married, which was not often, they did not take their husbands’ names. Angelina’s grandmother had been a partisan in the war, seducing Nazis and harboring fugitives. Her great-grandmother had been known for a protective streak and extremely good night vision; she had lived nocturnally, patrolling Cadenze’s farms, sometimes felling a wolf with a well-aimed stone to his forehead. Angelina’s mother had run away from Cadenze at seventeen, only to return pregnant, penniless, and heartbroken (more stupid than wild, her uncle Sam said, but that was Caro all over). Patrick’s father was a married man from San Michele who wanted nothing to do with them, and Caro spent nearly two years raising Pat alone in stricken obsession, writing letters that came back unopened, sequestering herself in a crumbling house, and (as Nonna told it) screaming down all attempts at help or advice, until she met Angelina’s father: an itinerant worker who nobody knew much about, except for the fact that, judging by Angelina, he was not white. He disappeared before anyone even knew that Caro was pregnant. Contrary to Patrick’s father, Caro was not lovesick over him, did not rue raising her next born alone. She was fond of telling Angelina, “You’re all mine, baby.” But Angelina’s skin said differently.

Long before Angelina had committed any real deviance, the Sicco family decided Angelina’s foreign appearance and mysterious father were proof enough of her own wild nature. Then she’d surprised them again when she was twenty-one, by coming out.

“Hair’s getting so long,” Angelina’s nonna remarked. “You look like a Spanish dancer.”

Angelina gave a lackluster clap of her hands above her head, and her nonna giggled. Despite Caro’s persistent suspicion that Nonna was trying to steal Angelina’s loyalty, the old woman was essentially harmless, even if she did have a collection of vintage rifles mounted to the wall above her bed. She clutched Angelina’s wrist with a wrinkled claw. “Going to stay the night, baby?”

“Nini has her own house, Mama,” Caro said.

Nonna shot her daughter an acidic look. “She knows she’s welcome here.”

“I’ll see how drunk I get,” Angelina said, appeasing them both.

“It’s a good party,” Gemma chimed in, doing her best to defuse the tension. “Your auntie’s doing tarot readings, did you see?”

“I already got mine,” Angelina said. “Knight of Pentacles. Same as always.”

Caro laughed. “Well, Jethro brought a girl who reads palms.”

Gemma nudged Angelina’s ribs. “Literally everyone’s trying to tell your future.”

“You’re looking at it,” Angelina said cheerfully. The party sprawled before them. Dusk now but light everywhere, the streaking sunset in fiery orange cream across the mountain-cut horizon, the candlelight flickering against her family’s gathered faces, the firepit spitting sparks, the porch lights swaying in their heady cloud of moths and mosquitoes.

“I’ve got a little something-something to add,” Gemma said, beaming. “Just a pinch of seasoning for the next few days, a morsel of news, if you will—”

“San Rocco save us,” Angelina’s nonna said. “The Valenti girl has a secret.”

Gemma looked abashed. Caro said, “Nini, where is your brother?”

“On his way.” Angelina had no idea whether this was true, but she moved instinctively to obscure Patrick from their mother’s appraisal, smiling wide when Caro turned a narrow-eyed look on her.

“When you see him, tell him I need to discuss something with him.”

Angelina doubted this. What Caro actually needed was to put her arm through her tall son’s and trot him around the yard to demonstrate to her brothers that she had a handsome and devoted young man at her beck and call. Angelina would protect Patrick from this indignity, if she could, but she still wished he would materialize. His absence tripped her up. There were plenty of people to talk to and a big pot of rabbit stew in the kitchen beside a stack of buttered white bread. There was her idiot dog, coming up to butt her mournful mongrel head against Angelina’s leg. Angelina didn’t need her big brother, but it was strange not to see him among the men, catching her eye as he howled along to the chorus of whatever seventies ballad their uncles had put on.

Gemma pulled her aside. “So you’re not gonna even try and guess?”

“What if I accidentally get it right,” Angelina said, “and ruin your whole night?”

“There’s no way you’ll get it.”

Angelina laughed, squinting out over the crowd. For one final moment, the Sicco family and the rich finale of a Cadenze summer evening belonged to her, her control and confidence uninterrupted. Then her brother appeared, long hair freshly washed and tied back, faded jeans and a Morbid Angel tour shirt, climbing up the hilly path to join them, and Angelina guessed Gemma’s secret. She knew it exactly, from the relaxed set of Patrick’s shoulders and his smile that revealed both anxiety and relief. He held himself like he knew exactly who he was, and who he was worried him a little. And he only looked like that around one person.

That person arrived behind him a split second later, cresting the hill to stand at Patrick’s side. Behind her shoulders, all the light in the evening stilled and then began to sink.






II

“Aw shoot, she blew my news,” Gemma said. “I didn’t think Patrick would bring her straight here. I saw her get off the bus just now, and she had a big fuckin’ bag and everything. It looks like she’s staying a while. Did you know Jagvi was coming to town?”

“Kind of,” Angelina said.

For a long time, Angelina had thought that Jagvi looked the way she did to deliberately fuck with Angelina, to be so obviously, openly handsome that Angelina would let her guard down. She watched Jagvi approach with the cool eyes of a prizefighter sizing up her opponent. Jagvi was shorter than Angelina, the ideal height to sink a fist into Angelina’s stomach. She had short, sleek black hair in jagged tendrils down her neck, practically a mullet, the latest in a series of dykey haircuts she’d paraded in front of Angelina over the years. Dark skin, high cheekbones, and a mouth that seemed to hold a neat hook of scorn in its corner. And those hands, hanging open at her sides, square fingers beckoning.

A quiet ripple of murmurs rolled through the party as people noticed her. Like most of Cadenze, Angelina’s family did not know what to do with Jagvi. They didn’t trust her still face or the wolfish grin she regularly wore, that shocking flash of her teeth. She surveyed the world from atop a high wall; or at least, she surveyed Cadenze that way. Heavy barricades kept her features smooth, her eyes half-lidded, her speech considered and condescending. She was like a pit of snakes concealed by a trapdoor, her smooth countenance a heavy wooden surface belying the venom hidden beneath. Every so often one of the vipers lunged up and sank its fangs into Angelina before Jagvi snapped it back, unmoved.

Patrick had been expecting Jagvi for weeks, and in his lengthy expectation, Angelina had found safety. It would be just like Jagvi to leave Patrick hanging. It would be just like her to say, I’ll be there soon, and then make him wait months, even years. In the decade since Jagvi and Patrick broke up and Jagvi left Cadenze, she had visited only a handful of times. Once to spend three nights ostensibly with her dad but actually on Patrick and Angelina’s couch, lounging around in her basketball shorts and baiting Angelina, so that everywhere she turned she found Jagvi’s faux polite face and another pointed question. One Christmas holiday that Angelina never allowed herself to think about. Another trip eight months later, when Jagvi and Patrick fought so badly—Patrick would never say over what—that Angelina had dared to hope their friendship was done for good. But a year after that, Jagvi had been back again, driving past Angelina drinking on the roof of Gemma’s house, making inscrutable eye contact.

She’d been here six months ago, too, but Angelina had not begrudged her that trip.

Now the guilt in Patrick’s voice earlier made sense. He’d attempted to smuggle Jagvi in as though she could join the party unnoticed, glancing toward Angelina, half warning and half appeal.

He probably expected a scene. He knew all about Angelina’s antipathy. No matter how she tried, Angelina had never been able to convince Patrick that it was his ex who caused trouble, that Jagvi was the chaos element in Angelina’s equilibrium, that maybe Angelina couldn’t keep her temper, but Jagvi couldn’t leave well enough alone, making a beeline for Angelina at every opportunity. Tonight was no exception.

“Hi, Angel,” Jagvi said.

“Don’t call me that,” Angelina said automatically. Jagvi was the only person who used that nickname. The first time, Angelina had been thirteen and drunk, sneaking back into the house. Big night, Angel? Jagvi had said, raising her eyebrows, and Angelina had been so intimidated and awed by her brother’s fifteen-year-old girlfriend that she hadn’t dared correct her. By the time she’d gathered the courage to protest, Jagvi was unswayable and Patrick thought it was sweet. It’s nice you guys have a thing, Patrick insisted. These days Jagvi called her Angel not with the indulgence of an upperclassman, but like a taunt, like she was savoring each uncomfortable syllable.

Jagvi grinned at her. Pointy canines. “How’ve you been?”

“I’m always the same. How about you?”

“You guys are so polite to each other,” Gemma said. “It freaks me out. You want some wine, Jagvi?”

Jagvi shook her head.

“Well, I need more,” Gemma said. “Back soon. Welcome home, I guess.”

Angelina watched displeasure track across Jagvi’s face, like it offended Jagvi’s sensibilities to be reminded that she was from here, and not just a reluctant visitor. “Don’t worry,” Angelina reassured her. “You won’t be here long.”

“Are you telling me not to worry or yourself?”

“You and I have always been very simpatico like that,” Angelina said. Jagvi laughed. That old teenage thrill ran down Angelina’s back; she was used to ignoring it by now. She didn’t want to impress Jagvi anymore, but sometimes her body forgot. “Did you come straight from work?”

Jagvi nodded. Angelina’s gaze flicked down, checking out Jagvi’s loose jeans, the battered leather jacket. Jagvi looked amused. “I changed first.”

Angelina flushed. “I guess the uniform would have been a bit bloody for the bus.”

“Too early for Halloween,” Jagvi agreed, with a straight face that gave no sense of how gory her day had been. Patrick’s accounts of Jagvi’s work as a paramedic swung between dragging crumpled bodies from wreckage and fixing old ladies cups of tea.

“How’s the city?” Angelina asked.

“Do you care?”

“No.”

“It’s really good, Angel,” Jagvi said. “Endless excitement.”

“Listen.” Angelina cleared her throat, discomfort prickling through every limb, but it had to be said: “I’m sorry about your dad.”

Jagvi looked interested, rocking forward on her toes toward Angelina. “Are you?”

“I know it must be…” Angelina hesitated; like most people in town, she had disliked Jagvi’s drunk of a father, though not nearly as much as Jagvi had hated him. Angelina had not gone to Riccardo’s funeral, back in the spring. Patrick had. He’d come home tired and sad and gone to bed without saying much. “Complicated.”

Jagvi nodded.

“You don’t wanna talk about it,” Angelina guessed.

“I don’t wanna talk about it,” Jagvi agreed. “Tell me something else. How’s work? Are you seeing anyone?”

“Uh, no,” Angelina said, and only after she’d answered did she wonder whether it was a strange thing for Jagvi to have asked.

Jagvi looked pleased, either by the confirmation that she’d done right to leave Cadenze and its utter dearth of queer prospects, or because she liked watching Angelina stumble. Angelina wasn’t sure when she and Jagvi had ended up alone in the middle of the yard. A neat force field of two or three feet had formed around them, another of Jagvi’s defenses. Angelina knew it was different in the city, had seen the way girls crowded close to Jagvi when she was in her element. But in Cadenze, Jagvi was the half-caste daughter of a grumpy old bastard, and people kept their distance.

The Sicco family tolerated Jagvi’s presence for Patrick’s sake, and without much grace. Angelina had once overheard her nonna praying to San Rocco that Patrick would finally give up on Jagvi. “He will do anything that girl asks,” she’d said, confiding in Cadenze’s patron saint like he was another old lady gathered around her kitchen table to play scopa. “It’s not healthy.” Jagvi’s hold over Patrick was a well-trodden family problem, somewhere on the scale of severity between Uncle Sam’s drinking and Caro’s melodrama.

Gemma returned with a bottle of red and Angelina’s cousin Jethro. Together they looked like the prototypical Cadenze couple: Gemma’s straggly waist-length blond hair and heart-shaped face (“I’m a three in the city,” she once told Angelina, “but that makes me a Cadenze eight”) and bulky Jethro’s big shoulders and small black eyes.

“Come on,” Jethro said. “Cave time. Oh, hi, Jagvi. Welcome back.” He made significant eye contact with Angelina over Jagvi’s shoulder.

“Thanks,” Jagvi said.

“Cave time!” Gemma pushed the wine into Angelina’s hands. “Pat’s here now, let’s go!”

“You guys still go down there?” Jagvi asked.

“Sure we do,” Gemma said. “Who doesn’t love a big ugly haunted cave? It’s the coolest hangout in Cadenze.”

Angelina leveled a glare at her, and Gemma added, “Sorry, Nini.”

Her shallow penitence made Jagvi grin. Jagvi had told Angelina a few years ago that she shouldn’t take every criticism of Cadenze as a personal insult. It was at the summer festival, late afternoon, and Angelina had been too drunk for a good comeback. Not so drunk that she’d forgotten how it felt, wavering angrily in her bikini top and combat boots while Jagvi stood there looking smug and licking an ice cream cone, strawberry ripple dripping over her knuckles. When their eyes met now, Angelina knew Jagvi was remembering it, too.

“Still not over that?” Jagvi asked.

“Nope,” Angelina said. “And you still don’t belong here.”

“Yeah,” Jagvi agreed. She turned smiling as Angelina’s brother joined them. “But I like to try my luck. Keep you on your toes. Hey, Pat. You coming to the cave?”

Patrick punched Angelina’s shoulder in welcome as he joined them, but his gaze was set on Jagvi.

“If you are,” he said, which was the whole problem.






III

It was a lovely cave. Pitted walls of rock soared up to the high ceiling, and generations of Sicco graffiti scarred the lower stones. Higher up, out of reach, were paintings by artists unknown, of ancient eyes layered with smoke from centuries of campfires. The occasional glimpse of a sword, the line of a richly embroidered robe.

The cave lay under Franco’s corner of the mountains, just before the land tapered into a ravine. It was an unofficial haunt for the younger generations, their own den where they could moan about their elders and take whatever there was to be taken and drink the rest. One time Angelina and Jethro had spent a whole night out there, sharing stolen oxy and shaking with cold in the cave mouth with the stars wheeling before them. Another night Patrick drank too much and fell asleep while everyone else was still talking, then sleepwalked over to their campfire and pissed into it.

At the back of the cave lay a neat line of stones, barely calf high, placed more as a sign than any genuine barrier. Beyond them stretched the pit. It yawned down, deeper than anyone could tell. Little children were kept away, and adults stopped going once their eyesight began to fade. Sicco teenagers sometimes sat on the edge with their hearts catching in their throats. If they dangled their legs into the pit, there was an acknowledged touch, a curious stroke along the arch of the foot, and then a nudge like a knuckle pressing up against the sole, turning them back.

The air stayed fresh in the cave despite its small mouth, and even a little light seemed to fill it with warmth and honey. The Siccos were proud of it and so kept it to themselves, as they did with all their favorite things.

“My pa said he hid out here for a week,” one of the cousins insisted. “Said he barricaded the entry with rocks and left a little nook for his rifle’s muzzle.”

“How’d he eat, then, dummy?” Angelina said.

Several of the cousins gave her stubborn looks: Sicco family legends were not to be questioned. Despite a fair amount of petty theft and violence, it had been generations since the cops took much interest in the Siccos, so stories like their great-great-great-grandfather’s standoff in the cave over a crate of stolen morphine had taken on mythic dimensions. Nowadays there wasn’t even a police department in Cadenze. The boys in blue were outsourced from Myrna, showing up occasionally to bust meth houses or search for runaways. Like everyone in her town, Angelina distrusted them and steered clear of all federal uniforms. Even the fortnightly garbage collectors made her hackles rise.

“He’d left supplies up here,” tried Cousin Eugene, a teenager with yellow hair and a glass eye. “Just in case.”

“I heard he took some of the morphine,” another suggested. “Kept his appetite down.”

“And his shooting straight,” Patrick said, exchanging a grimace with Angelina. The two of them had been raised with Caro’s disdain for her forefathers’ exploits. The once-in-a-generation daughters were the significant members of the Sicco clan, Caro had explained, dropping a conciliatory kiss on Patrick’s head. The men were just there to support their lone and courageous women. Thanks, Ma, Patrick had said, his face tight like he knew it was true and felt all its weight. Angelina was fifteen then, and she and Patrick had been living on their own for two years.

“You two only like the really gruesome stories,” Jethro complained.

“Nothing too gruesome!” Angelina said. “But Beloved Great-Whatever-Paw-Paw just seems tame when you think about the Myrna kid killer. Or the thing in the pit.”

“That’s not about our pit,” Patrick said comfortably. “No matter how much you want it to be.”

“It could be our pit!”

“The thing in the pit is on the other side of town,” another cousin said. “Under the Pepper Grinder.”

“I heard it was back Maudoro way, not even in Cadenze.”

“Wait,” one of the girlfriends said, frowning. “What’s the thing in the pit?”

Whoops of delight through the cave, and a mild argument sprang up as to who should tell the story. Patrick won, eager to take the stage, perhaps because of Jagvi’s presence.

Patrick always looked best when he was performing. He dabbled as a front man for fledgling local rock bands, and he liked to lose himself in the set, his long, dark hair released from its customary ponytail and swarming around him while he snarled into a microphone. At home he was quieter, more thoughtful. He could be a stickler for rules and followed a constant duty to behave well, as if some absent authority were always hovering over his shoulder. He hated to be late for work and couldn’t leave a parking ticket unpaid for more than a day, his mouth thinning as he worried over some new favor their mother had asked of him.

But he changed when there was a crowd before him. Shoulders squared, expressive hands. His jaw sloped slightly toward the left, and paired with his deep-set eyes, it gave him a devil-may-care attitude that looked excellent on a band poster or amid the boys at happy hour or now, in the yellow lantern light of the cave, telling the story of the thing in the pit. He leaned forward with his beer held high.

“Okay, so,” he said, “once there was and once there wasn’t a monster that lived in the mountains. This monster wasn’t like the wolves, who ate flesh, or the bats, who drank blood. This monster came down into town once in a while to eat a whole life.”

A chorus of protest: already he wasn’t telling it right, he’d already missed—

“It’s my version!” Patrick maintained. “You can have your turn telling it later. So. The monster hounded the town. Fathers woke up with no sons where an heir used to be, just an empty bed and a wardrobe full of clothes with no memories of the person who wore them. Men appeared at their weddings only to find their girls didn’t exist, even though the church was filled with flowers and the priest was waiting to be paid. That’s the thing about this monster. It’s not hungry for your death, it’s hungry for your life.”

“No, no,” Eugene said, shaking his head. “See, this is why your version doesn’t make sense. It doesn’t eat your life. It eats your future.”

“Same difference,” Patrick said.

“Actually, it’s not,” said another cousin, Matthew, a community college teacher about a decade older than the rest of them, clearly only here for the weed. He took a lordly toke from the joint circling the crowd. “Your version ends with death, and death is fast. It’s just another moment in your life. The last moment, but still a moment, and often a short one. The legend says that’s not enough sustenance for the thing in the pit. It wants the future that could have been yours, and it eats every morsel.”

“Futures,” Eugene corrected. “Because you could do all kinds of things, you know, like maybe you marry this girl or maybe that one, and that changes your life. And maybe you become a priest or maybe you become a farmer, and that changes your life, too. And the thing from the pit eats all of those lives, all that potential, and that’s how it gets full enough to sleep for as long as it does. And in the meantime, you’re not dead and gone to heaven or the grave, you’re being consumed, forever, it licks every trace of you out of the world, until no one even remembers your name.”

“Eugene’s getting way too excited about this,” Jethro said.

“Yeah,” Angelina said, starting to giggle with him, “tell us more about being consumed—”

“You guys are ruining the story with all this technical bullshit,” Patrick complained. “You wanna hear what happened or not?”

General laughter and agreement that yes, they did.

“One day, the monster’s walking down the road when it sees a girl with a tasty-looking life. Or future, whatever, it can tell she’s young and pretty and it wants to eat her.”

“Eat every possible version of her,” Eugene cut in, “every kid she might have, every song she might sing—”

“Every guy she might fuck,” someone interrupted. Even Patrick laughed this time.

“Yeah, exactly. It wants to take all of that away until she’s just a shell without a past, or a future. Worse than being a corpse. But then her husband steps in.”

Angelina added, “And he’s like, What was that about her fucking other guys?”

“Thanks, Nini,” Patrick said. “No, the husband steps in and says the monster can eat him instead. He can’t bear to live in a world where his wife never existed. It’s a noble sacrifice. The monster agrees, probably the man’s life is even richer food than his wife’s. So it’s about to sit down to eat, when the wife says, ‘Wait, you shouldn’t eat him on the side of the road, you don’t want people gawking at you or interrupting. I know a cave further down the hill, why don’t we go there together and then you can eat.’ And the monster agrees.”

“Classic mistake,” Jethro muttered to Angelina, who snickered into her palm.

“And when they get to the cave, the monster’s already gnashing its teeth”—Patrick bared his canines—“when the wife says, ‘Oh, but it’s so cold here at the mouth of the cave, why don’t we go further back, where it will be warm.’ ”

“Women always have to be warm,” somebody grumbled, and the others shushed him.

“So they go to the back of the cave. And the monster’s really ready to eat now, it’s starving. But they’ve delayed for so long that the sun is setting, and it’s so low that the light is coming into the cave. So the wife says, ‘I can see that the light is bothering you, why don’t you move back a little further?’ ” He widened his eyes in mock-feminine innocence. “And the monster takes one more step back and falls straight down into the pit.” He clapped his hands, loud enough that the sound bounced around the cave’s steep walls. One of the girlfriends yelped.

The rest of the party cheered, in part for Patrick’s storytelling and in part for their own pit, the star of the show.

Angelina said, “In Caro’s version, the wife pushes the monster in herself.”

“That’s the feminist version,” Jethro said. He wagged his finger at Angelina. “Don’t you get too carried away with that kind of talk, young lady.”

Angelina laughed. “Too late. I’ve been indoctrinated.”

Jethro made the sign of the cross. “Then may God have mercy on your soul.”

“But did it die, when she pushed it in?” Eugene’s little girlfriend asked. She twisted to stare behind her. “Or is it still down there in the pit?”

Eugene hugged her close. “It might not even have been this pit. There’s plenty of holes in the caves around here. The biggest one was in a cave that fell in years ago, during the Second World War. I heard there was a whole family hiding inside when it collapsed.”

“That could have been the inspiration for the whole story,” Matthew said. Behind his back, Jethro caught Angelina’s eye and mimed shooting himself. “I always thought the way the thing eats futures is like a war, isn’t it? You have all these grand plans for your life and your family and your country, and then the war arrives and takes it all.”

“The story’s older than the war,” Gemma objected. “My great-great-grandpa used to tell it to my grandpa. Gramps said that when he got to the bit about the pit, he’d open his mouth and smack his gums at Gramps and say that when you got old, the monster pulled out all your teeth and found somewhere deep inside you to hide.”

“Ewwwww,” Angelina said, delighted.

“So it’s still not the Sicco pit,” Jagvi said.

“Our pit looks the type, though, doesn’t it,” Patrick said, nudging her.

Quiet as the family turned to look back at the line of stones, the dark chasm gaping beyond.

“Ughhhhh,” Eugene’s girlfriend said. “I hate ghost stories. We need a protector.” She snuggled in closer against Eugene.

“Men don’t work,” Matthew said, voice solemn. “Didn’t you hear? It eats men’s futures up.” He considered. “There’s legends about animals resisting it.”

“Oh my god, where’s Your Dog?” Jethro asked Angelina, and the cousins cracked up.

“My Dog would be fucking useless,” Angelina said. “If she met a monster, she’d roll over for it to scratch her belly.”

“Where is she?” Jethro asked.

“I left her up at the house,” Angelina said. “Haunted or not, she’d run straight into the pit. Forget about the monster eating lives, I can’t let it eat my damn dog.”

“San Rocco wouldn’t let it,” Jethro said. “Nonna told me once that the stupider a dog is, the more San Rocco protects it. Idiots go straight to heaven.”

“No wonder he’s Cadenze’s patron,” Patrick said. It was a mean joke, made for Jagvi’s benefit. Angelina gave him a derisive look, and he stuck his chin out, stubborn.

“My mama used to say that the thing in the pit was San Rocco’s dog,” Eugene put in. “And that he’d send it to chase children home if they stayed out too late.”

“My mama used to say that the thing in the pit was the saint who lived in Cadenze before San Rocco claimed it,” Jethro said. “And all its love and care for the town had twisted to hate because we don’t remember it.”

A few of the cousins turned inquiring looks on Angelina and Patrick. Jethro and Eugene’s mamas, though respected Cadenze matrons, were not Sicco blood; only Angelina’s mama could make the final, definitive call. Angelina shrugged. “There’s a million versions of it.”

“They all mean the same thing in the end,” Jagvi put in. Angelina startled, surprised that Jagvi cared enough to have an opinion. “This town swallows up options.”

The mood in the cave soured. Angelina’s cousins considered the outsider with distrust. Jagvi didn’t seem to notice, leaning back on her palms, eyes on Angelina like it was still just the two of them. But Patrick laughed.

“You’ve always hated the thing in the pit. You prefer the Bloody Doctor,” he added, referring to the myth of a Cadenze physician who had gone crazy and run into the hills, preying on unsuspecting hikers to practice his rusty surgery skills. Patrick’s hand folded around Jagvi’s head like a big cap, tousling her hair. “Something you can punch.”

A bottle of wine reached Angelina, and she took a swig, considering her brother. If you threw something into the pit at the back of their cave, you could wait forever and never hear it land. Patrick had a similar pit inside himself, and it was where he kept his love for Jagvi. No matter how many times she messed up, Patrick never stopped forgiving her. The wine hit Angelina’s throat harshly. “The thing in the pit too frightening for you, Jag?”

Jagvi answered her directly, untroubled. “It frightened me a lot when I was a kid, yeah. When I was six, one of the other kids in my class told me that Cadenze was haunted by the thing in the pit and once it had eaten your soul, you just walked around like a zombie, all eaten up. And even if I thought people were normal, they’d actually be gone. He said maybe it had eaten my dad.”

“Kids are so creepy,” Patrick said.

“The pit is creepy,” Jagvi said. “Kids get it.”

“Maybe you just need to get to know it,” Angelina said, standing and taking another swig from the bottle before she handed it on. “Now that you’re on your big welcome home tour.”

“I’m not sure a Sicco family party counts as a tour,” Jagvi said, but she watched Angelina closely. As Angelina wandered over toward the pit, she thought she even saw Jagvi tense.

“No? Well, let’s invite someone else,” she said, and cupped her hands around her mouth, stooping to the deep black of the pit. For a moment the depth was dizzying, and then Angelina got her balance. She called down into the drop, her voice bouncing. “Yoo-hoo! Jag’s home! Wanna come say hello?”

“You’re gonna kill yourself leaning over that,” Jagvi said.

Angelina kicked one of the rocks gathered at the pit, knocking it over the edge. Her thirteen cousins and their respective girlfriends fell silent, listening to it clatter and fall, until the sound faded beyond their reach. No one spoke.

Then Angelina turned and shrugged. “Guess it’s not one of your fans.”

Her cousins laughed, and Patrick shook his head, rolling his eyes. Jagvi slouched against his shoulder, exuding the indulgent air of someone allowing a child to act out at a party. It was the same condescending energy that Angelina had loathed her entire adult life, and it should have thrown her into the usual mix of embarrassment and annoyance. Instead she felt pleased.

Good Joke, said the pit.

Thanks, thought Angelina.






IV

Only on the way home did Angelina stop feeling pleased about her Good Joke and begin to wonder if she was frightened. She got a ride from her cousin Marc. Patrick and Jagvi had disappeared, Gemma was hooking up messily with Angelina’s second cousin Tom, the uncles shouted back and forth about politics, and her mother looked despondent in the kitchen. Angelina had work tomorrow, and the night wasn’t good enough to be worth a hangover.

The voice she alone had heard echoed in the rumble of the engine. Marc’s headlights cut across the landscape, sloping farmland and a distant bevy of stars and the peaked crowns of laurel trees lining the road. In the bustle of the party, she had been able to push the voice aside. It was nothing, she told herself, just a trick of her imagination, an extension of her own exuberant interior monologue. Barely even a real thought. But as they cut through the night in Marc’s old hatchback, it kept coming back to her. Good Joke. According to who?

“How long is Patrick’s ex gonna be here?” Marc asked, and Angelina shrugged. Marc lit a cigarette and exhaled thoughtfully out the window. “She’s a lesbian, right?”

“That’s right,” Angelina said.

“Whew.” Marc offered her the cigarette. The drunken drag didn’t have its usual flavor; almost sweet in comparison to the dirty adrenaline flooding her mouth. “I’m glad you don’t feel the need to look like a man just ’cause you don’t like them, Nini.”

“I’d love to see a man manage to look like her,” Angelina said. Marc didn’t seem to know what to do with this, so he laughed. Angelina felt only faint pity that Marc couldn’t see the way Jagvi moved, the lean line of her body and the points of her tits, the nape of her neck when she bent her face, and her hair feathered around that jawline. Sometimes Jagvi was manly, and often she was handsome, but there wasn’t a man alive who looked like her. If Jagvi were in the car right now, Angelina wondered if her own heart would be beating steadier, if her breathing would be surer. Or if she would just be trading one form of danger for another.

Angelina loved Cadenze, and she knew Cadenze loved her, too. But she wasn’t used to Cadenze answering back.

At home she climbed straight into bed, hoping she could fall right asleep and forget whatever had spoken in her head when she kicked the rock. She was drunk, probably; she was unsettled from Jagvi’s return, definitely. She needed to sleep it off. She fell exhausted onto the mattress, as though she’d been wrangling with her own disbelief in a wrestling match, and slept, and woke. Her bedroom was very dark and her body was covered in chill sweat. My Dog lay on her feet, snoring and weighing her down. She couldn’t tell how long she’d been asleep. Something in the air had changed, a thin metallic note that she felt in her nose and her teeth. Her heart pounded, and she could smell the fear rising off her, from her armpits and wine-rotted breath.

Worse, her bladder was full and uncomfortable, which meant she had to get up.

She spent what felt like an hour thinking, This is stupid, just go piss, in the hope that finally she would look out her window and see the first touch of light in the sky. But the night stayed vivid black and cool, and My Dog snored on, and Angelina lay there thinking in rapid succession of every horror film that had ever frightened her, every angry man who had ever tried to pull his weight on her, every urban legend and Cadenze myth. She thought about stories she’d rolled her eyes at, headless murderers and vengeful surgeons. She thought about Patrick leaping out to frighten her when they were kids. She thought about Caro’s most dire cautionary tale, lying awake in a foreign apartment, listening to a man trying to break through her flimsy door. She thought, Hey, whatever you do, don’t think about—and immediately remembered a new night terror. She thought about her own failures, her missteps and cruelties, both accidental and not. She thought about Jagvi admitting she was afraid of the pit. Her limbs, heavy and inexorable, sank deep into the bed, and her head was light with fear as though it would swell and float to the ceiling, her body dragging her in different directions.

My Dog yawned and rolled over. I am actually going to wet the bed as an adult, Angelina thought, and used the fresh wave of embarrassment to pull herself up.

Flinching away from the cheap floorboards, as though at any moment one would turn into a hand curling around her ankle. Shuddering back from the breeze on her sticky neck, as though it would reveal itself to be a mouth grazing across her skin. Grabbing her doorframe at the unexpected rumble behind her, like a beast preparing to charge, before she realized it was My Dog snoring.

By the time she made it to the bathroom, she was almost laughing at her own fright. She wondered if it was the ghost stories in the cave that had done it, or her drunken thought that she’d heard something speak back. Her annoyance in the car with Marc, his mild-mannered bigotry conjuring up the feeling of some greater danger, like something loping behind them on the road.

She had one last test to pass. To wash her hands and make eye contact with herself in the mirror and hope there was nothing behind her. Angelina remembered her own childhood promise to herself: as long as you think obsessively about the worst thing that could happen—your dad coming back and taking you away, Patrick dying—it makes it so unlikely that it won’t ever happen. So picture the worst thing, again and again.

She stood up, flushed the toilet, and washed her hands. She lifted her head to look in the bathroom mirror. Behind her, the thing from the pit looked back.






V

Angelina opened her mouth to scream. The thing behind her pinched her lips shut, a brutal and effective move that felt as though it had yanked her jaw off her face and squeezed its fist closed.

Staring at the thing and not being allowed to cry out was awful; Angelina turned away. This was permitted even as its hard grip kept her mouth shut. Shock rang through her. For the first time, she understood the concept of a swoon, as though her consciousness, her sense of sanity, might shake its head and make for the exit. That’s enough for me, folks. She staggered to the floor, landing hard on her knees, and the thing staggered with her. A tugging sensation on the back of her neck felt like the thing was trying to yank her up. She kicked out behind her and struck something, but the shower-head made a metallic clang as it fell, and all she’d hit was the glass shower wall.

Already the specifics of what she’d seen in the mirror were shattering into a handful of panicked impulses, to kill it, to run, to cry for her brother or her dog. She had lost her bearings. The thing pulled her hair, her head rising a dizzying few inches off the ground and then thudding hard on the tiles.

Stand.

The same voice she’d heard at the edge of the pit, speaking inside her own head. It was not speaking out loud; she couldn’t hear it. The words just appeared in her brain, kicking aside her panic to make room for themselves. But it was here physically, too, at her back. Present and yanking her up by her head, her knees burning against the ground as the rest of her body rose another inch in its grip.

Stand Or I’ll Have To Drag You.

Angelina shook her head so viciously that the thing lost control of her mouth, and she spat a mouthful of saliva and blood onto the tiles and screamed, “PAT!”

Don’t.

It clamped her mouth shut again. This time the pressure felt thinner and sharper, its fingers like needles slicing through her lips to sew them together. While she scrabbled at her face, touching nothing but her own skin, the thing began to haul her into the hallway. One knee caught on the threshold bar, raised from years of damp showers. It had her head, dragging her along by her hair, but she flailed her body about, slapping at the wall and leaving scratches in the yellow wallpaper, digging her bare feet down and trying to grip the edge of each floorboard with her toes. She could feel that it wasn’t strong enough to carry her, so she fought hard to wrestle free. When they reached the top of the stairs, she lunged forward and wrapped her arms around the banister. It tugged once, twice, and couldn’t dislodge her.

In the tussle it lost her mouth, and again she yelled for Patrick. Her chest thumped down into the floor and she thought it had punched her in the back but the pressure remained, anvil-heavy on her torso, holding her there on the ground. It clutched her mouth shut again, and in the silence they both waited, tears pooling at the corner of Angelina’s eyes—Be home, Patrick, be home—but after a few seconds, it released her mouth on a pitiful gasp.

He’s Not Here. Scream As You Like.

“Get out of my head!”

Its touch was cold like wet rock, soft like the sandstone her ancestors had used to build their homes, chalky fingertips tucking her damp hair behind her ears, petting at her sore scalp as if it were sorry. Stale air tickled her nostrils, musty, a buried smell that had not known daylight for years. She was still crying as it peeled her hands from the banister and dragged her by her wrists into her bedroom. My Dog, asleep at the foot of the bed, didn’t even stir when the door creaked open, only grumbled in her sleep as the thing from the pit pulled the sheets back and dropped Angelina onto her mattress.

It Could Just Be A Nightmare, Baby. We’ll Feel Better Once We’ve Had Some Sleep.

It locked itself around her in a stubborn embrace. She couldn’t tell what was an arm or hand or some other type of limb altogether. And there was something else, too. Now that the thing had her where it wanted, it was doing something to her mind. Once, when she’d needed her wisdom teeth out, she’d been put under, made to breathe in gas that shut her brain off to pain and noise and light. What the thing from the pit was doing to her seemed like that; a slow-blooming, unnatural peace. Stay awake, she thought. Stay awake!

She tried to remember what she’d seen in the mirror, but she could only picture her own terrified face staring back at her, whites of her eyes bulging. Did the thing have eyes? Did it have teeth or hands? Did it climb up from its hole rock by rock, dragging itself from ledge to ledge, or did it drift up like a feather on the breeze? That sinking, silent dark swept up through her mind. She stood on the edge of the pit again, making fun of Jagvi, toeing a rock over the edge. The black mouth opened to greet her. The dog on the bed sighed in its sleep.






VI

“Be a nightmare,” Angelina said, swarming up to the surface of consciousness. Daylight nudged at her eyelids, which were screwed tight. Covers tangled around her like she’d been thrashing in her sleep, so she woke overheated and sweating, already garbling around her dry tongue, “Please be a nightmare, please don’t be real, please be gone, ah, fuck, c’mon!” She fisted her hands in the sheet, frustrated by her own cowardice, stomach knotted with tension. Too scared to open her own eyes. A new low. She hiccuped a laughing, breathless gasp. “Okay, I’m gonna, I can open my eyes, it’s not real, please don’t be real anymore.” It took another parcel of seconds to get her courage, and then she opened her eyes. The bedroom was empty, and Angelina was alone.

“Ooof,” Angelina said. Her whole body relaxed, like some reverse waking, muscles that had been tight with fear melting against the sheets. Her mouth pooled with the saliva it had lost in anxiety. Everything was okay and Angelina was in control again. She put her hand in her underwear and jerked off, more on instinct than anything else, the tension and release in her body demanding it. She thought about nothing and came almost immediately, slick and throbbing like she’d been on edge for hours. Downstairs the front door banged open.

“Is Angel still here?” Jagvi asked, voice carrying through thin walls, and Patrick answered, “Yeah, I don’t think her shift starts for a while.” He thumped his fist on the wood paneling that lined the staircase, making her bedroom wall shake. “Nini? You up?”

Angelina sat up in bed and rubbed her forehead. The nightmare should be fading now. She couldn’t remember what she had seen in the mirror, what had been so awful, but she could still feel the bathroom tiles under her knees and the sense of something catching her by her hair and dragging her to bed. Her jaw felt stiff and overworked like she’d been grinding her teeth in her sleep. Her scalp ached; she rubbed it, and checked her legs for bruises, but the only marks there were days old and probably from lugging kegs around at work.

She looked around the empty room again. After a moment, she flopped over the edge of her mattress and checked under her bed. Nothing there either.

“Nini!” Patrick called again. “You want coffee or not?”

“Coming!” Angelina yelled back, and climbed out of bed. She opened her wardrobe and rifled through coat hangers, running her fingers over its plywood back. More nothing. So it had been a nightmare.

Downstairs, Patrick was already in his work clothes, blue coveralls with his hair tied back and fresh stubble, slicing a baguette into thick chunks. Jagvi sat on the kitchen table, knees pointed at opposing walls. She didn’t seem hungover, but there were dark shadows under her eyes to match her outfit, all black again except for a large silver belt buckle. Jagvi’s mouth quirked as she took in Angelina’s paisley shirt, swirls of red and pink hanging open over the white tank top she’d bought in a five-pack at the hypermarket, a tiny satin bow resting at the dip of her cleavage.

“Morning,” Jagvi said. Angelina narrowed her eyes, unprepared to deal with Jagvi so early.

“Nutella?” Patrick asked, looking over his shoulder. “You can put the coffee on.”

“Oh, fuck youuuu,” Angelina moaned, digging out the stovetop pot. “You led me astray, I thought you’d already made it—”

Patrick made an obscene gesture at her. “I’m not your servant.”

“Will you at least toast the—”

“I am, Christ. Your Dog’s more help than you.” Patrick tossed the brown paper bread bag to My Dog. “Hold, girl.”

My Dog caught the bag between her teeth and gave a muffled bark, soft brown ears pointing up in delight. Angelina surveyed her fondly as she tried to wrench their ancient coffeepot open; the top was stuck again.

Angelina had found My Dog tied up and abandoned by the side of the highway, a young hip-high mutt with a feathery tail and her head bowed to the ground. Her ribs protruded through mangy brown fur, and Uncle Franco said it would be kinder to let her die, and if she did survive, she’d surely be feral. But Angelina took her home anyway, and after a few good meals, My Dog revealed herself to be a loving, slobbering fool. She followed Angelina with devotion, happiest when running at her heels with no clue where she was headed. She guarded stray footballs with her life even when she couldn’t fit her long, narrow jaw around them, and she frequently ran into walls. Because she was kind of a dumb dog, Angelina had only been able to think of dumb names for her. But it felt cruel to draw a mark of shame on the dog’s forehead. I dub thee Numbnuts.

At first Angelina and Patrick had both called her The Dog, and then as allegiances formed, she became Your Dog (Patrick’s preferred usage) or My Dog (Angelina’s). People in town caught on and paused in the street to say, Hello, Your Dog! and Isn’t Your Dog a good girl?

Now My Dog stood happily in their kitchen with the bread bag held between her teeth, doe eyes fixed on Angelina as if the coffeepot she was wrestling with might have beef jerky hidden inside.

“Neat trick,” Jagvi said.

“She just thinks he’s given her a present,” Angelina said. “Look, she won’t give it back now, she thinks it’s hers. Drop it, girl.”

The universe loved to prove Angelina wrong in front of Jagvi, so My Dog immediately opened her mouth and let the slimy paper fall to the floor.

“She did that to fuck with me,” Angelina said. The coffeepot still wouldn’t give; she thunked it sadly against the countertop.

“I forgot about this,” Jagvi said. Voice low and frayed like she hadn’t woken up all the way. “The Sicco morning show. A privilege to see it again. Give me that, Angel.”

“What?”

“Yeah, it’s such an exclusive,” Patrick said. Jagvi took the coffeepot from Angelina, unscrewed it with one hard twist of her wrist, and handed it back. “We’re short on cast, though. Wasn’t Ricky coming over this morning?” Ricky was Franco’s youngest, a good-for-nothing who grew weed at the far edge of the property, and the only son who enjoyed their uncle’s unconditional adoration.

“He changed his mind last night.” Angelina busied herself putting the coffee on. She couldn’t look at Jagvi, sitting at ease on the table, wide palms braced on the wood.

“Probably knew he’d be hungover today,” Patrick said. “Hey, what the fuck did you do in the bathroom last night? It looked like a bat got in.”

Angelina jerked guiltily. “I tripped. I was mostly asleep. Whatever.” She hadn’t checked the bathroom this morning: Had she been sleepwalking? Had any of it been real? A needle of fear slid through her. No—it was a nightmare, and one she didn’t want to admit to in front of Jagvi, so instead she said, “I think Ricky just didn’t want to risk running into Jagvi.”

“Ouch,” Jagvi said, but she didn’t sound very hurt. The insults of Cadenze could not penetrate. Patrick did not possess such defenses, and he shot Angelina an aggravated look.

“Don’t be a dick.”

“It’s fine,” Jagvi said, still smiling. “Good to know people’s attitudes haven’t changed.”

“It’s more about your attitude than his,” Angelina said, still unsettled by this much Jagvi this early in the morning. “He probably didn’t want to start his day being treated like an idiot hick.”

Jagvi’s face smoothed back into distant neutrality. “You didn’t seem that drunk last night, Angel. To be so hungover now.”

“I’m just good at holding it.”

Jagvi’s evident disbelief was unfortunately a fair reaction. As a teenager Angelina had been a lightweight of the most humiliating degree. She often had to seek Pat out at parties, asking him tearfully to help her find a lost shoe or hold her hair while she vomited. Jagvi had helped, hunting down Angelina’s lime-green sandal or fetching a bottle of water while Patrick patted Angelina’s back as she keeled over the toilet. The only saving grace was that Angelina had a good recovery time and could normally pull herself up again within fifteen minutes, rinse her mouth out, and kiss Pat on the cheek for his trouble. Awkward nod at Jagvi as she passed. Shot of tequila to drown out the incident. Repeat.
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