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Critical Praise
for Lizard Wine

“Lizard Wine is the book your mother warned
you about, sleek, nasty, perfectly focused, smart as hell,
absolutely convincing, and utterly single-minded. Lizard
Wine is the kind of book which enlarges and enriches the genre
of the thriller.” –Peter Straub, author of The Throat

“I often stopped with a low mental whistle of
awe at her seamless style in presenting her characters. This wasn’t
even ‘textbook.’ It was the work of a writer who goes beyond
functional mechanics into the realm of creative mastery.”
–DarkEcho

“Supertaut storytelling…” –Kirkus
Reviews

“. . .will make your skin crawl.” –John Saul,
author of The Blackstone Chronicles

“I found it impossible to stop reading this
book. . .it was that old urge to stare out the car window as you
roll by the grisly accident on the freeway.” –The Honolulu
Advertiser

“Deliverance meets Misery. . .” –The
Fiction Addiction

“Excruciating suspense!” –Bryce Courtenay,
author of The Power of One

“A brilliant, page-turning read.” –Douglas
Clegg, author of Nightmare Chronicles

“Don’t read this book alone at night.”
–The Eugene Register-Guard

“Its after-effects are potent and lingering.”
–Tim Lucas, author of Throat Sprockets

“Escalating terror ripping through the pages.
. .” –Peterborough Evening Telegraph, England

“You’ll remember this book for a long, long
time.” –Salem Statesman Journal
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Introduction

Most of us have been lucky. We’ve made poor
decisions and been able to skate through them, relatively unharmed.
Some of us learn from those near-misses, wipe the sweat from our
brows and resolve never to be so stupid again. Other of us are not
so gifted with either that wisdom of how close we got to disaster,
nor the foresight to envision that the next blunder could be
tempting the Gods just a tad too much.

Review your history. Right now. Filled with
near misses, isn’t it? Stupid decisions, ridiculous leaps of faith,
and a few bad outcomes. Now think what would have happened had that
very first stupid decision you made gone to its natural conclusion,
without the help of divine intervention or luck or whatever got you
out of it. What if you had been made to pay? How would that have
changed your life?

That’s what this book is about.

Elizabeth Engstrom

Eugene, Oregon





One October

Chapter 1

Buck pulled the battered green Pontiac wagon
up to the gas pump and ordered a dollar fifty of super. He fished
around in the pocket of his paint-spattered pants and came up with
two dollars and forty-seven cents, all in change. He counted out a
dollar fifty in quarters and held it out ready for the kid.

Niles started to cough and hack in the back
seat, and kept it up until the Songster took off his white
painter's hat and slapped Niles on the side of the head with
it.

Finally, Niles gave up the coughing and
opened the back door of the old wagon, put his feet out on the
ground and put his elbows on his knees and his chin on his hands.
Then he took the crumpled cigarette from behind his ear and stuck
it between his lips and put his hand back underneath his chin.

"Hey, no smoking at the pumps," the acne'd
service station attendant said.

"Yeah, yeah," Niles replied.

It only took a few seconds for the kid to
spurt gas into the tank and collect his money.

"Get yourself inside, Niles," Buck said, then
started the car.

Niles brought his feet in and slammed the
door shut. He took a match from the breast pocket of his overalls
and struck it on the floor of the car where the carpet had rotted
away. He lit his cigarette and suppressed the cough. "Hey, Buck,
how come I always gotta sit in the back?"

"Cuz you smoke, you derelict. We've been
through this a hundred times."

"I'm gonna quit," Niles said, and settled
back. Being in the back with the paint fumes always got him
carsick. He wanted to ride up front with Buck and the Songster, but
they would never let him. He rolled down the window and the rush of
wind blew ashes into his eye.

"Sonofabitch," he said under his breath, and
rolled the window back up. His eye was watering and that made him
want to cough.

"Friday night," Buck said. He pulled off onto
the side of the road barely a hundred yards from the gas station
and turned off the engine. Buck never bought more gas than he
needed, and he never wasted any, either. "What would you gents like
to do this fine evening?"

"Shit," Niles said, wiping the tears from his
cheek. "Don't have no money, don't get paid 'til next
Wednesday."

"I got ninety-seven cents," Buck said, then
dug around in his other pocket. "Here's another twelve dollars.
What about you, Songster?"

"Fourteen."

"Niles?"

"Nothin'."

"You fess up, Niles, or we'll take those
pants right off you and look for our ownselves. You ride in this
car, right? We let you smoke your stinking butts, right? Then you
share. Call it gas money."

"I gotta buy some smokes."

"Okay. Smoke money. Then what?"

"Twenty-two dollars."

Buck whooped. "We're rich, boys. Let's go get
us a little beer."

He chugged the Pontiac to life and made a
U-turn in the middle of the road. He cut the engine in the grocery
store parking lot and let it glide into a parking space. "Gimme,"
he said, holding out his hand.

Niles fished out his money and handed it over
in a wad. "Don't forget my smokes," he said. "I'm down to my last
one." He took the crumpled pack out of his back pocket and tore
open the top. One last Camel, squashed flat. He took it out and
rolled it between his fingers, then stuck it behind his ear, wadded
up the empty pack and threw it on the floor where it settled, along
with dozens of others just like it.

"We'll be back." Buck said, and he and the
Songster jumped out of the car and Niles watched them go into the
store. He felt like the little kid, left in the car while the
adults went in to do adult things. He always had to remind himself
that he preferred to wait in the car. Didn't he? Or did he prefer
to wait in the car because that's what they always told him
whenever he wanted to go with?

He watched them walk away. Buck walked like
an executive, standing tall, flat stomach, well-kept blondish hair
that was starting to gray, hands swinging easily by his side. He
wore his threadbare clothes well, too, his shirts always neatly
tucked in, his socks always turned right side out and matching. The
Songster slouched along, hands in pockets, collar turned up against
the chill breeze of late afternoon. The Songster's brown hair was
long and shaggy, which somehow fit him, too. He'd look weird with
hair as short as Buck's. Sometimes the Songster didn't even wear
socks.

Niles ran a hand through his own dark, curly,
greasy hair. He liked it slicked back. At thirty-seven, he thought
he might be only a couple of years younger than the others, but
there wasn't a gray hair on his head. Not yet. He pulled his knees
up to his chest, put his feet up on the seat and looked at his own
socks. They were full of holes. He picked at one, making it bigger,
while he waited for them to come back. One of these days they
wouldn't come back for him, he was sure. Sometimes they didn't seem
to like him very much.

In the store, Buck got a cold pack of Bud, a
roasted chicken hot from the warming oven and shrink wrapped to
keep in those great-tasting spices that really set him off, a
frozen cherry pie and three packs of Camels for Niles.

"Want anything?" he asked the Songster.

"Gin."

"Good idea." A state liquor store was in the
next building.

Buck paid for the food and beer, then carried
the bagged groceries into the liquor store to stand next to the
Songster while he looked for the best buy in gin. He chose two
cheap fifths.

Buck tried to flirt with the checkout girl,
but she only had eyes for the Songster. All the women had eyes for
the Songster. He was striking looking, that was true, but he was as
sick as they come, soul-wise. If only the women knew that. But they
didn't. They didn't know what a pure heart and lovely intentions
Buck had. They just saw the hard-line good looks of the Songster
and they fell for him.

But he was dirty.

Buck wondered for the zillionth time if it
was the Songster's attitude that gave him that grim line that women
loved or if that harsh bleakness to his face was what had given him
his attitude. Women love men with an attitude.

Buck ran his hand over the top of his head.
His hairline had receded so far it left a strip of blonde hair down
the center of his head like a Mohawk. The Songster had lots of
hair, thick, casually long, graying in all the right places. Why do
the evil ones get all the breaks?

He handed the grocery bag to the Songster,
hid the bottles of gin inside his coat and led the way from the
store. It was understood that Niles needn't know about the gin. Not
yet.

Buck lifted the hood and put the cherry pie
on top of the engine block to warm up. In the car, he stowed the
gin under the seat, then tore the plastic off the chicken and they
all pulled parts off it and slid them, finger-greasy, into their
mouths. They each popped a Bud to wash the chicken down with, and
when the last bone had been sucked clean, they opened the cherry
pie, scooping its rich red innards with their fingers.

"A meal fit for kings," Buck said, passing
the last of the pie back to Niles who didn't get quite as much.
Then he wiped his face and hands on a paint rag and handed it
around.

Niles lit a smoke.

The Songster belched.

Buck leaned back against the door, picking
his teeth with the corner of a matchbook. "We've got enough change
to do laundry." He nodded to himself. "We ought to go take
showers."

"Then what?" the Songster asked, too
quickly.

Buck looked over at the Songster. Every time
the Songster got clean, he wanted to find himself some company,
something that made Buck and Niles very uncomfortable. Buck thought
the Songster probably had some kind of a history with women,
the way he treated them.

"Dunno. Niles?"

Niles hacked and spit out the window.

Buck fired up the Pontiac and made for the
closed-down mill. The night watchman there let them into the
echoing, hollow building for the price of a beer, and they took
long, hot showers. On the way out, Niles, feeling clean and in a
party mood, always had to shout a few things just to hear himself
inside the cavernous building with its gigantic, silent machinery.
Then they took their wet towels and week's worth of dirty clothes
and drove to the laundromat and washed it all in one big load.

"There's something nice about travelin'
light, isn't there?" Buck asked nobody in particular as he watched
the clothes go around in the dryer.

Nobody answered. Niles was picking at a burn
hole in his t-shirt, making it bigger. They'd all need a trip to
the Salvation Army soon for some new clothes. Some winter clothes.
October was becoming right chilly. The Songster stared out the
window at the women coming out of the mini mart next door.

Bathed, fed, and with next week's clean
clothes tidily packed away in a plastic bag next to the spare in
the back end of the Pontiac, the boys piled into their customary
seats, and before firing up the engine, Buck tried to come up with
a plan, an idea for the rest of the night. Something they could do
that would be fun, something they would all enjoy. But his mind was
blank. He couldn't think of a thing. So he asked: "What now?" He
dreaded the answer. He was afraid that the Songster was going to
want to find some company, like he always did. That meant going to
a bar. That meant that Niles would get drunk and stupid, and Buck
would end up babysitting him, taking him back to the boxcars before
he insulted somebody or threw up, and then Buck would lay awake all
night waiting to hear the Songster come home.

He didn't like listening to the Songster come
home. He was rarely alone, and the boxcars amplified each echoing
noise the Songster or his guest made. They weren't always good
noises to listen to.

Buck had tried covering his ears, but he was
fascinated, in a terrible way, by the sounds coming from the
Songster's lair. He hated it. He didn't want to have to deal with
it.

Then Niles said, "Let's go camping."

A slow smile spread over Buck's face. He
hadn't been camping in years. Well, the way they all lived was kind
of like camping, but it was also like life and to go
camping would be different and fun.

It would keep the Songster out of the bars
and away from the women, it would keep Niles under their thumb;
they could control his liquor intake, they wouldn't spend all of
their money, and not only that, but it would be damned good to get
out of town.

The Songster seemed to like the idea,
too.

"Genius, Niles," Buck said. "Saddle
Lake?"

"Good," Niles said, then flopped back into
the back seat and put his feet up on the door, a self-satisfied
look on his face.

Buck clicked through a mental list of things
he had to do, an old habit from former days. Then he realized that
if he didn't have to go to work, there was nothing he had to do. No
lawn to mow, no "honey do" list on the fridge, no leaking faucets,
no broken gutters.

He was free, and it felt great. He ground the
starter on the Pontiac until she caught, tried to figure out how
far they'd get before they needed more gas, put 'er in gear, and
they were on the road.

Camping. A little wilderness experience would
do them all some good. Scenes from his former life flashed through
his mind. Catching salamanders in an icy creek with Ron. Fishing in
a little-known trout hole with Kaiser. Making love to Cara in the
woods under a full moon while coyotes howled.

Camping. Yes.

Life was good.

Buck's chewed-up Pontiac wagon was
hard-pressed to make it up that mountain road. They stopped at the
Last Chance for more gasoline, expensive gasoline. That made Buck
mad, because their money was going fast and they wouldn't get paid
again until next Wednesday.

Niles sat in the back and bitched about the
cold wind that blew through the car's various rust holes. Buck
began to wonder at the wisdom of this idea.

The night was swooping down fast. There's
never twilight in the mountains, Buck thought. Soon it would be
dark as dark, and if there was a moon, they'd never see it with all
the clouds overhead. There was no traffic on the road, either, as
most sensible people were probably home in their cozy houses with
their central heating and their hand-knit afghans in front of their
color TVs, kids arguing and moms cooking. It seemed like it ought
to be a very attractive scene.

But it wasn't. It was poison. It was a
killer.

He loved the drive along the river and up
through the trees. He liked the well-tended campgrounds and the
national forests that made up a big part of Oregon. There was
nothing like this in California. There was nothing like this in
Chicago.

He wished he were young again, living in
Oregon. He and Ronnie would take their fishing poles to any one of
a zillion lakes or rivers every day after school, and all weekend.
They'd sit in the sun, barefoot, and catch grasshoppers and poke
fishhooks through their brains and let the fish bite on them.
Ronnie would have loved Oregon.

"Saddle Lake," the Songster said, and it
surprised Buck out of his daze. The one headlight that cocked off
to the left illuminated the campground sign. He slowed and pulled
in. A chain crossed the entrance.

The Songster jumped out of the car and walked
up to the chain. He looked at one end, then walked in front of the
headlights to the other end. He unfastened it and let it drop to
the ground.

"Wasn't even locked," he snorted as he got
back into the car.

"Jesus it's cold," Niles said.

Buck drove slowly through the deserted
campground, and pulled into a camping spot overlooking the lake. At
least there wouldn't be any mosquitoes. Or yellow jackets.

"Think it'll snow?" Niles asked.

"You got shit for brains, Niles," Buck
said.

Niles hung his head.

Buck got out of the car and hugged his arms
to himself. "Hey," he said to the two guys still in the car, "it is
precious cold out here." He walked down to the lake's edge, skimmed
a rock off the glass surface of the lake, then flapped his arms
against his torso and ran back for the car.

"Jesus," he said. "It's freezing."

"We ain't got no sleeping bags, Buck," Niles
said, "or food or jackets or fishing poles or nothing. What are we
doing here?"

"It was your idea, Niles," Buck said.

"My idea? I never had no idea to come all the
way up to Saddle Lake."

"Shut up," the Songster said, and everyone
fell silent.

A low orange glow spread out behind the tall
pines on the far side of the lake and darkness descended. Ripples
popped up as fish fed. There was no one else at the campground.


Chapter 2

Tulie sat on the end of Elise's bed and
watched her pull hot curlers out of her short red hair and dump
them into a drawer. "I hate that it gets dark so early," Elise
said. "Makes me feel like I'm late for everything."

"We have a biology mid-term Monday," Rebecca
said, still sprawled on her bed. She took off her glasses and
rubbed the bridge of her nose. "Did you study?"

"A little, yesterday," Elise said. "I took
good notes."

"That professor is hard to keep up with,"
Tulie said. "But that's really all it takes. Keeping up."

"I just don't get it," Rebecca said. "I mean,
it's really hard for me to even pass these classes, Elise, and you
breeze through. How do you do it?"

Elise shrugged, fluffed up the curls with her
fingers, frowned, and spritzed some evil liquid on them, fluffed
them again, then began the deliberate arranging. "Are you ready to
go?"

"I don't think I better." Rebecca picked at
her bedspread. "I'm not doing very well. My folks'll kill me if I
don't bring my grades up."

"Fuck 'em," Elise said. "You're only young
once."

"Yeah, well, I could party out for six
months, flunk out and end up going home to work at the
Seven-Eleven, or I could party every now and then for four years
and end up with a degree, you know?"

"It's Friday night," Elise said. "Nobody
studies."

"Same with Saturday night," Rebecca said.
"And on Sunday, we're so wiped out we sleep. I can't study
Sunday."

"What about you, Tulie? You ready to go?"
Elise gave her the once-over with that smirk she had.

"No, not yet," Tulie said, still undecided
about going at all. She looked back at Rebecca. If Rebecca wasn't
going, then for sure she wouldn't go. She wouldn't go anywhere
alone with Elise. "What are you guys wearing?"

"The green machine," Elise said, and nodded
toward her unmade bed. A latex tank dress lay across her pillow in
its shrunken state. It wasn't any bigger than a swimsuit. Stretched
over Elise, it covered her nipples and her crotch and not much
more.

"Oh, man," Rebecca said. "Nobody can compete
with that. I've got nothing to wear."

"Wear my red dress," Elise said.

Rebecca's eyes got big, she put on her
glasses and looked at her. "Really?"

"Sure." Elise stroked on eye shadow. "What
about you, Tulie?"

"This is a cowboy bar, right?"

"Yeah."

"I was thinking of boots and jeans."

"Well, some guys like that look."
Elise said with obvious distaste.

"Cowboys do."

"Whatever. But let's get a wiggle on, girls.
It's dark already."

"It's only six o'clock."

"Two and a half hours from Eugene to Bend.
Minimum. C'mon, Rebecca. Stow that book."

Rebecca closed her heavy biology text and got
off the bed. "The red dress? Really?"

Tulie got up. "I'll go change," she said,
then walked out of Elise and Rebecca's trashed out dorm room, down
the hall and into her own.

It was blissfully quiet. Her roommate had
gone away with her boyfriend for the weekend, and Tulie was tempted
to just lie on the bed and eat popcorn or something all by
herself.

But then. . .

She looked at her rumpled bed and she thought
of the nights and days she lay there crying, her heart smashed, and
she thought that perhaps that old feeling would come back again if
she didn't keep busy. And she remembered that nothing made a person
forget a broken heart as fast as a new broken heart. Tommy wasn't
likely to break her heart, he didn't have enough passion to infect
her properly, but maybe some slick-talkin' cowboy would.

She heated up the iron and went to the
closet. Boots and jeans might be a little too butch, especially if
Rebecca and Elise were wearing those rubber dresses.

She pulled out a long-sleeved white blouse
with embroidery on the front and ironed it. She slipped into a
fresh pair of cotton panties, then put on her denim skirt, her
cowboy boots and tied a turquoise scarf around her neck. She added
turquoise earrings and bracelet. Her Arizona clothes felt out of
place in an Oregon October, but she knew cowboys, she knew how they
dressed, she knew what they liked. They liked cowgirls. They didn't
necessarily like whores. Then she brushed her long hair, pleased by
the blonde highlights she had weaved into it, streaked on a little
blusher, a little eye shadow, a little lipstick, grabbed her purse
and she was ready. It didn't take her hours of fussing like it did
the others. She hoped they were ready.

They weren't. They were still arguing.

Elise was helping Rebecca put on makeup,
Elise's makeup, Elise's way. Rebecca looked as much a tart as
Elise, especially in that red dress that was just a tiny bit less
revealing than Elise's green one. They looked like Christmas
harlots.

"Why are we going all the way to Bend,
anyway?" Tulie asked as she poked around in Elise's makeup case.
"There's lots of fun places here in Eugene."

"Yeah, full of students. I have to see those
immature ya-hoos all day long. I want to party with some real
men."

"There's real men in Bend?"

Elise gave Tulie a withering look, and Tulie
had that feeling again that Elise was sorry Rebecca had opened her
mouth and invited her along.

"I've heard about this place," Elise said. "I
heard it jams." She smoothed that green dress over her waist and
her hips. She picked at the indentation her panty hose waistband
made. "This will not do," she said. She pulled the waistband up,
then pulled it down, viewing herself in all ways. "Shit," she said,
and stood looking at her reflection in the mirror. "Oh well." She
pulled up the dress and pulled down the pantyhose, took them right
off and threw them onto the bed in a wad. Then she pulled the dress
down again and smoothed it over her nice curves. "Better."

"You're not going to wear any hose?" Rebecca
said.

"I don't like the elastic lines."

Tulie rolled her eyes. Elise was going to go
out into the October cold in Bend with nothing on her legs.

"No panties?" Rebecca couldn't believe
it.

"What for?" Elise stared her down.

Rebecca shrugged and looked at her own
waistline in the mirror.

"Come on," Tulie said. She wanted to get them
out of there before Rebecca took off her stockings too.

Tulie felt up to a good time. She liked
Rebecca; there was a wholesome innocence about her that Tulie found
appealing. Tulie had a joint that Tommy had given her, and she was
ready. Not even Elise could ruin it for her. Besides, anything was
better than feeling sorry for herself on a Friday night.

Elise fluffed Rebecca's hair and pronounced
her done. Rebecca put her glasses on and stared at her reflection
in the mirror.

"When are you going to let me pluck those
godawful eyebrows of yours?"

"Never," Rebecca said. "I tried that once. It
hurt."

"Well, take those glasses off," Elise said.
"It ruins the effect. Where are your contacts?"

"I lost one."

"Wear the other one. C'mon, let's go."

Tulie leaned up against the doorjamb and
watched the final activity as the two girls got themselves
together. She couldn't figure out how anybody could find anything
in that mass of tangled clothes that covered the floor. The walls
were covered with posters of screaming rock stars in black leather
and wild hair with red lights behind them. The mirror was spotted
with toothpaste spatters and hair spray goo and probably stuff spit
out of zits and God knows what else. There was a clean circle
rubbed in the middle where they both looked to check themselves.
She could never live in a place like this.

Tulie thought they both looked stupid in
those tiny dresses and those little high heels and down parkas. It
was October, and it was cold outside, and they'd be driving through
the Cascade mountains into Bend, and it would be a lot colder up
there. Snow on the ground, probably.

They walked fast and shivered out of the dorm
and down to the parking lot to Elise's car, a dark blue Camaro.
Tulie held the passenger door open and Rebecca, dutiful little
Rebecca, climbed into the back seat.

Elise started the car, turned up the radio,
and put it in gear. "Okay," she said. "Let's party."

As soon as they were off campus, Tulie pulled
the joint from her purse. She lit it and took two heavy hits, then
passed it to Elise. She toked, then handed it to Rebecca, who sat
forward with her face between the bucket seats. Rebecca took two
little hits and then coughed. "Let's get some beer," she said.

"Good idea." Elise turned into the
Seven-Eleven parking lot, and leaving the engine running, went
inside and bought a six pack of Lite. She came back, handed the
sack to Tulie, put it in gear and burned rubber out of the parking
lot. She got on highway 126 and headed straight east.

Tulie opened the bag and took out three
beers. She stashed the other three behind her seat where it was out
of the heater's reach. All three popped their beers and swallowed
away the harshness of the marijuana smoke.

Tulie settled back in the comfortable seat,
pressed into it by Elise's heavy accelerator foot. She liked the
Camaro. She wished she had one. She wondered why the jerks of the
world always had the cool stuff. Elise was a true jerk, but then
she'd had kind of a difficult life. Perhaps a Camaro was scant
comfort. She pulled a roach clip from her purse and passed the
joint around one more time. The world was mellowing nicely.

She looked over at Elise, who was tapping her
long red fingernails on the steering wheel and mouthing the words
to the song on the radio. She was a beautiful girl, no question
about that. She had rich, artificially colored auburn hair which
she kept short, a nice face with a small little button nose and
nice reddish brown eyes that very closely matched the color of her
hair. She wore a brownish red lipstick that was very dramatic on
her, her teeth were braces-perfect, and all the way around, she had
the well-tended look of a rich college senior, majoring in
psychology.

"Tulie, did you take biology?" Rebecca asked
from the back seat.

"Yeah," Tulie said.

Elise said, "Would you quit it with the
biology, please?"

"I should be studying," Rebecca whined.

Tulie thought Rebecca was a sweet kid, but
she was a first-term freshman, and being from a fairly small Mormon
town in Idaho, was wide-eyed at college life in general and at
Elise in particular. Rebecca seemed to idolize Elise, and Elise
lapped it up. She took Rebecca with her wherever she went, kind of
like a puppy, Tulie thought.

Rebecca had rich, long brown hair that she
usually wore in a ponytail with bangs, a style straight out of the
fifties that was somehow, for some reason, coming back into
fashion. She was tall and thin, a knockout in Elise's minimalist
clothes. Inch by inch, Elise was making Rebecca over into a more
sophisticated girl, although Tulie thought Rebecca could have a
little better role model. Elise was all right, but she was spoiled
and bitchy. Rebecca reveled in her new look. She said in high
school she had always been skinny and gangly, but suddenly her slim
figure looked smashing. Tulie and Elise agreed that the Mormons
must not know how to dress, or shop, or something. Then again, not
many people had the kind of money Elise had to spend on
clothes.

Tulie and Rebecca had met in a comparative
literature class. They hit it off right away. They had coffee
together after the first class, which became a routine every
Tuesday and Thursday. Tulie enjoyed watching Rebecca's discovery of
herself in university life. She watched Rebecca's Elise-inspired
transformation and hoped that the pendulum would swing back a
little for Rebecca. The dowdy Mormon look she had at first wasn't
right, but neither was this slut look. Given the chance, Tulie
would dress Rebecca far differently, with denim and tweeds, and
Tulie liked Rebecca's glasses. . . But then, Tulie liked studious,
conservative women with a little mystery.

Tulie wasn't skinny like Rebecca, but she had
nice long legs that looked great in a pair of jeans. Like Elise,
she was a senior at the University of Oregon, but Tulie was a
liberal arts major, unable to decide on anything interesting enough
to major in. She got average grades with an average amount of
studying, and her parents had other things to worry about, so as
long as she didn't flunk out, she was on safe ground.

Going to Bend through the mountains in a fast
car on a dark October night sounded like her idea of a good time,
especially if it ended in a few shots of tequila and some slow,
sweaty dances with a cowboy humming in her ear. Yes, ma'am. A
Friday night to die for.

Life was good. Damn good.

"I'm hungry," Rebecca said.

"Road food," Tulie said to Elise and they
kept an eye out for the next mini mart.

This time Tulie went in. Rebecca wanted
chocolate, so Tulie bought her a Chunky. She grabbed a bag of
pretzels for Elise, who didn't want any fat, and a bag of corn
chips for herself.

The woman at the little country one-stop gave
her long legs and short denim skirt a real look before she rang up
the goods. "Gonna snow," she said.

"Uh-huh." Tulie wondered if her eyes were too
red. She wondered, suddenly seriously paranoid, if everybody knew
she was loaded. She wondered if they could smell it on her clothes.
She was stupid not to pat herself down a little after she left the
car. Jesus, the marijuana smoke was probably steaming right off
her.

She handed the woman a five dollar bill and
took her change.

"You a student?" All polite questions
deserved answers, Tulie had been brought up to know.

"Yes."

"Headed for Bend?"

"Yes." Tulie leaned against the door, and
pushed her way through. Why did they always want to fuck with her
mind when she was stoned? They knew, that's why. They knew she was
loaded, and they just wanted to play with her. Human beings had a
cruel streak.

She slammed the door and hugged the groceries
to her chest.

"What's the matter with you?" Elise said.

"Just drive."

Elise turned the key and nothing
happened.

"Come on," Elise said. She turned off
the radio, turned the lights on and then off again, pumped the gas
and tried the key again. Nothing.

"What? What's the matter?" This was a bad
omen. Tulie felt like she should never have come on this stupid
trip. There were shots of tequila and sweaty cowboys to dance with
in Eugene.

"It's nothing," Elise said. "Sometimes it
just does this. . . thing. It'll start." She pumped the gas again,
then turned the key and the Camaro roared to life. "See?" She
revved the engine far too high for far too long, and then they
headed out onto the road again.

"You ought to get that looked at," Tulie
said.

"I need to find me a mechanic," Elise said.
"One with all the right tools."

Rebecca snickered.

Tulie relaxed. It wasn't her car. She'd take
better care of her car, especially if she had a Camaro. She handed
around the goodies and then sipped her beer.

Good dope, good beer, good munchies. Road
trip. Life didn't get much better.

Gradually they left civilization behind as
the road bordered the McKenzie River. They passed through little
whistle stops and then there was nothing but the darkness of forest
on both sides of the road. Now and then a big logging truck would
come roaring down the road toward them, headed to the Springfield
mills, but other than that, they were alone.

Tulie loved Oregon. In the three years she'd
been at the University, she'd seen a lot of the countryside, from
the gorgeous mist-cloaked rocky coastline populated with thousands
of barking sea lions to the high desert plains of eastern Oregon,
the snow-peaked Cascades to the lush Rogue river valley. She'd gone
on lots of excursions with friends, with other students, with Anna
Marie, mostly, until Oregon felt like home. Felt much more like
home than Arizona ever had.

She'd probably settle in Oregon. If she
settled anywhere.

She listened to the music and watched the
miles fly by beneath the Camaro. They didn't talk much, they were
too loaded. Tulie kept munching chips, feeling the womb of the car
around her. She looked into the back seat. Rebecca's eyes were
closed as she lip-synched the song on the radio. Elise held the
Camaro to the road in enviable fashion.

Tulie wondered if they had snow chains. She
wondered if they’d need chains.

As if the universe heard her muse and was
reminded that October in the Cascades was cause for ice, the Camaro
hit a patch of black ice and slid out sideways. The engine revved
as the wheels spun. Elise took her foot off the gas and a little
cry came out of her mouth as she worked the wheel.

Tulie felt her chips and beer rise to the
back of her throat.

The car swung its rear end around to the
front, and then did it again, making a complete three-sixty. Tulie
was pressed against the car door, and her hand grabbed the handle.
She was ready to jump, but the car slowed and slid off the side of
the road. It stopped with a lurch on the gravel, lined up as if it
had been parked there, its engine dead.

"Fuck," Elise said, and pulled a bottle of
Jose Cuervo Gold tequila from her bag.

"Hey, good job," Tulie said.

"Yeah," Rebecca said.

"Scared the shit out of me," Elise said.

"Black ice," Tulie said.

"Fuck," Elise said, unscrewed the top and
took a big swig. She rolled down the window and a lick of frozen
air swooped in.

"Brrr," Rebecca said.

"Do you have chains?" Tulie asked.

"No. Didn't even think about it."

"We'll make it," Rebecca said.

"Damned right we will," Elise said. "I'm
looking for to put a little of that Bent cowboy money in my
pocket."

"Bend," Tulie said and then laughed. Bent
cowboy.

Rebecca laughed too. "Well," she said through
her giggles, "Isn't that what they go to Bend for? To get
bent?"

Even Elise laughed at that. She took a second
long pull on the bottle, screwed on the top and stashed it back in
the bag. "What time is it?"

Tulie looked at her watch. "Seven-forty."

"No problem. We'll just drive slower, that's
all. The action doesn't start there until ten or so anyway." She
turned the key. Nothing happened.

"Oh no," Rebecca said.

Elise turned off the radio, the heater,
checked to make sure the lights were off, then she tried it again.
No answer. She pumped the accelerator and tried again. Nothing.

"The oil light is on," Rebecca said. "Maybe
it needs oil."

"Shut up," Elise said. She pumped the gas
like crazy and turned the key again. Nothing.

"Maybe there's a phone somewhere," Rebecca
offered.

"Yeah, we'll all look real cute after
tramping around in the woods in these high heels for an hour
looking for a telephone. Looking frozen and frazzled isn't going to
make us any money."

"Money?" Tulie asked. That was the second
time Elise had mentioned money.

"Yeah, money." Elise was getting an
attitude.

"You're kidding, right, Elise?" Rebecca
asked.

Tulie was lost.

"Kidding? Do I look like I'm kidding? No, I'm
not kidding," Elise said. "Of course I'm not kidding."

"I don't understand. . ." Tulie said.

"Elise mentioned making a lot of money in
this cowboy bar," Rebecca said, her voice low. "But I thought she
was just kidding, you know, just. . . kidding."

Tulie hoped she didn't understand. "Make
money? How?"

Elise turned and fixed Tulie with a cold
look. "Turning tricks," she said. "How else?"

"You're going to this bar to hook?"
Tulie was flabbergasted.

"Beats waiting tables at the pizza
place."

"You weren't in on this, were you?" Tulie
looked over the seat back at little Rebecca.

"No, of course not," she said.

"You're an idiot," Tulie said to Elise.

"Hey," Elise said. "Don't be calling me
names."

"You are," Tulie said. "You're going to get
into trouble and it won't be long before Rebecca follows you into
something bad. You'll probably get Rebecca here infected with AIDS
and both of you are going to die ugly deaths. Either that or get
beat up or killed or something. Turning tricks is stupid. You're
stupid. You're stupid." She grabbed her purse. "God, I can't
believe I came along."

"Me neither," Elise said. "I thought you'd be
hanging with your girlfriends."

Tulie looked at Elise, barely able to see the
outline of her face in the mountain darkness. "What is that
supposed to mean?"

"You know."

"Tell me."

"You're a dyke," Elise spat. "A
lesbian. A bull. I don't know why you want to hang with us at all,
unless you're trying to seduce Rebecca."

Tulie's face flooded with hot blood. She
punched the door open with her shoulder and caught a glimpse of
Rebecca's wounded face when the interior lights went on.

The gravel felt frozen as it crunched
underneath her boot.

"Wait, Tulie," Rebecca said. "Where are you
going?"

"We passed a park entrance a ways back.
There's probably a phone there," Tulie said, slammed the door and
began to walk.

A moment later she heard the ignition click a
few more times, a muffled curse, then the car door open, close, and
quick high-heeled footsteps as the other two hurried to catch up to
her.


Chapter 3

"Anybody know any ghost stories?" Niles
asked, then tittered.

"How old are you?" the Songster asked.

Niles didn't think that question needed an
answer.

"Jeez, Niles, I don't know how old you are,
either. You know we've lived together for what, six, eight months,
and we've never known that about each other?" Buck was dumbfounded
by the revelation.

"Don't know much at all," Niles said. "I'm
thirty-seven."

"Forty," Buck said. "You guys got
family?"

"Not me," Niles said.

The Songster was silent.

"I got a sister," Buck said. "She lives in
Chicago. Has two boys, but me and her husband don't get along
a-tall."

"Say," Niles said, leaning up and putting his
elbows on the back of the front seat. "Why do we all call you the
Songster?"

"Don't know," the Songster said.

"Well, who started it?"

"That's how Bill introduced us, remember,
Songster?" Buck said.

Songster nodded.

"Why, do you sing?" Niles asked.

"No." The Songster's voice was flat. Buck
could tell that this was a line of questioning the Songster didn't
want pursued.

"Who's Bill?" Niles asked.

"A guy on the paint crew," Buck said. "You
know. Bill."

"How long you guys been painting?" Niles was
on a roll.

"This is my first painting job," Buck said,
happy to have the spotlight off of the Songster. "We've all been
there about the same, what is it now, about eight months?"

"You were there first," Niles said. "Then me,
then Songster came after I was there about three months
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