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      I know that I hung


      On the windswept tree


      For nine whole nights,


      Pierced by the spear


      And given to Odin—


      Myself given to myself


      On that tree


      Whose roots


      No one knows.


      
        
      


      They gave me not bread


      Nor drink from the horn;


      Into the depths I peered,


      I grasped the runes,


      Screaming I grasped them,


      And then fell back.


      
        
      


      —From the Havamâl, ninth-century compilation of Icelandic poetry


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      PROLOGUE


      
        
      


      Monday, November 25, 1940


      
        
      


      He’d found the stone three days ago, and instinctively he knew that things would never be quite the same again.


      Joshua Crighton was a historian, or at the age of twenty-two was at least trying to be, but he was certainly no archaeologist. Even so, it didn’t take a Ph.D. to know that he’d stumbled across something very peculiar.


      He was halfway through researching his Master’s thesis, a paper entitled Bloody Williamson: A Case Study in American Violence. He’d interviewed coal miners, judges, labor leaders, lawmen, bootleggers, gangsters, Klansmen … nearly every manner of individual who’d had a hand in making the Southern Illinois Williamson County one of the most violent spots in America during the first third of the century.


      And yet for three days nothing else had captured his attention and imagination like that stone.


      Joshua was spending the semester with his sister-in-law Doris and his two nieces. Doris had been widowed since last spring when his brother had put down one too many whiskeys, they’d guessed, and had steered his car into a lamp pole. For once, Joshua had mourned the fact that he himself had been the only one to inherit much common sense from levelheaded parents. As well, the past seven years, the duration of his brother Martin’s marriage to Doris, had seen far too little contact between him and Joshua. They’d been doing well to get together once a year, usually at Christmas. Once he was out of school, Joshua had thought, then they could start rebuilding those bridges.


      Now it looked as if they’d both run out of time. Were any regrets worse than opportunities lost forever?


      Martin had died in March. The kids seemed to handle it best, as kids often do. They were ever adaptable, but they weren’t quite old enough to comprehend just how final forever was. In a way, Joshua envied them that.


      He and Doris had spent a lot of time consoling one another back in March, and the following months had seen her overcome most of the grief … but not the loneliness that had enveloped the house like a shroud. When her invitation came to join them for a while, to live closer to the region he was studying, he didn’t think twice. He’d felt genuinely welcomed from the very outset, part of things, part of this family.


      He’d never truly considered Doris a sister until now. The benefits ran a two-way street. She seemed grateful for a sympathetic pair of adult ears, and he, in a sense, felt as if he were posthumously making up for lost time with Martin. Better late than never.


      They lived seven miles north of the nearest town, a quiet little burg named Mt. Vernon, a far cry from the urban bustle he was used to in St. Louis. Mt. Vernon was over thirty miles from the Williamson County Line, so Joshua put in a lot of commuting time. The house itself was a rental, certainly cheap enough, with the nearest neighbor better than a half-mile distant. Martin had once told him that the owner was a carpenter who’d wanted to build several houses out here for his large family, but had suffered a stroke just after completing the first one. He’d rent it out for a pittance rather than sell it, the stubborn old bastard.


      For an office, Joshua was relegated to a small desk in the attic, a crude and unfinished room with scarcely enough space to stand upright without smacking his skull. The attic wasn’t wired for electricity, and so he worked at night by the light of a kerosene lantern. Hell on the eyes at times, but it managed to cast a warm homey glow over the room.


      On the third night after finding the stone, Joshua scraped his chair across the wooden floor, away from the desk. His muscles painfully unknotted as he stood.


      Five hours, no breaks. And what have I accomplished? Not a thing. He moved over to a window that looked out over the sharply sloping roof and beyond. A steady, chilly rain pelted away outside.


      Beyond…


      Toward the grove of trees the house was built into, a miniature forest that seemed to blot out every bit of light during the day to create a perpetual gloom. The grove gave his nieces endless diversions: One day it was an enchanted forest, replete with dragons and fairies and charming princes who were bound to show up sooner or later. The next day it would be chock-full of Injuns on the warpath, and the day after it became darkest Africa, lions and tigers behind every tree. Sarah and Maggie were five and six; give them a setting and their imaginations took over from there.


      Yet for some reason, and he knew this was totally unfounded, Joshua didn’t like that grove. As he stood watching it from the attic window, it felt as if they were two adversaries in an undeclared war. He could easily make out the largest tree on the far side of the grove, gleaming wetly black in the flashes of lightning, a monolithic beast spreading wide an infinity of arms, watching back. No matter what side you approached that tree from, it always seemed to be leaning toward you. What secrets was it hiding … guarding?


      He remembered how early last week the girls had come to him, bundled into sweaters and caps, excitement ablaze in their eyes.


      “And just what do you two want?” Joshua had deadpanned.


      “We need you to help us outside,” Sarah said.


      “Just what is so big you can’t do it by yourselves?”


      “We’re gonna dig a hole to China!” Maggie cried, jumping up and down and rattling Doris’s crystalware in the hutch.


      At first he was against the idea, he had work to do, but a persistent litany of please please please wore him down. Doris was off at work at the telephone company and wasn’t around to veto the mission, and since all work and no play made Josh a dull boy, off they went. Joshua grabbed a shovel outside and the girls brandished old tablespoons from the pantry. Sarah and Maggie chose a small oblong hillock within the grove as their digging site, cheering as Joshua mounted it and broke ground. Once he’d taken the firewood axe and hacked through some tree roots, they were well on their way.


      They would tire of the game soon. Sure.


      And so he thought each afternoon following their noisy departure from the school bus, when all thesis work came to a grinding halt and he slogged back to the ever-widening hole and didn’t have the heart to throw in the towel as the girls grinned at him while loosening dirt along the sides by scraping it with the tablespoons. Finally, on Friday, at a depth of better than four feet, Joshua’s shovel chinked against solid rock. A tense hush fell over the girls. Joshua scraped away loose dirt and found the object to be a broad, flat stone.


      Maggie leapt into the hole next to him, stamped her foot a couple times, then looked up at him with a triumphant grin. “We’re heeere!”


      Whooping, they ran off to celebrate, while Joshua sweated out another forty-five minutes to yank the stone free of the clay it was mired in. He stared at it, intrigued. Even through the mud and clay, he could see that it was almost perfectly rectangular, too much so to be by chance. About a foot wide, maybe eighteen inches long, four inches thick. He hauled it behind the house and cleared away the mud.


      Slowly, teasingly, the shapes carved into one side took on definite form. He saw an unmistakable organization to them; they circled the outer edge of the side like the whitewall of a tire. It looked like a primitive alphabet of some kind … crude sticklike figures, simple geometric shapes. It pained him to think he might’ve blundered onto the remnants of some long-dead culture and wrecked something already. He knew a couple of professors from Washington University in St. Louis who would no doubt be interested in coming over for a look, but he doubted it would end there. And the last thing he needed was an entourage turning their secluded home into an archaeological dig and playing havoc with the peaceful course life had been taking lately. Maybe he could find something on his own if he went slower, more carefully.


      It didn’t take long for Sarah and Maggie to realize they’d yet to see a real Chinaman, but after Saturday, Sarah wasn’t too crazy about going back into the grove at all. No amount of reason would dissuade her from the idea that she’d seen a big, smelly bear. Just as well. Joshua didn’t want them interfering at this point.


      Yesterday, Sunday, he’d found traces of rotten wood, spongy and crumbling away to soft splinters. Today there turned up a solid white substance, firmer than the wood, though still fragile. Bone? He couldn’t tell. But mixed in were three small chips that looked like nothing quite so much as human teeth...


      …and Joshua stared out at the rain-slick trees. A nightbreeze stirred the grove, and the trees swayed gently to its caress.


      A faint cry from downstairs. He cocked his head and listened.


      Probably Sarah. For the past couple nights, the bear from the grove had moved inside. She’d cry out as it crouched in her closet or corner, a beast that only a child could see. But … this hadn’t sounded quite like one of her bear cries.


      Something else struck him as peculiar. When Sarah’s bear made its nocturnal visits, her cries would soon be followed by the soothing sound of Doris’s voice, banishing the animal and lulling her to sleep. There had been none of that this time.


      Slowly, quietly, Joshua moved down the claustrophobic stairway into the hall just off the living room. Except for Eric Sevareid’s voice on the radio, the house was silent. The air down here was still warm and pleasant with the aroma of tonight’s pot roast.


      You threw it all away, didn’t you Martin?


      “Doris?”


      The steady patter of rain, the distant rolling of thunder…


      “Doris?”


      …and his own footsteps, suddenly unnaturally loud in a house that was rarely still.


      Joshua noticed that the girls’ door was closed. Odd. They always preferred it open a crack so a little light could seep in while they fell asleep. He took a step toward the door, then another.


      The thing that came charging out of the darkness of the other bedroom couldn’t have been Doris. It wore her clothes, it wore her face, but a moment later he saw that it couldn’t wear her eyes. A feral gleam shone deep within. Wet blond hair flew in disarray as she swung something forward out of the shadows. The blade of the firewood axe chunked deeply into the wall, shearing through wallpaper and showering plaster dust to the floor. She yanked it back out with frightening ease.


      Joshua staggered a step backward, abandoned by thought and voice alike. He could only gesture wildly, pleadingly. When her second swing grazed the back of his hand and drew blood, he jerked his hands back and made for the nearest exit … and found himself spiraling up into the attic once again.


      Doris lunged after him, the axe caving in a stair a second after his foot had left it. He no longer had to face those eyes, but he couldn’t shut out that voice — thick, angry, barely coherent. Angry? Furious. The voice was worse by far.


      Joshua slammed the attic door shut and threw the skinny deadbolt home. It latched with a false sense of security, allowing him only a breath or two to calm himself before she began battering away at the other side. He watched as the blade chewed larger and larger chunks from the door, hearing them peel away each time the blade was retracted for another swing.


      He backed away in search of a weapon. Boxes of junk towered to the low ceiling, festooned with cobwebs. There were odd relics of furniture and playthings the girls had outgrown or broken, a group of Martin’s belongings that had taken up too much room downstairs but which Doris had been so far unwilling to get rid of.


      The axe head was coming all the way through now.


      Joshua grabbed a box and upended it, spilling headless dolls and incomplete puzzles to the floor. He scooped papers and notes from his desk with a single bulldozing sweep of his arm, dumping them into the box. Crimping the top shut to protect against the rain, he moved over to the window and shoved it open, a gust of wind blowing in a sheet of rain. The storm outside had gained momentum. It was now a rain that drenched you to your skin, with its sights set on your bones.


      He kicked one leg out over the windowsill, foot scrabbling for a hold on the slick roof. He swung his other leg out, ducked the window, and crouched on the roof as raindrops needled his face and eyes. The attic door cleaved in two with a splintering sound, a thunder all its own to herald her arrival. Doris whirled one way, then another, face twisting from a blank slate into a mask of thwarted rage. She brought the axe slashing down onto the now empty desktop. No, not empty … and the axe head struck the kerosene lantern. It toppled from the desk, disappearing to the floor and then bursting into a sudden rush of flame. Doris went up a moment later, her housedress a caul of climbing fire. Her screams became frenzied, her movements a jittering marionette dance. Joshua turned away, unable to watch anymore. He worked his way to the corner of the roof, one hand clawing for a hold on the shingles while his other arm hugged the box. He eased over the roof’s edge. One leg hung over, then both … then he was dangling from the waist below, then from his chest.


      The downspout and gutter parted with a popping of metal. He hung on to the gutter as it swung an arc to the ground. Water gushed from the downspout over his head and shoulders, and wet leaves clung like cold leeches. Hitting the ground with a squishy thud, he bowled over backward while the gutter splattered into the mud at the foundation. Joshua picked himself up and ran to the front door as firelight flickered out over the surrounding trees.


      The front door was rarely locked; Joshua flung it open and dropped his box inside the entry hall. He pushed open the girls’ door, hoping against his gut feelings that he might find them frightened and cowering, but alive.


      He froze in the doorway, all hopes washed away with the downpour. Had there been blood, he might have been less surprised.


      Instead, what she’d done to them seemed even worse.


      Overhead, the fire raged, and he thought Doris might still be wailing. He blocked it from his mind, realizing that tears were streaming down his cheeks. He’d liked the feeling of young lives depending on him, looking up to him. And with them gone, snuffed out like a pair of matches, he wondered if he’d ever want to risk losing another family, one he’d begun for his very own. He thought he wept for that as much as he did for their deaths. It struck him as being selfish, and he wept even harder.


      Joshua stumbled out to his car. The box was nearly falling apart by now, and he cast it into the passenger seat.


      Just one more thing.


      His feet slipping in wet grass and leaves, he ran around to the rear of the house. Flames lapped out around the upstairs windows, and it wouldn’t be long before the entire house was gutted.


      The strange stone lay waiting for him on a weathered workbench. For whatever reasons, he was sure it held the key to understanding what had happened. He’d sooner leave the box of notes behind than this rock.


      Straining, grunting, he wrapped his arms around the stone and lurched a drunken wobble back to his car. He let the stone thud into the rear floorboard, where it sat wet and dark and dripping, and then he sagged against the car in exhaustion. His clothes clung to his body like a second skin, and he felt chilled to the bone. Even if there had been anything else in the house worth saving, he doubted he had the strength to go after it.


      Joshua wiped rain from his eyes, gazing toward the blazing house. Behind him, the trees watched with indifference. Rain fell among them, and they murmured softly, one to another, in whispered communion. Shielded from sight, the hole the girls had so innocently dug called to him with a voice made faint by time … but a voice growing stronger.


      Then, with his tears falling as freely as the rain, Joshua climbed behind the wheel and drove away as the fire consumed the house.


      His home.
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      It didn’t seem too much to ask for — all we wanted was someplace to call our own. Someplace we could lay claim to during our last summer of innocence. Because once summer was over, no matter how hard we tried, things would never be quite the same again. I felt it as surely as you can feel a summer storm on the way.


      It was graduation night, early June. Fifteen minutes earlier, Phil and Rick and I had shucked our robes, whose billowing gray sleeves had made us look like enormous sick birds, and we headed for the open road with a case of beer. There were a bunch of parties scattered throughout town, classmates ready to kick off the rest of their lives with a hangover to remember the occasion by, and maybe we’d hit one or two later on. But for now it seemed appropriate to get off by ourselves. Maybe figure out where we were headed for the next fifty or sixty years.


      “Where to?” Phil asked. He was our driver, the eternal chauffeur whose limo was a 1970 Plymouth Duster. Even though the finish was a putrid green mottled with blue-gray patches of Bondo, even though tattered foam rubber crept out of the seats’ seams like limp fingers, even though a day of baking in the summer sun left the interior smelling like an old Big Mac box … we loved it just the same. It was our shrine, a magic vehicle that could spirit us from the Real World into one of our own creation, where we had a little more control over things and a better grasp of who and what we were. “Anyplace special you want to go?”


      “Just keep driving,” I said from the passenger seat. “I’ll find someplace for us.”


      “Chris Anderson, trailblazer,” Rick said from the back seat. He was this night’s Keeper of the Beer. “Remember what happened when you tried this last winter? You put us into a snowbank.”


      “Trust me.” I grinned back at him and winked. “I feel lucky tonight.”


      Rick rolled his eyes in mock despair and turned back to his guitar, a Martin twelve-string. He was better than merely good on it; I thought him genuinely great, and it was what had earned him his nickname from us: Twang. He picked along with the song coming over the rear-deck speakers, but I could barely hear him. Phil liked his music LOUD. Still, those Craig Power-Plays came in handy whenever we got stuck with some clown we weren’t too fond of. We simply exiled him to the back seat and drowned him out with Van Halen.


      Phil laughed as I held an unopened can of Coors before me like a divining rod. We’d been driving on Route 37 and were almost six miles north of town. Almost time to leave the beaten path.


      “Here?” Phil said. A country road intersection was coming up, marked with a green reflective sign. The Coors hadn’t flickered. “No, not yet.”


      We rolled on another mile or so, until I extended the can toward my left, bumping Phil’s arm. “It feels something coming up,” I said. “Steady, big fella, steady…”


      Another intersection shone in the headlights, and as we drew near we saw the sign read 1250N. I couldn’t recall having traveled it before, but then habit usually took us east and west out of town, instead of north. How sad. Behavioral ruts at seventeen. Go for it.


      “Turn left! Left!” I cried. “This is it! Go west, young man!”


      Phil cut left, slinging gravel and fishtailing the car. Rick rolled from one side to the other and his guitar rang with a clamorous discord. Phil had barely straightened out the car when a large weathered sign loomed up on the left side of the road. Pleasant Hills, it read in bold earthtones. Choice Lots Now Available! Three Stocked Lakes. Coming Soon — Tennis Courts. At the bottom it listed the realtors you could call if you were interested. From the length of time that sign looked to have been standing there, I didn’t think the phones had been ringing off the hooks.


      “One more time!” I yelled to Phil. The can wavered madly in my hands, and I started emitting high-pitched beeping sounds.


      “You got it, Bwana.” Phil screeched onto an even narrower road leading back south. We quieted down to watch what was coming up.


      The Duster rolled on, and eventually the road took a right curve. So far it was open land, maybe an occasional tree. No houses. We hit a T intersection, and up ahead we could see a lot more trees and moonlight glimmering on water.


      Phil cocked an eyebrow. “Left or right?”


      “Go right.”


      Two left curves took us down a little incline to an asphalt cul-de-sac by a pond. Phil parked, and we got out to stretch.


      “What’d I tell you?” I said with no small amount of pride.


      Twang gave me a bit of applause. “Well done. Must be that Norwegian explorer blood in you.”


      A modern-day Leif Eriksson, that was me. “I hereby claim this land in the name of the State of Intoxication!” I christened it with a fresh beer and took in the night. Awfully mild for June in Southern Illinois. Lower sixties, like a foretaste of fall. And there wasn’t much I liked better than drinking beer under an autumn night sky with my two best friends.


      From what we could see, Pleasant Hills alternated between grassy open space and woodland. From where we’d stopped on the asphalt, a large grove of trees sat maybe thirty yards ahead of us. Overhead, the sky stretched vast and open, showing us a depth of stars as they could never be seen in town.


      “What is this place?” Rick asked, wandering around with his guitar slung over one shoulder. The guitar looked nearly as big as he was. Rick’s credo was that good things come in small packages.


      Phil took a thoughtful sip of beer. “Seems like I remember reading about this a few years ago in the paper. I’d forgotten all about it. It’s some kind of housing subdivision that didn’t go over. They got the road down, but that’s about it.”


      Rick surveyed the land with a critic’s eye. “Chalk up one triumph for Mother Nature.”


      “Nature had nothing to do with it,” Phil said. “Just nobody wanted to build a house out in the middle of nowhere.”


      “Oh, come on. You used to have an imagination. Suppose this is one spot in the world that couldn’t be civilized.”


      Phil rolled his eyes. “Couldn’t be civilized, hell. What do you think we’re parked on? Asphalt doesn’t grow wild, you know.”


      “Yeah, yeah. But they couldn’t take it any farther.” Rick motioned toward the trees before us, the pond on our right. “It’s like the ground and the trees rejected everything else. They let ‘em lay down the road so we could get here, then wouldn’t have anything more. Don’t you see? A little oasis just for us.”


      Phil shook his head and smiled at me. “Listen to Joyce Kilmer here.”


      “And then it waited and sent out vibes to Chris so we could find it.” Rick looked immensely pleased with his theory.


      Phil hopped onto his hood, stretching out his impossibly long legs as he continued to taunt Rick. Twang defended his theory with a passion, and I wandered away, toward the grove. An arbitrary choice.


      As I drew nearer, I could make out individual trees within the grove. The largest one stood near the front, a big oak at least four or five feet thick at the base. It towered overhead, dozens of limbs branching off like powerful arms.


      Vibes, Rick had said. Suddenly that didn’t seem so outlandish.


      Standing before the tree, I had an eerie, creeping rush of what most people would call déjà vu. But that wasn’t quite it. I’d never been here, I knew it, and I didn’t feel like I had. But something sparked deep inside me. Almost as if … the place knew me.


      Welcome, it seemed to be saying. I’ve been waiting a long, long time.


      I stood rooted to the spot, gazing up at that tree, a tree that seemed to rule over the others. And I felt as if something long forgotten were trying to fight its way back up the stream of memory, and the journey was none too easy. Another moment passed and I didn’t even feel as though I were in the twentieth century anymore. The atmosphere seemed younger, more primitive…


      “Chris! Hey, Chris!” Phil calling. “Get your ass back here and be sociable. Pretend you like us or something.”


      And with that, the spell was broken.


      I shook my head and walked back to the car, where Phil and Rick appeared to have settled their differences.


      “We decided that the name Pleasant Hills sucks,” Phil said. “It needs a new name.”


      “I say call it Tri-Lakes,” Rick said. “Three lakes, get it?”


      I nodded, still preoccupied with what I’d been feeling a minute before, as the place had worked its own brand of magic on me.


      “Tri-Lakes,” I mused. “Catchy name.”


      Someplace to call our own. We’d found it, all right. Or maybe it was the other way around.


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 2


      
        
      


      Phil Markley and Rick Woodward and I happened across each other in seventh grade. We each lived in separate parts of town and so we’d gone to different grade schools, but our hometown of Mt. Vernon had only one junior high. Pure chance brought us together; we sat in the same back corner of homeroom. I remember that first day, how I walked in and took a seat next to them because they looked the least intimidating. Phil was curly-haired and so tall he looked awkward even when sitting down, and he was the only kid in school whose shoe size exceeded his age. Rick was this short, scrawny little guy that I knew would get picked on a lot if he didn’t make his mark fast.


      Phil and Rick and I turned to each other for support and courage against our teacher, a behemoth named Mavis Veach. With Alley Oop arms, a face only slightly more attractive than a bulldog’s, and a neverending supply of floral print dresses, Mavis Veach had been a widow for more than thirty-five years. Rumor had it that her husband had been crushed by a tank in World War II. Rumor also had it that the tank’s name was Mavis. And, quite simply, she scared the piss out of us. Learning through intimidation.


      As seventh grade rolled on, we started hanging out together outside of class as well as in. When it looked like a job transfer for Rick’s dad meant they’d be moving to Virginia, the three of us formulated plans to run away together. Florida would be nice, we reasoned. It never got cold there, and we could live on the beach near a hot dog stand. Luckily, Rick’s dad quit his engineering job and took a teaching position at the junior college nearby. I don’t think I realized how close I’d grown to them until I felt that flood of joy at knowing I wouldn’t have to run away after all — which I never knew if we really would have attempted — leaving behind my parents and little brother, Aaron. It was relief at knowing we could still be normal kids. Together.


      Things did get a little rocky between us in eighth grade. That year Rick took a mistress: the guitar. And a mistress can wedge her seductive way between even the closest of friends.


      Rick had gotten the bug to learn how to play late in seventh grade, and by the time his next birthday came around in September, his folks knew it was more than a passing whim. So they bought him a Yamaha acoustic, a decent guitar to learn on.


      And Rick went at it like a boy possessed. He took lessons from a music teacher at the college where his father taught, and most of his spare time was devoted to practice. He started getting into music theory, and collecting bizarre, eclectic music by bands we’d never heard of.


      All of which did little to further his friendship with normal, no-talent buffoons like Phil and me. There was no common ground to identify with this strange new passion. And we hated the way he’d walk around sucking the fingertips of his left hand, painfully tender since his calluses hadn’t formed yet. Phil and I about wrote him off for good, since we weren’t as important as this hunk of polished wood with six strings, and we suspected that at times he made his parents out to be a lot stricter than they actually were, just so he could have an excuse to stay inside and practice.


      But then our attitude did an abrupt about-face when Rick made his performing debut.


      Each May, our junior high held a talent show. It got us out of class for an hour and was good for a few laughs, some of which were even intentional. Rick was lucky enough to be scheduled last. After an hour of mediocre dance numbers, a horrid violin duet, and not one, but two guys who recited Steve Martin routines, his act could look incredible by comparison alone. Rick walked onstage, nearly dwarfed by his full-size guitar, gave his audience a queasy smile, and blew everybody away with a quick neoclassical solo called “Mood For A Day,” which he’d figured out from one of his old Yes albums. Rick got a standing ovation, and rumor had it that even Mavis Veach smiled.


      Phil and I forgave Rick then and there for any times we may have felt slighted by him. Phil nicknamed him Twang and we were all bosom buddies again. I wish I could say that we forgave him because we realized the degree of commitment it took to harness that much talent. That was part of it, but I’m sure just as much was pure selfishness. We wanted to cash in on as much secondhand glory as we could.


      He added a couple more guitars while we were in high school. A Les Paul electric came along at the end of our freshman year, and a year later he picked up a Martin twelve-string in St. Louis. Rick loved that guitar, treating it like a priceless heirloom. He’d usually insist on bringing it along when we went cruising. But that was okay. By then we knew it could be no other way.


      Besides, I loved to watch him play. Even when Rick was playing hot enough to scorch the hide off a rhino, he rarely grimaced like your typical guitar hero. He always grinned his shy, crooked smile. And I knew that Rick was one of the luckiest souls on earth. Even if his guitar playing never made him a dime, he was still way ahead of the rest of us. Because it seemed that so few people have been gifted with something they love so passionately.


      While Rick’s guitar playing had won him lots of friends, and I would do most anything on a dare without caring who thought what, Phil, on the other hand, had little to say to anyone he wasn’t already close to. He’d been told time and again that he had a lousy attitude, that he should be more outgoing, all the stock phrases adults use to show you the error of your ways. But he was happy with who he was.


      One incident sticks out in my mind as best capturing Phil. It was the time Phil rid us of the dreaded Chuck Horton, a guy who had adopted us as friends when we were juniors. And when we were still insecure enough about ourselves to accept him partly out of pity, partly because we hadn’t really gotten to know him, and partly because next to him, we looked even better. Everyone knows a Chuck Horton at some time in life … the perennial loser with no real friends, and the best he can say is that a few people will tolerate him for a while on a good day.


      Chuck was fat, no two ways about it. His face was flabby, too. It looked as if someone had sculpted it from dough, then given it a good smack with his fist. Everyone called him Hurdles because of an incident in junior high on intermural track-and-field day. He’d insisted on running the 220 hurdles event, and nothing could change his mind. The gun went off, and Chuck managed to bowl over his first three hurdles and go tumbling after each spill. He would’ve plowed through a fourth if the race hadn’t ended. From then on, Chuck was doomed to be known as Hurdles. Hurdles Horton.


      Yet that’s not enough to inspire hatred. Pity? Yes. Revulsion? Maybe. We hated him because he was an obnoxious asshole. On our weekend jaunts, he spilled beer and Doritos on himself and us. He laughed too loudly. He told stupid jokes, which made him laugh louder still. And it’s impossible to pick up girls when you’re hauling around this greasy-haired, raving amoeboid in your back seat, bellowing to be heard over the tape player. Short of outright murder, what could we do? Guys like Hurdles make a career of not fazing easily.


      Well, Phil came up with an idea.


      We coaxed Hurdles out one weeknight in the spring, after he’d had a late band practice — he played tuba, of course — and hadn’t eaten supper. We snared a case of Coors and got Hurdles tossing them down as fast as he could. Eight beers later, he uttered one last mighty groan and cashed in his chips in the back seat of the Duster. Phil stopped on a country road and we clustered around Hurdles like a team of surgeons. We rolled him onto his ample belly. Tugged his pants down. Held our breath.


      “Look at that!” Rick cried. “He’s got zits down there, too!”


      I snickered. “Anybody for connect-the-dots?”


      Phil backhanded me across the shoulder. “Let’s do it before he wakes up. If he catches us now, he’ll think we’re a bunch of queers.”


      We nodded solemnly, for that was a fate no red-blooded heterosexual young man wanted. And so with as much speed as feasible, we proceeded to paint Hurdles’s ass blue with ink I’d borrowed from my dad’s architectural supplies when I’d visited him at work that day. After the ink dried, we sealed him back up and drove on, and Hurdles revived a bit later, complaining of a sore belly but otherwise none the wiser.


      Of course the moment of discovery had to be public, and Phil had considered this, too. The next morning, all four of us had PE for our first class. We showed up nursing vile hangovers, but sure that the pain was a small price to pay. After class, when we returned to the locker room and stripped for our showers, a naked Hurdles Horton walked toward the showers. To do him credit, Hurdles carried his bulk gracefully, but this time he left three dozen guys doubled over in laughter in his wake. Mystified, he worked his way over to a steamy full-length mirror and performed a clumsy pirouette, and when he saw the problem, his face turned a bright red and he started to quiver all over. Coach Friedman walked in then, took a long look at Hurdles and his electric-blue ass, shook his head sadly, and said, “Chuck … I warn you boys and give you these lectures on VD and it still doesn’t do a bit of good.”


      Laughter erupted harder than ever. Hurdles threw an accusing glare at us, pointed a shaking finger, and burbled a few words no one could understand. Then he ran to his locker, gathered his clothes and as much composure as he could, and fled the locker room, his shower forgotten. Much to the dismay of his next class, I’m sure.


      Most of the guys were late for their second-hour classes, and for those who needed it, Coach Friedman wrote them late passes. After all, it’s hard to be hysterical and get dressed at the same time. I thought Rick and I would never get out of there. But Phil watched the whole scenario with a detached little smile on his face, as if it had come from a movie he’d already seen a dozen times. But if you looked close enough, you could see that it was surely his finest hour.


      We had some grand times together, Phil and Rick and I. And as I look back on those days, one fact can’t change: However close the three of us may have grown, our friendship that began in Mavis Veach’s classroom was born out of fear.


      That’s somehow appropriate. Because that’s the way it started to fall apart.


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 3


      
        
      


      I always loved Sundays at home. It seemed that Sundays were about the only chance we had to spend much time together, as a family. And as uncool as it may have been for a guy my age to admit it, I was really close to my family — Mom, Dad, my brother, Aaron, two years younger.


      The Sunday of graduation weekend was quiet and rainy, the kind of afternoon that yields up warm and pleasant memories that you can look back on, and wonder where those days went. Late that afternoon, I found Aaron staring out his bedroom window at the rain.


      “Hey,” I said from his doorway. “You alive?”


      He didn’t move. He just said, very quietly, “Pissed on again.”


      I went in and plopped down on his bed. “How’s that?”


      “We were gonna go to the lake today. Me and Mitch and Bobby.” Lightning flickered outside; thunder rolled; rain spattered the window.


      “Not Hurdles?”


      Aaron snorted laughter. “Hurdles at the beach? Gag.”


      Hurdles wasn’t their friend any more than he was ours. But they needed him. Hurdles could get served, because he looked more or less old enough. Aaron and his friends used to ask me to pick up their stuff, because I had a fake ID and always came through, but I never felt good about it. I worried, too much the big brother. And so I started making myself scarce when I knew they were going out. Eventually they turned to Hurdles. He was always looking for somebody to go out with. The Hurdles of the world usually are.


      I leaned back on Aaron’s bed and gazed up at the poster on the ceiling, Vanna White in a two-piece.


      More posters adorned the walls, mostly rock bands and starlets whose names are forgotten after their year or so in the limelight. Does anybody care about Pia Zadora now?


      “What did you do Friday after graduation?” Aaron asked.


      I shrugged. “Nothing much. Late that night, Phil and Rick and I went to a party. I got some good-luck kisses from a few girls there.”


      Aaron grinned appreciatively. “Valerie wasn’t around?”


      “She gave me the night off.”


      “The best of both worlds, huh?”


      “Yeah. First we just went cruising. Found a good spot to go to this summer, really secluded. Some housing subdivision that bombed, Phil says. We named it Tri-Lakes.”


      “Where is it?”


      “About seven miles north of town, off Route 37. I’ll take you there sometime.”


      Aaron nodded, then turned to look out the window again, tugging at his fingers, his eyes set in silent complaint about the weather. I leaned back against his headboard, linking my hands behind my head.


      “It’s not like you don’t have the whole summer ahead of you.”


      Aaron nodded glumly. “Yeah. But this year they’re making me get a job. I wish they’d never brought the whole mess up.”


      I made balls out of a stray pair of socks, lobbed them across the room. “You just got your license. You want to drive, don’t you?”


      “Sure.”


      “So what do you expect to drive on if you don’t earn some gas bucks? Can’t freeload off the parental units forever, you know.”


      He nodded halfheartedly. “Allow me my misery, okay?” He pointed out the window and grinned. “It’s all I have today.”


      “Have you applied anywhere yet?” I asked.


      He flashed me a sly look. “They think I put in an application at a couple of places. But I haven’t worked up nerve yet.”


      I pointed a finger. “How about putting one in at Chuck Wagon Steak House?” Chuck Wagon had given me my first summer job a couple years back. It wasn’t a bad job, but it burned me out on beef for a few months. “I bet you could get hired there easy. They’re always looking for fresh meat.”


      Aaron wrinkled his nose and left me alone in my burst of intentionally stupid laughter. So I started telling him stories of the days I’d passed there … how a few of us used to sneak boxed pecan pies out with the trash and divvy them up in the parking lot after work. Like how crazy the place got after closing when the manager decided to take off early. Like how much fun we had making coleslaw, doing a John Belushi samurai act with butcher knives and cabbage. It left Aaron smiling by his window, hopefully a bit less reluctant to sally forth and join the world of wage earners.


      For my part, I also had a summer job to start in the next few days. Phil and I had snagged positions with the county highway department, filling potholes and holding traffic signs when lanes were down for repairs. Four bucks an hour and all the dust we could eat.


      I headed downstairs, easing down the carpeted steps into the family room. As I had suspected, my parents were asleep. Sections of the Sunday paper lay scattered across the floor and on tabletops. Dad lay on his back on the floor, one arm on his stomach and the other stretched behind his head. Mom sat dozing in the recliner, head canted toward her left shoulder. Her eyes fluttered open and she smiled sleepily at me. I never could sneak up on her. She pointed to Dad and raised a shushing finger to her lips.


      “What time is it?” she whispered.


      “Almost four.”


      She frowned. “I suppose that means people are going to want to eat soon.”


      “We could get a pizza.”


      Mom pretended to muse it over, but I was sure she’d taken the bait. She was a fiend for Italian sausage. “Okay,” she said. “But you have to go pick it up.” She yawned. “What’s Aaron doing?”


      “Last I saw, moping out his window at the rain.”


      “He wanted to go to the lake today, didn’t he?”


      “Yeah. Doesn’t rain for three weeks, and now look at it. Sorta shot hell out of his plans.”


      Mom wrinkled her nose. “Don’t talk like that, Christopher. You know I don’t like it.”


      “Sorry, it just slipped out. Damned if it didn’t.” I laughed as she tried to hit me with another disapproving look. “Anyway, what’s the big deal? You have to hear lots worse at work.”


      “Oh, you. You’ve got an answer for everything, don’t you?” She shook her head as if I were the worst lost cause she’d ever seen.


      But it was an act; she’d seen far worse, time and time again. Work, as I’d called it, wasn’t a paying job. She handled calls on a crisis intervention hotline on a volunteer basis. Doctor Mom, as Aaron and I referred to her when she got too analytical with us, had a Ph.D. in psychology that had been gathering dust for the past eighteen years, ever since I showed up, followed by Aaron. She kept active in it through volunteer services, but she’d been threatening to get back into the game full-time. After all, Aaron and I were adults now, at least on a trial basis.


      There came a low rumble from the family room floor — Dad was waking up. He groaned, then stretched, and joints popped. Once on his feet, he looked at his watch. “Anybody in the mood for steaks?”


      “Too late,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder. “We’ve voted on pizza.”


      “Even better,” he said. “Anything but Italian sausage.” He grinned at Mom and she stuck her tongue out at him.


      Dad grabbed me from behind in a bear hug that cleared me off the floor. He’d kept a strong build over the years. We were the same height, five nine, but I was a lot slighter. I used to wonder if it bothered him that I never followed in his footsteps as far as high school athletics were concerned. He’d been a pretty big deal, especially in football. But I realized it didn’t matter to him that I’d gone another route. When I went out for Little League one summer, he hadn’t pushed me into it. And when it turned out that I couldn’t hit the side of a barn with a ball or a bat, and couldn’t catch much better, he didn’t seem ashamed. He just set me on his knee and told me that sports weren’t everybody’s cup of tea, and someday I’d find something that suited me better. And then he hugged me. A kid can never feel totally at ease when he loves his father, because he wants to make his dad proud, but it was great to have some of the pressure taken off like that.


      I kicked back with my heels until Dad let me down again, and while he and Mom debated various pizza toppings, I went to my room. Rainy-day boredom. I flipped through a book here, a magazine there, working my way to the right-angled shelves in a corner. I picked up a small ship-in-the-bottle display. It wasn’t your typical Cutty Sark, but a Viking longship. Dad had gotten it for me years back, after telling me we were of Scandinavian origin.


      I guess I’d started burning with curiosity about who we were at about the time Roots came along. Happily, my grandmother Iris, Dad’s mother, was a storehouse of information. She had married a third cousin, and a common ancestor to both Grandma and Grandpa had, sometime around the turn of the century, traced the family back for centuries. He knew all about how the family had come down into Illinois from Wisconsin, and before that how we’d lived in eastern Canada and Newfoundland. He’d traced us all the way back to Iceland and Norway, as the descendants of genuine, hot-blooded Vikings. It’s not as impossible as it sounds. Vikings were often fanatical about keeping records of genealogies.


      He’d even discovered the origins of our Anderson name, which was apparently different from all the other Andersons. Vikings, as I learned from my own reading into legend and lore, sometimes formed a surname based on their father’s first name. The son of Magnus, for example, would become Magnusson, and so on. Long, long ago, some man whose identity Grandma no longer remembered had had a father called Handorr, and thus the name Handorrsson was born. It stuck, for some unknown reason, and over the years became Anglicized into Anderson, now no different than the Anderson that originated as the son of Anders.


      Every now and then, when feeling especially proud of my heritage, I was tempted to revert it back to the original spelling. But easier said than done. The name Chris Anderson was probably logged into ten thousand computers across the land, and were I to suddenly become Chris Handorrsson, I would probably find that I no longer existed.


      No matter. The real pride was alive and well on the inside, where it counted. Knowing what I did gave me a sense of belonging, a sense of history, of being a continuation of history.


      I put the ship back and sat by the window, much as Aaron had been doing. Aaron … he and I were something of an enigma to the Anderson family. These things tend to crop up more easily when you have such extensive family records. While there had been plenty of Anderson sisters, we were the first brothers to come along as far back as anyone could recall. Given this, and that I’d come first, and that I had the characteristic blond Anderson hair while Aaron’s was brown, you have the basis for a lot of older sibling torment. I used to tease Aaron mercilessly about knowing where he really came from, and that if he pissed me off once too often, I could send him back to that other place forever.


      Ironic, then, that Aaron would probably amount to more in life than I would. My grades were by no means imbecile level, but his had always been better. And he could draw, too. Very well.


      I remember when he’d first arrived at high school. Despite the difference in our hair color, we looked quite a bit alike, and no doubt his teachers were worried at first. They probably expected a junior version of me. After all, I’d been the one suspected of flushing a cherry bomb down the john. I’d been the one to TP every last bathroom, male and female, in honor of Halloween. I’d been the one to tape a giant Penthouse poster to the auditorium’s movie screen before it was unrolled to show a drivers ed film to the entire sophomore class.


      But their fears proved needless. The model student, that was Aaron, the little yuppie-to-be. And it’s easy for me to picture all the teachers gathering in their smoke-clouded lounge, marveling at how he’d turned out so well, considering the influence he’d had from his older brother.


      He was his own person. It would take a lot more than me to turn Aaron bad.


      


      
        
      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 4


      
        
      


      The next couple of weeks passed quietly, the only event of note being that Phil and I started our jobs with the highway department. Our comrades in sweat were all real Americans: red necks, white T-shirts, and blue ribbon beer. But we got used to them quickly enough, because they really were a pretty nice bunch of guys, despite a certain crudeness. At first I feared they might resent Phil and me, college boys slumming for the summer. But most seemed to respect us for trying to make it beyond Mt. Vernon, and all of them jibed us endlessly about going after that college pussy.


      A couple of days early on, the foreman, a fellow everyone called White Trash Joe, let us sneak off early, so we could have some fun on our summer break. Our workday usually lasted until three o’clock, but he let us go around one, and said they’d cover for us if the need arose. Phil and I hoped they’d make this a habit.


      At the end of my first full week at work, I celebrated my eighteenth birthday. It really wasn’t until Saturday, but festivities began Friday night with Phil and Rick. Phil gave a solemn speech on how I was of legal adult age now, and if I screwed up, my ownass was on the line instead of Dad’s. Rick serenaded me, batting his eyes and flipping his long hair around while he strummed his guitar and sang Marilyn Monroe’s vamped-up version of “Happy Birthday.”


      But I’d saved the best for Saturday night.


      Her name was Valerie Waters, and she was the closest thing to a regular girlfriend I’d had in almost a year. We were still free to date others, and I know she had on a couple occasions. I hadn’t. No guts, I guess. No matter how much a guy has going for him, he still puts it all on the line when asking someone out for the first time.


      We started out by going to dinner at one of the nicer places in town. Italian villa decor, wicker decanters, romantic music whose source remained a mystery. She paid for everything. “No one should ever have to spend money on his birthday,” she said, getting no arguments from me. Next she treated me to a movie.


      Finally we were free from the constraints of dating protocol, and could get down to the business we thought paramount: discovering ourselves and each other, still taking our first clumsy, innocent steps down a road that alternately thrilled us and terrified us.


      I drove us north out of town in my Chevy Malibu. Made the turnoff at seven miles. Drove us back into that recently discovered secret world that so readily accepted us and sheltered us from the outside.


      “This is perfect out here,” she said, her voice a soft murmur. We stopped by the pond, and a cool evening breeze stirred through the open windows. “Let
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