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To all those who shared the woods with me, back then…
And, as always, to Denise, with whom I’ve shared far more.
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Now
 
The woods were still there, the murky shadows beneath the trees shimmering with their old magic, even now, years and decades later. The trees hold a terrible magic and a beautiful magic, both and together.
I saw the mass of leaf-topped crowns beyond the houses as I parked the car across the street from my old house, on what I still thought of as “Mark’s side” of the street and just a few houses down from where he’d lived. Even through the bug-smeared windshield, the vision of the trees beyond the houses frightened me, because I knew what it meant. I could hear the whispers in my head; I could see forms gathering unseen. They’d stayed with me even after I’d fled from them so long ago. The ghosts had haunted me ever since that time, and now I’d come back to confront them again.
Getting out of the car took more effort than I’d expected, but then everything took more effort lately. The bang of the closing car door was an explosion. I half-expected faces to crowd the windows of the houses, peering out to see what this intrusion might be, but I saw no one. I took a breath; I leaned against the car and stared at the woods I could glimpse between the houses.
I knew there was only a meager strip of green-clad hills bristling behind the manicured backyards of Cape Cods and ranches, a wooded buffer between this tract and the next suburb to the north, the remnant of an old forest that was now reduced to a patch maybe two miles wide and perhaps four long. Just down the street from where I’d parked, a small creek emerged timidly from a storm drain that allowed it to pass underneath North Crest Drive, then wandered through an oak-walled valley bordered by the backyards of subdivisions built anywhere from the mid-1950s to the early ’70s. The creek emptied finally into the larger Cooper Creek, which in its turn fed the Mill Creek at the long end of the woods. The Mill Creek wandered on through the industrial belt of the valley, walled and swathed and restricted to its concrete flood walls until the stream released its turgid waters into the Ohio River, a dozen miles away…
But that had been an impossible distance back when I’d roamed those woods: Mark and I never went exploring much past the confluence of Cooper Creek with the Mill Creek. Our woods stopped there, and thus so did our interest. Now, Cooper Creek’s main tributaries are the waste pipes of local small business and industries, but once upon a time not so long ago…
Then the water thrashing between rocks had been sparkling and alive, its source a deep, cold spring just beyond the subdivisions. Then, Cooper Creek—so named because for the longest part of its winding path it parallels the equally winding Cooper Road—was well populated with red-backed salamanders, crawdads, and tadpoles. Minnows glittered: silver sparks in the shallows of the rocky pools, while water striders skated serenely above, and if you were careful and quiet, you might even come upon a fox lapping at the water from the bank.
Of course, part of that may simply be memory embellished with the artificial glow of time. Truth is as elusive as a minnow darting under a rock. Perhaps, if you’ll permit a poor pun, I worship a false idyll.
As I turned away from my old house—a pale yellow now instead of the blue with white trim it had been when we’d sold it—a man came out from the smaller house next door that had once been Mr. Bell’s. He noticed me standing next to my car as he raised the lid on the mailbox on his porch. I lifted my hand; he returned the wave hesitantly with a fistful of bills, peering in my direction. I wondered if he would think about this stranger on the street and eventually call the police and mention our little interaction, and how long that response might take.
Long enough, I hoped.
I turned away from him and walked up the street toward Mark’s house, but I was looking more at what was behind the houses.
You see, these were our woods. Not literally, of course—I don’t know who actually owned the land; certainly not my parents, with their well-mowed, 40 x 120 miniature fenced kingdom. It was a rare day back then when I wasn’t in those woods: after school, weekends, or all day long during the glorious summer vacations. My sneakered feet and those of my friends, especially Mark, scuffed out persistent dirt paths winding underneath the stands of oaks and maples and through the tangled blackberry brambles, and rarely did we spy other human intruders in our green-roofed world. We ran through the thick underbrush of summer; collected the acorns, buckeyes, and walnuts that fell onto the dry carpeting of dappled autumn leaves; slid through the crisp winter landscape, all black limbs and white snow; rejoiced in the slow rebirth of spring and the slow awakening of frogs, toads, and salamanders from hibernation.
No matter who held legal title to them, those woods were mine—my refuge, my playground, my stage, my school—and they shaped me more than I shaped them. I was fifteen, nearly sixteen, when all that changed, when I found that magic had its other, darker, side as well.
When I found that there were more realities than the one I thought I knew.
It was the day I had to tell Mark that I was moving away. It was the day the world did a lumbering dance and tore itself open around me.
It was 1970.
 
 


Chapter One
 
Mark Dyson had been my best friend since the third grade, when his family first moved into the house across the street from ours. Mark and I…we were both creatures of the woods: different but complimentary species. He was the stiff oaken branch to my bending willow. In eighth grade art class, Sister Rose Julie had made us draw portraits of our best friends. I’d drawn Mark, of course. His hair had been an easy identifier; all I had to do was mix red and yellow poster paint until it resembled the orange of a pumpkin. But in a painting I couldn’t capture his quick speech, or the way his body was always in motion as if some raging fire inside him might reduce him to a cinder if he stood still too long. When we moved on to high school—we both attended Archbishop Mueller High School—Mark moved easily into the role of class clown, a charming troublemaker who made the Marianist Brothers smile even as they gave him demerit slips or sent him to detention in the vice principal’s office. He was a teenager whose wilder, manic edges would—now—almost certainly have been ground down by an ADHD diagnosis and a prescription drug supplemented by therapy.
The day things changed, in the summer between our freshman and sophomore years, we met in the woods as always—down in the creek valley where we couldn’t hear the constant white noise of cars and lawnmowers. I’d been away with my family for a week. I’d told everyone, including Mark, that the trip was a vacation: wishful thinking on my part, since I knew that wasn’t the reason. My dad had been sent to Pittsburgh for his final promotion interview; after his meeting with a vice president of the company (“Just a formality,” Mom had told me. “Your dad has the job if he wants it…”) we’d spent the week being shepherded around the city by a realtor, looking for houses. The house to which we’d finally been steered was far larger than the two-bedroom ranch we had on North Crest: a fake Victorian set in an equally artificial new subdivision, the rolling hills bulldozed bare and covered with sod so new you could still see the strips. No trees; at least no old ones. The yard had five or six tiny saplings staked tightly to the lawn as if the landscapers were afraid they might blow away in the next good breeze. The yard was easily three times the size of our current one, unshaded except by the house itself. I could imagine the sweat that would soak my shirt as I mowed it. The house was, the realtor said, in a “truly desirable neighborhood with easy access to the city.” When I complained about the lack of any wooded area in the swarm of asphalt streets and newly-seeded lawns, the man rolled his eyes at my parents and favored me with an oily smile. “Well, there’s a great park just two streets over. Two ball fields, tennis courts, swimming pool. You can drive to the shopping center or the theater in fifteen minutes flat. And there’s tons of restaurants and businesses just looking for kids like you to work in ’em. Just what you’re gonna need, eh, buddy?”
My parents nodded in tandem with the realtor, and I knew that no argument I might make would prevail. “When we move here, and when you turn sixteen, we’ll get you that car you want,” Mom whispered to me. “With the raise your Dad’s getting, we can loan you the money until you find a job here.” Dad signed the preliminary paperwork and we drove back to Cincinnati.
I’d headed for the woods as soon as the suitcases were unloaded, knowing I’d find Mark there. I was already feeling guilty. Over the years, there had been very little I hadn’t told Mark or shared with him, but I’d never mentioned this impending promotion of Dad’s even though I’d known about it for two weeks or more. I’d thought that—maybe, somehow—if I never talked about it that it wouldn’t happen. I was afraid that actually saying the words to Mark would crystallize them and make them real.
Despite the July heat, it was cool under the leaves, an emerald twilight interrupted by brilliant wedges of sunlight that only made the shade darker. He was standing in one of the pollen-dusted sun shafts, and I could see him clearly. “Jeez,” I said to him, all the words I’d prepared forgotten as I squinted at him, shading my eyes with one hand. “What happened to your face?”
A mottled bruise purpled Mark’s left cheekbone, his skin just turning a sickly yellow-green around the edges, and his eye on that side swollen and dark. Mark scowled and touched the cheek gingerly. “I walked into a fucking wall a couple nights ago. Thought I could get to the john without turning on the damn lights. Guess I was wrong.” He tilted his head. “Does it look that bad?”
“It’s not too bad,” I told Mark, a polite lie. Frankly, his bruise was as obvious as a turd on ice cream. And there was also the lie of omission: I knew immediately that his explanation was an evasion, but I didn’t call him on it. Over the years, Mark had “fallen” or “walked into a door” or “slipped” dozens of times. I thought for a long while that he was simply the clumsiest person I knew, a trait made all the more strange considering how easily he moved through the woods. I knew—or suspected—better now. “Hurt much?”
“Shit, yeah.” Mark had taken up profanity more and more over the last few years, sprinkling his conversations with vulgarities that sounded a little too forced, though he still judiciously deleted the expletives around adults. When Mark started cursing, I’d started to do the same, but the purple words were still fingernails down the blackboard of my Catholic upbringing, sounding false and uneasy. For a long time, my voice quavered perceptively when I said them, as if I expected our parish priest, Father Brautski, to suddenly appear in front of me, spouting hellfire and damnation for my sins. “It sure hurt like hell when it happened,” Mark shrugged. That much I believed. “C’mon, we’re wasting the goddamn day talking.”
With that, he headed off down the trail, leaving me no chance to broach my news. We had no plans—but then we rarely had plans anymore. In years past, we’d often entered the woods prepared and provisioned like an expedition, with buckets for tadpoles and jars for salamanders, bearing air rifles for playing army or kite-string-laced bows, or sticks thrust through belts for mock sword fights. To enter the shadows under the leaves of oak, sycamore, maple, and buckeyes was to pass through a portal into another world. Once there, we were no longer children: we metamorphosed into characters snared in a web of tales cobbled together from the musty pages of books and the brightly colored lines of comics, from the dark and mysterious caverns of movie houses and the black-and-white landscape of old television shows. We could be treading the hillsides of an alien world under trees with silver trunks and orange leaves, or the unsettled wilderness of Daniel Boone’s time. We’d lived in our imaginations for years, Mark and I; we were heroes and villains and lost princes destined to regain their thrones. But…
In the last year or so, reality had begun to intrude. I spent less time in the woods and more at home. I was learning to play guitar and I was listening to new music. I was dreaming of playing rock and roll, of being one of those singers on the posters I’d taped to the walls of my room. I was also starting to write down some of the stories that prowled in my head rather than just playing at them. I’d even looked for a job after school let out, though no one wanted to hire me.
Snared in the acne-riddled landscape of pubescence, I was beginning to feel self-conscious abandoning myself to fantasy; but not Mark.
Not Mark.
Once in the woods, Mark—still…always…—became someone else.
We could both manage the play-acting transformation, where in our mind’s eye we became Robin Hood or Geronimo as soon as we stepped through the brush at the edge of the woods. But this…this new person who entered Mark’s body was someone else, someone more feral and dark and—contradictorily—adult. I saw the metamorphosis happen now as we moved down the steep hill toward the creek. The slow mutation was all in small things, in the way he held himself. His usual manic gaiety dissolved in the cool, green air. The lines of his mouth turned down and his eyes narrowed. He appeared darker and heavier, wrapped in a mood that cloaked him like a drifting fog. I didn’t quite know who Mark was, then; didn’t know who he was becoming, or why.
I wasn’t quite sure I liked this Mark. I know I didn’t like the way this new personality made me feel awkward and adolescent, prone to saying something I knew Mark would consider stupid.
Mark stopped suddenly, listening carefully as he peered into a hollow bearded with ferns. “There,” he said. “Did you hear that?”
“What? I don’t hear anything.”
“Listen, then…” Then, he shook his head. “No, they’re gone now. Damn…”
“Who’s gone?” I asked. “A deer?” I laughed. “Wolves?” Sometimes we pretended that we’d glimpsed wolves or bears in the shadows of the trees—creatures that might have walked here a century or more ago but hadn’t been seen in decades. Once or twice, I would have sworn that I’d truly seen them. Now, I knew we’d only been fooling ourselves.
Mark glanced at me, and I wasn’t sure what I saw in those eyes, the same color as the leaves around us. “You’re fucking deaf, Rob, you know that? Sometimes you’re just like the rest of them—they come through here and they don’t even see.”
“I can see, Mark,” I told him. “I can see just fine. What’s eating you, asshole?” (Yes, my voice quavered. No, Father Brautski did not appear.)
Mark grimaced. I thought for a moment that his anger, as combustible as his moods, was going to flare. His hands fluttered at his hips, then dropped. “Nothing,” he said finally. “Fucking nothing. Look, why don’t we head up towards Seven Caves? We haven’t been there at all this summer.”
It sounded fine to me. The Seven Caves weren’t caves at all, but a grove of young soft maples we’d discovered, roofed over with a tangled web of vines that were slowly strangling the trees. The vines created a maze of several low “rooms” as they wove in and out through the branches of the trees—rooms that would change from season to season and year to year as the vines grew and died. We’d found the grove four years before, and it had become a pirate lair, a Nazi-held Rhine castle, a hidden dungeon, a set of underground caverns toothed with stalactites, all in turn. Autumn always eventually eroded the leafy roofs and walls, and we’d abandon it until the next spring. Most of the other kids in the neighborhood were a year or two older than us; one by one they’d given up the woods for more adult mysteries. When the caves had bloomed the last two years, they’d done so alone.
Except for Mark. Except for me. We both still could find fantasy in the woods, even if those fantasies were fast becoming more adult in tone.
I followed Mark as he moved easily along the trail. I envied his long stride, the nonchalant way he slid around branches or found the least difficult path through the brambles. He was fluid and graceful here, at home in the mock wilderness. I could always imagine Mark as an Indian scout—in fact, it was a role he’d often played in younger days—a quiet whisper moving through the forest, seeing everything but rarely being seen himself. I was, in contrast, more the lumbering bear, bulling my way through tangles and being tripped by mischievous tree roots. In a few minutes, I was sweating and breathing heavily trying to keep up with Mark, who had already vanished somewhere in the half-gloom ahead. The Seven Caves were over the creek, across a small ridge and on the other side of a small field created by a lightning-strike fire several years before. Mark was there a good minute before I arrived, leaning against a sycamore with his head tilted appraisingly. He watched as I thrashed my way through the high grass and thorns, blinking at the sudden sunlight.
The bruise was a dark blotch on his face. “You’re slow,” he said.
“I’m deliberate,” I answered, wiping sweat away with the sleeves of my tee. Mark’s grin flashed over his face and vanished again. “Hey Mark, listen,” I began. “I’ve got something I have to…” but he was gone again, ducking under a low portal of leaves and into the labyrinth. I grimaced and shook my head, and—again—followed.
Mark was waiting for me in the first room. Here, the vines snared a ring of saplings and wound around one of the parent trees of the grove, lacing overhead so low that we could barely stand upright. He was staring up to where the sunlight broke on the foliage, and as soon as I entered the room, he was moving again, stooping over and waving me further into the vine-cloaked labyrinth. “It’s changed since last year,” he said. “Remember how this room was larger last time we were here, and there was a passage over there that’s gone now. Nothing ever stays the same.” His head came down. He was staring at me, his eyebrows wedged over narrowed eyes. “Except us,” he continued. It was more a command than a statement. “You and me.”
Those words caught my stomach and twisted. I wiped at my forehead again, wishing he’d look away from me. I wished I’d made myself tell him before, the moment I’d seen him. I wish I’d told him before we left last week, or a month ago when my Dad first broached the subject of a possible move. It had colored all our interactions since the end of school. In the last week of school, Mark had found a summer job bussing tables at Maury’s Diner, down the hill from our subdivision, but I never told him why Maury turned me down, as did all the rest of the places to which I applied. “Sorry, but if you’re going to be moving soon, I can’t use you…” If Mark suspected something, he’d never mentioned it, either.
“Mark—” I began, but then he turned and slid through an opening I didn’t remember.
“Come on,” his voice tugged at me. “You fucking gotta see this. I found it while you were away…”
I followed, through another smaller room, then squeezing through a tiny gap in the vines. Suddenly I was outside the “caves,” in a mature stand of oaks and buckeyes. Mark was a few yards away, posing in front of two piles of stones about six feet apart. “Take a look,” he said.
I glanced at Mark, then at the stones. Someone—I assume it had been Mark—had cleared away the brush from them. I stooped down in front of the nearest pile, suddenly intrigued. I swept a hand across the stones: they were smooth, polished granite, a variety I’d never seen around here, and they’d been roughly cut into six-inch high slabs and fitted together without mortar. The twin piles, about hip-high to the two of us, were the only remnants of whatever had once been here. I glanced around to see if there were other blocks laying around, but didn’t see any.
“Can’t you feel it, man?” Mark was asking me. “I mean, can’t you just feel how old these are?”
I shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. Miss Flynn told us last year that there were settlers here in the late 1700s, so I guess…”
“Shit, Rob,” Mark spat. “You don’t feel nothing. How can you think it was goddamn ‘settlers’…” He was pacing now, back and forth between the two piles. “This is fucking old, Rob. Ancient.”
“What, like the Indian mounds up in Lebanon? Maybe, but I don’t think—”
“No!” Exasperated, Mark shouted the word. I heard the denial echo faintly from the hills. He held his hands out, as if warming them over an invisible fire. “Something else. Something…I don’t know what. But I can feel it. There was power here in the ruins, Rob. This is—was—a gateway. Look at it; can’t you imagine how it must have looked, centuries ago? Hell, a thousand years ago.”
“A gateway…” I suddenly knew what this was—another game for us to play, a wonderful imaginary adventure like the thousand others we’d had before over the years. In the right mood, I’d have gone right along with him, and we’d have entered a fantasy where stepping between the two rock piles would transport us to a medieval world where we battle imaginary dragons and search for the White Wizard of the Endless Forest, at least until it was time to go home for supper. It wasn’t a game I wanted to play right now. I felt far too old for it and the confession I needed to make was pressing too hard against my chest. I took a long breath. “Mark, man, I gotta—”
“We can open it again,” he interrupted. “I know we can. We’ll go through, and—” He slapped his hand down on one of the piles of stone and at the same time clutched at my shoulder. He must have hit the nerve, because I felt a shock run through my arm like I’d touched a live electrical circuit. I grunted in pain and stepped back, shrugging his hand away from me and trying to shake out the tingling in my fingers. The pain made me angry.
“Mark, listen to me, would you, damn it!” I shouted, and he stopped in mid-phrase, swinging around. The explanation started to tumble out in fitful, erratic spurts while all the time he watched me, his mouth tightening. “While you were gone…There isn’t anything I can do about it…My dad, his company made him this offer…” I staggered to a shrugging halt. “Man, I don’t know how else to say it. I’m moving, Mark. To Pittsburgh. The sign’ll be in our yard in a few days.”
Mark didn’t say anything, but the bruise on his face went darker and a flush slid up his neck and onto his cheeks. He just watched me, and I had to look away, my hands waving helplessly. My fingers still had prickles. “I tried to tell you before, Mark. But you didn’t give me a chance. I’m sorry. I really am.”
He nodded once, silent. He was looking somewhere past me.
“What do you want me to say, Mark? I don’t like this, either. Hell, I kept hoping it’d change, that Dad’s promotion would fall through, but it didn’t. We’re…leaving. I don’t have a choice.”
“I thought you were my friend,” he said. Tendons drew ridges in his neck and bunched at his jaw line. I’d never seen his face look like that; his eyes were pouched and dark, and I could see the high ridge of his cheekbones. His skin looked as if it had been pasted over his skull, drawn and tight. “I guess I was wrong, huh?”
“This doesn’t have anything to do with our being friends,” I said desperately, hating the open hurt I could hear in his voice, and at the same time feeling the defensive anger rise inside me, feeding on my guilt. After all, I really didn’t have a choice; if it were Mark’s parents moving away, it would be the same for him. But it wasn’t Mark who was leaving; it was me and he stared as if I’d deliberately chosen to go. “C’mon, Mark, that’s not fair. There’s nothing I can do. You understand that, don’t you? I can’t do anything to change this, as much as I want to. Dad’s got this better job…” I shrugged. “We’re moving as soon as Mom can sell the house. Definitely by the end of the summer.”
He sniffed. His hands fisted at his side. “I don’t need you, Rob. I don’t fucking need you at all. I can do this on my own.”
“Do what? Haven’t you been listening to me?”
He started to turn away from me, and I reached out to stop him. I don’t know what I thought I could do—I wanted to appease his anger; I wanted to let him know that I understood what he was feeling, but I knew immediately that I’d made the wrong choice. “Get the hell away from me!” Mark shouted. “What the fuck are you, some goddamn queer?” He plucked my hand from his shoulder, and then took a roundhouse cut at my face that missed by a scant inch as I ducked my head back. I realized that if I hadn’t moved, he would have hit me, hit me with his full strength. The realization stunned me. Sure, Mark and I had squabbled over the years. We’d tussled with each other a few times, but even at our most angry we’d always seemed to realize that there was an unspoken limit.
Not now. Mark had lashed out with the intent to hurt me as much as he could. He’d struck at me like an enemy. I stared at him, mesmerized by the realization. “Mark—”
“Fuck you, Rob!” he shouted at me with his mouth wide, leaning forward. “Just…fuck you.” He was trembling, his whole body shaking. Mine was too; I could feel my own muscles shivering and I realized that I was scared. I didn’t know what would happen if Mark came at me now. His eruption of unexpected fury was frightening. He was a mad beast hovering on the edge of an attack, and I braced myself, involuntarily backing away from him with my hands up. I was aware of how much bigger than me Mark was, of the corded muscles in his arms.
And just as suddenly, with a wordless, guttural shout, he turned and ran back the way we’d come, ducking under the screening vines and disappearing. I could hear him thrashing through the leaves. I just stood there, listening to the residual adrenaline buzzing in my ears and shaking my head.
After a few minutes, when I couldn’t hear Mark any more, I headed home myself, wondering what had happened and blaming myself.
 
 


Chapter Two
 
“…know he always drinks more than’s good for him.”
“But that doesn’t excuse…Rob, that you?”
I came in the back door, as usual, and heard my parents speaking together in the front room, a conversation that cut off abruptly when I let the screen door slam.
Still angry and confused by Mark’s attack in the woods, I wasn’t much in the mood to talk. “Yeah. What’s up?”
Dad came in with Mom trailing slightly behind. I remember thinking that Dad was starting to look old to me—not just the generic “old” label that every kid puts on his parents, but tired and worn down and graying. I thought at the time that it was just a result of the trip, residual exhaustion from his interviews and finding houses. I’d realize later just how worried my Dad was about this move, about what awaited him in his new position, about having the bottom-line responsibility for a new division. He might have discussed his concerns with Mom (or maybe not), but never with me. I knew Mom sold houses—“And I can do that anywhere,” I remember her saying to Dad once—but I wasn’t entirely sure exactly what my father did. He worked for Procter & Gamble, which he sometimes referred to jokingly as “Procter & God.” That was all I knew, which was my fault. It was all I’d ever really wanted to know.
Whatever my folks had just been talking about, the subject had bothered them. Mom slid into one of the kitchen chairs; Dad leaned against the buffet. The good china—used twice a year, Thanksgiving and Christmas—rattled behind him. “You been with Mark?” he asked, in a far too casual voice.
“Yeah.” I’d long ago perfected the monosyllabic conversation, the eternal standard for teenagers when talking to their parents. I gave them unadorned, solitary droppings for replies, never answering more than I had to. In their turn, they rarely shared with me their reasons for asking endless questions.
Dad nodded, as if pondering layers of meaning in my single word answer; Mom inspected her fingernails as if she could see the reflection of her Jackie Kennedy bob, now more than half a decade out of fashion, in the glossy red surfaces. “How was Mark?”
“Fine.” I added a careful shrug and went to the refrigerator. I let the cool air slide over me, feeling their gazes on my back. Dad’s voice came to me over the hum of the fan motor.
“Joe Bell tells us that Mark got…hurt while we were away.”
“Yeah?” Joe Bell was our next-door neighbor: an ancient widower, retiree, and WWI veteran who had nothing better to do than sit on his porch all day and watch the neighborhood, and who told everyone what he’d seen at great length. He had an elderly dachshund bitch that was named, for some reason I could never fathom, “Kitty-Kitty.” From my interactions with the man, his sense of humor might have been surgically removed. His dachshund had a mean temperament; she snapped and barked at anyone who passed. I think all the kids on the street had been nipped by the dog at one point or another. Joe Bell snapped at us kids as often as his dog, growling and grumbling whenever a ball rolled into his yard. I didn’t like the man. I didn’t like the way he nosed into everyone else’s business. I especially didn’t like him nosing about in mine.
I snagged a Coke from the shelf and let the door close. I popped the lid and took a sip, underhanding the tab in the general direction of the garbage can. It hit the edge and dropped to the linoleum. Neither of my parents seemed to notice, so I didn’t bother to pick it up. I wiped my mouth and rolled the cold aluminum across my forehead. I looked back at my parents. I waited; they waited. “So how’s Mark?” Dad asked.
I took a sip of the Coke and lifted a shoulder. “Mark’s got a bruise, that’s all. He’s OK, though,” I added. “No big deal.” I could have given them the rest of the explanation. I didn’t.
Some silent communication passed between my parents, and they both nodded. “What’s up?” I asked again.
Dad sighed, Mom watched Dad. “Nothing,” he said. “It’s just…” I waited, taking another sip. “Mr. Bell was saying there was a lot of shouting over at the Dyson house yesterday.”
I’d also perfected my shrugs. I gave them the one that meant “and your point?” Loud arguments, sometimes punctuated with crashes and thuds, were nothing new at Mark’s house. Everyone in the neighborhood heard Jason Dyson—“JD” to his few friends—when he yelled at Mark or his sisters or his mom. I always thought Mark’s mom looked like a brown-haired mouse, always peering around as if she were afraid that a cat was about to leap on her from some hidden corner. Jason Dyson’s volume was usually directly related to the number of beers he’d consumed—which told me who my parents had been talking about when I’d come in. I took another sip of the Coke.
“Rob…” Mom began, then stopped. She glanced at my Dad once more.
“What?”
“Just…umm.…if Mark told you anything important, something that we needed to know, you’d tell us, wouldn’t you?”
“Sure.” The agreement came easily, because I knew they expected it. I wondered if they actually believed me.
“I mean, you’re his best friend, and he needs you, at least while you’re still here. He didn’t tell you anything today, did he? About how he…hurt himself?”
“Said he walked into a door. In the night. Just a stupid thing.”
My parents consulted silently once more, then they both nodded. “OK, Rob,” Dad said. “Thanks.”
Oh sure, I knew perfectly well what they were implying; I just wasn’t going to admit it. I gave them another shrug (the one meaning “I guess we’re done now?”) and went on up to my room. I lay down across my bed and stared up at the ceiling, dotted with luminescent, stick-on stars in the patterns of the constellations—a legacy from my interest in astronomy three years before. Jimi Hendrix and Jim Morrison stared at me from the walls.
I could easily imagine Jason Dyson hitting Mark hard enough to give him a shiner—I know he’d never been reluctant to swat his children hard on the backside when they’d done something he didn’t like. It wasn’t much of a leap to see him getting angry and out of control enough to hit Mark with his fist.
I could also imagine that if our positions were reversed, if it had been me with the bruised face, I might have lied about it, too. Maybe. Probably, even.
I remembered a backyard barbecue at the Dysons’, back when I was seven or eight. We’d finished eating; our mothers were at the picnic table in the backyard, putting things away. Mark and I went to toss a baseball in the driveway. “See if you can catch this,” Mark said to me, and uncorked a fast and wild pitch that sailed well over my head. We all heard the tinkling of glass as the garage window shattered. JD had come storming over and walloped Mark on the backside as I winced with each open-handed strike: once, twice, three times. “Now, you get the broom and clean up that mess, you hear me, boy? And this comes out of your allowance. You got that?” Mark, sniffing but refusing to cry in front of me, stalked off into the house while JD went back to the deck as I stared after him, my mouth open in surprise and shock. My dad set his beer on the railing; I could see him frowning.
“Kids break things, JD,” Dad said, his voice ominously quiet, the way it got when he was really angry. “It was just an accident. Hitting him doesn’t accomplish anything.”
JD glared at my dad. His face was blotched with red, his thinning hair disheveled. I saw the fists his hands made at his side, and wondered whether he and my dad were going to fight. Mark’s Mom was watching with her hand at her mouth, shaking her head a little but not moving; my Mom got up from the picnic table and put her hand on my Dad’s arm.
“He’s my kid,” JD retorted. “ I don’t tell you how to raise yours.”
“I don’t care. Hitting your kid like that—” Dad noticed me watching, swallowed whatever he was going to say, and grimaced. “Rob,” he called. “Why don’t you go help Mark find a broom and clean up the mess.”
“OK,” I told him, glad for the excuse to leave. I don’t know what happened after that, though I recall that we went back to our house not much later. For a few weeks, I noticed that Mark’s dad was quieter around us when I came over to play with Mark.
For a few weeks.
In the last year or so, Mark had started saying things about his parents that made me uncomfortable. He claimed that he hated them, using words that made me shudder because I had a hard time even thinking them myself, saying that his dad was a “fucking asshole” and his mother a “stupid cunt”; that as soon as he was eighteen he was going to leave if he didn’t leave sooner; that if his dad so much as touched him again, he’d goddamn kill him. Everything was hyperbole with Mark lately; his world had gone to stark black and white, all the shades of life shifting all the way to one side or the other: right or wrong. I’d figured it was just Mark, that like me he was awash in the adolescent hormonal tides that made everything seem a little crazy at times. After all, I swore—under my breath, at least—that I hated my parents at least once a day.
Now I wondered if there wasn’t more for Mark.
My mom’s words kept coming back to me: …he needs
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