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“Pick a song and sing a yellow nectarine
Take a bath I'll drink the water that you leave
If you should die before me ask if you could bring a friend
Pick a flower hold your breath and drift away”
 
-Stone Temple Pilots
 
 
 
 
 
“Shame shame
Throw yourself away
Give me little bits of
More than I can take
If it sits upon your tongue
Or naked in your eyes
Give me little bits of
More than I can try
 
Throw yourself away
Throw yourself away”
 
-Soundgarden
 
July 15th, 1996
 
They arrive at the old Shell station at 2 PM, on Friday July 15th, 1996. Melanie is the type of tired one can only be after a long car ride. The day is blisteringly hot, a humidity to make her t-shirt stick to her skin from sweat. Her auburn hair is plastered to her lightly freckled forehead. 
They are all pleasantly surprised to see the place. Jake, who drove, suggested they get last minute supplies at the store attached to the gas station. Melanie knew he just wanted another pack of Marlboro Reds. Melanie has been dating Jake for just over 6 years at this point, and she knows that when he drinks, as they all plan to over the course of the weekend, he smokes like a fucking chimney. Jake is in decent shape, his time in the military showing in his arms, shoulders, and chest through his Alice in Chains shirt. His hair is light brown, a bit shaggy with bangs also sticking to his forehead from the heat.
“Hey, try not to jack off in the bathroom,” Amy says to David, who smiles a snaggle-toothed grin before replying “I make no promises.”
“Creep,” Jake mumbles under his breath.
“You going in?” Melanie asks Jake, who shrugs and follows them inside.
The store is cool, cold, with tiny white metal shelves and an old air conditioning unit that sounds like it’s about to blast off into space. The man behind the register has a long white beard that matches his long white hair. He’s chewing tobacco, and has a small plastic cup full of his used chew in front of him on the register that resembles raw sewage. Melanie almost dry heaves. The charm of the locals, she supposes.
“You ain’t from around here,” the old man says, staring straight at Melanie. He hacks a glob of spit into the cup.
“What gave it away, the fact we have all our teeth?” David says. Amy elbows him lightly in the ribs. 
“Your car has Massachusetts plates, smart aleck,” the old man says, punctuating his statement with another large glob of tobacco spit into the cup.
“I’m just kidding, old timer. Don’t have a cow, man.”
“Really, dude?” Jake mutters, rolling his eyes.
“You all headed out to the woods to do that liberal disaffected youth sex partying?”
“Uh… maaaaybe?” Melanie says, eyeing Jake. Jake just sighs and walks up to the counter.
“Well not that anyone ever listens, but them woods is dangerous. Had a friend’s cousin go missing in them woods.”
“Pack of Marlboro Reds,” Jake says. The old cashier rings him up, taking his money and giving him change, frowning at him all the while.
“Those things’ll kill ya,” the old man says, hocking up more spent chew.
“Much obliged,” Jake says, pocketing the pack of cigarettes and telling Melanie, “see you in the car.”
Melanie steps closer to the old man, and asks “what did you mean about the woods being dangerous. Like, bears?”
“Oh, only beast you got to worry about ain’t no bear.”
“Then what?”
Melanie leans in, the old man motioning for her to get closer. The old man whispers to her.
 “God damn zombie chainsaw murderer.”
 
“What was that dude’s damage?” Jake asks the group at large.
“Heavy inbreeding?” Amy says, brushing her bleachy blonde hair out of her face.
They all burst into laughter, David especially, who cracks a shit-eating grin. 
“What the fuck ever, let’s go have some fun,” David says, cracking open a beer in the back of the sedan.
“Damn Dave, can you chill, for like, one fucking second?” Jake asks.
“You chill, I’m here to par-tay.”
“Please don’t say it like that,” Jake says.
“What? Like paaaaar-taaaaaaaay?”
“God I fucking hate you,” Jake says, sighing.
“We all hate him,” Amy says, leaning in and planting a wet kiss on David, who giggles like a moron.
“How much farther?” Melanie says.
“I don’t know, about thirty minutes?” Jake answers, hands resting on the steering wheel. The green Toyota Camry continues its smooth traversal of the tree-surrounded road.
“And you called the guy at the canoe place?” David asks from the back seat, then drinks from his can of beer.
“Yup. Fairly sure I called the guy.”
“Fairly sure?”
“Who can tell with this shit. We should be fine, though. Things are all set up.”
They drive in silence for a time. Melanie stares at the tree cover as the vehicle travels; the verdant foliage, and heavy canopies like standing sentinels of nature. The rest are having a conversation, but the words all fall away to her. To Melanie, all is the natural landscape. Until Jake speaks her name.
“I’m sorry, what did you ask me?”
“When’s the last time you went camping?”
 “Oh. Um… jeez, let’s see. It was many, many years ago.”
“Where abouts?”
“Oh, just New Hampshire. Only a day.”
“Well, Lake George camping is going to be intense. The lake is beautiful, and we get this whole island to ourselves. It’ll be an experience like no other.”
Melanie smiles. Jake smiles back. She always did love that smile.
“So we’re canoeing in?” she asks.
“Yeah,” Jake says.
“How big is the island?”
“Oh, pretty damn big. A few miles,” Jake says.
“That’s really rad,” Melanie says. She wicks the sweat from her forehead with the sleeve of her Hole t-shirt. 
“Isn’t it, though?” Jake says.
“Hey, anyone want to smoke a doob?” David blurts out. He’s the only one of them without longer hair, his short-cropped dark black hair making Melanie so jealous in this heat. She wishes she had a shaved head in heat like this; just go full Sinead O’Connor. 
“Fuck dude, can you wait until we get to the island?” Jake says, a biting anger in his voice.
“Oh come on, Davey want smokey.”
“Would you be offended if I killed your boyfriend?” Melanie asks Amy, who just shrugs.
“Go nuts, he’s just dead weight.”
“I’m your dead weight,” David says, kissing Amy on the cheek, who giggles, and lightly pushes him off of her. Melanie rolls her eyes, she can’t help herself.
“Okay, here we are, I guess,” Jake says.
Jake parks in a dirt lot by the canoe rental shop. A small wooden shack in front of the racks of rental boats has, in white letters on a wooden sign at the top, “We All Float Over Here.” A man in a very floppy beige bucket hat, with neon pink swim trunks and Teva flip flops waves to them, zinc prominently slathered on his nose.
“Well howdy there folks!”
“Oh lord…” Melanie mumbles under her breath.
“What was that, Miss?”
“I said hello!” Melanie says, overcorrecting in a very obvious way the canoe rental guy doesn’t seem to notice at all.
“You the nice folks who called about renting two canoes?”
“Yes sir!” David says, slapping the man on the back, whose smile lights up even brighter.
Again, Melanie rolls her eyes. She wishes she was less cynical, but this is the 90s, so over it is totally the style, plus, it’s just, like, her personality. Melanie has always been like this, ever since she was a little girl. Amy jokes that she’s like if Daria was hot, and admittedly, Melanie has never known the correct response to this sentiment. She’s always got vibes from Amy, though—vibes she doesn’t entirely mind. They are, however, vibes she suspects David will likely not be very thrilled with. 
There was that party she went to on Halloween of 1995, the one where Melanie went as the Bride of Frankenstein, and Amy went as the bee girl from the Blind Melon video. Amy got incredibly wasted and started making out with her. Such a thrilling turn of events Melanie could never have even dreamed of, like someone reached into her head and pulled a fantasy directly out, made it tangible, and touchable. Melanie expected if anything like that ever happened to her, maybe she would be scared, or maybe grossed out, but nothing could be further from the truth. It was like a switch had flipped inside of her, arguably a switch that was always very close to flipping no matter what. For those brief moments Melanie was in heaven, a transcendent experience she had yet to match. Thankfully, David was probably even more wasted than they were, and never noticed. Jake had maybe been at the party? Melanie has trouble remembering. 
“Melanie?”
“I’m sorry, what was that?”
“We’re going to start unloading the car, come on,” Jake says.
This is what they do, Melanie making sure she has her back up flannel and a back up pair of Airwalks, while David of course makes sure the beer and weed is on board. Jake is in charge of food, and Amy is in charge of firewood, though come to that Melanie suspects they can use the axe they’re bringing to chop some wood, and there’s bound to be sticks and stuff. The day goes from slightly cloudy to outright rainy fairly quickly, like God heard their plan to canoe across a body of water with supplies and thought “as if.”
The lake is beautiful. Jake was right about that. Cool blue water surrounded by vast wilderness on all sides. A pristine landscape as far as the eye can see. A lot of speedboats, which very quickly makes her realize why this lake is so choppy; why there are 3 foot waves crashing on the surface of the water. Rain begins belting down from the heavens like angry little droplets, that would soak through her neon t-shirts, flannels, and jeans with ripped knees except they all have waterproof bags. 
Jake leads the charge in the first canoe with her, Amy, and David pushing them from the shore. The boat rental guy helps David and Amy into their canoe. Melanie can just barely see this through the storm. 
The going is hard, waves crashing into the boats launching them into the air, Melanie straining with her arm muscles to hold onto the paddle with all her might through the choppy water. She fears the canoe might topple over, but Melanie in particular has wrapped her clothing and various other items in individual plastic bags; she can be somewhat neurotic. Always seemed to her it was better to be safe than sorry, as humdrum as this sounded. And praise Alanis, Melanie is happy she went all out in rain and waves like this. 
The journey feels epic in scope, like she’s in some adventure film; water splashing over the side of the canoe into her face, rain pelting down, wind howling. She isn’t thrilled with being absolutely soaked, but she’s just spotted the island, a haven of possible dryness.
“That’s the island ahead!” Jake shouts over the storm.
“Woo!” she shouts back.
She hears Jake laughing over the storm. Melanie loves it when Jake smiles, when he laughs. He so rarely seems happy, nowadays. She pushes these thoughts out of her mind.
The shore to the island is now less than a mile, Melanie thinks so, at least. Gauging distance is hard on the water. Especially in a storm like this. She isn’t sure how long the journey was supposed to be, but it has felt like the better part of an hour getting to the island. 
“Well, there it is,” Jake says, loudly.
“Was that a Jurassic Park reference?”
“I… maybe?” he replies, also loudly.
The shore approaches and Melanie feels the canoe hit land, and jostle her and Jake. She clambers out of the canoe, nearly tipping the boat as her shoes slide in the wet sand.
“Are we supposed to come in like that?” she shouts over the storm.
“Uh, babe, that’s why we’re using a rental,” Jake shouts back.
“Whatever,” she shouts.
“Killer,” he shouts back.
“Let’s just unload the fucking canoes and get up a tarp already!” she shouts. She’s real sick of fucking shouting. 
Jake gives her the thumbs up. They unload supplies, stacking them beneath a large oak tree to shield them from the rain. Melanie has plenty of dry clothes, so she also helps Amy and David as they pull up on shore. She helps lug the firewood with David; she puts the logs under a flannel from her bag. Amy brings up the rest of her gear, and David slaps himself in the head. “Dur! We need to drag the boats onto shore!” He runs back in the direction of the canoes.
The rest go back to help David. After all, he shouldn’t have to do it all by himself. David and Amy drag the one canoe, Melanie and Jake get the other. The work is slow, dragging the canoes through the wet sand. Still, they manage. For good measure Jake takes two pieces of rope and ties each piece around a pine tree, the other end of the rope around the metal loop on the bow of each canoe.
“So where do we want to camp?” David asks, scratching his butt through his acid wash jeans.
“Let’s aim for somewhere a little farther away from the shoreline,” Amy says. “I don’t want to wake up all wet.”
“That makes one of us…” Melanie mutters.
“What was that?” Amy says.
“Nothing!” Melanie shouts back.
“I’m not that far away, Mel, you don’t need to shout.”
“The wind was…”
Melanie finally notices the wind has died down now that they are among the trees.
“Ah. Nevermind.”
The walk under the canopy of pines and oaks lends the journey a mythical feeling, this is how it seems to Melanie. Something out of one of those dorky fantasy novels Jake likes to read sometimes, the type that usually have a dragon on the cover. The rain still splashes down, soaking her through (she’s only wearing a flannel, and not even a heavy one at that) and she’s quick to notice the others look equally miserable, especially Jake who lugs firewood, face grimacing with the strain. Melanie likes seeing him like this—not in pain, but using his muscles, sweating in the forest. 
This is honestly a nice change of pace from their usual life together. Cohabitating at the apartment in Framingham. The cruddy little apartment next to the adult video store. Say what you will about perverts, but they’re great at creating affordable housing.
Jake has been in a funk for months now. He’s irritable, and when he isn’t angry he seems to be sort of vaguely sad. Melanie has tried all she can to help him, to soothe him. But she’s not a mental health professional. Their life together has become like some sort of indie drama, except there’s no pithy dialogue, or grand romantic gestures, or real excitement. Things are just sort of sad, sort of boring, sort of not the life she had wanted for herself.  
They find a nice spot with a tiny bit of tree cover, an opening in the middle so it’s safe to have the firepit. Melanie is absolutely exhausted, need to sit my ass down, she thinks. Melanie drops her gear off with a huff. Jake gives her a wink as he drops his own stuff to the ground, pine needles and mud spraying as he drops his waterproof bag. Amy and David are making out in the corner. David feels up Amy’s ass; he’s really going for it, squeezing her butt cheeks hard. Melanie both sighs and inwardly shudders. She wishes those were her hands on her friend’s legs, feeling the warm flesh underneath her jeans, feeling the heat of her deep inside. 
“Hey, Melanie, help me with the tarp,” Jake says, from behind her.
“Yeah. Yeah, sure.”
They stretch the tarp between two pine trees, placing the fire wood and the cooler of food underneath. Jake kisses her on the mouth, and she reciprocates, but keeps one eye on David and Amy as she does.
“Who's hungry?” David says, giving Amy one last slap on the ass for good measure.
“Hell yeah, what’s on the menu?” Melanie says. She does finally find a log to sit on: screw the rain, she’s already sorta soaked, anyway. 
“Well, since it’s probably going to take a while to get the fire going—“
“I assume it’ll take a while,” Jake says, placing small twigs in a pile of crumpled newspaper, frowning all the while.
“Right, so like, unless for whatever reason it’s easier with this stuff, let’s eat something prepackaged.”
“Such as?” Amy asks, brushing her bright blonde hair from her wet face.
“Pop Tarts anyone?” David asks. “What the hell,” Melanie says. She looks over to Amy who is staring at David. Melanie can’t read Amy’s expression. Perhaps her friend is a little angry? 
They rip into the cinnamon Pop Tarts as the storm rages on, Jake having volunteered to try to get the fire going. He swears under his breath, trying to get the fatwood going as the rain falls like the tears of chubby angels on a diet. David goes over to help him, trying to block the rain with his body, trying to block the wind.
This leaves Amy sitting beside Melanie, on folding chairs they’ve brought. Amy with her soft lips, and warm blue eyes. Amy with her blonde hair, and her energy; a lightness to her friend’s vibe, a peaceful playfulness Melanie has never quite gotten over. Amy is speaking but Melanie can’t hear what she’s saying, transfixed as she is with Amy’s mouth, her lips, her eyes; it’s impossible for Melanie to take in what her friend is actually conveying. 
“What’s that darling?”
“Darling?”
“Um, sorry, I mean, you know, what’s up girlfriend?”
“Oh, much better, you weirdo.”
Amy gives her a playful little punch in the ribs.
“Sorry.”
“I’m just fucking with you, Melanie!”
I wish you would, Melanie thinks.
“I was saying do you like shrooms?”
“Um… what?”
“You know, magic mushrooms!”
“Um…”
“Oh come on! Don’t look at me like that!”
“Like what, you brought hallucinogens? Like, are you going to do them?”
“No, I’m going to juggle them. Yes, I plan to take them. Everyone is.”
“Everyone?”
“Yeah. Jake, and, David and me.”
“So I’m the only one who didn’t know about this?”
“Oh, come on sweetie, we didn’t want to freak you out.”
“Oh yeah, so springing the drugs on me last minute was a thoughtful gesture?”
“Aw, damn it Melanie, don’t be like this!”
“Be like what?”
“Like this! The party pooper! The stick in the mud!”
“I am not a stick in the mud!”
Melanie looks over to Jake for reassurance. Jake simply shrugs.
“Oh, well thank you for that bode of confidence.”
“It’s vote of confidence.”
“What did I say?”
“Bo—”
“Look whatever, just, like, just don’t take them without telling me, okay! I’ll fucking do it, just… don’t exclude me. I don’t want to be the only one of you not tripping.”
“Have you ever done them?”
“I mean, no.”
“You’ll be fine. We can give you a smaller amount.”
She tries her best not to let the unease show on herself, and has no idea if she succeeds. 
“What are they like?”
“You smoke weed, right?”
“Sometimes.”
“It’s sort of like weed but stronger. And more floaty.”
Amy makes a blissed out face, exaggeratedly content, letting her hands gently sway above her. 
“Will I have a nightmare freakout?”
“Oh honey, no, no no. You’ll be fine! We’re all here, and we’re all your friends! Nothing but good vibes!” Amy gives her a hug. Melanie tries not to let her eyes roll back in her head like a dog having its back scratched. 
“What, did you find that on a t-shirt somewhere? ‘Nothing but Good Vibes,’ and then the back says like some resort name or some shit.”
“Hey babe, David and I are gonna go on a walk,” Jake says, giving her a look like what is up with you?
“What?” Melanie asks, she isn’t sure why she asks, she heard him the first time, her brain is just being funny today.
“We’re going for a walk,” Jake says, flatly.
“Sure thing,” Melanie says. She watches Jake and David wander off, then disappear at the treeline.
She is sizing Amy up, feeling a shiver work its way down her spine. Melanie hopes Amy can’t hear her gulping down the rush of saliva to her mouth. Melanie hopes Amy doesn’t notice a lot of things. And, simultaneously, and paradoxically, she wishes her friend would notice a lot.
She wishes Amy would notice absolutely everything.  
 
David hits the joint, cupping his hand over the end to keep the thing from going out in the rain. 
“You know, Melanie is pretty hot.”
“Oh, I remember,’ Jake says, taking the joint from David, taking his own puff. He wears a green Starter rain jacket with the Boston Celtics logo on the back.
“You’re a lucky man,” David says, giving him a light punch on the arm.
“Hey, Amy’s nothing to sneeze at,” Jake says, taking a final pull off the joint, and squeezing his thumb and index finger over the cherry to put it out, placing the roach in his jacket pocket.
“God, can you believe all of this?” David says, gesturing with his arms outstretched, spinning in a circle. “This is wild! Absolutely nuts.”
“I know, right? All of this is so crazy.”
And it really was, Jake was so glad they’d come here. It took a lot of doing but now that they were here he felt great. A little apprehensive, maybe, but great. 
“Ah, to be young and alive,” David says.
“Fuckin’ A, brother,” Jake says.
“You think you’re gonna get lucky this weekend?”
“Dude…”
“What? I know you’re thinking it.”
“I don’t know, most likely,” Jake says.
“Oh, come on man, this is a once in a lifetime opportunity! You gotta get that dick wet!”
David whacks Jake in the crotch, who coughs and wobbles a bit.
“Fuck man, that hurt.”
“Aw shit, sorry dude. Don’t know my own strength I guess.”
“Well don’t hit me in the dick again, ay?”
“Okay, I’ll do my best.” David says, staring off into the sky. “I ever tell you I saw a UFO?”
“Great segue,”Jake says, face still scrunched up in mild discomfort.  
Being friends with David can be a chore sometimes. He’s constantly fucking with people. They’ve known each other since the 6th grade, when Mrs. Borges yelled at David for sticking a pencil up his nose, for cracking jokes in class, for existing (frankly, Jake can more than understand). And Jake doesn’t know what it says about him but they became fast friends. So, over the years Jake has learned to take everything David says with a hefty grain of salt. A fast food level of salt. A whole ocean’s worth of damn salt.  
 “I’m not kidding,” David says.
“Sure you’re not. Stop messing with me, man.”
“I’m fucking serious, dude. I was driving on 95 at like 2 in the morning.”
“Wait, wait, wait.”
Jake places his hand on David’s shoulder, to stare directly into his red eyes.
“You are telling me you saw a UFO over one of the busiest highways in Massachusetts?”
“Yeah, dude!”
“Oh fuck off, I cry bullshit.”
“I swear to you it’s the truth,” David says, a hurt look on is face.
“Well, go ahead and tell me your obviously bullshitty story, you absolute pants-on-fire liar.”
“So, I was driving on 95, and I was sort of hungover.”
This news somehow does not shock Jake. David drank a whole lot, most of the time.
“Where were you drinking?”
“Does it matter?”
“I mean, no, I’m just wondering.”
“Alison’s house.”
“How long ago was this?”
“Last year.”
“Oh man, you need to stop doing that shit. Amy is going to fucking kill you.”
David could never keep his dick in his pants. This was something Jake had known about David for many years. This didn’t used to bother Jake as much, but then David started dating Amy, their mutual friend, and suddenly his serial philandering pissed him off. It pissed him off a whole lot.
“Look, that’s my fucking business, so like, let me just get back to the UFO story.”
“Fine, fine. Lay on, Macduff.”
“I’m driving on 95, with this killer headache. And it’s like two in the afternoon. I look over off the highway, just, you know, there’s not a ton of traffic. And then I see it. This shiny metal craft, traveling at speed towards the ground. At what looked like a forty-five degree angle.”
“What did it look like?”
Jake is starting to wonder if David is actually full of shit. He doesn’t have his typical shit-eating grin.
“It looked like one of those single passenger planes. But entirely silver.”
“Dude, an airplane? Really?”
“What? It was an unidentified flying object. That is the very definition of what the damn thing is.”
“Okay, so… what happened?”
David screws up his face in a way that makes Jake just want to walk away. For a person he supposedly is good friends with, he definitely hates the shit out of David, like, often.
“Well, the thing suddenly looked like it caught on fire.”
“What?”
“Dude, yeah. It was nuts. This single passenger plane-looking-thing catches on fire, and lands off in the woods off 95. I’m expecting an explosion, right? But there’s nothing. I checked the news later. Also nothing.”
“Do you think you hallucinated it?”
“I mean, maybe? But why would it be a plane then? Wouldn’t I have hallucinated a traditional looking UFO?”
“That’s true.”
David looks at the surrounding wilderness. The stress seems to melt off his face.
“God, it’s pretty out here.”
“Heck yeah, dude.”
Jake loves the wilderness. Being in nature really helps with all the intrusive thoughts. 
“Come on, let’s head back before I’m soaked through,” David says, turning and walking away. 
Jake follows close behind as they wander back to camp. He lets the cool air enter his lungs, holds it inside like a secret. He wants to keep
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