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Before

The rain-wet woods, a hover of mist just below the treetops, brief flurries of drizzle escaping through the boughs of the firs. The moss-thick floor, fountains of fern, primordial fern, bunching on the hillside, little explosions of green. Everywhere is green: dark green, lime green, sea green. The sound of the sea. No sign of the sea, but the sound of the sea. The wind, when it blows, is cool and wet and salty.

In a clearing, three men have appeared. No knowing how they got there—did they climb down from the trees or claw their way through the mossy forest floor? They have arrived, one after another, in the clearing. They are wearing suits and coats, brown as dirt, and brown hats. Their shirts are dingy, as if they spent the night somewhere dirty and dark. Their cuffs are yellowed from sweat.

A mist engulfs the clearing, obscuring everything beyond the first few stands of trees. One of the men kicks at the ground with a scuffed wing tip.

“What’s this, Lugg?” says one. 

“Don’t know, Wart,” says another. 

“Seems spongy,” responds the third. 

“I believe it is earth,” says the first. “I recall it; I have memory.”

The third, Toff, kneels down and takes a fistful of moss in a grimy hand and holds it to his nose, sniffing. He recoils.

“Stinks,” he says. He then proceeds to cram the stuff into his mouth. He chews. He chews like a cow on its cud. He stands and reports to his compatriots, barely intelligible through his mealy meal, “No good.” Bits of moss fall from the corner of his mouth. His fellows look on disinterestedly.

They are all built mostly the same. They are of medium height, of medium stature, with little paunches of belly. Their facial hair distinguishes them: Toff with his bushy mustache, Lugg with his full beard, and Wart with neither beard nor mustache but with muttonchops that sprout from the sides of his cheeks like wiry dark cotton.

Lugg has finished his meal of earth and moss and has swallowed. He has wiped his lips clean. The three men stand facing one another in the clearing, three points of a triangle.

“What’s to be done, then?” asks Toff.

“That’s to be discovered,” says Wart. “For now, we watch.”

“And wait?” asks Toff.

“And wait,” says Wart.

Lugg smiles at his compatriots. His teeth are black with dirt.

There is a rustle in the nearby vegetation. A small deer, having come upon the scene, has bolted. The three men track its movement as it races up the hillside.

“Is that one?” asks Toff.

“Nah,” says Lugg. He has retrieved a small, well-worn book from his pocket. He begins leafing through it until he comes upon the sought-for page. “It’s a deer, a mammal,” says Lugg. “Related, though.”

“Deer,” says Wart.

“Deer,” says Toff. “I recall now. Deer.”

“Shall we kill it?” asks Wart.

Lugg refers to his book again and, having read it, shakes his head. “Lesser sentience,” he says. He pulls out the small nub of a pencil and makes a note on the page. He places the book back in his interior pocket.

The other two men do likewise: pull book from pocket, note with stubby pencil. One returns his book to an interior jacket pocket, the other keeps it in his hand. This is Wart. He has remained on the page and begins to read: “‘Coastal temperate rainforest, North America. More living and decaying biomass than anywhere on planet. Prime tree species include Douglas fir, Western hemlock, Sitka spruce, red cedar.’” Inhales deeply, grimaces. “Stinks.”

The other two are listening, though. 

Wart flips through more pages, reads, “‘Programmable microwave oven. Percy Spencer, inventor. An oven that heats contents through electromagnetic radiation. Convenient features include selectable power level and presets for common preparations.’”

The other two nod, taking in the information. 

Wart turns pages, reads more: “‘Algebra. A variety of mathematics that uses symbols to deduce sums. A core staple of modern primary education.’” 

More nodding from his compatriots. 

Thus emboldened, Wart flips more pages still and reads: “‘Rimbaud, Arthur: When the child’s forehead, full of red torments, implores the white swarm of indistinct dreams’”—here Wart digs his foot in ground—“‘There come near his bed two tall charming sisters with slim fingers that have silvery nails.’”

There is a quickness of breeze; it shakes the tree limbs and rustles the leaves. The mist begins to separate, to unweave. A veil is being lifted.

Wart continues, “‘They seat the child in front of a wide open window,’” he reads, “‘where the blue air bathes a mass of flowers and in his heavy hair where the dew falls move their delicate, fearful and enticing fingers.’”

The mist continues to dissipate; the light around them grows. Toff and Lugg exchange glances and then look out into the dark forest.

Wart is now reading from another page. “‘Yeats, William Butler. Poet. Ireland, nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The darkness drops again . . .’”

The birds have stopped their song; the wind whistles through the boughs. It ruffles the pages of Wart’s notebook. He grips the book tighter, his thick fingers holding back the paper, and reads again: “‘But now I know that twenty centuries of stony sleep were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle . . .’”

Toff, looking out into the surrounding woods, sees something. A smile begins to break across his face, revealing his rutty, yellowed, and dark teeth. Lugg sees it, too, now, and smiles. Look: in the break between two trunks of trees is a lightening, the view of a horizon. Slowly, the surrounding forest reveals itself to the three men; it is as if a world outside themselves is emerging from thin air. Beyond the trees, the sky can be seen, a sky brightening as the mist retreats. This new light reveals, just below, a small town, its many buildings and houses arrayed before them as if in miniature. The ocean, the wide, gray ocean, heaves against a long strip of beach that extends beyond their vision.

Wart, his eyes now on the scene before them, finishes his recitation without looking at the page: “‘And what rough beast, its hour come round at last, slouches toward Bethlehem to be born?’”

He smiles, closes book, places it in interior jacket pocket.

The time has come.
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FRIDAY

There was a penny on the doormat.

It was there, Archie saw, just inside the second O of the family’s name—COOMES—like the pupil of an eye. Archie had just come home from his last day of school before summer break and leaped the three front steps of his house in a bound. Something about the coin called his attention. It stopped him in his tracks.

He supposed someone had dropped it. Find a penny, pick it up, all day long, have good luck, he thought. He picked up the coin; it felt strangely cold to the touch. Like it hadn’t wanted to be found. He recoiled a little from it. Just then, the front door swung open and nearly pitched him over sideways.

“Talking to the slugs, Arch?” asked his brother, Max.

Archie, embarrassed, quickly stood and threw the penny over the side of the porch. “No,” he said, “I wasn’t.”

Max stared at him, a mocking grin on his face. The boy was equipped in his soccer kit: striped green shirt, SEAHAM YMCA SOCCER written across the breast. Striped shorts, striped socks pulled knee-high over shin guards. Max with his gelled hair and his one earring and his dogged acne that he lay siege to every night with a medicine cabinet’s worth of creams and pads to little effect. He was sixteen, only three years older than Archie, but the divide between them could not have been more pronounced. Archie, to Max, was still a child. Max, to Max, was an adult.

“Out of my way, bug,” said Max. The door slammed behind him, and he jumped the three steps of the porch to the sidewalk, the laces on his cleated shoes casually untied.

Archie watched him go. He slung his backpack over his shoulder and opened the front door. Just then, he looked down and froze.

The penny was there again. Back on the doormat. Exactly where it had been when he had picked it up.

“Close the door, dillnard!” came a voice from inside the house. It belonged to one of his twin sisters. He couldn’t, in the moment, tell which one it was. All of his siblings seemed to have a competition going as to which of them could be crueler to their younger brother. He left the penny where it was and stepped into the house, letting the door slam behind him.

Olivia, fifteen, was sitting on the couch, playing Nintendo. One of the Mario brothers was leaping from a stack of blocks onto a flagpole. It was clear that Olivia had not yelled his name; she was too intent on the action on the screen. Annabelle, Olivia’s twin, sat on the far side of the couch, twirling her brown wavy hair in her fingers.

“You’re letting flies in, dork,” she said.

“There’s a penny on the doormat,” said Archie, pointing behind him. “And when I . . .” His sisters fixed him with a disinterested look. “When I picked it up . . . Oh, never mind.” 

On the TV screen, three little fireworks exploded, in sequence, above a pixelated castle.

“It was your turn to take the garbage out,” said Annabelle.

“Sorry,” said Archie. “Forgot. I’ll do it now, okay?”

“Too late. Dad did it,” said Olivia.

“Dad’s home?”

Archie looked at the clock on the mantel; it was a quarter to four. Peter Coomes rarely came home from work before six. “Why did you even tell me that if Dad already did it?” he asked.

“’Cause you’re in deep,” said Olivia, returning her attention to the game.

“Double deep,” said Annabelle.

Archie cast his eyes toward the kitchen. The door was closed, but he could hear his father’s voice through it. Archie could tell he was talking on the phone; his sentences were punctuated with long pauses, during which he would grunt noises of understanding or assent. Archie walked to the door and pushed it slightly open, enough so he could see his father standing by the kitchen counter, his right hand cradling the yellow telephone receiver to his ear, the thumb and middle finger of his left hand kneading the edges of his forehead.

“I know that, Mrs. Rockwell,” he was saying. “Yes. I’m fully aware of that. Believe me, this is as hard for me as it is for you. I was relying on—” He was interrupted again; his left hand fell from his temples to worry the spiral cord that attached the receiver to the cradle. Archie could see his mother, her back to him, leaning against the fridge, watching her husband. He closed the door and returned to the living room.

“What’s that all about?” asked Archie.

“Beats me,” said Olivia.

“He was here when we got home,” said Annabelle.

Archie sat down in the empty chair next to the couch and watched the action onscreen. He could still hear his father’s muffled voice through the kitchen door.

“All I’m saying, Candace,” Peter said. “All I’m saying. Let me finish. Let me finish. All I’m saying is that I can’t be liable here. I spoke with the engineer. I mean, there were red flags everywhere, even before Wednesday. Yes, before Wednesday. We just can’t . . .” This was followed by a lengthy pause, after which he continued, “Uh-huh. I get that. But see, the thing is, my engineer said that we just can’t continue work. Not with the sort of seismic issues we’re seeing on the site.”

Archie exchanged a fleeting look with Olivia before her attention was drawn back to the screen.

“We don’t know how far they go,” his father was saying. “These . . . fissures. And until we do, I just can’t allow this work to continue. I’m sorry, Candace.” This was followed by a series of “uh-huhs” and “I knows” plus several apologies before Archie heard the receiver being placed back on the cradle. His mother and father spoke in hushed tones for a moment before the door to the living room swung open. His mother, Liz, looked into the room and gave Archie a forced smile. “Hiya, Arch,” she said. “How was the last day of school?”

“Fine,” said Archie. “What’s up with Dad?”

Liz looked surprised, as if impressed by Archie’s powers of deduction, then turned serious. “Well, I suppose you should know.”

“Know what, Mom?” asked Olivia.

“Your dad’s going to be home for a while,” she said. “They’ve stopped work on the site.”

Annabelle looked away from the television; a swell of sad bleeps accompanied Mario’s fall into a gap between two beige pillars.

“It’s not a big deal, guys,” Liz said. “It’s temporary. Till they can figure out what’s going on.”

But it did seem like a big deal to Archie. He knew the last year had been a difficult one for his parents. The nonprofit his mom had worked for, CoastAid, had dissolved her position in November, and she had been unemployed ever since. Seaham, like most coastal towns, had lived under a pall of depression for as long as Archie could remember. And so it had been some relief when Coomes Construction’s bid on the new hotel project that was being planned on the headlands just north of town had been accepted.

“What does that mean?” asked Annabelle.

“Well, we don’t really know what it means yet,” answered Liz. “I suppose we’ll have to tighten our belts just a bit.”

“What does that mean?” asked Olivia.

“It means just what it sounds like,” said Liz. “Until we get a better idea of what our finances are, we’ll have to hold off on a few things.”

The kids knew where this was headed; they’d been planning a trip to Los Angeles at the end of the summer—there had been talk of a beach bungalow rental and a two-day visit to Disneyland.

“We’re still going, right?” asked Olivia, glaring at her mother.

“Well,” said Liz, “I mean, we’ll have to . . .”

“This sucks,” shouted Annabelle, blowing at the cloud of feathered bangs above her brow, a wave-like tangle she sculpted every morning inside a cloud of hairspray. She pushed herself off the couch angrily and stalked past her mother.

“Annabelle,” said Liz. “Language.”

“What, sucks?” Annabelle had stopped at the first step of the stairs to the second floor. “Sucks. Sucks. Sucky sucky sucky sucks.”

“Annabelle!” said Liz helplessly.

Annabelle marched up the stairs; Olivia followed close behind, shooting her mother a glare as she passed.

The theme from Super Mario Bros. was playing on a loop from the TV speaker; Archie picked up the remote and switched it off.

Peter appeared in the kitchen doorway. “Hey, Arch,” he said. “Happy last day of school, kiddo. Eighth-grade graduate and all. Big day!”

Archie ignored him. “Is it true?” he asked.

Peter crossed his arms and rested against the doorjamb. “Yeah,” he said. He gave his wife a brief look. “Yeah, it’s true. You know Joe—he was over for dinner a few weeks ago. The engineer. Well, he and his team were doing some early excavation on the site, just below the cliff, and they opened up this whole network of underground cavities. Like caves, fissures in the rock.” He rubbed his brow and said, “Anyway, it’s like Swiss cheese down there, that whole cliff under the Langdon place. Can’t build on it.”

“Can’t they just find another spot?” asked Archie. He didn’t know much about the job, just that Candace Rockwell, a developer from Portland, was going to put a five-million-dollar hotel on a cliff above the ocean, near where Langdon House was. It had been front-page news in the Daily Astorian; all the grown-ups were talking about it.

Peter shook his head and frowned. “Don’t think so,” he said. “Seems like the boss has her heart set on the place. She’s bound and determined to make it happen. But it ain’t gonna be me that builds it, that’s for sure. And I don’t think she’ll have much luck finding anyone else to do it, either.” He wound his hands together, his thick, leathery hands that always seemed to be crisscrossed with black lines of dirt and grime. He wasn’t that old—he’d just turned forty-three—but his career had aged him, stooping his shoulders and tanning his skin.

“This doesn’t sound temporary,” said Archie, now looking at his mother.

Peter glanced at his wife. “No,” he said. “I’m not sure it is.” He took a deep breath and said, “But something’ll turn up. You don’t need to worry.”

“He’s right,” put in Liz. She smiled at her son.

“And it doesn’t mean we can’t still have our pizza-and-movie night,” said Peter. “Nothing a little Antonio’s and a good flick can’t fix, am I right?”

Archie was unmoved. “Yeah, okay,” he said. Throwing his backpack over his shoulder, he made his way upstairs.

In his bedroom, Archie heaved his backpack onto his desk chair and threw himself on his bed, belly-first. He could hear his sisters talking to each other through the wall, tiny gusts of ghost-like murmurs, and he hit the play button on his yellow Sony boom box to drown them out. A singer’s voice growled from the speakers, midsong; something about being given gold and pearls stolen from the sea.

The sea wind picked up and rattled the window; the tree boughs shook, and Archie, his chin in his palms, looked out at the street below. The Coomeses’ house lay several blocks off Seaham’s main drag and even farther from the ocean, but the wind off the ocean, the salt air, and the distant spray were inescapable in this seaside town.

He thought of the camping trip—that was enough to lift his spirits. Chris Pedersen, Archie’s best and oldest friend, had suggested it. Two nights in the woods with his three closest friends—Chris, Oliver Fife, and Athena Quest. It would be a fitting kickoff to summer vacation. They had the perfect spot, a level clearing a few miles up an old forest-service road, just behind old Lee Novak’s property. They’d scoped it out over spring break, spending most of their days clearing out brush and digging a firepit. They’d even built a kind of lean-to against a stand of trees, but who knew if it was still upright after April’s windy and wet weather. They would meet Monday morning and head out—that was the plan. Spend the first afternoon cleaning up the site, adding some improvements.

He turned over on his back and let the music fall over him; spiky guitar arpeggios spiraled from the yellow boom box and the singer crowed, “You’re all that’s left to hold on to,” and Archie felt inspired to crank the volume until the speakers began to crackle and a barrage of angry knocks sounded against the wall between his and his sisters’ rooms.

“TURN THAT DOWN!” shouted one of the girls. It was no longer a ghost-like murmur—it was a banshee howl. And Archie happily ignored it.

But first they had to decide on the movie.

“Something scary,” said Max, home from soccer practice, toweling himself off from the shower. He’d leaped from the bathroom when he understood they were discussing movie rental options.

Liz wouldn’t have it. “Nothing scary,” she countered. “Or too violent.” She looked at Archie.

Archie blushed. “I’m thirteen, Mom,” he said.

“Still,” responded his mom, as if she didn’t believe him, as if she didn’t want to believe him. He would always be the baby of the family. “Maybe when you’re older.”

“What about,” put in Peter, “a scary movie, but for kids?”

The Coomes children all looked at him askance, as if he’d spoken some heinous blasphemy.

“What?” he said, his hands up defensively. “Ever heard of Bride of Frankenstein? Terrified me when I was your age.”

“Dad doesn’t get a vote,” said Olivia firmly.

Max crossed his arms, incensed. The boy was in his scary-movie prime, and yet on family movie night he rarely got his way. “Maybe you shouldn’t be such a wuss, Arch,” he said.

“I’m not scared,” said Archie angrily. “I watched Texas Chainsaw Massacre at Chris’s.”

“You what?” His mom’s eyes were wide.

“Ooh,” said Max, unimpressed. “Big, tough Archie.”

“Whatever,” said Archie. “Greg Sanders told Oliver that he was at Lauren Hamilton’s house over spring break and they were watching Alien and you had your eyes closed through the whole last part.”

“You watched what at Chris’s?” repeated Liz.

“Just ask Randy what to get,” suggested Olivia, quickly changing the subject. Archie inwardly thanked her.

“Yeah,” said Peter. “Ask Randy. Something funny, something the whole family can watch.”

“Ugh,” moaned Max. “We’re going to end up with some black-and-white Russian movie about, like, clowns or something.” Randy Dean was the owner of Movie Mayhem, the Oregon coast’s best—and only—exclusively Betamax video-rental store. He was a wellspring of film knowledge, an encyclopedia of esoteric movie trivia.

“But do it quick,” instructed Peter. “I’m going to call in the pizza.”

And so Archie was out the front door, racing down the steps to his bike. He pedaled into the street and made his way toward the main strip of the town.

The day was warm, and the breeze that fed from the sea was warm. He pedaled twice and then coasted down the hill from his house, feeling the wind pick up as his speed grew. He laid on the brakes at the stop sign at Overland, but barely slowed through the intersection. Stop signs in Seaham were more like suggestions than mandates. Before long, he’d arrived at Charles Avenue, named after the town’s founder, Charles Langdon, using his first name, Archie figured, because they’d already named the street that ran down from the highway Langdon Road.

Langdon, a fur magnate from the late nineteenth century, had his thumbprint on just about everything in the town: there was Dolly Park, named after his youngest daughter, dead of consumption at age eleven. Abigail Street, named after his wife, ran perpendicular to Charles Avenue, which, in turn, ran down to the ocean, where Bosun Drive cut a straight line along the perimeter of the beach, named after Charles’s beloved Saint Bernard. Of course, the flagship of this whole memorial monopoly was Langdon House, a stately Victorian behemoth, in near ruins on the headlands north of town and which had been, until Peter Coomes’s phone call this afternoon, at imminent risk of demolition. The Langdon family, despite having their name on half of the street signs in town, had quietly faded into the background. The house was abandoned. Of course, in its abandonment, the house served only to stoke the imaginations of schoolchildren up and down the coast. Kids traded stories of the ghosts that haunted Langdon House, and the gruesome murders that undoubtedly had taken place within its walls. It was a tradition among Seaham Elementary students to dare younger kids to enter the gates of Langdon House after dark and throw a rock through a window. Sadly, by Archie’s time, there wasn’t an intact pane of glass to shatter on the whole place, and he and his friends had to make do with trying to break a shutter or knock a piece of siding loose.

Archie took a right on Charles, heading toward the beach. A few cars were still cruising the main strip, but the early throng of tourists had left Seaham in the late afternoon, heading back toward their rental houses and oceanfront motels. The only bar in Seaham, the Sea Hag, was starting to get busy, and its smell, a heady blend of beer and cigarette smoke, infected the whole surrounding block. He rode past the grocery store; he waved at Mrs. Parsons, who was rolling a cart of discounted paperbacks into the front door of the Bookstall, Seaham’s only bookstore.

The next block was a series of kite shops and candy shops, shops that hibernated in the winter months like bears, living for the five months that made up Seaham’s tourist season. But now the kites were on display on the sidewalk, and the taffy was being stretched in the storefront windows, all that pink gooey material being pulled and plied by two twirling robotic arms like some superhero being put through the wringer by his archnemesis.

On the corner of Charles and Devon (the Langdons’ English ancestral homeland) was a former diner that Randy Dean had bought and remodeled as a video-rental store. This was the intersection Archie was navigating when he nearly ran straight into a woman standing in the center of the street.

Archie jammed on the brakes. His bike pitched forward, and he felt himself begin to fly over the handlebars. He managed to throw his weight back just in the time, and the bike’s rear tire came thudding down on the pavement, skidding sideways. He yelled and kicked out his leg to stop the bike from falling over, but it was too late: he hit the ground hard, on his side.

He looked up to see the woman standing over him. She was elderly, perhaps seventy, and her face was lined with wrinkles. Her skin was deeply tanned from sun exposure, and she wore a ragged dress that was stained brown with dirt. She stared blankly down at Archie, seemingly unmoved by the fact that she’d almost been hit.

Archie expected some kind of acknowledgment from the woman, even if it was a watch where you’re going, kid—but none came. Archie lifted himself off the ground and said, “Sorry, I didn’t see you there.”

The woman continued to stare at Archie. Her jaw was slack; her eyes were wide, as if she’d just witnessed something terrible. A chill shot through Archie’s body.

“You okay?” asked Archie finally.

“They shoulda left it hid,” said the woman, her voice low and broken. Spit flew from her lips as she spoke. “They shoulda left it well hid.”

“Excuse me?”

The woman began to shuffle toward him, her eyes boring into Archie’s. “They found somethin’ down there,” she said, “Down below the cliff. Somethin’ that would better been left hid. Hear me?”

“Uh, yeah,” said Archie. He lifted his bike from the ground and inched away from the woman. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

The woman’s look changed; her eyes narrowed and her mouth curled into a frown. Archie realized she had begun to cry. “They shoulda left it hid! They shoulda left it hid!” As she spoke, her voice was strained with panic, and Archie began to look around to see if anyone else was watching. He wondered if the woman needed help, if she was having some sort of mental breakdown. Archie didn’t think he’d be able to handle such a thing. But then, abruptly, the emotion left the woman’s face and she turned away from Archie, continuing down the street. Archie could hear her muttering as she shuffled along, saying, “They shoulda left it hid,” over and over to herself.

Archie felt oddly shaken; he stood very still on the sidewalk corner, watching the woman walk away.

Just then, he felt a nagging sting on his right leg. Hiking up his jeans, he saw he’d skinned the side of his shin pretty well. He winced and let the pant leg fall. He walked his bike over to a street sign and locked it against the pole. He looked after the woman, to see if she was still on the street, but could not see her anywhere. Archie suppressed a shiver and walked into the video store.
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“Hey—there’s the guy we need to see,” said Randy Dean as the bell above the door announced Archie’s entrance. The man was standing behind a counter, busily feeding a stack of tapes into an auto-rewinding machine. Oliver Fife was sitting on the counter, chewing on a Red Vine he’d taken from the bucket that sat by the cash register. The Vines were five cents a pop, but Archie and Oliver, being such regulars, were allowed to freely pilfer from the stash—within reason.

“Hey, Arch,” said Oliver. He spoke through a mouthful of red licorice. “You gotta tell us.”

“Tell you what?” asked Archie.

“Mr. Fife here is very curious about what’s happening up at the Langdon place,” said Randy, studying the spools inside a videocassette to gauge its state of winding. There were Bee Kind, Rewind stickers (an image of a bee floated above the words) affixed on every tape that Movie Mayhem owned. Randy’s main job, he complained, was rewinding tapes for customers who had ignored the sticker’s instruction. Randy Dean wore his hair in long ringlets, and his blocky brown glasses were at least a decade out of fashion. He wore a pink Izod shirt and a pair of jeans hiked up high to the waist and clasped around his pear-shaped body with a brown weave belt.

“I heard they just suddenly stopped working up there,” said Oliver. He went for another Red Vine from the bucket but was stopped by a “tut-tut” from Randy. He continued, “Figured you’d know what that’s all about.”

“How’d you guys find out?” asked Archie.

“Brody Tyke,” said Randy. “He was just in here. He was on the crew, I guess.”

“A cave, Archie,” said Oliver, his eyes wide. “They opened up, like, a big cave in the cliff.” Archie had known Oliver since the second grade, when the boy’s family had moved into town from Arizona. They’d hit it off immediately, two kids under the spell of Star Wars and superhero comic books. Movie Mayhem had become a sort of home base for Oliver—his Fortress of Solitude, as he sometimes called it. There he was surrounded by the relics and icons of his favorite imaginary worlds: the shelves and shelves of tape boxes, the movie posters on the walls advertising sunglassed spies and leather-clad warriors. He was an odd one and seemed to be getting more odd as the years progressed. The idea of a cave being unearthed beneath the Langdon place was bound to get Oliver Fife going.

“What do you think they found down there? Must be something serious, if they’re gonna stop building that hotel now,” said Oliver.

“You probably know more than me,” said Archie defensively. “Dad said something about it not being safe to build on. That’s all.”

A couple, a man and a woman, came through the door. Randy gave them a mumbled welcome, and they wandered down to the far end of the store.

Oliver shook his head. “Uh-uh,” he said. “That’s too simple. And when something’s too simple, it can’t be true.”

“Occam’s sledgehammer,” Randy said quietly.

“I think they found something down there,” said Oliver. “And they’re trying to keep it secret. I’ve got a feeling.”

The strange woman’s words echoed in Archie’s mind. “I don’t think so,” he said.

“What do you think, Randy?” asked Oliver.

“Bring Up the Dead,” said Randy cryptically. “1977. Leo DeSanto. One of his first films.” He stepped from behind the counter and walked over to the wall of tapes that made up the horror section. It was Archie and Oliver’s favorite corner in the whole store. The tape boxes here made a mosaic of trauma and terror against the wall of the store—screaming women, clutching at their chests in horror, stood beneath giant clawed fingers; blood-spattered typeface scrawled out such titles as Demon Birthright and The Chainsaw Cheerleader and Dracula’s Daughter; gleaming airbrushed knives hung pendulum-like over unsuspecting teenagers; demons leered, and haunted houses loomed. Archie didn’t need to have seen the movies to imagine what they promised—he could make up the stories in his head just by looking at the cover art, by scanning the breathless plot descriptions on the backs of the boxes.

Randy took one such box from the shelf. On the cover, an old brick schoolhouse stood on a dark lawn, jagged cracks erupting across the ground beneath it. The title, Bring Up the Dead, was written in dripping red type. The tagline below the image read, SCHOOL’S OUT—FOR ETERNITY. Randy gave the synopsis. “Turns out this school is built on top of an ancient Egyptian burial mound. Some kids find a passage into the tomb through the janitor’s closet, and, as you can imagine, all hell breaks loose. Literally. Scared the crap out of me, truth be told. Not DeSanto’s finest film, but is fairly pertinent, wouldn’t you say?”

“You think there’s an Egyptian tomb beneath the Langdon place?” asked Archie.

“Well, no,” said Randy. “But it could be some other kind of tomb. Or something, perhaps, that was buried long ago. And the folks who did the burying didn’t want it dug up.”

Archie looked sharply at Randy. He began to say something, to describe his exchange with the woman outside the store, but stopped himself. It seemed too outlandish.

“Where’s this movie set?” asked Oliver.

“Good question,” Randy said. “Pennsylvania, I believe. Pittsburgh. It was cheap to shoot there in the seventies, I think.”

“How is there an Egyptian tomb under a school in Pittsburgh?” asked Archie.

Randy smiled and said, “Movie magic, my friend.”

Oliver and Archie looked at each other and laughed. “Yeah, right,” said Archie.

“But what if,” began Oliver, “what if there’s, like, treasure down there? You know, maybe the Langdons, sometime a long time ago, like, hid some treasure down there. That’d seem realistic, right? I mean, what about the Langdon curse?”

“The Langdon curse?” asked Randy.

Oliver rolled his eyes. “C’mon, Randy. You know. The Langdons—they’re all crazy, like, over time. Each generation. More crazy than the one before.”

“Oh, that Langdon curse,” said Randy. He smirked.

“Definitely some treasure, somewhere up there. Am I right?” Oliver looked at both Randy and Archie impatiently.

“Maybe so. Maybe so,” said Randy as he returned to the counter. Archie and Oliver remained in front of the horror section, browsing its forbidden riches.

“I don’t know, dude,” said Archie, pulling a movie called C.H.U.D. from the wall and reading its back copy.

“Oh, come on, Archie,” said Oliver. “We gotta check it out.”

“Ollie, the whole place is fenced off,” said Archie. He’d gone to visit his dad once or twice during the spring, and even then it was near impossible to get into the site.

“Betcha we could find a hole in the fence somewhere,” said Oliver. “Especially if no one’s there now. C’mon, I’ve got a feeling.”

“That’s what I’m worried about,” said Archie. “You and your feelings. Remember the last time you had one of those?”

Oliver grew serious. “That was different,” he said.

Archie didn’t need to go into detail; ever since they’d been friends, Oliver had been known to lapse into what the grown-ups called “unexplained episodes.” Last fall, for instance, Ollie had become convinced—had been in the grips of a feeling—that the new math teacher at their school was some kind of “eldritch being,” as he’d called it. A resurrected dead soul. He’d become so convinced that he confronted the teacher after school one day; the teacher, of course, was taken aback. The man had only begun to defend himself when Oliver’s face went pale and his eyes had rolled back in his head. Chris Pedersen, who’d been standing nearby, had managed to catch him before he hit the floor. Ollie had ended up in the nurse’s office; his mother had to come get him. There’d been no explanation—not even from Oliver himself—except for the murmurings around the halls of Seaham Elementary that the boy had had an epileptic seizure of some kind.

“Right,” said Archie quietly.

“Come on, Arch,” said Oliver. He grabbed the tape box from Archie’s hand and returned it to the shelf. “We don’t have to go in; we just have to go look at it.”

Archie looked sidelong at Oliver, knowing that the needling would never end unless he gave in. “Just to look?”

Oliver’s face broke into a smile. “Just to look,” he said.

“Okay,” Archie said. “But we do not go inside the fence. My dad would kill me if we got caught. I’d be grounded for, like, the whole summer. Goodbye, camping trip.”

Oliver put his hand on his chest, straightening his face into a solemn frown. “No one’s going to get in the way of the camping trip. We don’t go past the fence. On my word.”

“Swear by something,” said Archie.

Oliver glanced around the room; his eyes caught on a tape. He walked over to one of the neighboring racks and pulled the movie from its shelf. Bringing it back to Archie, he handed it over; it was Excalibur, the 1981 John Boorman film that both Archie and Oliver loved. As Archie held the box, Oliver placed his hand on it and solemnly spoke in his best version of a British accent. “In the name of God, Saint Michael, and Saint George . . . ,” said Oliver, beginning to quote, word for word, Uryens’s knighting of Arthur after the battle at Cameliard.

Archie rolled his eyes. “Just swear,” he said, interrupting him.

“I swear we won’t go past the fence,” said Oliver.

Satisfied, Archie returned the movie to its spot in the fantasy section; Oliver followed him, talking excitedly as he went. “Let’s meet at the benches, tomorrow, ten a.m. I’ll call Chris and Athena. They’d kill us if they found out we did it without them.”

“Hey, do you have this on VHS?” The voice was from a man from across the room, one half of the tourist couple who had walked in earlier. He was holding up a videotape case.

Randy, at the counter, abruptly lifted his hand from the auto-rewinder, making it judder to a sudden stop. He looked at the man over the top of his glasses, studying him briefly before pointing to the sign above the counter that read BETA ONLY.

The man said, “Our rental house doesn’t have a Betamax player.”

Randy shrugged and returned to his rewinding. The couple, discouraged, replaced the box on the shelf and exited the store.

After they’d gone, Oliver asked, “What’s the deal with that, anyway? Beta only. Everyone has VHS players these days. Everyone outside of Seaham anyway.”

“It’s the superior technology, Ollie,” Randy responded loftily. “Better fidelity, crisper picture. Trust me. Beta’ll win out in the end. VHS is a passing fad. Those big clunky tapes.” He shook his head in disapproval.

“Shoot,” said Oliver, glancing up at the clock behind the counter. “I gotta go.” He looked at Archie. “Tomorrow. Ten a.m. By the benches.”

Archie sighed. “Yep, see you then.”

“See ya, Randy,” said Ollie as he left the store.

“Always a pleasure, Mr. Fife,” Randy replied.

Just then, the phone rang at the counter and Randy answered it, saying, “Movie Mayhem, all Beta all the time. Randy Dean speaking. How can I help you?” Archie wandered to the section marked COMEDY and let his eyes drift over the titles, the designs, the photos on the fronts of the boxes. Randy continued his seemingly endless task of rewinding videotapes, the store’s clunky phone now balanced between his shoulder and cheek.

“Uh-huh,” said Randy. “Sure. I think we have that.” He let the mouthpiece of the phone slip down his chin as he called out to Archie, “Hey, Archie—can you look there and see if we have A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum? It should be just above your left hand.”

Archie looked. “Yeah, it’s in,” he said.

“Yeah, we’ve got it,” said Randy into the phone. “Hmm? Yeah, that’s Archie Coomes. I can ask. One sec.” Again, he let the mouthpiece drop and called to Archie, “Would you mind running a movie up to Birgitta Woodley’s place on your way home?”

“Sure,” said Archie. “I mean, I don’t mind.”

“Yep, we got you, Birgitta,” Randy said into the phone. In the meantime, Archie had narrowed in on the movie Fletch, which he remembered had played at the theater in Astoria two summers before. He removed the plastic tape case from behind the box and walked to the counter holding the two movies.

“Ah, yes,” Randy said, having hung up the phone. “A good caper. Should satisfy the whole brood.” He took the plastic cases from Archie and, double-checking the tapes were in the cases, ran a wand over the bar codes on the bottom of each case. Little beeps on the computer console on his desk registered their status, and he handed them over to Archie. “Fletch needs to be back Wednesday; tell Birgitta that’s when Forum is due as well.”

“Got it.”

“Say hi to the fam for me,” said Randy.

“Will do,” said Archie. He turned to leave but had only gotten as far as the door when Randy called, “Oh, and Archie?”

“Yeah?”

“Careful up there, up at the cliffside,” Randy said, his face suddenly serious.

Archie rolled his eyes. “We’ll look out for mummies; don’t worry.” He raised his arms in a zombie-like fashion but almost lost the videotapes he’d tucked under his arm. Randy remained solemn as Archie pushed the door open and left the store.

Outside, people were coming off the beach, their arms laden with kites, blankets, and umbrellas. Dogs danced alongside their owners while children were hustled into awaiting station wagons, oversunned and overtired. Archie shoved the two videotapes into the bag on his handlebars and unlocked his bike. He pedaled out into the street, navigating the trickle of traffic with the confidence of someone who’d spent his life winding through vehicles driven by lost tourists. He crossed Charles Avenue and turned up the alley behind the Sea Hag, piloting his bike through a waft of fryer exhaust. He took a quick left onto Abigail, and that was when he saw Brody Tyke.

Rather, he heard Brody Tyke before he saw him, as Brody was sitting in his pickup truck, shouting along to the heavy music that was blasting from his stereo and drumming madly on the top of his steering wheel.

“Hey! Archie!” Brody shouted over the snarl of distorted guitar coming from the truck cabin. “Archie Coomes!”

Archie pretended not to hear; he kept riding up the street. To his dismay, he heard the truck behind him rev and peel away from the curb.

“Where you going in such a hurry?” asked Brody, pulling up alongside Archie.

“Just going home, Brody,” responded Archie, his eyes glued to the road in front of him.

“I want to talk to you.” He had to shout over the rumble of the truck engine and the squall of the heavy metal.

“I’d really love to, but I gotta get home,” said Archie, and he laid into the pedals, pushing away from Brody’s truck.

Brody gave the pickup a boost of gas, and a cloud of black smoke poured from the exhaust pipe. The truck shot ahead and veered in front of Archie, nearly knocking him off his bike.

“Jesus!” shouted Archie, screeching to a halt.

Brody stopped his truck in the middle of the street, blocking the way. He turned off the stereo and looked at Archie through the passenger-side window over the rims of his black sunglasses.

“Thing is, I had a job a couple days ago, and now I don’t,” he said. “Why’d your dad pull out of that hotel at the headlands? That’s what I wanna know.”

Brody was nineteen; he’d notoriously dropped out of Harrisburg High his junior year. He wore his stringy blond hair long and covered it with an ever-present baseball hat worn backward. A black T-shirt emblazoned with the jagged logo of some metal band was his daily uniform.

“I don’t know why,” said Archie. “Why’s everybody think I do?”

“It’s your dad that took everyone off it. And I gotta know what for. I was counting on that job, man.”

Yeah, he wasn’t the only one, thought Archie. “Get off my back, Brody.”

“What’d you say?”

“I said, get off my back.” Archie began pedaling his bike around the front of Brody’s truck.

“What is happening?” A woman’s voice, steeped in a vaguely European accent, came from just up the street. Archie looked and saw Birgitta Woodley standing on her front porch, taking in the confrontation.

Brody seemed to ignore her. “Tell your dad he owes me back pay,” he said through the rolled-down window. “He owes them whole crew that money. He better pay up.” He gave Birgitta a dismissive look and then revved the truck engine and peeled away down the street.

Archie watched him go. Once the truck had disappeared around a corner, he walked his bike up onto the sidewalk. Arriving at the Woodleys’ house, he retrieved the videotape from his bike bag and climbed up the steps to Birgitta’s porch.

“Thank you,” said Birgitta, taking the tape from Archie. She was Swedish by birth and wore her long gray hair tucked up in a stately bun. “So why do you let that boy bother you?”

“I don’t mean to,” he said. “I wish he wouldn’t.”

Birgitta made a kind of tsk-tsk noise with her mouth, and Archie couldn’t tell if she was reprimanding him or Brody Tyke. Birgitta Woodley always seemed to carry herself with a kind of severity that Archie assumed to be uniquely European. “Well, anyway,” she said, “thank you for bringing the film. Please tell your mother I said hello.”

“I will,” said Archie. “Bye, Birgitta.”

The door closed behind her, and Archie was left on the porch. He turned to go, to head back to his bike on the sidewalk, but something strange caught his eye. He looked down at his feet, at the dust-clotted woven mat that lay on the threshold of the Woodleys’ house.

There was a penny on the doormat.

The movie selection had only been a partial success; Max had already seen it. Olivia and Annabelle had wanted something more like a high school comedy; but Liz and Peter, both in the dark about any movie that had been made after 1975, seemed excited—Liz thought Chevy Chase was cute and laughed at all the gags, even the ones that weren’t that funny. Peter watched the movie in stony silence, his viewing interrupted regularly by the ring of the telephone in the kitchen. Initially, they paused the film each time he left the couch, but the calls became so unrelenting that finally Peter insisted they watch without him while he stood in the kitchen, answering the concerns of yet another engineer or designer, architect or day worker. The kitchen was right off the living room, so Archie couldn’t help but keep an ear trained on the conversations.

Throughout the movie, Archie found his mind straying to the penny he’d seen on the Woodleys’ doormat. He’d returned home, wanting to see if the penny was still there on his own doormat, but he was surprised—and somewhat relieved—to see that it was gone.

When the credits rolled, Peter came into the living room, having fielded yet another call. “What, it’s over?” he asked, staring at the scrolling names on the screen. “What happened? You know, to the guy?”

“Dad,” groaned Annabelle, “you missed, like, half the movie.”

The phone rang again; Liz and Peter exchanged an exasperated glance, and Peter went to answer it. “Max, it’s for you,” he called, sounding relieved. Max leaped from the couch and jogged into the kitchen; Olivia and Annabelle disappeared up the stairs to their room. Liz had begun looking through a pile of mail on the side table, and Archie, guessing no one else was going to take on the task, knelt by the VCR and pressed the rewind button.

“Hey,” said Liz as the machine whirred, “the Corkers are having a garage sale up in Cannon Beach tomorrow. Their oldest is going to college. Cindy said there’d be a bunch
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