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 Every year, there were stories told around the campfire. At the center of it, a thin branch always blazed with a thousand pine needles, which turned red, then exploded, one by one—each a quick hiss followed by shriveling.

The spicy smell of white pine drifted out of the darkness of the national forest. Bug spray. Damp moss. The gooey blackened melodrama of roasted marshmallows.

A handful of bats slapped across a dark-blue sky. The sky was punctured with stars.

Year after year, the stories were the same—gruesome and spooky and true—and a few of the girls kept their hands over their faces during the telling:


 First, there was the babysitter who went upstairs late one night because she thought she heard the children jumping on their beds and found them instead in the bathtub with their throats slashed.

Then there was the mother who got a phone call from her daughter. “Mama, I’m burning,” the daughter sobbed. The mother screamed, but the line went dead, and a few seconds later a police officer rang the doorbell and said, “Ma’am, I’m sorry to have to tell you that your daughter was killed in a bus crash on her way home from school today.”

There was the girl who was dared at a slumber party to write a love note to Satan, sign it in blood, and burn it—she thought it was funny—and who was found in the morning naked, hanging from a jump rope in the garage.

The ghost of a French explorer who creeps up behind campers in the Blanc Couer National Forest when they wander off the path to pee. And the little boy who fell out of a tall pine and broke his neck and now amuses himself by pushing people out of trees. The man who tied heavy chains around the body of his wife after he killed her, tossed the body off a bridge into Lake Michigan, then came home and found her sitting in his La-Z-Boy—smiling, soaking wet.

 And this:

A girl who, with two friends, sneaked out of Pine Ridge Cheerleading Camp in a little red sports car one summer afternoon, and smiled at a couple of boys in a rusty station wagon. . . .
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The red Mustang, like a small shiny thought dipped in blood, sped between two walls of white pine that extended as far ahead as the eye could see and as far behind as the rearview mirror could contain.

I was the driver.

The little car was mine.

My name was Kristy Sweetland, I was seventeen, and it felt as if someone had cut this particular path out of the Blanc Coeur National Forest for me—a narrow winding river of tar so smooth, my tires traveling over it sounded like nothing but breath and kisses, kisses and breath.

The top was down. The stereo was on. Beside me, my best friend, Desiree, had her ankles crossed on the dashboard, her polished legs shining in the sun. Behind us, a girl from camp whose name was also Kristi (although hers ended in an i), was holding onto her red hair, making noises.

 “Come on,” she said, not for the first time. “This is ridiculous. Let’s pull over and put the top up.”

But Desiree and I didn’t want to put the top up.

It was a perfect day to drive with it down.

The sky was clean and blue and crossed with frothy jet trails and meandering clouds. As we drove, the breeze made a smothering whoosh around us, and the air smelled like a Pink Pearl eraser I used to keep on my desk in elementary school—immaculate (I used to hold that eraser to my nose when I was bored, breathe in the dense pink dust, which had rubbed away hundreds of my mistakes and still smelled clean). It was fun, driving on a day like that, slicing straight through the nothing, turning it into wind.

My car was fast and flashy. It had a white vinyl interior and a silver horse on the hood. Beside me, Desiree was casual and gorgeous, and when we passed other cars, the drivers, who’d caught a glimpse of her out of the corner of their eyes, would snap their heads around to look at her again.

 I was also young and pretty, beside her, behind the wheel of my red car, and I knew it. They looked at me, too, when they were done looking at her.

I wasn’t beautiful, the way she was (I knew that, too), or dazzling like the other Kristi in my backseat, with her red hair and black-lashed green eyes—but I had what I wanted out of life for the moment: long hair, big blue eyes, rosy cheeks, a good tan, a white smile, big-enough breasts, and a little red convertible.

Desiree and I had been best friends since kindergarten. Inseparable. At school, in the hallways, the other kids looked nervous when we laughed. They didn’t want to be laughed at by us.

It felt powerful, being pretty—but I also wanted to be good. I believed in God. And in Jesus. And in “Pretty is as pretty does,” which my stepfather used to say whenever I stood in front of the mirror too long.

I didn’t know what it meant, exactly. Could pretty do anything? It wasn’t a verb, I knew that much. Under some circumstances I supposed it could be a noun. But I tried to be humble, and nice, anyway. I wasn’t like Desiree, with a handful of snow for a heart. (Once she’d stuffed a gum wrapper into the Salvation Army bucket outside the mall, pretending it was a dollar, and when the bellringer had said, “Thank you, miss! God bless you!” Desiree replied, “God bless you, too,” with such sincerity I couldn’t help laughing, although I also knew I could never have done a thing like that.) But I supposed it was possible that if I’d been beautiful, like her, instead of just pretty, like me, I might not have been so humble.

 But I got popular because of it.

Voted this, voted that, voted everything.

It was a bounty, what came along with being friendly and pretty at the same time. No one expected it. If you could do it and make it look sincere—be nice to the ugly girls, smile at the losers and the geeks, talk to them in the cafeteria as if they were normal people, invite a few of them to your parties even though your friends would stick their fingers down their throats and pretend to gag when you read the invitation list—the rewards were endless.


 “Miss Congeniality,” the assistant principal called me when he passed me in the hallway. “A smile for everyone,” he said, and I’d smile.

And I got good grades, not because I was so smart, but because I studied hard and paid attention in class. I could carry a tune, sort of, and was elected president of the choir.

Once, in homeroom, I slipped into my seat, coming in late after a student council meeting, and Brad Bain, who sat behind me, said something to me I’d never forget.

Brad Bain was adopted, and everyone knew it because his brothers were tall and blond and athletic and he was short and dark-haired and pigeontoed.

After I shoved my books under my desk, he leaned over and said to me in a whisper, “How’d you get so perfect?”

I looked at him—really looked at him for the first time—and saw myself reflected in his glasses, which were flecked with the skin that shed from his forehead and scalp, and I realized that he wasn’t being sarcastic or even complimenting me. He simply wanted to know.

 



 “Look,” the red-headed Kristi in the backseat called up to us. “Pull over. I’ve had it.”

Desiree looked at me, rolled her eyes, but I nodded into the rearview mirror at this Kristi, whose mirrored sunglasses reflected mine reflecting hers reflecting mine. (A dizzying riddle: If it hadn’t been so pointless, we could have looked into each other’s faces for an eternity and seen nothing but ourselves.) Kristi’s voice had a tone that made it sound as if she’d been telling people all her life what to do, and they’d been doing it.

It was a tone that made Desiree want to kill her, I knew, but made me want to do what she said. It seemed as though it would be much less trouble to keep her happy than it would be to deal with the aftermath of making her mad. We’d only known her for two days, and she looked flammable—all that red hair, the pale skin, the improbably green eyes. Looking at her in my rearview mirror, I remembered how once, when I was a little girl playing in the backyard, a can of paint thinner had exploded on the neighbors’ patio.

It spilled flames all over, and my stepfather aimed the garden hose at it until it sizzled out. It had simply been left in the sun too long, I was told. A few days later I found a bit of blackened paper in my sandbox that had drifted over into our yard. The part that wasn’t burned away said, anger: Haz—

 It took years before I’d understand that the word on that label had been danger, not anger.

I glanced at Desiree. We needed gas anyway. And candy. Cigarettes? Soda? “Okay, okay,” I said, and made a fast left into a gas station, which had appeared so suddenly at the side of the road I almost missed it.

“Whoa,” Desiree said, holding onto the dashboard and leaning into my shoulder as I turned. “Some warning next time, Speedy?”

A muffled bell rang as I ran over the black hose that was stretched between gas pumps. As we rolled to a stop (the wind suddenly dead, the stereo too loud, the earth seeming to have quit turning so abruptly we almost lurched off—our hair a mess, the clouds frozen in the sky), an old man materialized out of the glare of glass and cinder block and asked, “Fill ’er up?”

“Yes,” I said, snapping the stereo off, still catching my breath, “please.”


 It was always like that, stopping after driving fast in my convertible. There was a moment when it was embarrassing: Oh. Flushed and winded, hair wild, sometimes still shouting, having not yet noticed that you no longer needed to scream to be heard—abruptly returned to the regular world.

The old man was wearing a navy blue jumpsuit with the name “Lute” embroidered on the pocket. In the backseat, the redhead was pawing at her hair, trying to put it back where she wanted it, and Lute, unscrewing my gas cap, said to her sympathetically, “You can buy yourself a little comb in there, sweetheart,” nodding at the station.

“I’ve got one in my pocket,” the redhead told him, “but it’ll just rip my hair out now, with all these tangles.”

“Holy cripes,” Lute said. “Don’t do that.”

I set my sunglasses on the dashboard, opened the car door, and stepped out.

Without the sunglasses, the chrome dazzle of the gas station parking lot was blinding. I had to shield my eyes with my hand. The only thing I could look at directly was the parking lot, its black tar gone soft in the heat. On its surface, several small black pools of oil swirled with pastel scarves, and the shadow of my body cast itself over those shadows.

 Overhead, there was a long, sharp cicada chirr. It paused and surged, surged and paused, sounding as if it were coming from the phone lines—frenzied, electrical, a thousand hysterical mothers chattering in the sky.

Across the lot at the air pump was a yellow bus with CHRIST IS KING painted on its side in black letters. A bald man was kneeling at its left tire—filling it, or praying to it. The bus had been left running, and to pass it I had to walk through a dieseled curtain of exhaust. I held my breath inside that curtain, but the smell entered me anyway, along with a seamless memory of every bus ride I’d ever taken—buses to school, to games, to camps—miles and miles of vibration between where I’d started and where I was going.

In the plate-glass window of the gas station, wavering through that film of fumes, I could see my reflection—an image of myself layered over with baby blue stenciled letters:

MARLBORO/carton/5.45

How old was that sign?

In that glass, I was see-through, and floating around inside my body were gas pumps, an ice machine, and a few cans of Valvoline.

 Still, my reflection was solid enough that I could see myself—my hair a dark mess, my halter top white as a sail. I could also see that the man who’d been kneeling at the bus tire had stood up, still holding his hissing air hose, to watch me walk across the parking lot, and another man, just done rearranging some bags of cedar chips in the back of his pickup, also watched me as he lit a cigarette.

Through my transparent shoulder I saw the brief gem of his Bic make a stab at the air, while all around me the metallic buzz of cicadas droned, the electric knife of their whining sliding around my flesh.
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It had only begun that morning—the sound of those cicadas, which was everywhere now, taking up all the space of the silence I hadn’t even noticed before.

That morning, just before sunrise, I’d woken to the first voiceless whining, only inches from my face, and I’d sat up fast, shaking out my hair, feeling the sound before I heard it—feeling it in my hair.

The cabin was cold and dewy, dappled with early morning sun shining weakly through the trees, and it smelled of shampooed hair—yards and yards of it, enough strawberry-scented hair to fill a hundred bushel baskets. That screaming thing, whatever it was, was not in my hair, or inside my head, or on my pillow, but was clinging to the window screen, scanning the cabin with its weird mechanical eyes, its round mouth-hole buzzing oooh-aaah, oooh-aaah.

 The utter ugliness of that thing so close to my face shocked me, and I caught my breath, put a hand to my chest, and watched, trying not to move.

It was no longer than a finger, but it had wide, red-veined wings and those nasty claws with which it clung to the screen. Its awful iridescent eyes, searching, seemed to freeze when they met mine, and then it flew backward in a blur of sound and was gone.

And then the sound was picked up by the whole sky.

An oscillating chirr. A magnetic screaming muffled by metal, sounding as if someone had opened Pandora’s box, then nailed it shut before anything could get out.

But what was in there definitely wanted out, and the full horror of it struck me then—that there were hundreds, thousands, of those things out there. “Oh my God,” I said, more loudly than I’d meant to say it.


 The red-haired Kristi, who slept in the cot beside mine, rolled over then and blinked. “Was that a mosquito?” she asked.

“No,” I answered. “Definitely not.”

Her eyes were open now—green and white and bloodshot. Although I’d only met her two days before, already I’d grown used to the shallow, intimate whisper of this Kristi’s breath as she slept.

Asleep, she was a rhythm, a sibilance, like her name, Kristi Smith—an hourglass filled with sand being turned over and over from one end of the night to the other. But, awake, she was one long complaint. In only the first few minutes of our acquaintance she’d told me that she hadn’t wanted to come to cheerleading camp, that she was thoroughly exasperated to be spending a week away from Crystal River and her boyfriend and her swim club there, that she didn’t like the forest, that she couldn’t eat the food in the dining hall, that she’d heard there were leeches in all the lakes, and that she was going to refuse to swim—but, also, that she was the captain of her squad, a position for which another girl in Crystal River would be chosen if she had refused to attend cheerleading camp that summer.

 When I told her that I, myself, had come to Pine Ridge Cheerleading Camp every summer for the last four years and that it was really a lot of fun, she rolled her eyes.

About the insect, she asked, “Well, what was it then?”

“I don’t know,” I answered.

“A cicada,” our counselor asserted cheerfully from her cot—the cot closest to the door, situated there to discourage girls from trying to sneak out of the cabin in the night. She propped herself up on her elbows to tell us, “It’s their seventeenth year.”

Amanda. “Mandy,” she’d said, introducing herself over tepid hamburgers in the dining hall on the first night.

She was a college cheerleader, a girl with legs that looked as if they’d been buffed and shined by a machine but who, when she wasn’t cartwheeling or doing the splits or brushing her ash-brown hair in front of the bathroom mirror, wore a pair of wire-rimmed glasses and seemed proud to be full of college-level knowledge and advice.


 Already she’d announced to a group of cheerleaders in the bathroom that it was crucial that we know never to put Vaseline in our vaginas.

She’d reached into a girl’s makeup kit and snatched out a small jar of it, held it up for everyone to see—smokily yellow, the contents shining dully, looking like a tablespoon of fat—and explained that it was a little known fact that the vagina was completely unequipped to rid itself of petroleum jelly, ever.

“Jesus Christ,” Desiree had said as we walked together out the bathroom door. “What made her think we were planning to put Vaseline in our vaginas?”

“Really,” I agreed. “And how does she know that once it gets up there it’s up there for good?”

After that, Desiree nicknamed Mandy Slippery Lips.

Slippery Lips swung her legs out of her sleeping bag and began a little lecture on cicadas.

“It’s their seventeenth year,” she repeated. “For seventeen years they’ve been underground, waiting to come up. To mate. In another day or two, they’ll be gone.”


 In response to this information there was the deep, silent apathy of dreaming cheerleaders. Their pale palms dangled off the sides of their cots. I imagined dust settling there all night, each girl waking up with a free handful of starry ash.

They were strangers to me, and I could remember only a few of their names. The Kristi beside me. The tall girl, Rebecca. The one with the scar under her nose, Michelle. The rest were a blur of Saras and Beths. We’d already spent two nights only inches from one another’s most vulnerable selves—dreaming, muttering, drooling into small cold pillows—but we were complete strangers to one another. It was the policy of Pine Ridge Cheerleading Camp to split girls from the same schools up for cabin assignments so new friendships could be formed, old cliques discouraged. Although Desiree was two cabins away, she might as well have been on another continent. There wasn’t even a path from my cabin to hers. All paths from the cabins led to the bathroom or to the dining hall, nowhere else.

So far, I was the only one who’d actually seen the cicada itself, although the noise of it had already slipped completely over the cabin like a frantic shroud, and I couldn’t help being curious. I was seventeen as well.

 “Where do they go?” I asked, trying to picture it, trying to imagine what kind of nest or cave or hive was waiting for those things to return to it after they’d mated. I pictured a white funnel, something made out of paper, glue, cellophane—the kind of thing a little girl might make in art class out of papier-mâché and an empty milk carton, but huge.

“They die,” Slippery Lips said, still smiling.

The noise of the cicadas seemed to swell outside the cabin in response to this answer—yeah, yeah, yeah—sounding magnetic, exploratory, edged with death.

“They mate,” she said, “then lay eggs, then die, and the cycle starts again. It’s the males that make the noise.”

Beside me, the red-haired Kristi was lying on her side, looking over at Slippery Lips with an expression of sleepy and skeptical repulsion—eyes narrowed, mouth open, as if cicadas were the last straw. She huffed in annoyance when I asked another question.

“What did they do underground for seventeen years?”


 I simply wanted to know—but it was a habit, asking questions, that often caused my classmates and squadmates to sigh and roll their eyes. Once, in World Religions, I’d raised my hand to ask Mr. Yarbrough if he thought God might be a woman, and Matt Reed, who sat behind me, grabbed my hand in midair and whispered into my neck, “For God’s sake don’t encourage the man. You’re always egging him on.” A whispered chorus of yeahs came from every corner of the classroom then, and I never asked my question.

“They ate tree roots,” Slippery Lips said, shrugging, “and grew wings. You know, got stronger. Got ready.”

“God,” the red-haired Kristi said. She rolled over onto her other side. “Gross me out completely.”

“It’s not gross,” Slippery Lips said defensively, as if cicadas had been her idea. “It’s nature.”

And she was right, of course; it was nature. But I also had to admit that the red-haired Kristi was right too. It was gross.

As I lay on my cot next to hers, listening to the racket those things were making overhead, imagining them—the millions of them, red-eyed in the pines, with those veins in their wings and the small dark holes of their mouths busy shaping the dentist-drill sound of a scream, I could see why she’d rolled over, refused to hear any more.

 It was a cheerleader’s nightmare—a swarm of screaming bugs hovering over cheerleading camp all week.

Still, I wanted to believe that I wasn’t really like this other Kristi, either, with her allergies and phobias, her pale skin and little cotton balls soaked in face toner, which she dabbed over her forehead and around her nose every few hours so she wouldn’t get oily. On the windowsill over her cot she kept a huge bottle of Phisoderm, and in the back pocket of her shorts she carried a big-handled pink plastic comb and pulled it out every few minutes to fluff up, or smooth down, her hair.

Already, Desiree had nicknamed her Little Miss Frigid because, during a discussion the first night in the bathroom about the camp director and whether or not the enormity of his hands and feet might be an indication of the size of his penis, the redhead had shaken her head and said, “I can’t believe this,” packing up her toothbrush and hurrying out. We’d all burst out laughing as soon as the door closed behind her.


 Still, in truth, none of us was really that different from her, and we knew it. Like her, we’d all spend much of the morning in the bathroom blow-drying our hair just to go swimming that afternoon. And we’d squeal and scatter when some girl on the trail stepped on a slug with her flip-flop and had to scrape it off with a stick.

There were plenty of things about the natural world that I myself found so gross I couldn’t stand to hear about them.

Snakes. Vomit. Death. The soft awful phlegm inside the shell of a snail—the part that was the snail.

Like all the girls I knew, I was squeamish. I’d done badly in biology class the year before because I hadn’t been able to look inside the body cavity of my dissected fetal pig—its pink skin peeled back, smelling of babies and ham and my mother’s White Shoulders perfume—and catalog its organs.

Its moist infant eyelids were closed, but I still had the feeling that it was watching me, that it could sense the violation of my fingertips inside its little cave, that its tender flesh recoiled each time the silver tweezers passed over its body.

Mr. Nestor sighed when I told him softly that I was worried I might faint. He checked a box, told me to put my pig away, and that was the end of that semester of the marking period.

 But then, in the spring, we were assigned to make an insect collection, required to gather at least ten different specimens, and label and mount them. We were each given a jar and a small sponge soaked in chloroform—a little pad of lethal cologne—and sent into the field behind the baseball



















OPS/toc.xhtml

    
      Table of Contents


      
        		
          Title Page
        


        		
          Table of Contents
        


        		
          Copyright
        


        		
          Dedications
        


        		
          Prologue
        


        		
          ONE
        


        		
          1
        


        		
          2
        


        		
          3
        


        		
          4
        


        		
          5
        


        		
          6
        


        		
          TWO
        


        		
          1
        


        		
          2
        


        		
          3
        


        		
          4
        


        		
          5
        


        		
          6
        


        		
          7
        


        		
          8
        


        		
          9
        


        		
          10
        


        		
          11
        


        		
          12
        


        		
          13
        


        		
          14
        


        		
          15
        


        		
          16
        


        		
          THREE
        


        		
          1
        


        		
          2
        


        		
          3
        


        		
          4
        


        		
          5
        


        		
          6
        


        		
          7
        


        		
          8
        


        		
          9
        


        		
          10
        


        		
          11
        


        		
          12
        


        		
          13
        


        		
          14
        


        		
          15
        


        		
          16
        


        		
          17
        


        		
          Acknowledgments
        


        		
          About the Author
        


      


    
  

OPS/images/cover.jpg
LAURA
KASISCHKE

Boy
Heaven

AJO
HMH





OPS/images/titlepage.jpg
J—M Ka\sisc}&

0\1 "'Gowe-f\

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt
Boston New York





