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			Dedication:
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			For Red – Thank you for babysitting those kids.

			For Mo – It’s always for you, and always will be for you … just maybe when you’re much older.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Thursday, December 29th 1983

			First Northport Assembly of God

			Northport, Long Island, New York

			Night of the Waning Crescent Moon

			My mother believes I was cursed by a witch.

			Not exactly an ideal way to introduce myself to a room full of strangers in a church, but it’s not like I haven’t said it before. It’s not like I haven’t tried to assert myself as the dominant, bad-ass, new chick or been the sweet and naïve little girl that no one would suspect of setting a fire in the girls’ bathroom. This was a game of never-ending church meet-and-greets, and I learned how to play it long ago. It’s all the same to me, really—this small new town with its idyllic gated communities and good, wholesome families that go to church at the appropriate times, drink lemonade on their sprawling front porches, and vacation out East to their expensive summer homes for two weeks in July. It’s the scent of old money wafting in the air every time they suck their teeth at me in disdain and exhale with an uninterested, “That’s nice, dear.”

			Been there, done that.

			And I absolutely hate moving to a new neighborhood.

			I’ve done this countless times my entire life. And now, as I sit in the circle of cold metal folding chairs among the members of this new youth group, I get to really contemplate who I am going to be to this group of soon-to-be-ex-strangers.

			Might as well just be me. Not like I’m sticking around much longer.

			The thought of being able to be myself for the first time in forever sends tingles up my spine to the base of my skull. I don’t think I’ve ever really gotten to be me—the weirdo, the metal head, the angsty girl who loves Joan Jett and Lita Ford equally because I can! I like fire, death, and horror, and I say anarchy for the people because why not? These jocks and cheerleader types in this circle don’t understand. They don’t know me. The real me. They won’t. And they can’t. No one can.

			I fold my arms across my chest as if to hug myself for such a marvelous revelation. Fuck it. I’m going full-blown “Joephie style” whether my mother likes it or not. Whether this dork of a youth minister who is spouting out some kinda crap about responsibility likes it or not. If my mother is forcing me to do this, to endure this again for the next six months, I’m going balls to the wall.

			I run my exposed fingers from my cutout gloves up and down my forearms, scratching at the cotton material of my black Mötley Crüe t-shirt, kneading at the soft flesh of my thin arms underneath. Six more months and I’m outta here. The thought makes me giddy. Six more months and two major things are gonna happen—I’m turning 18 and I’m graduating high school. Then, I’ll be free to leave the clutches of my mother’s insane world of psychotic paranoia and fear. Sitting in the circle of soon-to-be-ex-strangers, I set the mental clock countdown, and smile to myself. It’s decided—I’m going to be the tough, stand-offish Joephie. Grade A Bitch Deluxe. Fuck it. I’ve got nothing to lose.

			I shift in my chair from boredom, bring my knees up uncomfortably to my chest, lock my arms tightly around them, and rest my chin on my knee tops. Strands of my razor-cut hair fall forward and down the sides of my arms, so I mindlessly pick at some of my split ends. The youth group leader stands in the center of the circle now, and his animated body language pulls me out of my distracted thoughts and daydreams. He continues to go on and on about something to do with teenage morals and duty to the church. He points his finger round the circle of the congregation and spreads his arms wide open in a rainbow arc as he preaches about the world, love, and the Lord.

			I swear all youth ministers must have some sort of manual because this is the same wannabe sermon I’d heard from the last guy, with the same khaki pants and bright blue turtleneck shirt, and the one before that with the same horn-rimmed glasses and crew cut, and the one before that with the pretty wife and even prettier mistress.

			“Make good choices, blah, blah, blah.” 

			“Have God in your heart, blah, blah, blah.” 

			“Obey the teachings of your parents, blah, blah, blah.” 

			Nothing has changed except the person speaking and the level of reverberation of their voice off the church’s stone walls. I knew the First Northport Assembly of God would be no different than the center in Brooklyn, or Far Rockaway, or Lynbrook, or Hicksville, or Massapequa, or Deer Park… same, same, same. Same types of people, same schools, same non-denominational youth group trying to promote peace and harmony to the same bunch of disinterested kids who said “amen” then went off to get stoned in the park. Only this time, the ending is going to be different. This time, I won’t be packing up my belongings in a frenzy during the middle of the night. This time, I’m gonna walk out the front door of my mother’s house, two fingers in the air in a peace sign, and never look back.

			My thoughts must have gotten away from me, and I only realized I was smiling hard to myself—open-mouth, teeth bared, the whole nine—when I notice two other kids in the group huddled together, glancing my way and whispering to each other from the corners of their mouths. I let my face fall suddenly into a purposeful scowl, and they quickly turn their gazes to the floor. I snicker on the inside. They’re wearing their coats. It’s not that cold… but then I look around at the other kids here, and they’re all wearing their coats too, just me and the minister aren’t. Weird. Whatever.

			“And so, my friends,” the leader dude booms, “I leave you with this: keep your good thoughts flowing and your actions to match.”

			My face twists at the leader’s awkward closing sentence. I can’t help it! But it’s apparent it’s his thing to say because the group tops it off with thunderous applause. When I realize this, I give a little half-hearted clap too. To say I’m unimpressed is an understatement. I’ve seen better performances.

			The congregation gets up from their chairs and scatters around the room—the chatter from their individual clusters creates a surge of sound of incoherent conversations. Alone, I saunter over to the refreshment table and stare hard at the cups pre-filled with powder-mix fruit punch and opened boxes of chocolate chip cookies. This is like amateur night. Nothing like the pizza parties in Lynbrook.

			“Hey,” a high-pitched female voice says from behind me.

			I swivel my head around and am met with the girl and boy who had been whispering about me earlier. “Hey,” I say back and stare them both down.

			“I’m Kit,” the girl says pointing to her chest nervously, “and this is Dan.” She thumbs her finger to the boy next to her.

			“Hey,” Dan says, half-heartedly lifting up his hand in a limp wave.

			“Joephie,” I say flatly because a part of me wants to scare them away. Leave me alone. I don’t need any friends. I just need to ride out these last six months and…

			“You new in town?” Dan mumbles, and Kit nudges his arm.

			“What gave it away?” I reply sarcastically, and they both give an awkward chuckle, which breaks some of the tension I’ve previously created. I have to admit, I kinda chuckle too.

			“Will you be starting school after winter break?” Kit asks.

			I pause and take a moment to observe the pair. I can’t figure out their deal. Her body language says that she’s more into the guy than he’s into her, but that could just be my own over-dramatic mind creating something that isn’t there. I’ve always been skeptical of new people, even when my mother constantly tells me to keep an open mind, broaden my horizons, and branch out to people I wouldn’t normally connect with. Kit’s a cute girl with a soft-blonde bob and meticulously swooped bangs to match, but she wears a double-breasted, pink trench coat that’s buttoned up to her neck. I know right away she’s not my people. She’s not gonna get me. “Yeah. Northport Prep.”

			“Neat! That’s where I go!” Kit exclaims and claps her hands.

			I jut my chin out in Dan’s direction, and my black hair falls down to my mid-back. “You?”

			“Northport High.” He unzips his denim jacket revealing a Mötley Crüe t-shirt underneath. With the same chin-jut motion, he grunts, “Got the new album?”

			“Shout at the Devil, man,” I say, and I lift my right hand and give him the devil horn sign.

			Dan raises his left forearm to return the standard metal-head greeting and reveals circles drawn up the length of his arm in black ink. Scribbles of circles with elaborate flames wildly curving upward or what looks to be thorns protruding from the bottoms—like someone plotting out the design and placement of a tattoo. Everyone does it as like a boredom thing, but his look… I don’t know, deliberate.

			I think Kit sees me staring at his ink-filled arm because she quickly grabs it and lowers it down to his side. “Really, Dan?” she gushes with an exasperated sigh that is too fake to be believed. “I guess you haven’t listened to that new band I told you about. Slayer? Far superior and heavier than Mötley Crüe.”

			“Yeah, yeah,” he says dismissively.

			Now my interest is piqued. How the hell does this Barbie doll know about Slayer or have an opinion on the band for that matter? Guess I pegged that one wrong. “You listen to Slayer?” I ask.

			A pink blush blooms on Kit’s pale cheeks and her shoulders slouch forward a little. It was a demure little motion, but I caught on real fast. It’s part of her act. They’re weirdos like me.

			“Slayer’s good,” I say, and she smiles knowingly at me.

			Dan opens his mouth to start to say something, but he’s interrupted by the approaching youth group leader.

			The leader’s toothy smile shows his immaculately white teeth that light up like little lanterns against his unnaturally tanned face. In his hand, he carries pamphlets with the name and logo of the church. “Welcome!” he says to me in a jovial voice, a typical happy-go-lucky-preacher voice that makes my skin crawl. In the center of the circle, he was unassuming, an ordinary preppy dweeb of a man. But up close, there’s kinda something. A vibe. An aura.

			I quickly take a step back to create some distance between me and him, but I brighten my face up and say a cheerful, “Hello!” so as not to be so conspicuous.

			“It’s always great to see new blood!” he booms as he extends his hand to me. “I’m Trent.”

			I receive his hand to shake it, but something in the handclasp sends a wave of ice up my arm. Trent must have sensed something as well because his eyes narrow down at me, trying to pinpoint or evaluate what had caused the strange energy that passed between us. “Joephie,” I manage.

			He quickly releases our hold. “Ahh, as in the Archangel Jophiel.” He breathes in and closes his eyes. “Divine beauty of God.”

			Kit and Dan chuckle again, and I give them a questioning look, like What is up with this dork? “Nooooo…” I start to say slowly, my voice lilting up to a high note, “as in Josephine.”

			The three of us can hardly contain our giggles, and Trent opens his dark eyes with a condescending glare. “So, I see you’ve met Katherine and Daniel, Miss Josephine.” Kit and Dan give each other a side-eye glance, like two little kids being scolded by a parent.

			I pick up on the exchange and widen my eyes at them for a second. “Yep.”

			“And what brings you to our ministry? Are you new in town?”

			“Uh, yeah. We moved around the block a few days ago. As soon as the Christmas break is over, I’ll be going to Northport Prep.”

			“Where did you move to?” Kit asks.

			“Over on Harbor Hollow Road.”

			She brings her hands up to her mouth in an excited way and squeals, “I’m literally around the block from you! We could walk here together!”

			I’m taken off guard by this creature before me. Her voice, dress, and mannerisms all scream that she’s some teeny-bopper Valley Girl, but there’s a layer beneath the cliché façade that interests me. Is she a straight-up poser, or is she a demon in disguise? I guess only time will tell. If I haven’t scared her away yet…

			Trent purses his lower lip and nods his head. “Well, you don’t need to be scared or nervous. We’re like a big happy family here.”

			“It’s cool beans. I’m used to it. I move around a lot.”

			“Ahh… military brat?”

			“Nah. My mom is single right now and moves around for work. So new town, new crowd, new school, new youth group. My mom thinks this is a good way to meet people and get in with the ‘it-crowd.’”

			Of course, that was the excuse for our constant moves. With my biological father long dead, there was always a new boyfriend, new husband, new job, and new opportunities, but all that was a complete lie. I know the truth—my mother was running and hiding, making it so that I didn’t have any connections or long-term ties or friends, making it so that I wasn’t influenced by druggies, gangs, or covens.

			Trent hands me a pamphlet but doesn’t immediately release his end of the grip. He narrows his eyes again, as if trying to scan me, to figure me out. “Such a dutiful daughter you must be to follow the wishes of your mother. She’s scared for you, isn’t she? She hates how you dress. Hates the music you listen to. Tells you it’s just a phase. You’ll grow out of it. Right?”

			There’s an uncomfortable vibe that passes between us, and he’s staring at me so hard that I feel compelled to look away. Finally, he notices my discomfort-level 10 and lets go of the pamphlet. “Something like that,” I say to his shoes.

			“Well, Josephine, the only friend your mother hopes you make is Jesus Christ. And I assure you, He’s here now. You just have to open your heart to him.”

			“C’mon, man!” Dan interjects. “It’s her first night here! Ease up on the God-stuff so early on! Really, Joephie, the group isn’t like, uber-religious like that.”

			“Now, now, Daniel. We are in a church, and…”

			“Trent!” Kit exclaims.

			“Look,” Trent continues, “all I’m saying is we are in turbulent times. I hear the music you listen to, and I see the devil symbols and your black clothing. I know what it’s like to have teenage angst, and I know you use this iconography as an outlet of expression. For many, it’s harmless. For some, it’s sinister. We are here to guide you between the two. The devil is everywhere, guys. We need to be on guard.”

			“So we can save our souls, right?” Kit asks with a sarcastic tone.

			“Exactly, Katherine. Exactly.”

			“Well, we’re not Satanists, I promise you that,” Dan says, but there’s a hint of a joke in his statement, and Kit taps her foot on his, as if to silence him.

			Trent smiles and nods his head. “I know, I know. Shout at the devil, right? I’m actually more worried about you guys getting STDs than summoning Satan. Look through the pamphlet. That’s next week’s meeting—‘The Beauty of Abstinence.’”

			The three of us laugh as he walks away.

			I pick up a plastic cup of fruit punch and take a swig. “What’s his damage?” I say, motioning in Trent’s direction.

			“Oh, don’t mind him. He means well,” Kit says in a hushed tone.

			“Yeah, he had a rough childhood and shit and is just trying to give back to the community. He’s like a reformed Manson cult member or something crazy like that,” Dan continues. “That’s why he’s got that holier than thou vibe.”

			“More like a creep-o vibe,” I say.

			“Nah, he’s a harmless goober,” Kit concludes nonchalantly, but I’m not 100 percent convinced. Something about Trent doesn’t sit right with me. He has an aura, a presence, a… a… something that I can’t pinpoint. I continue to stare at him from across the open vestibule of the church—sizing him up, watching his movements and gestures. It’s as if he’s gliding from group to group with his beaming smile and light-up teeth, shaking hands and passing out pamphlets, absolving sins, and doling out advice. Swift, almost unnatural motions. And if I try real hard, I can almost zone in on his voice and his voice alone. Tune everyone else out and isolate his audio above the others. 

			“Keep your good thoughts flowing!” 

			“Good job!” 

			“Go in peace!” 

			And every phrase sounds hollow and empty because they aren’t real words to my ears, just noise. Does that mean he’s not a real person? I stare and stare, and right before Dan interrupts my trance, I notice again how Trent was the only one besides me who wasn’t wearing a jacket.

			Does that mean I’m not a real person too?

			Stop with the crazy thoughts, Joephie. We’re not doing this right now…

			“So really, why did you move here?” Dan asks.

			I blink rapidly, as if awakening from a spell, and shake my head side to side to regain my focus. “The same reason I move anywhere. My mother believes I was cursed by a witch.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Wednesday, January 18th 1984

			The Turner Residence

			165 Harbor Hollow Road

			Northport, Long Island, New York

			Night of the Full Moon

			Kit sits across from me at the kitchen table, and I’m trying so hard not to look at the scratches in the fake wood-looking Formica tabletop. It’s so scratched up—so deep in some spots—that the dirt stains don’t ever seem to be erased no matter how hard they’ve been scrubbed. I often tell my mother to bite the bullet, get rid of her 1960s crap furniture, and update our whole house, but she refuses to splurge. Says she has more important things to spend her money on—like the higher than usual rental payments on these new digs, or my up-and-coming career as a college student. Wherever that may end up being. “Besides, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” my mother sings, so we’ll just continue to live in covered up, repurposed shit.

			Odd. That seems to be symbolic of my entire life.

			Kit blabbers on about some stupid calculus formula, and I let her think she’s helping me with something I don’t know. I don’t have the heart to tell her that I’m totally beyond calculus and that I learned all this at my last school, so I space out while she continues to enthusiastically ramble. One thing I noticed about Northport Prep is that for a private school, they’re a little behind in the curriculum department. It doesn’t matter either way to me though, because if that’s the case, I’ll be able to skate by for the next six months. Really, the only two things holding up the integrity of that institution are the preppy-to-the-max uniforms and the veil of strict rules and regulations.

			Kit’s blue eyes grow huge at some mathematical revelation, and I give her a soft smile. This display is mildly amusing—she’s doing some “real-world” good, and I get to tra-la-la in my head. She’s fun to watch. When she raises her eyebrows, the tips of her poofy bangs touch the edges of her perfectly curled eyelashes. It must tickle to feel the strands of hair dance lightly and so close to her eyes. When she talks, her heart-shaped mouth makes these perfect shapes and her lips glint against the pendant-lighting above the table. I bet she wears flavored lip gloss—the kind that comes in those little rectangle tins. She slides the cover over, swipes her finger over the top of the product, and spreads it all over her lips. 

			I bet it’s strawberry. No, maybe cherry. Nah, I bet she’s a bubblegum kind of girl. 

			I could ask, but I’m too entranced with the thought of it to open my mouth. She and I must look like quite the duo sauntering down the hallways at school—the blonde haired, blue-eyed Beauty Queen Angel arm in arm with her side-kick Goth Girl. Her pink, glossy lips say, “Hi everyone!” My black, inky lips scowl, “Fuck off!” And ya know, I would have thought that my black hair and makeup would have been like a homing beacon for the other freak-o kids at school, but I guess aligning with Kit put a stop to that. Because they only know what they see. Because they don’t know who she really is. They don’t know there’s a darkness that brews in the chamber of her heart. I don’t think even she knows how deep it runs. But I can sense it. I feel it. I know…

			Regardless, she’s adorable as she fervently taps her finger on the page of the worn-down textbook like she’s showing me the X mark on a treasure map. Maybe she thinks she’s a pirate? Eureka! We got it! And there’s cosx stitched onto her eyepatch. I’m waiting for her to say “Arrrrgh” or something piratey.

			“Joephie? Are you with me?” she finally says.

			I must have spaced out a little too hard. “Yeah, yeah,” I say as I snap back to reality.

			“You know, you need to like, know this stuff,” she sings sarcastically. “For the SAT.”

			“Yeah, I know. I’m good.” It must be obvious that I’m not interested. “I don’t really need the help. You know this is really for…”

			“You are gonna take the SAT, right?” she asks, cutting me off.

			“Yeah, yeah. Of course,” I say, trying to avoid the topic.

			The timer on the stove dings and my mother waltzes into the kitchen. “Of course Joephie is taking the SATs!” she chimes in, and I try hard not to acknowledge her. I look down at my short, ragged fingernails and pick at the black nail polish. Flakes of paint flicker off and get stuck in the cracks in the table.

			“Hi, Mrs. Turner,” Kit says sweetly.

			Mom puts on a mitt, takes out a tray of chocolate chip cookies from the oven, and places it on the counter. “Hello, Kit! And please, call me Nancy!”

			I raise my head to indulge in the delightful smell of fresh baked goodness wafting in the air.

			Kit blushes. “Yes, ma’am,” she says in her reserved voice.

			My mother smiles back, and just as she’s about to say something corny, the doorbell rings, and she rushes through the hallway to answer it. Kit and I look at each other and say “Dan,” at the same time.

			Sure enough, it’s Dan at the door. “Hello, Mrs. Turner.” 

			“Call me Nancy. Let me take your coat.” Blah, blah, blah.

			When Dan comes in, he throws his backpack onto one of the empty green swivel chairs and plops himself next to me in the other one. I’m relieved that all four chairs at the table are now occupied so as to not give my mother any bright ideas about sitting and chatting with us. She had followed Dan into the kitchen to put the warm cookies onto a serving dish. Shoot me. 

			He puffs out his chest. “Check it out!” he declares as he shows off his black t-shirt with the white writing.

			Kit and I both shake our heads.

			“You made that?” Kit asks, unimpressed.

			“What did you use, white paint?” I interject.

			“Yeah, dude. Why? Not like you can buy them or anything yet.”

			“Yet,” I say. “You coulda just waited or something.”

			“Nah. It’s a one-of-a-kind! A Dan Barone Original!”

			My mother turns around, cookie dish in hand, and looks at him. “What is it?”

			Dan stands up proudly and moves his shoulders side to side showing off his masterpiece—white letters sloppily painted across the chest and an upside-down pentacle underneath the word.

			The plate in her hand trembles slightly, its movement reflecting the tiny earthquakes firing off in her core. “Slayer? What’s Slayer?”

			“Only the newest, most intense heavy metal band from out of Cali,” he declares.

			Mom tenses up as if all the muscles in her body clench at once. Her eyes go wide, and her grip tightens on the cookie dish. It’s a subtle gesture, but I recognize it all the same. She’s done this before, had this conversation before. Lived this fear before. Clearly, she’s uncomfortable. Clearly, she’s bothered by the handmade t-shirt with the demonic symbol on the front. She opens her mouth to say something, but I give her a look that screams, “Don’t you dare!” Her breath hitches in her throat and she pauses, rethinks her words, and says, “Oh you kids, and your crazy music,” in that fake, I-don’t-mean-a-word-I’m-saying mom voice.

			Kit and Dan don’t seem to hear it, but I do.

			But mom can’t help herself. I see her distress written all over her face. Her weary, tired eyes are surrounded by deep-set crow’s feet that bear the remnants of old, black eyeliner caked in the creases. “Black clothes. Black hair and makeup. Darkness and depression. Why all of that? What does it all mean?”

			“Mother!” I scold.

			She places the cookie plate in the center of the table, and both Dan and Kit instinctively reach for one. “No, really Josephine,” Mom continues. “I just don’t get it! We parents do everything we can to support you guys, love you guys, raise you guys right. This is your rebellion, right? Like how we had in the 60s. Peace, love, hippie-style. Right?”

			I stand up and move to usher her out of the kitchen. “Sure, Mom. Whatever. Whatever you say.”

			“Look at sweet Kit here. Why can’t you dress like her, Joephie? Would it kill you to put on a cardigan or a turtleneck? Maybe something pink or baby blue? You look so nice in blue. It brings out your eyes.”

			It’s apparent that Dan and Kit are holding back their laughter out of respect. Dan shoves his cookie all the way in his mouth so as to keep himself from bursting out. My face twists. “Are you serious, Ma? Don’t let the Barbie doll, Valley Girl act fool you! Kit was the one who introduced Dan to Slayer! She’s as much of a freak as I am!”

			“It’s just that,” she continues, “children your age are so susceptible to the power of persuasion…”

			Smiles wash over Kit and Dan’s faces, and they lean in like little children waiting to hear some fantastical story.

			Through gritted teeth, I mumble, “I knew this was a bad idea,” but the others ignore me. I know they heard me, though.

			“… and drugs, and the devil. Parents are just trying their best to raise good and decent children, but with so much sin and temptation and…”

			“Well, and because Joephie was cursed by a witch, right?” Dan blurts, interrupting my mother.

			Mother freezes in her tracks and glares at me. Our eyes lock, and I scream at her on the inside—scream at her for being so paranoid, delusional, and toxic. She reaches into her pocket and pulls out her pack of Marlboro cigarettes. “Oh?” she questions. “Is that what she told you?”

			I quickly jump up from the table and grab her arm before she can light up. For a split second, I see myself grabbing her head and smashing her skull against the porcelain sink, and out of the corner of my eye, my hands are bloodied with her brain matter. But I shake my head swiftly because I know it’s just my imagination. “Just go inside, please?” I whine as I guide her to the hallway.

			“Wait!” she protests. “Aren’t you going to introduce them to your grandma?”

			“Enough!” I yell. “Just go!” With a final little nudge, she disappears into the depths of the living room and when I return to the kitchen, Kit and Dan are as silent as mice.

			“What?” I demand. “I told you guys my mother is nuts!”

			“It’s okay, Joeph,” Kit says. “All of our parents are totally weird.”

			“Or like Trent says, ‘it’s just a phase,’” I say as I reach for a cookie. I can’t deny that my mother’s homemade chocolate chip cookies are the best, but that doesn’t mean I can’t have an unnatural disgust for her. “You guys have no idea what she’s like or the things she does.”

			“What do you mean?” Dan asks. “She’s a killer baker! How bad can she be?”

			I suck in the question for a second and contemplate how much about my mother or my past I actually want to dive into right now. How bad can she be? Oh, dear Dan, you have no idea! Should I tell you the one where she dragged me up the steps of a Catholic church by my hair and dunked my head in the holy water font because she had a dream that told her my soul was in danger? I was five, but I remember it clear as day because that was the first time she’d decided we couldn’t stay in one place for very long. Or what about the time when she spoke in tongues during my third-grade talent show, and the vice principal had to escort her out into the parking lot while I was singing my horrid rendition of Dolly Parton’s Jolene? I could go on and on about the embarrassments and injustices inflicted upon me by my life-giver, but I merely respond, “Forget it.”

			“Well, if she’s so bad, why do you go to youth group like she tells you to?” Dan says, popping another cookie in his mouth.

			I cringe on the inside. “Because it was the one thing I promised her I would do. It was that or send me off to some kind of boarding school. So I figured it was the easier thing to do. Why the hell do you guys go?” I bark, annoyed.

			“Well, Kit and I have been going since we were kids, but as we got older, the guidance counselors at school told us that we could use it for volunteer hours on college applications ’cause it was like a religious thingy or something, and all we had to do is put down that we were a youth peer counselor or some shit like that.” He pauses and thinks for a second. “Hey, Joeph. You never said you lived with your grandmother.”

			I roll my eyes and exhale. “Well, if you consider ashes in an urn on the mantle ‘living with someone’ then you can go say hi to Grandma Jane in the den.”

			Dan stares at me wide-eyed, and Kit makes a little gasping noise in her throat. 

			“Starting to make sense now?” I ask, my voice rising in inflection at the end of the sentence.

			Kit picks up her pencil and nervously taps it against the textbook. “Do you guys wanna get back to business?”

			Dan reaches over to his bag and pulls out his math book. In the front pouch, I notice a small novel with a black cover. “Hey,” I say, nodding my head in the backpack’s direction. “Whatcha reading?”

			“Uh, nothing,” he answers, shrugging his shoulders.

			I put out my arms and tap my fingers together like a baby grasping at something. “Lemme see it!”

			“Nah. It’s really nothing,” he repeats, but he’s unconvincing, and it makes my curiosity burn a hole in my brain.

			Kit’s curiosity is piqued as well, so she stands up and moves behind the chair with the backpack. “Now, now,” she sings. “No secrets here, Dan!” She grabs the bag from the chair and pulls out the book. “The Satanic Bible?”

			Dan quickly shoots up from the chair, snatches the book away from her, and cradles it to his chest as if to hide the cover from us. “Shhhh…” he admonishes as he looks side to side, assessing if my mother was in the vicinity or not.

			I hold out my hand again. “What are you reading that for?” I ask. “Give it here.”

			Reluctantly, he turns the book over to me, and I examine the cover, the spine, and the back like an investigator studying a piece of crime-scene evidence. Only I don’t have on rubber gloves. I’ve known about this book. Heard about it. Knew the story of the author, Dr. Anton LaVey and his Church of Satan. Practically every youth ministry I had attended had mentioned the evil of this piece of literature at some point in time: If you even look at the book you can be possessed. Being in its presence alone can have a profound effect on your heavenly soul. Dare not open or read the pages for fear of infiltration by a powerful demonic force. But as I actually hold the book for the first time in my life, I feel … nothing. No fear. No wonder. No spooky taboo. I press the book in my palms trying to feel for any ‘other-worldly’ vibrations or indication that if I open it up, I will be damned to hell. But no. Nothing. Zip. Zilch. And more lies and deception from my past teachers come into clear view. “Dude. It’s just a book.”

			“Yeah, I know it’s just a book,” he huffs, grabs it from me and shoves it back into his bag.

			The three of us sit back down in silence for a few minutes.

			“You okay, man?” Kit asks, concerned.

			“Yeah. Fine.”

			Clearly, he’s not.

			“Where’d you get it?” I ask.

			“Why’d you get it?” Kit emphasizes.

			Dan looks behind him and scans the kitchen again. Then, he moves his upper body slightly across the table as if to beckon me and Kit to huddle in. We oblige him, and he speaks in a soft, hushed tone: “Thomas. This guy from my school. He’s got the connection with that Ricky kid and the Knights of the Black Circle.”

			“The Knights of the Black Circle?” I ask. “What’s that?”

			Dan glares at me and holds up his arm revealing the faded black circles drawn up and down his arm, over, and over, and over. I had thought they were just silly drawings borne out of boredom, but…

			“They wanted him to read the book and know some stuff before they accepted him,” he continues. “Thomas said he could probably get me in, too and told me what passages to study and shit.”

			Kit’s pretty eyes widen and her bangs touch her eyelashes again. “He knows the Acid King?”

			A sneer forms on Dan’s lips and he nods. “Uh huh.”

			“Wait,” I protest. “What are you talking about? Who are the Knights of the Black Circle? What’s an Acid King?”

			“The Knights…” Dan explains, “they’re a group. Local. They do stuff
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