
[image: Fruit of the Dead, by Rachel Lyon.]



    [image: Fruit of the Dead, by Rachel Lyon. Scribner. London | New York | Sydney | Toronto | New Delhi.]




For my mother and

my daughter





There are places like this everywhere,

places you enter as a young girl,

from which you never return.

—Louise Glück, Averno






I A Snare for the Bloom-Like Girl

On the last day of camp the barn is hot and crowded. River Rock’s final production, weeks in the prepping, is happening at last, and the casualties so far are minor. At the eleventh hour the old dog stuffy was misplaced, so the role of Toto is played by somebody’s plush Pikachu. During the first scene change the butcher paper backdrop ripped clear through the tempera gray farmhouse. But the audience, made up of parents who haven’t seen their kids in weeks, is generous. They crouch at the front, filming on their phones. They applaud spontaneously. They laugh. They aww.

Now, Soul Patch Adam strums a guitar accompaniment from the hayloft as eleven-year-old Glinda almost hits her high notes. Come out, come out, wherever you are: Cory’s cue. Through the barn’s side door she ushers a dozen seven- and eight-year-olds. They enter shyly, they enter hammily, some cowering, some twirling, each dressed in their own interpretation of Munchkin couture: stripes on stripes and polka dots on plaid, dandelions wilting behind dirty ears. Towels tied under chins for capes; underwear on heads, leg holes framing eyes like aviator goggles. A charmed murmuring percolates among the audience. First-Act Dorothy, a cushion-faced redhead with a lateral lisp who does a spot-on Judy Garland, gargles her vowels, and the Munchkins join in, and though a couple of children do leave the stage altogether, opting to sing their parts from their parents’ sweaty arms, everything is going fine, until—

A lull. Soul Patch Adam vamps. It is Spenser Picazo’s turn to deliver his one line.

We thank you very sweetly, Cory whispers from the first row.

The audience behind her shifts and coughs.

For doing it so neatly, she says with an encouraging smile, but it is no use. River Rock’s youngest camper has gone uncharacteristically mute. Below his painted-on mustache his mouth is small and quivering. Behind his silicone strap-on glasses, his eyes are very wide. He stares into the crowd with increasing panic, scanning the strangers’ faces. Cory reaches for him, but it’s too late, his small mouth crumples and a high-pitched whine escapes. Cory, crouching, guides him offstage. As she leads him out the barn door she hears Glinda’s aristocratic trill: Let the joyous news be spread: the wicked old witch at last is dead! and Soul Patch Adam launches into “Ding Dong,” and the audience claps along.



It is cooler outside than in the thermos of a barn. Ferns clustered by the clapboard buzz with cicadas or whatever, shivering in the blessed breeze. Beyond the trampled hill, punctuated here and there by abandoned sports equipment, clouds rest upon the farthest and bluest of the White Mountains. Cory kneels beside poor Spenser on the grass and rubs his back. He shudders violently.

It’s okay, she says. Stage fright is the worst. But sometimes it’s good to do what scares you.

He tugs the emergency-orange band of his glasses from his curly head and lets them fall down around his neck. Without them his wet little eyes are naked and unmagnified. He looks less cartoonish and even more pathetic.

It’s not—stage fright, he snuffles.

What, then?

I want my— His voice cracks, and with renewed despair, he says: I want my mo-om.

She’s not here?

No. He wipes his nose, smudging his mustache halfway across his face.

Who’s picking you up?

My dad, he grumbles. My little sister.

That’s fun, isn’t it?

He frowns at her and puts his glasses back on with a sound of disgust.

Won’t you see your mom soon?

No.

After a moment, Cory recalls a minor drama. Late one evening, weeks ago—eons ago in camp time—she was in the Red House, half reading a months-old magazine, half listening to the other counselors play poker on the musty carpet, when a phone call jangled the landline. Soul Patch Adam was sent to fetch the boy from bed. A hush fell over the room when Spenser was brought in, bleary-eyed and puny, holding a stuffed animal rendered characterless by years of sweaty nights and laundering. The older counselors made halfhearted attempts to hide their beers as he was led into the kitchen, where the old communal laptop sat beside the Mr. Coffee and the dial-up modem, and they all listened to the blee-blee-bleep of a FaceTime call, holding their breath, afraid that something terrible had happened. And then, the voice of Spenser’s mother, loving, exhausted, divine: Hi, Spense! Hi, big boy! Do you want to meet your baby brother? The poker game continued.

Oh, Cory says. Your mom’s probably with the new baby, huh.

Spenser shoves his face into her chest, bereft. It is too much for him.

Okay, she says, gently relocating him from breast to shoulder. Yeah, that’s hard, isn’t it.

He climbs into her lap to weep. From the barn a new song rises into the afternoon. Follow the yellow brick road, the children chant, and chant again. She rocks him in time to the beat—Follow, follow, follow, follow—humming along, the sad little seven-year-old perspiring in her arms, but no longer crying. Spenser, young as he is, has a reputation as a high-strung weirdo, given to nightmares, benign groping, and high-decibel freak-outs about minor slights and changes in plan, but she can’t bring herself to roll her eyes about him as the other counselors do. They are callous in a way she has never known how to be. She feels for the boy, even or especially when he loses his shit. It’s not his fault. He is too young for sleepaway camp. Too young to be away from his mom. And, honestly, Cory can sympathize. She, too, both wants and does not want to go home. To the hot city that smells of bus exhaust and baking trash. To the too-small uptown apartment she shares with her own mother, a verified bitch. Worst of all, to her unknowable future.



Working at River Rock was hardly Cory’s ideal way to spend the summer after her senior year of high school. Had she gotten into her first- or second- or even third-choice college—had she gotten into even one of her so-called safety schools—she might soon be leaving the city for a college-sponsored bonding trip, five nights of camping in canyons under the Utah stars, say; community service in Flint, Michigan. Her mother might have rewarded her by letting her tag along with the coven of classmates currently gallivanting around Europe on what looks on social like a wild and glamorous backpacking tour. They have eaten pot pastries in Amsterdam, they have clubbed in Berlin, they have sunned on a beach in Crete. They have taken selfies with waxed-chested European men signing peace with their feminine fingers, cigarettes hanging limply from unsmiling lips. Such trips would be a reach for her, socially and financially, at the best of times, but given that she lost her scholarship and landed herself on academic probation, given that she got into, count them, zero colleges, these times are literally the worst. Her mother, always unlikely to shell out for frivolous expenses, has limited ability and no interest in sponsoring fun.

I will find a way to pay for classes, she told Cory in May. I will find a way to pay for summer school. I will shell out for another round of SATs and APs. I will support you while you do an internship. I will even help you get an internship. You know I know people. You could fetch coffee, learn the ropes, at, I don’t know, Condé Nast—or, hey, Google. What about Google? I could call Radha.

Oh my god, Mom.

Don’t Oh-my-god-Mom me. Plenty of kids your age would die for an internship at Google.

You don’t know shit about what kids my age would die for.

Fine, Cory. What would you die for. Tell me. I’m all ears.

For money. For a driver’s license and a car. For a future like an open road; for freedom. For a life that tastes like that feeling she used to have nowhere but at summer camp, lying on the big flat rock at the top of the hill with her hand in the damp hand of a friend as the Perseids came unraveled from the sky, silver threads pulled quick from the infinite embroidery above them.

But a sustained feeling of awe at the glory of infinity is not among the benefits of the dull and unimaginative summer occupations her mother suggested. There was some discussion of taking intro-level classes at NYU or CUNY, but one look at a course catalog brought on a paralysis of indecision. What interests you? her mother asked. What do you want to do? These were questions she could not answer. As far as she can tell she has no interests, no desires except to spend time outdoors, far away from home, to lose herself in the intricacies of a landscape, to bliss out under the ever-changing sun. So in the heady humid days of early June she watched the rest of her graduating class leave town to run their victory laps around the globe, and descended into a fog of sleep and phone and fighting with and avoiding fighting with her mother. For a month they lived together like anxious strangers, extending some semblance of détente as long as they both could, only to erupt with sudden rage into vigorous, nonsensical arguments.

It was after one of these that Cory called up her old summer camp director and begged for a job. Because she was a minor and had no experience, and because it was mere weeks before Junior Camp was to commence, they stuck her with the little ones, the sevens, eights, and nines. Here she has spent the bulk of the summer in a kind of apprenticeship to Vermont Jen, tight of lip and plentiful of body hair, who’s been a counselor at River Rock since at least the nineties, playing diplomat, comforting the bullied, tending to cuts, bruises, and bites, laundering pee-soaked sheets, cleaning vomit from the crevices between floorboards, and getting increasingly sunburned, lonely, and discouraged.



Applause from the barn. The sounds of conversation and metal folding chairs creaking and scraping on the wood floor: intermission. She is still singing quietly to the child in her lap. He is totally relaxed, as if hypnotized by the minor key, the cyclical tune that has somehow segued out of her sing-along. It is a slow and simple song her mother used to sing, Medieval in melody, Gothic in content. She has not heard it in at least a decade, but it is coming back to her now, phrase by mysterious phrase, through the years and miles. She is not sure of every word—some information has been damaged in recovery—but for the most part it seems to have been securely encoded:


Good my mother, whence are you

of folk born long ago?

Why are you gone away from all

you ever seemed to know?

For while you linger here among

the olive trees, old maid,

the women here would welcome you

in halls of stone and shade.



As the campers’ parents make their way outside to stretch their legs, Cory lowers her voice, self-conscious, and lets the words of the song become a hum. At the top of the hill, a figure stands apart. He is tall and broad, big-bellied but elegant, dressed in white and beige, and rippling subtly in the heat, as if appearing to her through liquid. He is watching her. How long has he been watching her? Her humming fades.

After a moment her view of him is blocked and she feels a hand on her shoulder.

Want me to take him to his dad? Soul Patch Adam juts his decorated chin at the boy in her lap, glancing not unnoticeably at her tits.

Oh, she says, pulling up her shirt. Sure, yeah.

I’ve been looking for an opportunity to talk to him, Adam says.

To Spenser? she asks, confused, and the child’s eyes blink open.

Spenser’s dad. Adam gives her a look as if she should know. Rolo Picazo? He’s, like, major.

Major what? she says. The name seems familiar and yet divorced from meaning, the way some household names do, absorbed half consciously via radio or television, glanced at in headlines of articles she’d never take the trouble to read.

Major macher, Adam says.

Major what? she says again, altering her emphasis.

Dude’s a world mover. Southgate Pharma? Ever heard of it? I’m going to see if I can finagle an internship.

Something inside her wilts a little. Cool, she says.

Adam extends a hand to poor Spenser and addresses the boy with false cheer: Let’s go find your daddy, ’kay, champ?

The boy gets up, limp, forlorn, and follows Adam up the hill. In the absence of the child’s body, her skin feels cooler. She stands and stretches, breathes the air, brushes the grass from her shorts, looks off into the mountains. She is running her hands through her too-short hair—an amateur cut-and-dye job, cotton candy pink, the handiwork of another counselor, big mistake—when she glances up to see that the rippling man is still watching her.

A tiny girl in a yellow dress is tugging on his belt. He pays the child no attention. Cory raises a hand to wave, to show him that she sees him. He does not wave back. He just looks and looks. His gaze is hard and hungry. It could consume her, she thinks, if she let it.



After the play and the curtain calls and the 4 p.m. dinner of hot dogs and Boca burgers in the meadow, after the last of the campers have hugged and been torn from their friends, forever changed, after the staff’s final huddle and posthuddle vent sesh, commences the long and dreaded process of all-camp cleanup. Cory and Iris, Dora, Melissa, and New Jen spend three or four hours cleaning the girls’ cabins and tossing into trash bags all that the eighty-odd female-identifying campers have left behind: the mud-caked beach towels and experiments in tie-dye; the crumpled letters, torn postcards, and rain-damaged paperbacks; the mostly empty bags of chips and candy wrappers; the tampons wrapped in toilet paper, the blood-stiffened underwear shoved under mattresses; the half-empty bottles of body wash, nauseatingly sweet; the acne ointments and hair removal creams; the razor blades and eyelash curlers; the henna, hair dye, makeup, and dozens of bottles of nail polish with glam and wacky names: Bet on Rouge and Mello Yello, Dancing Queen and Tender Is the Night. They pocket the ones they like and toss the rest.

At sundown they pause to paint their toenails on the porch of the Red House and pass around Iris’s last remaining joint. In the lull when the sun has sunk, leaving behind a pastel mess of yellow, blue, and pink, among the lingering smells of ash and marijuana, nitrocellulose, soil, and woods, somebody asks:

So what’s everyone doing after this?

New Jen and Melissa are going back to college next month. Iris and Dora are leaving for a rented ramshackle house everyone calls Château Relaxeau, which they share with four other painfully cool River Rockers Cory knows. Jealous, Cory says, and, after a moment, she gives in to the urge to complain that she’s dreading going back to live with her mom.

Come with us! they clamor. It will be so fun! You can crash on the couch till you find a job. You can sleep in my bed. Or mine! We can cuddle puddle!

How would it be. She tries to imagine. She has been to the Château once before, for a big postcamp party last August, at the end of her final summer as a camper. She recalls the cigarette-burnt living room carpet, the mildewed bath towels, a vinyl cushion on a toilet seat, grandmotherly pink. One of the roommates is a bassist named Garrett whom Cory’s had a crush on since she was ten. He’s three or four years older and so thin he’s concave, with bird-bone shoulder blades, sad brown eyes, and a girlfriend named after a mermaid.

Sounds amazing, she says, then lowers her eyes to her dirty toes, nestled in the soles of her pastel purple, ethylene vinyl acetate sandals. On the toenails pool ten puddles of Emerald City green.

I don’t know if I could be in the same house as Garrett Pollack, she admits.

Oh my god, says Iris, laughing, you’d get over that so fast.

Dora agrees: Garrett is such a dork.

Wait, says New Jen, you have a thing for Pollack?

You could totally fuck him, Melissa says with the authority of an older girl. You’re so much prettier than Ariel.

Oh my god, says Cory, I am not.

Yes you are, Melissa says—

Iris says, You’re definitely the prettiest girl at camp.

Stop, Cory pleads.

—and cooler, too, Melissa says. Ariel may seem chill, but she’s so insecure.

Hot mess, New Jen says.

Well, says Cory, her face warming, if hot mess is his type, maybe I do have a chance.

The girls laugh, then go quiet, finishing their manicures. The insectoid symphony of nightfall mingles shrilly with a bass beat drifting up the hill. Through the trees they can just make out the glow of the Rec Hall windows, where the other counselors are cleaning the kitchen and laying out a final feast of leftovers.

Whatever you do, says New Jen, who’s a psych major, don’t feel you have to go back to a shitty situation. You’re eighteen now. You can make your own decisions. If things with your mom are toxic, you can make a new family, a family of choice.

The others nod, waving their hands in the summer air and blowing on their fingernails. After a moment, Iris has the bright idea to make of the barn one last joyful jumble. A flower fight! The plan is met with enthusiasm. Dora brings an ancient boom box, New Jen a dollar-store disco ball they found wedged behind a toilet, who knows why.

The paper poppies were Cory’s invention. Assembled by herself, half a dozen other counselors, and a few brownnosing campers over the past few weeks, they are shaped like shuttlecocks, coins of cork coated in glue and dipped in glitter, a red crepe-paper ruffle attached to each. For weeks they have been accumulating in the Art Shack in preparation for their appearance at the outset of act 2. This afternoon, after hours of mind-numbing manufacture and weeks of picking glitter and Elmer’s glue from her fingerprints, after Spenser’s meltdown, after intermission, it was at last their time to shine. The green-faced kid who played the Witch delivered her line with relish—Poppies! she snarled, flicking her cape. Poppies shall put them to sleep!—and, from behind the butcher paper backdrop, atop a stepladder, Cory dropped the sparkling confections. They twirled as they fell—as intended!—gorgeously aerodynamic, shedding glitter as they went, splitting the sunshine that flooded sideways through the barn’s wide windows. Second-Act Dorothy stretched and yawned; the Tin Man cried for help; the Scarecrow kvetched; the Lion dropped backward, feet to the sky, eliciting laughter. The young actors played drowsy, and the audience awakened.

Now, in the rotating colored lights, to ’90s R & B, the paper twirls and the glitter falls again, stray flakes alight and glinting, the girls all loose and laughing. Shoes are kicked off. Melissa puts on the Witch’s hat and does a great impression. Someone tosses Cory the Lion’s rubber mask; she puts it on and promptly stumbles. Iris, falling on top of her in a fit of giddy laughter, wails, I have to pee! and staggers up again, followed by the others, leaving Cory all alone on the broad barn floor, laughing in a heap of paper poppies. The others are just outside, watering the ferns, ha-ha. Mid-hilarity her laughter fades into a kind of charged euphoria. All the long, exhausting day she’s craved this. Solitude at last.

Soon, this moment will be nothing more than memory. The paper flowers all around her. The centuries-smoothed wooden floor below. How running her bare toes over its dry surface sends shivers through her spine. The sounds of her friends outside, the CD skipping on an unresolved chord. The smells of hot dogs, dirty hair, and perspiration; the taste of salt on her upper lip. The tingling of the marijuana in her jaw and cozy feel of her head inside a shell, protected. Imagine it: her brain inside her head inside the lion mask, an oyster inside an oyster shell inside an oyster shell. Deep within the doubled chassis nestles everything, for better and for worse, that makes Cory Cory, yet no more than a corrugated ball of tender muck, synapses snapping like microscopic firecrackers. The weed has left her in a state of benign wonder. It is a miracle, a miracle! to be eighteen, alive, and high.

She holds a crepe petal between her thumb and finger and squeezes, enjoying the give of its minute ridges and grooves. She tosses a poppy in the air, watches it twirl and land on her belly. Pulls her phone from her pocket and repeats the gesture, leaving her finger on the screen to make a mesmerizing little video. She opens social and experiments, altering colors, filters, contrast, settling eventually on a prismatic filter that multiplies and exaggerates the glitter-cast rainbows. Posting the video, she location-tags it the way she has everything she’s posted from camp: Never-Never Land. She is watching it, pleased with her artistry, and rewatching it, when a notification buzzes. A text from her mother. Another video, this one in China. An aerial view of rice paddies. The sound of the plane is loud and startling. She turns off her phone before it ends. The subtext is too annoying. Look at me, and my glamorous life. Look where I can go, what I can see, with my decades of education and experience. Cory slides the phone back into her pocket. The temptation overcomes her to doze off, overwhelmed and hidden behind her mask, amid the pretty mess.

And perhaps she has dozed off for a moment, because now her friends’ voices are lost in the shrill pulse of the crickets, and she is awakening to the fact that she is no longer alone.

The rippling man stands above her. His bulk blocks the wavering rainbow lights. His face is cast in shadow, but she can tell he’s looking down at her, head cocked, teeth gleaming. Even if he were not holding the hands of two small kids—fairy child on the left, in a yellow summer dress; on the right, nearsighted Spenser—she’d know immediately that he is the giant who watched her from the hill.

There she is, says Spenser.

The man is massive, easily six and a half feet tall and more than a couple of hundred pounds, but his voice is low and tender when he replies, Well done, bud.

The boy glows in the light of his dad’s approval.

Cory, I presume.

She pushes up onto an elbow, but the lion mask slips down, partially concealing him. In a brief, out-of-body moment she wonders what it’s like to see herself through his eyes. I’m not Cory, she says in a deep voice. I’m king of the jungle. Rawr!

Spenser laughs and gets into her lap.

What are you still doing here? she says.

We came back for you, Spenser says.

You what? She tugs the mask off. The air is cool on her damp brow.

Last day of camp, sire? the man observes, ignoring his son.

She wipes the perspiration from her lip and forehead with the back of her hand and fusses with her hair, which has gotten matted down inside the mask. She worries for a moment he might know she’s stoned, then lets the worry go. He’s a dad, but not her dad. She has no dad. Still, it catches her by surprise sometimes, this spontaneous yearning for a man’s approval, like knocking into a forgotten bruise. Under his gaze she goes suddenly shy, and addresses his son instead:

Yeah, what a summer, huh? How’d you like your first year at River Rock?

Spenser has busied himself pulling on the frayed denim of her shorts. His eyes have disappeared behind a fog on his glasses lenses.

That’s my sister, he says, pointing at the girl.

What’s her name?

Fern.

Hi, Fern, Cory says, smiling at the child, but she retreats behind the girthy leg of her father, who points at Spenser and says,

Thing One over here tells me you’re his favorite counselor.

That’s sweet, says Cory.

He’s having a hard time letting you go.

The man’s focus on her is so intense she feels it like a tickle at the back of her neck, in her belly, in her you-know-what, which pulses and dampens involuntarily: a pleasurable feeling that is not a sign of pleasure, not exactly, not necessarily. It happens, has been happening, for years, anytime she thinks of sex or sex-adjacent things—or even things that have nothing to do with sex but nevertheless evoke it, that fall in the uncanny valley where appetizing and nauseating meet. Sticky fingers. Beanbag chairs. The way boys pile upon each other on the football field, bodies upon bodies upon bodies upon mud. Iris scratching a bug bite on her inner thigh, the way her eyes dim with pleasure, the ugly pink welt of it, dark blood breaking the surface of the swollen skin in the tracks of her fingernails. Certain insinuating words—hump, mount, slit, muck—which the simple act of repeating to herself, under her breath, can transport her to a state of near hypnosis. The feeling, despite herself, of being watched.

Spenser, the man says. Did you have something you wanted to say?

Spenser mumbles into her shirt.

What did you want to say to Cory? the man asks again. Look her in the eye when you talk to her.

Spenser fixes his eyes on her and the fog on his lenses evaporates a little. Come with us to Pluto, he says like a little alien.

Um. She laughs and glances at his father, not understanding.

Phrase it as a question, says the dad.

Come with us to Pluto? he repeats, raising his eyebrows and two upturned hands.

It’s a diner, the man says. Up Route 37. We had lunch there a couple weeks ago, before I dropped Spenser off. These two can’t get enough.

Waffles! says Spenser, and shoves a fist into the air, narrowly missing Cory’s chin.

That’s right. And what are you going to get, Fern?

In an impossibly sweet, high voice, the girl replies: Chocka-chip pancakes.

Ooh, yum, says Cory indulgently.

Does that sound good?

It does sound good. It sounds more than good. The very thought of food ignites in Cory a voracious hunger. But she has responsibilities here. Any moment, presumably, Iris and the rest will be back with brooms and mops and Murphy’s oil.

I shouldn’t.

He sighs and addresses the children: She shouldn’t.

Prompted, the kids emit whines of protest.

He shrugs at her, renouncing responsibility. He stoops to casually pick up a paper poppy. What will you eat here? he asks, as if addressing the flower.

She thinks herself into the walk-in, where she and Iris sometimes go to attend to their munchies. What’s in there now? Leftover potato salad, days-old wilted greens, the cookie dough that last time left her doubled over in stomach pain, all of it soon to be thrown out.

And surely your dining companions can’t be half as charming as these little fools. Not every night you get to eat out with Milhouse and Tinker Bell.

The little fools in question grin, and their father smiles as if he has already won. His thick fingers squeeze a paper petal, dropping glitter onto the floor, and again she pulses. Dude’s a world mover, Adam said. Could that be true, and if it is, what could a man like that want with an eighteen-year-old loser like her, shitty pink hair and no future to speak of, barely a camp counselor, for god’s sake. Somewhere deep within her, the answer to these questions lurks, hungry, in the dark.

From her lap, Spenser recites: Sometimes it’s good to do what scares you.

Well said, son! The boy’s dad holds the flower out to her, an invitation, and his lips are soft, his eyes large, deep set, and mournful, the irises as dark and opaque as the pupils within, and she feels tugged toward him, a corporeal acquiescence, as natural and strangely physical as if he had her on a leash. Inadvertently she smiles.

When he speaks again his voice is low and growling: Let’s go for a drive.



Whatever he might want with her, wherever he might take her, chances are it is better than what awaits her at home. Fear is better than boredom, she reasons, danger trumps familiarity, the unknown is always more interesting than the known. So it is with some reluctance, but not much, that she rises. Glitter comes unstuck from her bare skin and she follows the small family through the barn door as if in a dream. The blue glow of twilight has melted into real dark, and the change in temperature outside is as sudden as the change in light. The damp grass sends a chill from the soles of her feet up through her spine. Her nipples harden and goose bumps prickle her limbs. Down the hill, music is thumping, and she can hear the other counselors yelling, singing, can see their silhouettes in the windows of the dining hall, where a dance party has broken out, but up here it is deserted. The man is taller than she is in a way most people aren’t, which is to say significantly; his silhouette erases the stars. When the girl named Fern picks up her feet and swings from her dad’s arm, he barely seems to notice the small change in weight, in momentum.

Wait a minute, says Cory as they approach the parking lot, I left my shoes.

We’ll get you shoes, he says without breaking stride, and she wonders whether she is too high to understand what he means.

A convertible sits apart from the other cars, aerodynamic as a bullet. Are you—? she starts to ask, but leaves her question hanging in the summer air, unfinished. It would be childish to ask him if he’s famous.

He opens the passenger’s-side door and pushes down the seat so the children can climb into the back. Buckle up, he tells them, and then brings the seat back to sitting and bows to Cory, ushering her in: Majesty.

She stands for a moment, hesitant and barefoot on the dusty gravel. She is listening to a recording of her mother’s voice inside her head. Never, never get in a car with a strange man: it is of course among the first rules drilled into her in early childhood. Seems sort of funny now, the double meaning. Who knew that when the occasion arose the man would be so strange.

Coming? A hint of impatience constricts his voice.

Uh, she says, and glances at the children looking at her from the back seat. The little girl, she thinks. Shouldn’t she be in a car seat? But something in his expression cuts short her line of thought. His eyes have a hypnotic effect. She feels at once and overwhelmingly that not to get in would be an error. She slides in and feels the leather seat butter soft on her bare thighs. Then the driver’s-side door slams and the small car rocks with his weight, and he cranes his neck to make sure the children have their seat belts on, and keys the ignition and tears off, over the gravel, under the close-knit pines, onto the narrow highway.

Wind freezes her neck, dries her sweat, whips her hair. He turns on the radio and some buoyant fugue rises into the night, strings interrupted intermittently by static. Her heart is beating hard in her ears and it takes her a moment to realize that he is grinning at her, his teeth very white in the dark. She laughs in his direction, but her high has tipped over, as highs always do, into dry mouth and gnawing hunger. The physical discomfort is welcome, in a way. It helps drown out her misgivings.

I’m starving, she says over the noise of the music and wind.

I bet you are, he says under it.

The headlights ripple over the woods. She watches the flickering trees, then lowers her seat back, the better to drink in the leaves above and, beyond them, the stars. They turn off the highway and end up at a strip of low-lying stores: a Starbucks, a gas station, a vacant Panera. A Red Roof Inn, a Motel 6, a combination Pizza Hut/Taco Bell. An all-night diner, chrome and glowing, with old-fashioned lettering that blinks Pluto, Pluto.

Ooh, she says, admiring it.

No shirt, no shoes, no service, he tells her. First things first.

He pulls into a massive parking lot outside a Walmart, passing a klatch of campers and trailers. A dog barks. A man laughs. Despite the late hour there are a couple dozen cars parked near the entrance. He kills the engine. Stepping out of the car in her bare feet, she feels the warmth, baked in over the long summer day, still releasing slowly from the asphalt. As the children scramble out, he approaches her from around the car, swiftly, with intention.

She steps back from him reflexively. What are you—

Before she can complete the sentence he’s swung her onto his back and is carrying her toward the sliding doors. She yelps and the kids laugh and she squeezes his broad trunk with her thighs to make herself as light as possible, and throws her arms over his big shoulders. His back and neck are warm and damp with perspiration. His hair is thick and fragrant. Like a two-headed creature attended by imps they galumph across the threshold into the fluorescent lights and air-conditioning. She half expects everyone inside to laugh or clap or otherwise commend their entrance, but the customers slumped over their coffees near the front are in another world and the checkout girls are deep in conversation and the woman sticking price tags on beach balls is focused on her task.

You can’t make an entrance at a Walmart, he says. No matter what you do, they’ve seen weirder.

He carries her to the shoes and lets her down. Get whatever you want, he says. What are you, an eight, a nine?

Ten and a half, she admits. Her big feet have always been a source of shame.

He disappears behind a rotating display of flip-flops. Reeling a little at the direction their adventure has taken, she wanders vaguely. A nearby fridge glows with dozens of bottles of water. She opens it like a holy grail and retrieves one. The cold plastic crinkles in her fingers. She untwists the cap, drinks thirstily, and takes a moment to be mind-blown by the beautiful junk of this late-capitalist Earth, overpopulated by a parasitic glut of violent omnivorous primates who have made an industry of scraping up the very stuff of life, repackaging it in plastic, and selling it to one another. Amazing. Weed always has this flattening effect on her attention. Like Google Earth it spins the world and zooms in on its topography unbiased. Everything is equally entrancing-slash-distracting. The world is a bottomless trash bag.

What do you think of these? he asks, stepping back into her field of vision with a pair of espadrilles.

Nah, she says. She likes the sneakers better, mostly knockoff styles—Chuck Taylor–like, Adidas-like. She finds a pair of plain white near-Keds held together by a magnetic alarm-triggering device, lays them on the floor, slides in one foot, then the other, and admires the way the white fabric enhances the deep red-gold of her suntanned legs. When she retracts her feet from the sneakers she sees her heels have left two dirty marks inside them.

Now I guess we have to buy them, she says apologetically.

But he is distracted, flushed: What else do we need? The unflattering lighting makes him look older, more grizzled. Gray stubble frays at his jowls. His teeth are too white, too large. She feels a small twinge of sadness, or is it revulsion, for the way his ugliness undercuts his enthusiasm.

Need? she says. For an hour or two?

He says, You’ll want something for the air-conditioning.

As the children set their hearts on other objects—Spenser is begging for a bug zapper, Fern for a tiny succulent in a shot glass—Cory slides her gaze over a display of patriotic summer wear, sweatshirts and tees in all sizes with American flags assembled out of bullets or eagles juxtaposed on stars and stripes; camo patterns in every hue, words in all-caps: HONOR, RESPECT, FREEDOM. PRETTY IN PINK, DANGEROUS IN CAMO—

Ooh, ooh, says Spenser, pointing at an olive-green shirt as large as his person, sporting a graphic of an army tank.

Absolutely not, says his dad.

—and a more evergreen display of women’s sweatshirts catches Cory’s eye. They are tie-dyed and single hued, cropped and oversized, adorned with sequins, fuzz, and patches, hand-drawn crosses and kitten ears. There are shirts that read FLORIDA, VEGAS, PARIS, and FIND YOUR HAPPY, NOT TODAY SATAN and ROSÉ ALL DAY. Their insides are heavenly soft and their outsides are insane. She picks a cropped hoodie, bleach stained like cowhide, with appliqué lettering that reads QUEEN. She pulls it over her head and swoons for the fuzzy interior and the made-in-Taiwan smell of chemical cleanliness.

Sticking with the royalty theme, huh? he says. Jungle king turns Walmart queen?

Cory laughs politely, but a candy display beckons from near the registers, and she can’t help but answer its call. She is vaguely aware of a spat breaking out between the children and their father—Spenser kicks his dad’s shoe; Do that again, Dad says calmly, and you’ll wait in the car; Spenser whines, She gets a shirt and a plant; Dad tells him, The plant is a gift for Cory, isn’t it, Fern?—when she turns back to them, a family-size bag of sour gummy worms and value pack of Skittles under one arm, and says, on cue: Aw, that’s so sweet. Thank you, Fern.

Anything else? says Dad. Candy? All right, candy.

At the register he pays with a black card that clangs when the young cashier accidentally drops it. Cory places the tiny succulent—a cluster of blushing globules no larger than a Ping-Pong ball—on the conveyor belt among her candy, and notes with a small laugh what comes up on the screen when the cashier scans its bar code sticker: Jelly Bean Plnt. As the foursome passes through the automatic sliding doors and walks back to the car, Cory thanks the children’s father and rips open the bag of worms. She dispenses one to each child and a few to him before stuffing a handful into her own mouth. The sour sugar makes her jaw seize with pleasure.

Thank you, the children sing.

Don’t thank Cory, he says between chews. Thank me. I bought them.

Thank you, Daddy.

Daddy giveth, he warns; Daddy can taketh away. At the gleaming car he pauses and adds: Do me a favor, everyone. No worms in the car, okay? It was a pain in the ass to get the leather on these seats replaced. I hate doing business with Italians. Everything takes four times too long.



Pluto smells of decades-old cigarette smoke, stale coffee, and pancakes. Brown-and-gold lamps hang over yellow countertops. Tabletop jukeboxes cast a low glow in each red vinyl booth. Behind the counter a woman with hair like blond yarn nods at them and in a dusty voice says, Anywhere you want.

Isn’t this place great, the children’s dad murmurs under his breath, as if saying something nasty, and despite or because of his obvious wealth, Cory regrets not having grabbed her wallet before leaving camp. Fern has brought the shot glass succulent inside. In the booth she sets it down sideways on a napkin, as if putting it to sleep. Spenser reads the extensive menu with intense concentration. Disco fries? he says in disbelief, and lets out a high-pitched whinny. You guys, it says disco fries!

His dad is laughing, too, a low, amused growl, but not at Spenser.

What? she says.

Nothing. You’re cute.

Realizing she’s been chewing on the drawstring of her new hoodie, she feels her face flush and drops it from her mouth, wiping away a thread of drool. Fortunately the waitress approaches with ice water and plastic glasses.

He sings: Mona, Mona, from Daytona.

You’re back, she observes.

Couldn’t stay away.

Hi, cuties, she says to the kids.

Spenser and Fern go shy.

She yours, too? Mona asks, jerking her head at Cory.

Coffee, cream and sugar, he says by way of reply, then turns cursorily to Cory—Coffee, Highness?—and does not wait for a reply. She’ll have a coffee, too.

The waitress looks at Cory a beat too long and Cory thinks wildly, She knows I’m high, before reminding herself it’s all right, it’s legal, after all, and they’re strangers, and it’s none of her business, et cetera. When the waitress has gone the man smiles, as if having watched Cory’s internal monologue unfold on her face, and says, Does that happen to you a lot?

What? she says quickly.

People treat you differently because you’re beautiful.

Oh—Cory feels her face heating up—I think she just knew I’m a little…

You model?

Me?

Your value won’t last, you know. Time is money, and time is finite. You ought to get while the getting’s good. Young people all think they’ll be young forever. But before you know it you’re a fat old gasbag like me. You could be worth millions—but only for, oh, four or five more years.

Her face is furiously hot, she must say something, but all she can come up with is: My mom would never…

And your mother does what, exactly?

Um, agriculture, basically. She runs an NGO?

A far cry from modeling, he observes.

It’s called RHEA Seeds, Cory says, and starts to give him the spiel, but he cuts her off.

I’ve heard of it. He tilts his head at her and gives her a small, inscrutable smile. She is relieved when he drops his gaze, ending the moment, and unfolds the laminated menu to sigh dramatically and say: What are you going to get?

Rather dizzily, Cory laments: I don’t know. Waffles look good. Pancakes look good. I sort of want bacon? But, ooh, I sort of want pie. And a milk shake? God, I don’t know. What are you going to get?

Coffee, he says. Maybe a cinnamon bun. A secret about places like this? Most of the shit they serve is bought in bulk, frozen, and defrosted. The scrambled eggs are powdered. The waffles could be ten years old. Of course, the boy loves them. You love an aged waffle, don’t you, Milhouse?

Spenser nods enthusiastically.

But a few things they make fresh.

Like the cinnamon buns, she says.

He taps his nose with an index finger and points at her.

Do I want a cinnamon bun? she asks.

You do.

What about the pies?

Mona has reappeared and is setting sloshing mugs before them, along with a ramekin full of disposable creamers and a glass jar of sugar fitted with a miniature spoon. Depends, she’s saying. I’m supposed to tell you they’re all delicious, and they are, but what I’m really going to tell you is get the berry-cherry.

All right, says the man. A cinnamon bun, a slice of berry-cherry pie, a side of bacon, a short stack of chocolate chip pancakes—

Fern lights up.

—a waffle—

With syrup, Spenser interjects.

—and two vanilla shakes.

Three vanilla shakes, Spenser says.

Two. You can have some of mine.

You want the pie warmed up, honey? says Mona without looking up.

It takes Cory a moment to realize that she is the honey, another moment to imagine pie, first cold, then warm. Yes, she replies.

Whipped cream or à la mode?

Uh. Both?

You got it.

As she walks away Cory starts to laugh. At first it’s just a little bit, but before long it has taken over. Laughter runs through her like a galloping animal. My mom would be so mad, she manages to say at last.

A disciplined woman, he guesses.

Oh my god, Cory says. Channeling all her giddy energy into her mother’s low, rapid, urgent voice, she launches into a lecture: You don’t see what goes into this stuff. Most food is literally poison. Microplastics in your hamburger. Mercury in your fish. You think your salad is healthy? That romaine is crawling with E. coli. Corn is basically candy. Nothing is safe!

The children are laughing, and their amusement eggs her on. She peels open a creamer: Just look at this wasteful packaging. There are mountains of these in the middle of the ocean. Trashbergs of plastic pods that once contained—what? Not milk. Milk ingredients. Corn syrup and maybe some partially hydrogenated soybean or cottonseed oil, mono- and diglycerides, dipotassium phosphate, casein, artificial color and artificial flavoring (they never tell you what that is!). As a kind of punctuation, Cory downs the stuff like a shot. The children laugh. The man is clapping. He watches her wipe a drop of cream from her lip.

Incredible. How did you do that?

Cory demurs. Most packaged food is basically the same old chemicals and grain derivatives, she starts to say, but her little speech is interrupted by Mona’s delivery of the two milk shakes, overfull and perspiring in fountain shop glasses, topped with whipped cream and a cherry each.

Napkins on your laps, he tells the kids.

Spenser puts a napkin on his head and grins broadly.

On your laps, his father repeats sharply. What were we, raised by wolves?

What are we, aliens? Spenser riffs.

What are we, aliens from Planet Raised-by-Wolves? And he pours two fingers of milk shake into water glasses for the kids.

Cory puts her mouth around her straw and sucks. He watches her like an audience of one. He watches her as a man watches a woman, and she is aware that he is watching her, but the absolute heaven of vanilla and sugar and cream reaches her brain before self-consciousness can take over. Oh my god, she says between sips. She can practically hear her dopamine receptors chattering with pleasure.

So, Cory Ansel, he says. Tell us about yourself. What is your life like?

How do you know my last name?

It was on the bulletin board in the Rec Hall, along with what I must say is a pretty gorgeous photo of you.

She knows the Polaroid he’s referring to—double chin, frog mouth, crossed eyes—taped onto a blob of construction paper and labeled in Sharpie: Cory Ansel, New York, NY, between Iris Aaron, Albany, NY and Adam Diamond, Short Hills, NJ. She laughs and makes the same face now. What is my life like, she says. God, I don’t know.

Sad, he observes.

She looks at him, surprised. I just finished high school.

Private? he guesses.

She nods.

All girls?

Rolls her eyes and nods.

So you’re off to college in the fall.

Shakes her head. Gap year.

Didn’t get in?

Surprised by his directness, she sort of shrugs.

And what will you do during this so-called gap year?

After these past few weeks at River Rock, where she’s been pleasantly insulated from adults and their future-tripping, she does not enjoy being interrogated about her capital-L Life. She shrugs again and looks down at her milk shake to conceal her annoyance. Her mom did enroll her in not one but two short-term programs, without her consent: (1) volunteering with climate refugees in Ecuador, or was it El Salvador, one of those small earthquake-prone countries in the so-called Ring of Fire, she can’t remember which, she’s the worst, and (2) a permaculture program in New South Wales. But then, what do you know, another earthquake hit South America, and then pretty much the whole continent of Australia caught on fire—she has seen the videos of orphaned children in sports arenas, eating nutrition bars donated by multibillion-dollar corporations so the world would see their packaging on television, of smoke-choked koalas huddled on living room sofas, kindhearted zoologists tending to their burns—so those plans were scrapped. What’s the point of thinking about the future when the world is literally burning? she demanded, and what could her mother say to that?

Listen, I’m going to suggest something, and I know you’re going to hate it, but I’m going to say it, just so that I’ve done my due diligence. You could come work for me.

To which Cory retorted, You don’t even believe in what you’re doing. And you’re the boss.

Get a job? she says now, rather weakly, to Spenser’s dad.

Mona brings Fern’s pancakes and Spenser’s waffle. Their father melts a pat of butter on each and drenches them in artificial maple syrup (corn syrup, high-fructose corn syrup, salt, cellulose gum, sodium hexametaphosphate, sodium benzoate, caramel color). While the kids are absorbed in their food, Mona comes back with the cinnamon bun and the bacon (pork, salt, sugar, sodium phosphate, sodium erythorbate, sodium nitrite, gelatin, cornstarch, caramel color). Cory marvels at the indulgence. There’s so much, she says, I don’t know where to start.

He cuts a square of bacon with the edge of his fork and carries it over to the cinnamon bun. Laying it on the bun’s sticky surface, he slices through the confection around the bacon’s crispy edge, piles the arrangement, regular as a petit four, onto his fork, and brings the whole thing across the table to her mouth.

Start with this.

She balks at the intimacy of the gesture, at the black hair on his thick hands and the elastic of spittle waggling at the edge of his lips. Laughing a little, she shakes her head.

Come on, he says earnestly, it’s a perfect bite. I made it for you.

Not quite knowing what else to do, she opens her mouth and lets him feed her. The cinnamon bun is pillow-soft and oozes with icing. The bacon is hot and crisp, all carcinogens and salt. Her brief disgust melts away as easily as the sugar and salt and animal fat and sweet, bready warmth on her tongue.

Oh my god, she says, mouth full. This is a perfect bite.

Spenser says, Me, me, me, I want a perfect bite, too! and Fern sits up high in the booth and opens her mouth and eyes as wide as they will go, and then Mona arrives with the pie, which turns out to be the real pièce de résistance: a fat purplish wedge with a scoop of ice
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