
		
			[image: image]

		

	
		
			[image: image]

		

	
		
			Contents

			Cover

			Title Page

			Dedication

			The Ruins

			Copyright

		

	
		
			Amy spun on him, looking desperate, her hands held out before her, begging. “Make it stop.”

			It’s my fault.

			Amy pointed at him, her hand shaking. “You were the one! You know that’s true! Not me. I didn’t want to come.”

			I’m the one, aren’t I?

			“Make it stop. Will you please make it stop?”

			Jeff didn’t move, didn’t speak; he just stood there staring at her.

			The one who stepped into the vines?

			The sky was darkening again, but it wasn’t the storm. Behind the screen of clouds, the sun was reaching for the horizon. Night was coming, and they’d done nothing to prepare for it. They ought to eat, Jeff knew, and thinking this he remembered the bag of grapes. It wasn’t only the drinking; she and the others had helped themselves to the food, too. “What else did you eat?” he asked.

			“Eat?”

			“Besides the grapes. Did you steal anything else?”

			“We didn’t steal the grapes. We were hungry. We—”

			“Answer me.”

			“Fuck you, Jeff. You’re acting like—”

			“Just tell me.”

			She shook her head. “You’re too hard. Everyone—we’re all…We think you’re too hard.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			It’s my fault.

			Amy spun, shouted out toward the vines again. “Shut up!”

			“You’ve talked about it?” Jeff asked. “About me?”

			“Please,” Amy said. “Just stop.” She was shaking her head once more, and now he was certain of it; she was crying. “Can’t you stop, honey? Please?” She held out her hand.

			Take it, he thought. But he made no move to do this. There was a history here, a well-trod path upon which conflict tended to unfold between them. When they argued, no matter what the topic, Amy would eventually grow upset—she’d weep; she’d retreat—and Jeff, however long he might resist the pull, would end up shuffling forward to soothe her, to pet her, to whisper endearments and assure her of his love. He was always, always, always the one to apologize; it was never Amy, no matter who might be at fault. And this was no different: it was “Can’t you stop?” that she’d been saying, not can’t I, or even can’t we. Jeff was tired of it—tired at large, tired down into his bones—and he vowed to himself that he wasn’t going to do it. Not here, not now. She was the one at fault; she was the one who needed to stop, who needed to step forward and apologize, not him.

			At some point, without his noticing the exact moment, the vine had fallen silent.

			It would be dark soon. Another five or ten minutes, Jeff guessed, and they’d be blind with it. They ought to have talked things through, ought to have set up a watch schedule, doled out another ration of food and water. Even now, in this final waning of light, they ought to have been up and doing. “Too hard,” Amy had said. “We think you’re too hard.” He was working to save them, and behind his back they were gossiping, complaining.

			Fuck her, Jeff thought. Fuck them all.

			He turned away, left Amy standing with her hand held out before her. He stepped to the lean-to, sat down beside it, in the mud, facing Pablo. The Greek’s eyes were shut, his mouth hanging partway open. The smell he was giving off was almost unbearable. They ought to move him, Jeff knew, lift him free from that disgusting sleeping bag—sodden and stinking with his body’s effusions. They ought to wash him, too, ought to irrigate the seared stumps, flush them free of dirt. They had enough water now; they could afford to do this. But the light was failing even as Jeff thought these things, and he knew they could never do it in the dark. It was Amy’s fault, this missed opportunity—Amy’s and Stacy’s and Eric’s. They’d distracted him; they’d wasted his time. And now Pablo would have to wait until morning.

			The stumps were still bleeding—not heavily, just a steady ooze—they needed to be washed and then bandaged. There was no gauze, of course, nothing sterile; Jeff would have to dig through the backpacks again, search for a clean shirt, hope that this might suffice. Maybe he could use the sewing kit, too, a needle and thread. He could search out the still-leaking blood vessels and tie them off one by one. And then there was Eric to think of also: Jeff could stitch up the wound in his side. He turned, glanced at Amy. She was still standing in the center of the clearing, motionless; she hadn’t even lowered her hand. She was waiting for him to relent. But he wasn’t going to do it.

			“Tell me you’re sorry,” he said.

			“Excuse me?” The light was fading enough that it was already difficult to see her expression. He was being a child, he knew. He was as bad as she was. But he couldn’t stop.

			“Say you’re sorry.”

			She lowered her hand.

			He persisted: “Say it.”

			“Sorry for what?”

			“For stealing the water. For getting drunk.”

			Amy wiped at her face, a gesture of weariness. She sighed. “Fine.”

			“Fine what?”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“For what?”

			“Come on—”

			“Say it, Amy.”

			There was a long pause; he could sense her wavering. Then, in something close to a monotone, she gave it to him: “I’m sorry for stealing the water. I’m sorry for getting drunk.”

			Enough, he said to himself. Stop it here. But he didn’t. Even as he thought these words, he heard himself begin to speak. “You don’t sound like you mean it.”

			“Jesus Christ, Jeff. You can’t—”

			“Say it like you mean it, or it doesn’t count.”

			She sighed again, louder this time, almost a scoff. Then she shook her head, turned, walked off toward the far edge of the clearing, where she dropped heavily to the ground. She sat with her back to him, bent into herself, her head in her hands. The light was nearly gone; Jeff felt he could almost see it departing, draining from the air around them. He watched Amy’s hunched form as it faded into the shadows, merging with the dark mass of vegetation beyond her. It seemed as if her shoulders were moving. Was she crying? He strained to hear, but the phlegmy rattle of Pablo’s breathing obscured all other sounds within the clearing.

			Go to her, he said to himself. Do it now. Yet he didn’t move. He felt trapped, immobilized. He’d read once how to pick a lock, and he believed that he could do it if he ever needed to. He knew how to break free from the trunk of a car, how to climb out of a well, how to flee a burning building. But none of that helped him here. No, he couldn’t think of a way to escape this present situation. He needed Amy to be the one, needed her to be the first to move.

			He was certain of it now: she was crying. Rather than softening him, though, this had the opposite effect. She was playing on his sympathies, he decided, manipulating him. All he’d asked of her was that she say she was sorry, say it in a genuine way. Was that such an unreasonable thing? Maybe she wasn’t crying; maybe she was shivering, because she must be wet, of course, and cold. As he watched, trying to decide between tears and the shivering, he saw her tilt to her side, lie down in the mud. This, too, ought to have elicited sympathy in him, he knew. But, once again, he felt only anger. If she was wet, if she was cold, why didn’t she do something about it? Why didn’t she get up and go into the tent, search through one of the backpacks, find herself some dry clothes? Did she need him to tell her to do this? Well, he wasn’t going to. If she wanted to lie in the mud, shivering or crying, or both, that was her choice. She could do it all night, if that was what she desired, because he wasn’t going to go to her.

			Later, much later, after the sun had set, after Mathias had returned from the bottom of the hill and joined the others in the tent, after the sky had cleared and the moon had risen, its pale sliver shaved one step closer to nothingness, after Jeff’s clothes had dried on him, stiffening slightly in the process, after Pablo’s breathing had stopped at one point for a full thirty seconds before starting again with an abrupt gagging rattle, like a bedsheet being torn in half, after Jeff had thought a dozen times about going to Amy, rousing her, sending her into the tent, only to decide against it on each successive occasion, after he’d sat through his entire shift, and most of the shift to follow, not moving, wanting her to be the first to stir, to come and beg his forgiveness, or even, more simply, just wordlessly embrace him, Amy staggered to her feet. Or not quite: she rose, took a half step toward him, then fell to her knees and began to throw up. She was leaning forward on one hand; the other was pressed to her mouth, as if to hold back the vomit. It was too dark to see her properly. Jeff could make out her outline, the shadowy bulk of her body, but nothing more. It was his ears rather than his eyes that told him what was happening. He could hear her gagging, coughing, spitting. She tried to stand again, with the same result—another half step before she dropped back to her knees, her right hand still clutching at her mouth while her left seemed to reach toward him through the darkness. Was she calling for him? Beneath the gagging, coughing, spitting, did he hear her say his name? He wasn’t certain—not certain enough at least—he didn’t move. And now both her hands were pressing at her mouth, as if to dam that flow of vomit. But it wasn’t possible, of course. The gagging continued, the choking and coughing. Jeff could smell it now, even over Pablo’s stench—the tequila, the bile—and it kept coming.

			Go to her, he thought yet again.

			And then: You’re too hard. We all think you’re too hard.

			He watched as she hunched low, her hands still pressed to her mouth. She hesitated like that, going silent finally: no more coughing or gagging or choking. For nearly a minute, she didn’t move at all. Then, very slowly, she tilted over onto her side in the mud. She lay perfectly still, curled into a fetal position; Jeff assumed she’d fallen back asleep. He knew he was supposed to go help her now, wipe her clean like an infant, guide her back into the tent. But this was her own fault, wasn’t it? So why should he be the one to pick up the pieces? He wasn’t going to do it. He was going to let her lie there, let her wake at dawn with vomit caked to her face. He could still smell it, and he felt his own stomach turning in response to the stench—not just his stomach but his feelings, too. Anger and disgust and the deepest sort of impatience—they kept him by the little lean-to through the night, watching but not doing. I should check on her, he thought—how many times? A dozen, maybe more. I should make sure she’s okay. He didn’t do it, though; he sat watching her, thinking the words, recognizing their wisdom, their rightness, but not doing, all night not doing.

			It was nearing dawn before he finally stirred. He’d nodded off some, his head bobbing in and out of consciousness as the moon climbed and climbed above him, then crested and began to sink. It had almost set before he managed to rouse himself, struggling to his feet, stretching, his blood feeling thick in his veins. Even then he didn’t go to Amy, though; not that it would’ve mattered. He stared at her for a long moment—her still, shadowy mass in the center of the clearing—then shuffled to the tent, unzipped the flap, and slipped quietly inside.

			                  

			Stacy had heard Jeff and Amy shouting at each other. It had been impossible to make out their words over the rain drumming against the tent, but she could tell that they were arguing. The vine had a part in it, too; she could hear it mimicking Amy’s voice.

			Yelling, It’s my fault.

			And then: I’m the one, aren’t I?

			It was just she and Eric in the tent. The storm made it too dark to see much. Stacy didn’t know what time it was, but she could sense that the day was leaking away from them. Another night—she didn’t know how they were going to manage it.

			“If I sleep, will you watch over me?” Eric asked.

			Stacy’s thoughts felt muddy from too much alcohol. Everything seemed to be moving a little more slowly than it ought to. She stared at Eric through the dimness, struggling to process his question. The rain continued, the tent sagging beneath it. Jeff and Amy had stopped their yelling. “All night?” she asked.

			Eric shook his head. “An hour—can you stay up for an hour? I just need an hour.”

			She was tired, she realized, as if simply talking about it was making it so. Tired and hungry and very, very drunk. “Why can’t we both sleep?”

			Eric gestured toward the supplies piled against the tent’s rear wall. “It’ll come back. It’ll push its way in again. One of us has to stay awake.”

			He means the vine, Stacy thought, and for a moment she seemed to sense it there, hidden in the shadows, listening, watching, waiting for them to fall asleep. “Okay,” she said. “An hour, then I’ll wake you.”

			Eric lay down on his back. He was still pressing the balled-up shirt to his side. It was too dark in the tent to tell if the bleeding had stopped. Stacy sat beside him, took his free hand; it was clammy to the touch. They should dry off, she knew; they should change out of their wet clothes. She was cold, still shivering, but she didn’t say anything, made no move toward the backpacks. The archaeologists were all dead, along with whoever might’ve come before or after them, and—stupidly—their belongings felt contagious to Stacy. She didn’t want to wear their clothes.

			Eric fell asleep, his hand going slack in hers. Stacy was startled by the rapidity with which he managed it. He began to snore, and it sounded oddly like Pablo’s watery rasp—frighteningly so. Stacy almost woke him, wanting him to roll over and fall silent, but then, abruptly, he stopped of his own accord. That was scary, too, in a different way, and she leaned down, her ear right above his face, to make sure he was breathing.

			He was, of course.

			Bent low like that, her head nearly at a horizontal, only a foot or so above the tent’s floor, it seemed easier to keep dropping than to struggle upward again. She lay beside him, pressing close. The rain was passing—it was nothing but a drizzle now—and it felt almost peaceful in the tent. Stacy shut her eyes. She wasn’t going to sleep—how could she have? It wasn’t even night yet. Amy would be in soon, and they could sit up talking together, keeping their voices quiet, maybe even whispering, so that they wouldn’t wake Eric. She was tired, it was true, but she’d given him her word, and she knew the vine was lurking all about them, just waiting for her to lower her guard. No, she wasn’t going to sleep. All she was going to do was shut her eyes for a moment, so that she could listen to that soft pattering on the nylon above their heads, and perhaps daydream a little, imagining she was somewhere else.

			When she opened her eyes again, it was very dark in the tent—pitch-dark, too dark to see. Someone was standing over her, shaking her shoulder. “Wake up, Stacy,” this person kept saying. “It’s your shift.”

			It was Jeff’s voice, she realized. She didn’t move, just lay on her back, peering up at him through the darkness. Things were returning to her, but too slowly to make much sense of them. The rain. Amy shouting “Slut” at her. Jeff and Amy arguing. Eric asking her to watch over him. She felt hungover, but still drunk, too—a painful combination. Her head not only ached; it felt spillable in some strange way, as if, were she to move too quickly in one direction or another, she might pour out of herself. It wasn’t something she could think clearly about; she simply knew that she didn’t want to stir, that it would be perilous to do so. Her bladder was full to the point of discomfort, but even that wasn’t sufficient to impel her into motion. “No,” she said.

			She couldn’t see Jeff, but somehow she sensed his surprise, a stiffening in the shadows above her. “No?” he asked.

			“I can’t.”

			“Because?”

			“I just can’t.”

			“But it’s your turn.”

			“I can’t, Jeff.”

			He raised his voice, growing angry. “Cut the shit, Stacy. Get up.”

			He nudged her, and she almost screamed. Her entire body ached. She started to chant: “I can’t, I can’t, I can’t, I can’t—”

			“I’ll do it.” It was Mathias’s voice, coming from the far side of the tent.

			She sensed Jeff lifting away from her, twisting to look. “It’s her turn.”

			“It’s okay. I’m awake.”

			Stacy could hear him getting up, rustling about, picking his way toward the tent’s flap. He stopped just short of it, hesitating.

			“Where’s Amy?” he asked.

			“Outside still,” Jeff answered. “Sleeping it off.”

			“Should I—”

			“Leave her be.”

			Stacy heard Mathias zipper open the flap, and something almost like light entered the tent. For a moment, she glimpsed all three of them: Eric lying motionless on his back, Jeff standing above her, Mathias stepping out into the clearing. Thank you, she thought, but she couldn’t quite manage to push the words into speech. The flap closed, dropping them once more into darkness.

			Without really meaning to, she was shutting her eyes again. Jeff was lying down a few feet to her left, mumbling to himself with an unmistakable air of complaint—about her, Stacy assumed. She didn’t care. He was already mad at Amy, so why shouldn’t he be angry with her, too? Later, the two of them could laugh about it; Stacy would mimic him, the way he continued to mutter even now, murmuring and sighing.

			I should check on Eric, she thought.

			She tried to remember what had happened before she fell asleep. Had she awakened him first, as she’d promised? The more she considered this, the less likely it began to seem, and she was just starting to rouse herself, laboring to open her eyes again, maybe even sit up and prod at him, when Mathias began to shout Jeff’s name.

			                  

			It was the same thing all over again: waking with that musty smell surrounding him, the vine growing across his legs. Inside me, Eric thought as he reached to touch it. My chest, too.

			Mathias was yelling from the clearing. There was movement in the tent, someone else stirring. It was too dark to see who. Eric was trying to sit up, but the vine was on top of him; it seemed to be holding him down.

			Inside me.

			“Jeff…” Mathias was yelling. “Jeff…”

			Something had happened, something bad; Eric could hear it in Mathias’s voice. Pablo’s died, he thought.

			“Jeff…”

			Someone was standing up, moving toward the tent’s flap.

			“Oh God,” Eric said. He’d pushed his hand down through the vine, was pressing at his chest, just above his wound. He could feel the vine beneath the skin there, a spongy mass covering his rib cage, spreading upward to his sternum. “The knife!” he called. “Get me the knife!”

			“What is it? What’s happening?” It was Stacy, right beside Eric, her voice sounding sleep-fuzzed, frightened. She clutched at him grabbing his shoulder.

			“I need the knife,” he said.

			“The knife?”

			“Hurry!”

			From the clearing, Mathias continued to shout. “Jeff…Jeff…”

			Eric’s hand had moved down to his leg, where it found that same padded growth, just under the skin, climbing over his knee, up his thigh. He heard the flap being zippered open, turned to look. It was still night, but somehow not as dark outside as in. He glimpsed Jeff stepping out into the clearing.

			“Wait,” he called, “I need—”

			But Jeff was already gone.

			                  

			Jeff knew.

			As soon as he heard Mathias begin to shout, he knew. He was up and out into the clearing, everything happening very quickly—too quickly—but not quickly enough to keep the knowledge at bay. It was in Mathias’s voice, in the panic he heard there, the urgency. That was all Jeff needed.

			Yes, he knew.

			Up and out of the tent and across the clearing, all in darkness, with Mathias little more than a shadow, crouched above a second shadow, which was Amy. Jeff dropped to his knees beside them, reached for Amy’s hand, her wrist, already cold to the touch. He couldn’t make out either of their faces.

			“I think it…” Mathias began, fumbling for the words, almost stuttering in his agitation. “I think it smothered her.”

			Jeff bent closer. The vine had grown across her mouth, her nose. He started to tug at it, the sap burning his hands. It had pushed its way inside her mouth, and he had to dig in with his fingers to pull it free, ignoring the rubbery feel of her lips, so cold—too cold.

			From the tent, Eric had begun to shout again. “The knife! Get the knife!”

			Not smothered, Jeff thought. Choked. Because he could smell the tequila, the bile, feel the dampness on the vine’s leaves. He remembered Amy staggering to her feet, taking that half step toward him, her hand held to her mouth. He’d thought she’d been pressing it there to hold back her nausea, but he’d been wrong. She’d been pulling, he realized now, struggling to rip the plant from her face, to open a passage for her vomit, even as she suffocated upon it, falling to her knees, beckoning to him for help.

			When he finished clearing her mouth, he tilted back her head, pinched shut her nostrils, bent his lips to hers—a tight seal, with no gaps. He could taste her vomit, feel the burn of the vine’s sap on his tongue. He exhaled, filling her lungs, lifted his mouth free, moved to her chest, felt for her sternum, placed the heels of his hands against it, pressed downward with all his weight, counting in his head with each push—one…two…three…four…five—and then back to her mouth.

			“Jeff,” Mathias said.

			There were stories Jeff could call upon here—false deaths—people pulled pulseless from deep water, blue-lipped, stiff-limbed. There were heart attacks and snakebites and lightning strikes. And choking victims, too—why not? People who ought never to have breathed again, and yet, through some miracle, some physiological quirk, were yanked back into life simply because someone who had no reason to believe, no reason to persist, did so nonetheless, breathing air into a corpse’s lungs, pumping blood through a cadaver’s heart, resurrecting them—somehow, some way—Lazarus-like, from the grip of their too-soon deaths.

			“It’s too late,” Mathias said.

			Jeff had learned CPR in a tenth-grade health class. Early spring in western Massachusetts, flies buzzing and bumping against the big windows, which looked out on the courtyard, with its flagpole, its tiny greenhouse. A short lecture, and then they practiced, the rubber dummy laid out on the linoleum, a female, oddly legless. She’d been given a name, Jeff remembered, but he couldn’t recall what it was. Fifteen boys, taking turns with her—there’d been a few halfhearted sexual jokes, which Mr. Kocher frowned into silence. They were all embarrassed, anxious of failure, and trying not to show it. The dummy’s lips had tasted of rubbing alcohol. Kneeling beside her head, Jeff had imagined the rescues that might lie in his future. He’d pictured his grandmother collapsed on the kitchen floor, his entire family—sister and parents and cousins and uncles and aunts—all of them frozen, helpless, watching her die; and then Jeff would calmly step forward, pushing his way through them, so that he could kneel beside her and breathe life back into her body, the simplest of gestures, yet God-like, too. A moment of grace—that was how he’d pictured it—full of serenity and self-assurance.

			He exhaled, filling Amy’s lungs.

			Mathias reached, touched his shoulder. “She’s not…”

			Go to her, he’d thought—he remembered the words in his head. Sitting in the mud beside Pablo’s lean-to, watching her stagger, drop to her knees, her hands at her mouth. Do it now. And why hadn’t he?

			There was movement from the tent, and Stacy appeared, came stumbling toward them. “It’s inside him again,” she said. “I—” She stopped, stood staring at them through the darkness. “What happened?”

			Jeff shifted back to Amy’s chest, felt for the sternum.

			“Is she—”

			My fault: There was no doubt of this, yet Jeff knew he couldn’t afford to think on it now, had to resist its pull. Later, he’d have to confront those two words, bear their weight; later, there’d be no escape. But not now.

			He began to push: one…two…three…four…five.

			Then again, perhaps there wouldn’t be a later. Because there was that possibility, too, wasn’t there? No later, nothing beyond this place, Amy simply the first of them, with himself and the others soon to follow. And if that were the case, what did it matter, really? This way rather than another, now rather than in the coming days or weeks—couldn’t it be a blessing, even, like any other abridgement of suffering?

			“Jeff…” Mathias said.

			He hadn’t known. He hadn’t been able to see. She’d been only fifteen feet away, but lost in darkness nonetheless. How could he have known?

			Eric was yelling from the tent, calling for Stacy, for the knife, for help.

			Not now, Jeff thought, struggling to discipline himself. Later.

			“Mathias?” Stacy said, sounding scared. “Is she…”

			“Yes.”

			Babies pulled from trash cans, old women found slumped in their nightgowns, hikers dug out of snowbanks—the main thing was not to give up, not to make assumptions, to act without hesitation, and pray for that miracle, that quirk, that sudden gasp of air.

			Stacy took a single step forward. “You mean—”

			“Dead.”

			Jeff ignored them. Back to her mouth: the cold lips, the taste of vomit, the burn of the sap as he forced the air into her chest. Eric kept yelling from the tent. Stacy and Mathias were silent, not moving, watching Jeff work at the body—the lungs, the heart—straining for that moment of grace, which resisted him, fought him, wouldn’t come. He gave up long before he stopped, kept at it for an extra handful of minutes out of simple inertia, a terror of what it meant to lift his lips from her mouth, his hands from her chest, with no intention of returning. It was fatigue that finally forced him to a halt, a cramp in his right thigh, a growing sense of light-headedness; he sat back on his heels, struggled to catch his breath.

			No one spoke.

			She called my name, Jeff thought. He wiped at his mouth; the sap made his lips feel abraded. I heard her call it. He picked up Amy’s hand, clasped it in his own, as if trying to warm it.

			“Stacy…” Eric shouted.

			Jeff lifted his head, peered toward the tent. “What’s wrong with him?” he asked. The quietness of his voice astonished him; he’d expected something ragged, something desperate: a howl. He was waiting for tears—he could feel them, just beyond his reach—but they didn’t come.

			Wouldn’t.

			Later, he thought.

			“It’s inside him again,” Stacy said, and she, too, spoke softly, almost inaudibly. It was the presence of death, Jeff knew, reducing them all to whispers.

			He let go of Amy’s hand, laid it carefully across her chest, thinking of that rubber dummy once more, those limp arms. He’d received a certificate for passing the test; his mother had framed it, hung it in his room. He could shut his eyes now and see all those certificates and ribbons and plaques hanging on the walls, the shelves full of trophies. “Someone should go help him,” he said.

			Mathias stood up without a word, started toward the tent. Jeff and Stacy watched him go, a shadow moving off across the clearing.

			Ghostlike, Jeff thought, and then the tears arrived; he couldn’t hold them back. No sobs, no gasps—no wailing or moaning or keening—just a half dozen drops of salty water rolling slowly down his cheeks, stinging where the vine’s sap had burned his skin.

			                  

			Stacy couldn’t see Jeff’s tears. She couldn’t see much of anything, actually. She was in bad shape: tired, drunk, aching—in her muscles, in her bones—and thick-headed with fear. It was dark, too dark; it hurt her eyes, the straining to pull things into some semblance of themselves. Amy was lying on her back and Jeff was kneeling beside her—that was all she could see. But she knew, even so, had known as soon as she stepped out of the tent—not how, just the fact of it: She’s dead.

			She lowered herself into a crouch. She was two feet away from them; she could’ve touched Amy if she’d only reached out her hand. She knew she ought to do this, too, that it would be the right thing, exactly what Amy would’ve wanted of her. But she didn’t move. She was too scared: Touching her would make it real.

			“Are you sure?” she asked Jeff.

			“Sure?”

			“That she’s…” Stacy couldn’t bring herself to say it.

			But Jeff understood; she sensed him nodding in the darkness.

			“How?” she whispered

			“How what?”

			“How did she…”

			“It grew over her mouth. It choked her.”

			Stacy took a deep breath, reflexively. This can’t be happening, she thought. How can this be happening? That campfire smell was in the air again, and it reminded her that there were people at the bottom of the hill. “We have to tell them,” she said.

			“Who?”

			“The Mayans.”

			She could feel Jeff watching, but he didn’t speak. She wished she could make out his expression, because he was part of the unreality here, the not-happening quality—his calmness, his quiet voice, his hidden face. Amy was dead, and they were just sitting beside her, doing nothing.

			“We have to tell them what’s happened.” Stacy’s voice rose as she spoke. She could feel it more than hear it, her heart speeding up, burning through the tequila, the sleep, even the terror. “We have to get them to help.”

			“They’re not gonna—”

			“They have to.”

			“Stacy—”

			“They have to!”

			“Stacy!”

			She stopped, blinking at him. She was having a hard time remaining in her crouch, her muscles jumping in her thighs. She wanted to leap up, run down the hill, bring this all to an end. It seemed so simple.

			“Shut up,” Jeff said, his voice very quiet. “All right?”

			She didn’t answer, was too startled. Briefly, she felt the urge to scream, to lash out at him, strike him, but then it passed. Everything seemed to collapse in its wake. Her fatigue was back suddenly, and her fear, too. She reached, took Amy’s hand. It was cool to the touch, slightly damp. If it had squeezed back, Stacy would’ve shrieked, and it was this realization more than anything else that finally, unequivocally, brought the truth home.

			Dead, Stacy thought She’s dead.

			“No more talking,” Jeff said. “Can you do that? Just be here with me—with her—and not say another word?”

			Stacy kept gripping Amy’s hand. Somehow this made things easier. She nodded.

			And so that was what they did. They remained there together, one on either side of Amy’s body, waiting, not speaking, while the earth began its slow tilt toward dawn.

			                  

			Eric kept begging Mathias to cut him open, but Mathias wouldn’t do it, not in the dark.

			“We’ve got to get it out,” Eric insisted. “It’s spreading everywhere.”

			“We don’t know that.”

			“Can’t you feel it?”

			“I can feel that there’s swelling.”

			“It’s not swelling. It’s the vine. It’s—”

			Mathias patted at his arm. “Shh,” he said. “When it gets light.”

			It was hot in the tent, musty and humid, and Mathias’s hand was slick with sweat. Eric didn’t like the feel of it. He pulled away. “I can’t wait that long.”

			“Dawn’s almost here.”

			“Is it because I called you a Nazi?”

			Mathias was silent.

			“It was just a joke. We were talking about the movie they’ll make. When we get back, how they’ll turn you into the villain. Because you’re German, right? So they’d make you a Nazi.” He wasn’t thinking straight, he knew, was talking too quickly. He was scared, and it seemed possible he wasn’t making perfect sense. But he’d started down this road, and now he couldn’t seem to stop himself. “Not that you are one. Just that they’ll make you one. Because they’ll need a bad guy. They always need one. Though I guess the vine could be the villain, too, couldn’t it? So maybe you don’t have to be a Nazi. You can be a hero, like Jeff. You’ll both be heroes. Do they have Boy Scouts in Germany?”

			He heard Mathias sigh. “Eric—”

			“Just give me the fucking knife, okay? I’ll do it myself.”

			“I don’t have the knife.”

			“So go get it.”

			“When it starts to get light—”

			“Call Jeff. Jeff’ll do it.”

			“We can’t call Jeff.”

			“Because?”

			There was a pause, and Eric could feel Mathias hesitating. “Something bad’s happened,” he said.

			Eric thought of the little lean-to, that stench of urine and shit and rot. He nodded. “I know.”

			“I don’t think you do.”

			“It’s Pablo, isn’t it? He’s died.”

			“No. It’s not Pablo.”

			“Then what?”

			“It’s Amy.”

			“Amy?” Eric hadn’t expected this. “What’s wrong with Amy?”

			There was that same pause again, that search for the right words. “She’s gone.”

			“She left?”

			He sensed Mathias shaking his head in the darkness. “She’s dead, Eric. It killed her.”

			“What’re you—”

			“It smothered her. In her sleep.”

			Eric was silent, too shocked to speak. Dead. “Are you sure?” he asked, knowing even as he spoke that it was a stupid question.

			“Yes.”

			Eric felt a spinning sensation in his head, an abrupt loss of traction. Dead. He wanted to get up and go see for himself, but he wasn’t certain he had the strength. Someone needed to cut the vine out of his leg first, pull it from his chest. Dead. He knew it was true, yet at the same time he couldn’t accept it. Dead. It was silly, but the movie they’d joked about had taken hold of his imagination: Amy was the good girl, the prissy one; she was supposed to survive, was supposed to float away with Jeff in their hot-air balloon.

			Dead, dead, dead.

			“Jesus,” he said.

			“I know.”

			“I mean—”

			There was that pat of the hand again, that sweaty touch of skin. “Shh. Don’t. There’s nothing to say.”

			Eric let his head fall back onto the tent’s floor. He shut his eyes for a while, then opened them, searching for the first hints of light coming through the orange nylon. But there was only darkness—all around him, only darkness.

			He closed his eyes again and lay there, waiting for dawn, with that single word echoing through his head.

			Dead, dead, dead, dead, dead…

			                  

			Eric started to call from the tent again, as soon as the sun began to rise. He wanted the knife. Mathias stepped out through the little opening, stood in the clearing, staring at Jeff and Stacy. They were still sitting next to Amy’s body, one on either side of it. Stacy was holding Amy’s hand.

			“What?” Jeff asked.

			Mathias shrugged, tilted his head. The light hadn’t yet gained much strength; it was tinged with pink. Off in the distance, in the jungle, Jeff could hear birds calling out, shrieking and cawing. He couldn’t read Mathias’s expression: worried, maybe. Or just uncertain. “I think you should come look.”

			Jeff got up, feeling stiff, heavy-limbed, his reserves running out on him. He followed Mathias back into the tent, leaving Stacy with Amy’s body.

			Inside, the light was still too dim to see much. Eric was lying on his back. His left leg and most of his abdomen were hidden beneath something, and it took Jeff a moment to realize that it was the vine.

			He crouched beside him. “Why haven’t you pulled it off?” he asked.

			“He’s afraid to tear them,” Mathias said.

			Eric nodded. “If they break off, they can go anywhere. Like worms.”

			Jeff prodded at the mass of leaves, bending close to see. The vines had pushed themselves into the wounds on Eric’s leg and chest, but it was hard to tell how far they’d managed to get. Jeff needed better light. “Can you walk?” he asked.

			Eric shook his head. “It’ll crush them. They’ll burn me.”

			Jeff considered this; it was probably true, he decided. “Then we’ll carry you.”

			Eric seemed frightened by this. He tried to sit, but he only made it halfway, propping himself up on his elbow. “Where?”

			“Outside. It’s too dark in here.”

			There were five tendrils in all, coiling themselves around Eric’s body. Three had attacked his leg, each of them entering a different wound. The other two had both pushed their way in through the cut on his chest. Jeff realized they’d need to snap them off from their roots if they wanted to carry him out of there, and he did it quickly, not saying anything, worried that Eric might protest. Then he gestured for Mathias to help him. Mathias took Eric’s shoulders, Jeff his feet, and they picked him up. The five tendrils hung off his body, dangling toward the floor of the tent, writhing snakelike in the air, as they carried him out into the clearing.

			They set him down in the dirt, midway between Pablo and Amy. Then Jeff stepped across the clearing, picked up the knife. It was a good thing, having a task like this; he could feel it helping him. Just holding the knife in his hand seemed to clear his mind, sharpen his perceptions. He hesitated for a second, staring about their little campsite. They were a desperate-looking bunch: dirty, their clothes falling off them. Mathias’s and Eric’s faces were thickly stubbled. Eric was covered in dried blood; the vines looked as if they were growing from his wounds rather than into them. Jeff had seen him glance toward Amy as they’d carried him out from the tent, just a quick exploratory peek, before he flinched away. No one had spoken; they all seemed to be waiting for someone else to do it first. They needed a plan, Jeff knew, a path to carry them beyond this present moment, something to occupy their thoughts, and he understood, too, that he would have to be the one to find it.

			The light was growing stronger, bringing the first of the day’s heat with it. Pablo’s breathing—remarkably, unexpectedly—had become much quieter. For an instant, Jeff even thought the Greek might’ve died. He approached the lean-to, crouched beside it. No, he was still with them. But the phlegmy rattle had vanished; his breathing was steadier now, slower. Jeff touched Pablo’s forehead, felt the heat coming off him, the fever still burning within his body. And yet something had changed. When Jeff pulled his hand away, the Greek’s eyes eased open, stared up at him. They seemed surprisingly focused, too: alert.

			“Hey,” Jeff said.

			Pablo licked his lips, swallowed dryly. “Potato?” he whispered.

			Jeff stared at him, trying to make sense of this. “Potato?”

			Pablo nodded, licking his lips again.

			“He wants water,” Stacy said from across the clearing. “That’s Greek for water.”

			Jeff turned to look at her. “How do you know?”

			“He was saying it before.”

			Eric was lying on his back, staring up at the sky. “The knife, Jeff,” he said.

			“In a moment.”

			Mathias was standing over Eric, his arms folded across his chest, as if he were cold. But Jeff could see the sweat on his face, making it seem to shine in the gathering light. Jeff caught his eye, pointed toward the water jug. It was sitting in the dirt beside the tent. Mathias picked it up, brought it to him.

			Jeff uncapped the jug, held it in the air above Pablo, pointing. “Potato?” he asked.

			Pablo nodded, opened his mouth, his tongue protruding slightly. There was something on his teeth, Jeff noticed, a brownish stain—blood, perhaps. Jeff lowered the jug, brought it to Pablo’s lips, tilted a small amount of water onto his tongue. The Greek swallowed, coughing slightly, then opened his mouth for more. Three times, Jeff repeated this ritual. It was a good sign, he knew—this quieting of Pablo’s breathing, this return to consciousness, this ability to stomach the water—but Jeff couldn’t quite bring himself to accept it. In his mind, Pablo was already dead. He didn’t believe that anyone could survive all that had happened to the Greek in the past thirty-six hours, not without elaborate medical intervention. The broken back, the amputated legs, the loss of blood, the almost certain infection—a few mouthfuls of water weren’t going to compensate for any of that.

			When Pablo shut his eyes again, Jeff moved back across the clearing, crouched beside Eric.

			A plan—that was what they needed.

			Clean the knife—wash the blood off its blade, build another fire to sterilize it. Maybe sterilize one of the needles from the sewing kit, too. Then cut the vine out of Eric, stitch him back up.

			And someone should head down the hill before long to watch for the Greeks.

			And they should sew the remains of the blue tent into a pouch, in case it rained again that afternoon.

			And—what else? There was something he was neglecting, Jeff knew, something he was avoiding.

			Amy’s body.

			He glanced toward it, then quickly away. One step at a time, he told himself. Start with the knife.

			“It’s going to take a few minutes to get ready,” he said to Eric.

			Eric started to sit up but then thought better of it. “What do you mean?”

			“I have to sterilize the knife.”

			“It doesn’t matter. I don’t need—”

			“I’m not cutting into you with a dirty knife.”

			Eric held out his hand. “I’ll do it.”

			Jeff shook his head. “Three minutes, Eric. Okay?”

			Eric hesitated, debating. Finally, he seemed to realize he didn’t have a choice. He lowered his hand. “Please hurry,” he said.

			Clean the knife.

			Jeff returned to the tent, started to dig through the archaeologists’ backpacks, searching for a bar of soap. He found a toiletry kit zipped into a side pocket; there was a razor inside, a small can of shaving cream, a toothbrush and paste, a comb, a stick of deodorant, and—in a little red plastic box—a bar of soap. He carried the entire kit with him back out into the clearing, along with a small towel he’d also found in the backpack, a needle, and a tiny spool of thread.

			The bar of soap, the towel, the knife, the needle, the thread, the plastic jug of water—what else was needed?

			He turned to Mathias, who was sitting now, beside the little lean-to. “Can you build a fire?” he asked.

			“How big?”

			“Just a small one. To heat the knife.”

			Mathias stood up, began to move about the clearing, making his preparations. They’d left the remaining notebooks out in the rain yesterday; they were still too wet to burn. Mathias disappeared into the tent, searching for something else to use as fuel. Jeff poured a small amount of water from the jug onto the towel, then began to rub at the soap with it, working it into a lather. As he started to scrub at the dried blood on the knife’s blade, Mathias reappeared, carrying a paperback book, a pair of men’s underwear. He arranged these in the dirt beside Jeff, sprinkling some of the remaining tequila over them. The book was a Hemingway novel, The Sun Also Rises. Jeff had read it in high school, the same edition, the same cover. Looking down at it now, he realized he couldn’t remember a single thing about it.

			“Give him some of that,” Jeff said, pointing at the tequila.

			Mathias handed the bottle to Eric, who held it in both hands, looking up at Jeff uncertainly.

			Jeff nodded, gesturing for him to drink. “For the pain.”

			Eric took a long swallow, paused to catch his breath, then drank again.

			Mathias was holding the box of matches now. He’d opened it, taken one of them out. “Tell me when you’re ready,” he said.

			Jeff poured some water onto the blade, rinsing it. When he was done, he took the tequila from Eric, set it on the ground. “After I cut it out, I’m going to sew you up, okay?”

			Eric shook his head, looking scared. “I don’t want to be sewn up.”

			“They won’t close on their own.”

			“But it’ll still be in there.”

			“I’m not going to leave any behind, Eric. I’ll—”

			“You won’t be able to see it all. Some of it’ll be too small. And if you sew it inside me—”

			“Listen to me, all right?” Jeff was fighting to keep his voice low—reasonable and reassuring. “If we leave the wounds open, it’ll just keep happening. Understand? You’ll fall asleep, and it’ll push its way in again. Is that what you want?”

			Eric shut his eyes. His face began to twitch. Jeff could see he was struggling not to cry. “I want to go home,” he said. “That’s what I want.” He inhaled deeply, something close to a sob, which he caught at the last moment. “If you sew it up, it’ll—”

			“Eric,” Stacy said.

			Eric opened his eyes, turned to look at her. She was still sitting beside Amy, clutching her hand.

			“Let him do it, honey. Okay? Just let him do it.”

			Eric stared at her—at Amy, too. He took another deep breath, then a third one, and the trembling slowly left his face. He shut his eyes again, opened them. He nodded.

			Jeff turned to Mathias, who’d been waiting through all this, the unlighted match pinched between finger and thumb. “Go ahead,” Jeff said.

			And then they all watched as Mathias coaxed the little fire into life.

			                  

			Stacy was just a few yards away; she could see everything.

			Jeff started on Eric’s abdomen, enlarging the original wound, tugging gently at one of the tendrils as he sliced. He didn’t have to go far—a couple of inches, no more—before the plant came free. Then he began to cut in the other direction, pulling on the second tendril. Again, it was only two or three inches before the vine slipped easily from Eric’s body. It must’ve hurt, of course, but Eric just grimaced, his hands tightening into fists. He didn’t make a sound.

			Jeff handed the knife to Mathias, took the needle from him. Mathias had heated it in the tiny fire; he’d even threaded it for him. They didn’t seem to have to talk, those two; somehow, they just knew what the other wanted, and did it. Like Amy and me, Stacy thought, and nearly broke into tears. She had to shut her eyes to stop herself, clenching them—clenching Amy’s hand, too. The heat from her own body had warmed Amy’s skin by now; if Stacy hadn’t known better, she could’ve imagined that Amy was merely sleeping. But no, that wasn’t really true. Already, an odd stiffness had begun to set in, the fingers curling slightly in her grasp.

			She opened her eyes. Jeff was mopping away some of Eric’s blood with the little towel, bending low, clasping the needle in his other hand, ready to begin his stitching.

			Eric lifted his head slightly, stared. “What’re you doing?”

			Jeff hesitated, the needle poised an inch above Eric’s abdomen. “I told you. We have to stitch it closed.”

			“But you didn’t get it all.”

			“Sure I did. It came right out.”

			Eric gestured with his hand. “Can’t you fucking see? It goes all the way up my chest.”

			Jeff examined where Eric was pointing—across the left side of his rib cage, then along his sternum. “That’s just swelling, Eric.”

			“Bullshit.”

			“That’s how the body reacts to physical trauma.”

			“Cut me there.” He pointed at his sternum.

			“I’m not gonna—”

			“Do it and see.”

			Jeff glanced toward Mathias, then Stacy, as if hoping one of them would help.

			Stacy tried, weakly. “Just let him stitch it up, honey.”

			Eric ignored her. He reached his hand toward Mathias. “Give me the knife.”

			Mathias looked at Jeff, who shook his head.

			“Either cut me or give me the knife and let me do it.”

			“Eric—” Jeff began.

			“It’s inside me, damn it. I can feel it.”

			Jeff wavered for another moment, then handed the needle back to Mathias, took the knife from him. “Show me,” he said.

			Eric ran his finger along the left edge of his sternum. “Here. Where it’s puffy.”

			Jeff bent over him, pressed the blade into his skin, then drew it downward, carving a line three inches long. Blood spilled out of the wound, ran down Eric’s rib cage.

			“You see?” Jeff asked. “No vine.”

			Eric was sweating, his hair clinging to his forehead. It was the pain, Stacy assumed. “Deeper,” he said.

			“No way.” Jeff shook his head. “There’s nothing there.”

			“It’s hiding. You have to—”

			“If I go deeper, I’ll hit bone. Know what that’ll feel like?”

			“But it’s in there. I can feel it.”

			Jeff was using the towel to blot at the blood. “It’s just swelling, Eric.”

			“Maybe it’s under the bone. Can you—”

			“We’re done. I’m stitching you up.” Jeff handed the knife back to Mathias, took the needle from him.

			“It’ll start to eat me. Like Pablo.”

			Jeff ignored him. He kept swiping the blood away with his towel. Then he bent close, started to stitch.

			Eric winced, shutting his eyes. “It hurts.”

			Jeff was hunched low over Eric’s body, stitching and blotting, stitching and blotting, tugging at the thread to tighten it, drawing the wound closed. Very quietly, so softly that Stacy had to lean forward to hear him, he said, “You’ve gotta get ahold of yourself.”

			Eric was silent, his eyes still closed. He took a deep breath, held it, then let it out slowly. “I just…I don’t want to die here.”

			“Of course not. None of us do.”

			“But I might—don’t you think? All of us might.”

			Jeff didn’t answer. He finished with the cut on Eric’s sternum, knotted it off, then returned to the wound at the base of Eric’s rib cage.

			Eric opened his eyes. “Jeff?”

			“What?”

			“Do you think we’ll die here?”

			Jeff was starting to stitch, concentrating on the task, squinting. “I think we’re in a hard place. I think we have to be really, really careful. And smart. And alert.”

			“You’re not answering me.”

			Jeff considered this, then nodded. “I know.” It seemed like he might add something further, but he didn’t. He stitched and blotted, stitched and blotted, and when he finished with Eric’s abdomen, he reached for the knife once more, shifting downward to the wounds on Eric’s leg.

			                  

			When it was over, Jeff let him drink some more tequila. Not much, not enough, but some. And he gave him aspirin, too, which seemed almost like a joke. Eric laughed when Jeff held out the bottle. Not Jeff, though, not the Eagle Scout—he didn’t even smile. “Take three,” he said. “It’s better than nothing.”

			The stitches hurt; everything did. Eric’s skin felt too tight for his body, as if it might begin to tear at any moment. It scared him to move, to try to sit up or stand, so he didn’t attempt either. He lay on his back in the clearing, staring up at the sky, which was a startling blue, not a cloud in sight. A perfect day for the beach, he thought, then tried to imagine their hotel back in Cancún, the bustle going on there, how he and the others would’ve occupied themselves on a morning like this. An early swim, perhaps, before breakfast on the veranda. And then, in the afternoon, if it hadn’t rained, maybe they’d have gone horseback riding: Stacy had said she’d wanted to try it before they left. Amy, too. Thinking this, Eric turned to look at them. Stacy kept pushing Amy’s eyes shut, but each time she did it, they eased back open. Amy’s mouth was hanging open, too. The vine’s sap had burned the skin on her face; it looked like a birthmark. They’d have to bury her, Eric supposed, and he wondered how they’d manage to dig a hole big enough to accommodate her body.

			It was his hunger he noticed first, not the smell that aroused it. He had a tight, crampy feeling in his stomach; his mouth was pooling with saliva. Reflexively, he inhaled. Bread, he thought.

			At the same moment, Stacy said, “You smell that?”

			“It’s bread,” Eric replied. “Someone’s baking bread.”

			The others were lifting their heads, sniffing at the air. “The Mayans?” Stacy asked.

			Jeff was on his feet, trying to track the scent, which was growing stronger and stronger, a bakery smell. He moved slowly along the periphery of the clearing, inhaling deeply.

			“Maybe they’ve brought us bread,” Stacy said. She was smiling, almost giddy with the idea; she actually seemed to believe it. “One of us should go down and—”

			“It’s not the Mayans.” Jeff was crouching now at the very edge of the clearing, with his back to them.

			“But—”

			He turned toward Stacy, gestured for her to come and see for herself. “It’s the vine,” he said.

			Mathias and Stacy both got up and went to sniff at the plants’ tiny red flowers; Eric didn’t need to. He could tell just from their expressions that Jeff was right, that, somehow, the vine had begun to give off the odor of freshly baked bread. Stacy returned to Amy’s body, sat beside it. She pressed her hand over her mouth and nose, trying to block the smell. “I can’t handle this, Jeff. I really can’t.”

			“We’ll eat some,” Jeff said. “We’ll split the orange.”

			Stacy was shaking her head. “It’s not going to help.”

			Jeff didn’t answer. He vanished into the tent.

			“How can it do that?” Stacy asked. She glanced from Eric to Mathias and then back again, as if expecting one of them to have some explanation. Neither of them did, of course. She seemed like she was about to cry; she was pinching her nose shut, breathing through her mouth, panting slightly.

			After a moment, Jeff reappeared.

			“It’s doing it on purpose, isn’t it?” Stacy asked.

			No one answered her. Jeff sat down, started to work on the orange. Eric and Mathias watched him, the fruit slowly emerging from beneath its peel.

			“Why now?” Stacy persisted. “Why didn’t it—”

			“It wanted to wait until we were hungry,” Jeff said. “Until our defenses were low.” He sectioned the fruit, counting out the segments; there were ten of them. “If it had started earlier, it wouldn’t have bothered us as much. We would’ve gotten used to it. But now…” He shrugged. “It’s the same reason it waited to start mimicking our voices. It waits till we’re weak before it reveals its strength.”

			“Why bread?” Stacy asked.

			“It must’ve smelled it at some point. Someone must’ve baked bread here, or heated it at least. Because it imitates things—things it’s heard, things it’s smelled. Like a chameleon. A mockingbird.”

			“But it’s a plant.”

			Jeff glanced up at her. “How do you know that?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“How do you know it’s a plant?”

			“What else would it be? It’s got leaves, and flowers, and—”

			“But it moves. And it thinks. So maybe it just looks like a plant.” He smiled at her, as if pleased, once again, with the vine’s many accomplishments. “There’s no way for us to know, is there?”

			The smell changed, grew sharper, more intense. Eric was reaching for the word inside his head when Mathias said it: “Meat.”

			Stacy lifted her face skyward, sniffing. “Steak.”

			Mathias shook his head. “Hamburgers.”

			“Pork chops,” Eric countered.

			Jeff waved them into silence. “Don’t.”

			“Don’t what?” Stacy asked.

			“Talk about it. It’ll only make it worse.”

			They fell silent. Not pork chops, Eric thought. Hot dogs. The plant was still inside him; he was certain of this. Stitched inside him, biding its time. But maybe it didn’t matter. It could mimic sounds and smells; it could think, and it could move. Inside his body or outside, the vine was going to triumph.

			Jeff divided the orange into four equal piles, two and a half segments apiece. “We should eat the peel, too,” he said. And then he portioned that out also. He gestured at Stacy. “You choose first.”

			Stacy stood up, approached the little mounds of fruit. She crouched over them, appraising each ration, measuring with her eyes. Finally, she reached down and scooped one up.

			“Eric?” Jeff said.

			Eric held out his hand. “I don’t care. Just give me one.”

			Jeff shook his head. “Point.”

			Eric pointed at a pile, and Jeff picked it up, carried it to him. Two and a half slices of orange, a small handful of peels. If there’d been five of them still, there’d only be two segments apiece. That Amy’s absence could be measured in such a paltry manner, half a slice of orange, seemed terribly sad to Eric. He put one of the sections into his mouth and shut his eyes, not chewing yet, just holding it on his tongue.

			“Mathias?” Jeff said.

			Eric heard the German stand up, go to claim his ration. Then everything was silent, each of them retreating to some inner place as they savored what would have to pass for their breakfast this morning.

			The smell changed again. Apple pie, Eric thought, still not chewing, and struggling suddenly, inexplicably, against the threat of tears. How does it know what apple pie smells like? He could hear the others beginning to eat, the wet sound of their mouths working. He pulled his hat down over his eyes.

			A hint of cinnamon, too.

			Eric chewed, swallowed, then placed a piece of orange peel in his mouth. He wasn’t crying; he’d fought off the impulse. But it was still there—he could feel it.

			Whipped cream, even.

			He chewed the tiny strip of peel, swallowed, slipped another one into his mouth. He could see the pie’s crust in his mind—slightly burned on the bottom. And it wasn’t whipped cream; it was ice cream. Vanilla ice cream, slowly melting across the plate—a small tin plate, with a mug of black coffee sitting beside it. Imagining this, Eric felt that urge to weep again. He had to squeeze his eyes shut, hold his breath, wait for it to recede, while the same four words kept running through his head.

			How does it know? How does it know? How does it know?

			                  

			There are some things we need to figure out,” Jeff said.

			The orange had been divided, then eaten, peel and all. Afterward, they’d passed the jug of water around their little circle, and he’d told the others to drink their fill. Water wasn’t his chief concern anymore; after the previous night’s downpour, he felt confident it would rain again—almost daily, he believed. And he knew it would help morale if they could manage to eliminate at least that one discomfort. So they ate their meager breakfast, then drank water until their stomachs swelled.

			Later, they could try to sew a pouch out of the leftover blue nylon. Maybe they’d even manage to collect enough rain to wash themselves. That, too, would help lift their spirits.

			They weren’t sated, of course. How could they be? An orange, split between the four of them. Jeff tried to think of it as fasting, a hunger strike: how long could these last? In his head, he had a picture, a newspaper photograph, black and white, of three young men staring defiantly from their cots—weak, emaciated, but undeniably alive, their eyes ablaze with it. Jeff struggled to see the headline, to remember the story that went with the picture. Why couldn’t he do this? He wanted a number, wanted to know how long. Weeks, certainly—weeks with nothing but water.

			Fifty days?

			Sixty?

			Seventy?

			But eventually, there had to come a moment past which fasting blurred into starving, and in Jeff’s mind this was connected in some way to their meager store of provisions, to its continued existence, no matter how little they might actually be consuming. He’d convinced himself that as long as some small scrap of food remained for them to portion out, they’d be okay; they’d be in control. Because they were rationing, not starving.

			Denial. A fairy tale.

			And then there were the things he knew and couldn’t hide from, the things he’d read about over the years, the details he’d absorbed. At some point, their hunger pangs would disappear. Their bodies would start to break down muscle tissue, start to digest the fatty acids in their livers, the machine consuming itself for fuel. Their metabolic rates would fall, their pulses slow, their blood pressures drop. They’d feel cold even in the sun, lethargic. And all this would happen relatively quickly, too. Two weeks, three at the most. Then things would rapidly get worse: arrhythmia, eye problems, anemia, mouth ulcers—on and on and on until there were no more ands for them to claim. It didn’t matter if he couldn’t remember whether it was fifty or sixty or seventy days; what mattered was that it was finite. There was a line drawn across their path—a wall, a chasm—and with each passing hour they edged one step closer to it.

			After bread had come meat and after meat apple pie and after apple pie strawberries and after strawberries chocolate, and then it had stopped. “It’s so we don’t get used to it,” Jeff had told the others. “So it catches us off guard each time it comes.”

			There was something they could do, of course, a resource at their disposal, but Jeff doubted the others would accept it. Unpalatable was the word that came to mind, actually—They’ll find the idea unpalatable—and, even in his present extremity, he saw the humor in this.

			Gallows humor.

			There are some things we need to figure out. That was how he phrased it, the words sounding so misleading in their banality, so falsely benign. But how else was he to begin?

			Eric was still lying on his back, his hat covering his face. He showed no sign of having heard.

			“Eric?” Jeff said. “You awake?”

			Eric lifted his hand, removed the hat, nodded. The skin was puckered around his wounds, drawn tight by the stitches, still oozing blood in places. Ugly-looking—raw and painful. Mathias was to Jeff’s left, the water jug in his lap. Stacy was sitting beside Amy’s body.

			Amy’s body.

			“You need some sunblock on your feet, Stacy,” Jeff said, pointing.

			She peered down at her feet, as if not quite seeing them; they were bright pink, slightly swollen.

			“And take Amy’s hat. Her sunglasses.”

			Stacy shifted her gaze toward Amy. The sunglasses were hooked into the collar of Amy’s T-shirt. Her hat had fallen off, was lying a few feet away—mud-stained and misshapen and still damp from the rain. Stacy didn’t move; she just sat there staring, and finally Jeff rose to his feet. He stepped forward, picked up the hat, carefully plucked the sunglasses from Amy’s shirt. He offered them to Stacy. She hesitated, seemed about to refuse, but then slowly reached to take them.

			Jeff watched her put on the glasses, adjust the hat on her head. He was pleased; it seemed like a good sign, a first step. He returned to his spot, sat down again. “One of us ought to go and watch the trail soon. In case the Greeks—”

			Mathias stood up. “I’ll go.”

			Jeff shook his head, waved him back down. “In a minute. First we need to—”

			“Shouldn’t we, you know…” Stacy pointed at Amy’s body.

			Amy’s body.

			Jeff turned to her, startled. Despite himself, he felt a strange mix of hope and relief. She’s going to say it for me. “What?” he asked.

			“You know…” She pointed again.

			Jeff waited her out, wanting her to be the one, not him. Why did it always have to be him? He sat watching her, willing her to speak, to say the words.

			But she failed him. “I guess…I don’t know….” She shrugged. “Bury her or something?”

			No, that wasn’t it, was it? That missed the point entirely. It would have to be him; he’d been a fool to imagine any other possibility. He inclined his head, as if nodding, though it wasn’t a nod at all. “Well, that’s the thing,” he said. “Sort of. The thing we need to talk about.”

			The others were silent. No one was going to help him here, he realized; no one but him had made the leap. Like cows, he thought, examining their faces. Perhaps the orange had been a bad idea—maybe he should’ve waited, should’ve spoken at the height of their hunger, with the smell of bread in the air, or meat.

			Yes, meat.

			“I think we’re okay,” he began. “Waterwise, I mean. I think we can count on the rain coming often enough to keep us alive. We can maybe sew a big pouch even, out of the nylon.” He waved across the clearing, toward the scraps from the blue tent. The others followed his gesture, stared for a moment, then turned back to him.

			Like sheep, he thought. He was waiting for the right words to arrive, but they weren’t coming.

			Stacy shifted, reached, picked up Amy’s hand again, held it in her own, as if for reassurance.

			There were no right words, of course.

			“It’s all about waiting, you know,” he said. “That’s what we’re doing here. Waiting for someone to come and find us—the Greeks, maybe, or someone our parents might send.” He was having trouble holding their eyes, and he felt ashamed of this. It would be better if he could look one of them in the face, he knew, but somehow it didn’t seem possible. His gaze drifted from his lap to Stacy’s sunburned feet to the puckered wounds on Eric’s leg, then back again. “Waiting. And surviving through the waiting. If we can maintain a supply of water, that’ll help, of course. But then it becomes a question of food, doesn’t it? Because we don’t have that much. And we don’t know…I mean, if it’s not the Greeks, if we have to wait for our parents, it could be weeks we’re talking about, weeks before someone comes and rescues us from this place. And the food we have, even if we ration it, it’s not going to last more than a couple days. If we could hunt, or snare things, or catch fish, or dig up roots, or search for berries…” He trailed off, shrugged. “The only thing besides us on this hill is the vine, and obviously we can’t eat that. We’ve got our belts, I guess—and we could figure out a way to boil them, maybe. People have done that sort of thing, people lost in the desert, or adrift at sea. But it wouldn’t really change much, would it? Not when we’re talking weeks.”

			He girded himself for a quick scan of their faces. Blank, all of them. They were listening, he could see, but without any sense of where he was headed. He was trying not to startle them, trying to creep up to the thing that needed saying, and in this way give them the chance to anticipate it, to prepare themselves for it, but it wasn’t working. He needed their help for it to work, and none of them was equal to the task.

			“Fifty, sixty, seventy days,” he said. “Somewhere in there, I can’t remember—that’s as long as anyone can last without food. And even before that, long before that, things start to go wrong, start to fail, break down. So let’s say we’re talking thirty days, okay? Which is what? Four weeks or so? And if it’s not the Greeks, if it’s our parents we’re waiting for, how long will that take? Realistically, I mean. Another week before they expect us home, maybe a week beyond that before they really start to worry, then some calls to Cancún, the hotel, the American consulate—all that’s easy enough. But then what? How long to trace us to the bus station, to Cobá, to the trail and the Mayan village, to this fucking hill in the middle of the jungle? Can we really depend on it being less than four weeks for all that to happen?”

			He shook his head, answering his own question. Then he risked another glance at their faces—but no, they weren’t understanding him. He was depressing them—that was all—frightening them. It was right in front of them, and they couldn’t see it.

			Or wouldn’t, maybe.

			He gestured toward Amy’s body, kept his arm out in front of him, pointing, long enough so that they didn’t have any choice. They had to look, had to stare, had to take in her graying skin, her
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