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A Prayer, A Poem, A Song
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Seven thirty, fingers dirty

Dig into the soil thick

Drink the juice and swallow thunder

Feed the groundworms with your spit

Seven thirty, fingers dirty

Pomegranate in the vein

Lick the blood and swallow songspell

Whisper to the old wolfsbane

Monkshood medley in the belly

Skin the flesh and sunder shell

Peel the rind that’s turned to jelly

Heed the night bird’s wanton call

Eight and second, that’s the catch

Cinch the suit and pin the latch

Walk the streets of Echo Island

Bury summer’s naked thatch
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The Echo Island Diary: Entry 1

Tyler Kyle Went to the Island

July 12th, 2019: 10:00 AM
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It is a truth universally acknowledged that a man in possession of the name Tyler is definitely an asshole. Combine that with the name Kyle and you’ve got yourself not just an asshole, but a serial killing asshole. Tyler Kyle, serial killer. Tyler Kyle, a knock-off brand of women’s underwear. Tyler Kyle, the name of some nineties garage band who picked the name because it sounds like a fucking serial killer.

Tyler Kyle. B-movie vixen Virginia Kyle’s only child. The name of one half of cryptid-hunting YouTube duo, Discovery Bang. The Scully to Josh Likens’s Asian-Canadian Mulder on our stupidly popular channel.

Tyler Kyle.

Me.

Remember that name, because it’ll be on the test.

Okay, there’s no test (not unless you backed this project at the $100 level, in which case thanks as always for your support, please share this Kickstarter far and wide. Tell your friends, tell your grandma).

Or maybe you won’t need to, because I did it everybody (woo!). Tyler Kyle went to the island.

And the island has no internet.

At least it has this notepad. Josh could milk an episode or eight out of this journal alone:

“Hey guys! Today we’ll be digging into the unresolved mysteries surrounding the authorship of the Echo Island Diary and whether Ty wrote this or if it was Sasquatch. I’ve contacted noted bigfoot scholar Dr. Wylie Earp of the University of Western-Skidoo, California, and he has some interesting theories about the pictograms on Page One. Tangentially, we’ll also examine theories that  the  manuscript  could  in  fact be  an  elaborate  hoax , conjured into being by a crazed Batman fanatic who wrote it all in an adderall-induced haze. With me today is my new co-host, joining me for five months now since the untimely disappearance of Tyler Kyle. Take it away, Pam!”

Josh would never say tangentially though. Is it weird I know that? It’s probably weird. Sorry, Josh, if you’re reading this.

Sorry for a lot of things. Turning up dead after following a fake video of my vanished celebrity mom to an isolated murder island in the Canadian wilderness, for one thing.

That’s got to be the worst mistake I made since ignoring the fanstalker who posted it.
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Fapping Into God’s Sock
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It’s 10:30 AM and I’ve arrived at White Sails Cabins and Resort. Both the white sails and the resort parts of the name remain conspicuously enigmatic given the lack of sailboats on the lake surrounding the island, and the absence of the usual accouterments typical of a resort: a pool, a playground, a restaurant, tourists to, you know, tour.

The resort is at the edge of town, which is a five-minute walk from the middle of town. Already I feel both like I’ve seen everything I need to see, and like this is the kind of place that probably has a hidden network of tunnels underneath it to accommodate the otherwise short-for-space Lovecraftian cult and their Tuesday-evening virgin sacrifices. In a small town like this the local cult is probably low on virgins.

And if you’re thinking, well, I know where this is going, I’m sorry. You’ll have to wait to live out your Nicholas Cage bee fantasy realness. I’m about the level of pure that McDonald’s 100% real beef is 100% real anything.

I’m just saying, if I end up dead, sans one Josh Likens who couldn’t get permission from the island’s mayor to enter in time for us to shoot, it probably wasn’t a cult.

At least the room’s cozy, for a murder resort. We have plain wood walls, simple floral sheets tucked tight around the bed. A lamp. A small table. Only an analog TV, but I brought my laptop. It smells a bit like vanilla potpourri—dated, but, you know, nice. This would be a relaxing place—the kind of setting Tyler-made for my usual cracks about how pleasant and scenic and normal the home of Devil Man Cryptid Face Who Skins Tourists And Wears Their Hands As Mittens is and how I’d like to settle down here. It would be, except for the part about there being a real-life stalker crouching in the picturesque saltbox houses and charmingly abandoned storefronts.

I grab the receiver of the rotary phone on the side table and plunk it back in the cradle. Josh would get a kick out of it. It’s not even one of those fake-antique ones you find at flea markets, but a utilitarian beige box like Mom and me rented when I was a kid. Josh would still get a kick out of it. He’d latch onto it like a drowning sailor, assuming it was a clue to, well, whatever this mystery is. Maybe my stalky e-mail friend is a pissed off phone-salesman, driven to despair over the collapse of his rotary empire, blaming me and my mom because she didn’t pay our bill that one time.

I mean, she presumably paid all our bills, but I’m not gonna lie and say she wasn’t sometimes overcome by the oblivious whimsy fans fell in love with. Funny how in the real world, whimsy has consequences.

I had to make my reservation by phone because Echo Island doesn’t just not have internet, I’m not sure it’s seen the business end of a graphing calculator. I was able to swing a ticket on the biplane to Echo Island based on Virginia Kyle’s infamy, and the fact that—at least based on the hand-annotated map me and Josh found tucked inside her copy of Interview with a Vampire—Mom has a genuine connection with this island.

I smooth the map out on the dresser.

Mom’s handwriting litters the page. Jumbled letters in a probable code are scrawled beneath several of the buildings on the island, and another that sits alone in the surrounding forest.

Weirdly, the name on the map isn’t Echo Island, but Saint Serge’s. For whatever reason, the name got changed–maybe because the mysterious camp that used to exist here took its name with it when it closed in the 70s.

Echo Island is like other small towns until it isn’t. Its mayor, an aging millionaire called Conrad Uphill, wields substantial power over who and what comes and goes. Surrounded by acres of forest, accessible only by plane, Echo Island is practically his private fortress. The lake that surrounds it is more like a moat, and the fir and spruce that dominate the forest are a cryptozoologist’s wet dream. Who knows what terror lurks in them thar trees?

Maybe our stalker knows. Their harassment started with hundreds of e-mails begging us to investigate a vague canine cryptid on the island. Until the last e-mail, the one with the attached video of my presumed-dead mom.

I fall back on the bed, which dips and creaks under me. It’s a bit small, but again, cozy. Do they keep all the rooms so neat, despite the lack of guests? Or maybe there are guests—famous people who pay Conrad Uphill to let them disappear. That’s one possibility of what happened to my mom.

When people used to spin their pet theories about how Virgie Kyle ran off to start a new life I’d get this stabbing feeling in my brain. It’s there now, but deeper, because suddenly it could be true. It’s the happier of the two endings I can imagine as having played out, the one part of me has always wanted to believe.

My mom, missing, but out there. My mom, who packed a suitcase and vanished off the set of Plutonium Blonde in 2001 at the height of the revival of her career, on the eve of her fiftieth birthday. My mom, who left her twelve-year-old son alone in a dark apartment with no note and no supervision. It was a long weekend. The production was taking a break. I waited for four days before I ran out of Spaghettios and banged on a neighbour’s door. Sometimes I wonder if I hadn’t run out of food, if I would’ve stayed there forever. As long as I was inside that apartment, she could still walk through the door.

I know from “investigative” videos online that I told the police I saw her go, that she bent down and whispered something in my ear, but I don’t remember it. Every video claims she said something different: wait for me, I’ll be right back, I’m sorry baby doll, be good now.

Wait. I’m coming. Be good. I couldn’t do the first thing, but I didn’t completely fuck up the last. Probably. Josh might disagree.

I slide my phone from my pocket and flick through my files till I land on the video. My thumb hovers with a will of its own above the play button. It hits.

The clip is black and white—not the true black and white of early cinema, but the black and white of later imitations. She’s young, twenty-something, which makes me think this is one of her early roles, back when she was what the industry called a triple threat and before they put her out to pasture at thirty. She sashays into the frame from a room that’s out of view. The set’s decorated like a wealthy home out of a 30s or 40s Universal picture, and she’s dressed in a silk negligee and dress coat, her black hair pinned in a complicated hairdo that may be a wig. Her grin splits wide. She always had the same grin, and I still don’t know if that was because she was an excellent actress, because she was always genuinely smiling, or because I never saw her real smile. Whatever the truth is, she looks happy as she approaches the camera.

“Hey, baby doll,” she says, something she used to call me. Something she only called me. But it’s not me she’s talking to. She grabs a martini glass from a side table as she passes it, plucks the cherry out by its stem and pops it in her mouth. She swallows. When she pulls the stem out, it forms a perfect knot. She puts the glass down, then grabs a newspaper from the table. She holds it up. The date of the Echo Island Gazette is April 5th, 2019—over three months ago. The headline reads: “Dog Days Ahead: Uphill Looks Back on 100 Years of Summer.”

Mom wiggles the paper. “Seven-thirty fingers dirty, Ty. Come for me, baby doll.”

Off-screen, a woman’s husky voice murmurs: “The world’s not ready yet.”

The video ends as Mom exits the frame and steps out of the way to reveal her dog-eared copy of James Blish’s A Case of Conscience on the table.

Hundreds of Discovery Bang fans have poured over this footage, zooming in as much, and sometimes more, than its quality allows. Still others have ordered copies of Blish’s out of print sci-fi novel and dissected every page like it’ll offer up the secrets of the universe—or even just me. Suddenly I’m the subject of dissection:

Why does Virgie Kyle knot the cherry stem when she’s talking to her son? Slice. Why did she ever call you baby doll? Isn’t that pretty fucked? Cut. Fingers dirty? Sounds like a weird sex thing. Snick, and there goes the skin over the rib cage.

Theories abound, each more laughable than the last: my mom’s a time traveller. My mom’s an alien. I’m my own dad. I murdered my mom and her ghost sent me this video. Seven-thirty, fingers dirty refers to the time of her death, and the blood on my hands from when I jabbed my twelve-year-old fingers into the hole I’d made.

When your channel courts viewers who believe a walking penis stalks central Florida, you get what you ask for, I guess.

I’m too smart by half to think my mom’s alive, that this isn’t the work of someone with basic photoshop skills playing a cruel joke, but I couldn’t not come. At the very least, this island may have something to tell me, even if it’s just what her real smile looks like.

I close the video, flick through the master folder where I keep Discovery Bang’s raw footage. Most of these clips won’t make it in. We have, in no particular order: the gas leak in that basement where me and Kayla—our camera girl—nearly passed out; Josh actually passing out after being chased by a literally feral raccoon; Josh trying to convince me we can afford a visit to Loch Ness, which he seems to think will be cheaper because my mom was Scottish; our Fresno Nightcrawler trip, so, in a nutshell, four hours loitering in parking lots.

There’s only one complete episode. A file I have yet to delete. The last episode to go up on the channel. Maybe the last episode we’ll finish. As I think it, it’s like someone’s taken a shovel to my diaphragm.

I hit play and immediately my phone bombards me with Ennio Morricone’s “The Ecstasy of Gold.” It’s our theme song—Josh’s choice. We started using it around . . . I dunno, episode seven?

As usual, Josh opens the episode. As usual, Josh does basically everything.

JOSH: Welcome, Bangers, to another episode of Discovery Bang. I’m here with my co-host, the erstwhile Tyler Ky—

TY: Erstwhile?

JOSH: Yeah, you know. You’re an erstwhile kind of guy.

TY: I guess I better dust off the old resumé. [Mimes taking out and dusting off a piece of paper]. Whoa, looks like I haven’t held a real job since, uh, “2011, concession stand operator.” It means, like, former, like I used to be your co-host but you’ve replaced me.

JOSH: [Sighs. Faces the camera] Guys, if you’re as interested in replacing Ty as I am, get your audition tapes ready and sound off in the comments. But for now [Eyes Tyler, who’s still miming], let’s get right to our investigation. In today’s episode, we’ll be reviewing our footage from our trip to Paris, Michigan in which we attempt to answer the question of just what is the Michigan Dogman, and what does he want?

TY: Is it directions to the furry convention, or to be told once and for all that he’s a good boy?

JOSH: This is serious [He smiles]. Actual patrons helped fund this trip so you could spend your days snarking instead of shoveling popcorn into tiny paper bags.

TY: That’s the hard part, is it? The tiny bags? [Holds up hands]. Well, maybe. I just think, part of the appeal is, you know, maybe the snark. I’m giving the viewers what they want. [Grins] Speaking of, later, on our OnlyFans, you can watch me spank Josh for flunking his vocab test.

I’m a fucking ass.

“Fuuuuuuck.” I close the video with the same intensity as if I were throwing the phone against the wall. “Fuck.”

With my eyes closed, I can pretend it didn’t happen. I can take back what I said and everything that followed. I can avoid watching a simple joke snowball in our fanbase till Josh’s girlfriend got so upset she dumped him after I doubled down on that lovely piece of shtick during a liveshow. I can undrink the tequila we downed before jumping in the hot tub at the awards show months later. I can unpeel my lips from his. I can unfeel his twenty-ton petting, and I can especially unsay the fucking heartless joke that stopped him dead in his wandering hands, the: maybe we should rethink an OnlyFans.

With my eyes closed, Josh doesn’t pull away. With my ears shut he doesn’t tell me he doesn’t want me. When I’m pretending, I can erase Josh’s deadpan we need to talk about the show from the vacant lot between my ears. I can fix things between me and my best friend. I can forget that the real reason he’s not with me now probably isn’t that he couldn’t get permission, but because he wanted an excuse not to be alone together.

I swallow, eyes closed, and the garbage doesn’t go away, but for a moment as I brush my fingers over my lips I can remember what those first minutes were like, when I held something I’d wanted so long in my hands and crashed into it so hard I could have cracked straight down the middle.

I’m hard, and I pop the button on my jeans and undo my zipper, the one and only fucked-up asshole who gets horny thinking about the time his life imploded.

The phone rings. Not the rotary phone, but my cell. I blink and fumble to answer.

“Fuck.” Ugh. “I—hi.” Discovery Bang here, and in this episode, we’ll be investigating the piece of sentient trash known as Tyler Kyle. Sightings are common, but somehow the true extent of his madness remains unknown.

“You okay, man?” asks Josh, a kind of distance in his voice, or maybe that’s my imagination.

I rub my hand over my face and spring off the bed, very ready not to be the sorry-ass loser masturbating in a cabin and picturing the man he’s talking to deep-throating him in the woods. I’m not that far gone. Yet.

“Tired.” Which is true. I barely slept on the bus ride to the plane, and the flight was too bumpy for a nap. “Acres of gorgeous forest and the promise of weeks of peace and solitude really wipes me out.”

Josh laughs. It’s forced. “Have you spotted this canine cryptid yet?”

“Not unless it’s a tree. This has to be the least exciting non-existent monster we’ve ever not encountered. You’re lucky you couldn’t make it.”

We don’t do this, this searching for something to say because we can’t talk about the only thing that matters. When you struggle through theatre school side-by-side with someone you lose all sense of shame.

Almost.

Maybe I should come out and tell him I’m not gay, but that has to be the single stupidest thought I’ve ever had and he’s not going to swallow it. I’m not sure I swallow it.

“I’m still working on that Conrad Uphill guy,” Josh says. “It’s real weird, man. According to the Way Back Machine, he had this page all about a summer festival called Dog Day. It doesn’t sound normal. I’ve been cross-referencing it against regional histories, but there’s nothing. I think it’s related to Sasquatch.”

I head to the bathroom and pin the phone between cheek and shoulder while I wash my hands. The water comes out peaty, and there’s no bath, only a shower. Josh would hate that. Ever since he saw Psycho as a kid he can’t take showers with the curtain closed, and I’m pretty sure White Sails Cabins would be less understanding than me about water damage.

I shake away the image of Josh showering as I shake off my hands. “Only you would cross-reference a harmless small-town dog show with Big Foot.”

“Sasquatch. Anyway—watch your back until I get there. Don’t join any cults or climb inside giant wooden men.”

So he’s still planning to come. “This isn’t a show, Josh. I’m not out here hunting anything.”

“Besides answers,” he says dramatically. “Sorry.” He pauses, and we sink back into the mire of a minute ago. “Are you going to see Uphill about the movie?”

“Not first thing—maybe tomorrow.” I tried to press Uphill to set a formal date for our meeting over the phone, but he pretended I hadn’t asked the question. It’s a tactic I’m intimately familiar with at this point.

I head back into the main room and start unpacking.

There’s a long pause, so deep I can hear Josh’s breath. “You shouldn’t be doing this alone.”

“With my keen sense of humour, I’m never alone. It’s like having a whole extra person in my brain.” And this is real life. Not the show. This isn’t me yukking it up as we chase Josh’s monster of the week.

“I’m being serious, Ty. The really real kind of seriousness.”

I pace the small square of room not overtaken by luggage and furniture, gesticulating as I talk. “Yeah, I could tell by your concern I might get eaten by Big Foot that this was serious, really real business. Have you ever heard the one about the boy who called wolf?”

“Sasquatch.”

I can see Josh shake his head and it’s like we’re on camera again.

“I’m pretty sure the story’s about a wolf, but okay. If a big hairy man in a suit stomping through the woods and shedding plastic body hair is what does it for you, I’m happy to play along.”

“You wouldn’t have to wear a suit.”

It occurs to me suddenly that if it’s possible to queerbait yourself, that’s exactly what we’ve been doing for five seasons.

I don’t know how to take the comment, so I assume it’s a crack about how I look like Big Foot. Maybe I do, since Big Foot isn’t real and can look like whatever the hell Josh wants him to—in this case, a spindly White dude with curly black hair.

“All the way out here, alone in the dark. The call of the wild’s calling me home, Josh.” I stretch out my leg, admiring my sneakers. I kick one of them off like it burns and grip my knee, like Josh can see me. “Oh god, Josh. It’s happening. My shoe size expanding—I’ll never fit back into my Docs. Those were expensive. And there’s hair. Hair where there wasn’t hair before.” I collapse onto the bed.

And scene.

“You’re an asshole.”

“An asshole with no shoes. I’ll need a tetanus shot when I get back. Scratch that, rabies.” I stare at the ceiling, calmer than I was, drifting between the safety of the set we’ve constructed. “I’ll be fine. The only thing I’m worried about is whoever sent that e-mail, but maybe they just wanted our attention. Someone who knows something and that was the only way to reach out.”

It sounds dumb as I say it.

“Maybe it was that Uphill guy. If he knows your mom, maybe he knows about you.”

I sit beside the suitcase and untie my remaining sneaker. “Guess I’ll find out when I meet him. He wanted to talk in person.” I pause. “This isn’t some swamp creature; it’s my mom. You don’t have to be here. I’ll ask some questions, maybe get some answers, probably discover nothing at all. It’s not really Discovery Bang material.” Even though all we do is discover nothing at all.

“Yeah, maybe it’s a good thing.” Another pause, and I can feel the words building up in him. “I thought—I thought we could talk about the show. We need to figure things out.”

My chest doesn’t just hitch, it’s made of hitches. I shove a pile of shirts into the bottom of the dresser, trying to cauterize the part of my brain that gives a shit, which, unfortunately, is most of it. I could fool myself thinking this is the beginning of some grandiose gesture, some declaration. I could do that, but it would be cruel, and even I don’t hate myself that much. Still, the possibility floats in the silence, and part of me reaches for it because if there’s a way in which Josh and I are equally stupid it’s that we’re both romantics.

I swallow, try not to spit out the first asshole thing that comes to mind. Sometimes I need someone to tell me when to shut up. “I thought you figured it out at the pool.”

Fuck.

There’s the cold, creeping over me like a sheet. The part that would rather cut him off now than listen to the precise, real, true way he’s going to do it himself.

And he’s silent again, because he’s good and I’m bad and that’s all there is to it.

As I unpack my bag, waiting for him to say something terrible and hoping he’ll say something else, Mom’s photo slips from between two pairs of pants. I’m here for her, for me, not for Josh. Maybe the space is good for me. Maybe I need to be on my own. Maybe Josh and I were always one fuckup away from splitting apart.

“Listen, Josh, I’m sorry, I have to go. There’s a Sasquatch howling at the moon and I have to make a barricade.”

Hanging up is easier than anything that comes after.
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Weirdo in a Weird World
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It’s the heat of the day in mid-July, and even some distance from the forest, the air is sticky with the smell of hot spruce sap, moisture evaporating off the surface of moss, and lichen-encrusted bark peeling off stubby, pressed-close trees. There’s an undercurrent of putrefaction beneath the tang of the woods, the stagnation of the moat-like lake. I can smell the ocean, but the Atlantic is at least eighty kilometers from here.

Echo Island is human design white-washed onto the surface of the wilderness. The saltbox houses are painted every shade you could ask for as long as it’s white, pastel, or fire-engine red, and each one stands hunched beneath the shadow of Conrad Uphill’s McMansion at the centre of town.

When you make a living on nonsense like me and Josh do, you travel to a lot of weird and wacky small towns. I’ve seen everything: Giant Turnipville, Michigan, where every gift shop—and there are at least five, plus enumerable corner stores and gas stations that triple as the same—features snowglobes filled with to-scale models of town and turnip; Mermaid Bay, Maryland, where the cryptid du jour isn’t homo aquaticus as the name would suggest, but yet another Big Foot rip-off, whose proud simian visage can be purchased in mask or burger form from a hundred seaside stalls; Alien, New Mexico where—well, that should be obvious. Point is, all of them are wacky in this uniquely manufactured way. Every Bumfuck, Nowhere is some variation of artificial, and the artificiality is always necessitated by the genuinely heartbreaking story of how the town slowly suffocated from the death of [insert industry here] till all its young folk moved to Baltimore, or Albuquerque, or whatever passes for a moderately-sized city in Michigan.

Echo Island—Saint Serge’s—whatever—is nothing like that.

The island is man-made, nearly perfectly rectangular like the lake-moat that provides a slim border between the town and an ocean of trees. It’s also flat as a crêpe, with pine-clad hills rolling in the distance as though God designed this place with postcards in mind. Classic New Ossory, Canada, at least once you drive past the capital city of Avalon.

Walking out from White Sails, which sits on the southern side of the rectangle scenically facing the forest, I’m met by a series of pot-holed grey roads disappearing round the sides of abandoned-looking houses.

It’s unclear how or why anyone lives here. The website gave no indication that there was ever industry in the town, despite the proximity of the forest, and unless—Josh would love this—everyone here is a ghost, they have to eat. The site claims Conrad Uphill founded the town on the back of an inherited fortune, but presumably the “Conrad” referred to is a long-dead ancestor.

The only possible clue to the island’s purpose was a sub-page on the website called “Island Song,” featuring a rambling description of the resonance of the natural environment, and the sonic power of the trees. The eau de hippy is strong.

Part of me itches to explore, as if walking the perimeter of the town would peel back its skin and reveal my mother’s face beneath, but as I glance up the road to my right, my stomach rumbles.

Red, yellow, blue houses. I pass each one, trying not to stare too hard at the floral-patterned curtains. Slender fingers slide open the fabric from inside the blue house, and an elderly woman’s face, framed by brown Farrah Fawcett curls, spies on me—this new stranger who’s come to town. This weirdo in an even weirder world. And because I’m a weirdo, I raise my hand, smile like the creepiest of creepers, and wave.

Like a character out of one of Mom’s so-bad-they’re-good movies, the woman snaps from the window and the curtains fall back into place.

To be fair to her, I’m kind of a jackass. I’d snap away from the window too if I saw my smile. From the outside, maybe my smile’s like Mom’s—brighter than the sun as long as the sun’s a plastic model.

I’m staring.

Residual guilt clings to me. These are people, not set pieces. Whatever drew Claudia—it just seems like her name is probably Claudia—to this island is more complicated than my flippant dismissal of her suggests. There’s a story behind her face. And who knows, maybe she, too, is the lost child of an even loster Hollywood starlet. Maybe she, too, came to Echo Island chasing a cryptic video. Maybe I, too, will be drawn to stake my claim to a prim little saltbox house overlooking the moat.

The house disappears behind me and a diner comes into view, recessed behind a parking lot. The lot has painted parking spaces and everything, like a human town with human people. Every one of the spaces is empty, of course. The idea of car exists, but the reality remains elusive.

Outside the diner, an electric pink sign flashes Ziggy’s off and on. The neon monstrosity clashes with the folksy atmosphere, utterly useless in daylight.

Josh’d love it.

I grip my phone. I never should have hung up on him. It was a childish response to an adult situation, and eventually I’m going to have to call him back and stop being an asshole. Of the two of us, I’m supposed to be the sensible one.

I stand in the empty parking lot with my phone in my hand, staring at the screen. If I’m so set on getting this over with, why not call him? Here’s as good a place as any for a friendship break-up.

“Okay, Tyler. Okay. Press the button. Just do it, friend. Just do it. And stop talking to yourself. Claudia’s going to see you and call the cops. Fuck.” I stare at the screen, and I swear I’m about to hit call when no signal pops up.

No signal. I choke a laugh. Josh being Josh, he’d call it fate, or kismet, or karma. I hold the phone up like I’m scanning for alien life, but neither aliens nor the phone company are eager to make contact.

My chest is buzzing. I can’t tell if it’s relief, or the buildup of anxiety finally boiling over. There’s nothing I can do now. Josh’s call came through fine at the cabin. I can try again after lunch.

The bell on the door to Ziggy’s jangles as I step inside. The interior is accented in pastel pink and baby blue, not just veering toward the kitschy side of nostalgia, but doing a cannonball into the centre of the pool. A matronly woman with perm-burned eighties curls is wiping down the glistening counter-top. The round, red-cushioned barstools are empty—all but one.

A Black woman around my age, maybe a little younger—say, her late twenties—pokes at a slab of quiche on a paper plate, staring into her meal’s gelatinous surface while her mind surfs the stars. She’s got a black leather jacket with metal studs on the shoulders, skin-tight leather pants to match, and dangling silver moons for earrings. Her natural hair’s pulled up in a faux-hawk, and as I approach to get a closer look at the menu I glance sideways and catch a glimpse of Gothy winged eyeliner and white-painted nails with tips sharp enough to put somebody’s eye out. She stares sidelong right back at me and looks me down and up again. She smirks, like I’m a catch.

The kind she throws back out to sea.

On the wall behind the counter is a large, gilt-framed portrait of Conrad Uphill. Black and white versions of the same image decorate the laminated placemats in front of every chair. In the portrait, he’s wearing a cowboy hat and shades, smirking so a crack of teeth is visible. Picture an older Giancarlo Esposito making a face like he’s about to take a shot at a nearby spittoon.

“What can I get for you, Ducky?” asks the waitress. She’s smiling, but there’s an edge to it.

The menu on the wall is one of those slatted boards where you slide the letters along. We have: “ uiche” on one line, “q iche” on the next, “qui  ,” and even a “  he.”

“Do you have anything that’s not quiche?” It’s possible she’ll find my acerbic tone charming, but based on past experience, that won’t be the case unless she’s high. She does not look high.

“Brown soft drink.”

“I don’t like quiche.”

Goth Girl snorts.

The waitress stares at me, smacking the red-striped washcloth onto the counter in a way that suggests she’d like to do the same to my face. Completely deadpan, she says: “Why are you here?”

“Honestly, at this point I genuinely have no idea.” This was a bad move. Not just my quiche-based dining experience, but everything: taking the video seriously instead of as someone’s fucked-up joke, the plane ride into the middle of a forest so dense it failed pre-school, coming to the island alone, hanging up on Josh instead of being an adult, thinking a town that smacks its mayor’s face on restaurant placemats is a good place to vacation.

I force a smile, like that’ll get me out of this, but the waitress isn’t having it. She stalks away and disappears into the kitchen. On the wall behind where she was standing there’s an old-timey metal sign that reads Real Men Don’t Eat Quiche.

“I guess I’m a real man after all. Gepetto’s going to have egg on his face.”

A hand closes around my arm. The Goth girl slides off her stool. She’s staring at me like murder beneath her thickly lined eyes. “Come on, Ben Whishaw. Let’s find you some Real Man Food.”

I’ll state for the record that if I were played by anyone in a movie he’d be someone solidly straight—not because I’m homophobic or—well, whatever. No one’s playing me in a movie. I’m not even playing anyone else in a movie despite my long-dashed theatre-school dreams, and well, yeah, I guess the straightness is up for debate.

“It’s Tyler,” I say, as I follow her out the door. She seems like the kind of person who’ll keep calling me names if I don’t correct her immediately.

“Tia.” She smiles at me and heads across the parking lot. The back of her jacket has Sisters of the Moon written in Gothic cursive around an image of a foxglove in silver thread. She shrugs off the jacket and ties it around her waist, revealing a black tank. “You must be Virgie Kyle’s son.”

“Should I act surprised you know that?” In a small town, it’s very possible Uphill’s gossiped to all five residents that I was coming.

She glances at me over her shoulder. “Everyone knows about Virgie.” She bends and picks up a stone, then pelts it real hard at a rusty mailbox at the end of a driveway. “The only Echo Islander whoever made it.”

“My mom’s from Edinburgh,” I explain, “Scotland, not, you know, Nova Scotia or whatever.”

A dog howls up the road, followed by a series of sharp, discordant yaps. The noise stops me, some primitive instinct rising to the surface and telling me I should walk in the opposite direction.

Tia snorts. She doesn’t seem worried about the dogs, so I follow. There’s sensible precaution and then there’s tilting at windmills.

“Is there a kennel around here, or . . . ?”

“It’s or,” Tia answers, like it was one of two options.

We round the bend at the corner of Allenby and Rivers. I guess that makes the road with Ziggy’s Allenby. Neither of them is a name on my mom’s map, like the names were changed when Saint Serge’s became Echo Island.

On Rivers Road, a pack of mutts is clustered on the lawn of one of the houses that backs onto the moat. I’m not scared, but I exercise a reasonable amount of caution and slow my stride.

“Are there a lot of feral dogs on your tiny island in the middle of the woods?” I ask.

“It’s not my island. But yeah. It’s kind of a thing.” She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a rolled cigarette. She lights it with a match. She doesn’t offer me one.

We’re getting real close to the dogs, but Tia isn’t even looking at them.

“What kind of thing involves feral dogs running around small towns and no one calls the pound? And how did they get here—did someone, like, sit down and decide they wanted to airlift in a bunch of strays? ‘Oh, hey, Pete, yeah I’d like a hundred cute little puppies so I can let them loose on my island and watch them get rabies.’”

Tia puffs out a trail of smoke and coughs, brows raised. “You talk a lot.”

“And you don’t answer questions.” God, I sound like fucking Josh. Tia’s just a girl. She’s not a suspect in the global conspiracy to keep the truth about Big Foot from the world.

She hands me her cigarette and I take it, though I quit five years ago. Her cheap black lipstick stains the rim. I take a puff and my exhaustion blows out with the first exhale.

“You looked like you wanted it,” she says. “You owe me five bucks.”

“For a cigarette?” I hand it back to her, not exactly Midas over here.

“It costs a lot to get things in—we only have two planes.”

We pass the pack of dogs as they hurtle down the side of the house toward the moat and the forest. They didn’t seem interested in us at all.

“So tell me about the dogs,” I say. The stalker who e-mailed Josh about Echo Island mentioned dogs in the wood, but the e-mails were vague. We assumed TraughtDog01—some kind of pun on Naughty Dog, beloved developer of the Crash Bandicoot series?—was trying and failing to describe a canine cryptid.

The dogs zigzag behind the house, but their howling rings in my ear.

“Not much to tell,” says Tia. She hands me the cigarette, watching my face. “You know about the Dog Days, right?”

“Some kind of pet show?”

She laughs and it lights up her face. She wiggles her fingers for the cigarette. “Give it here.” She takes a puff, smirking. “It’s a hunting festival on the 30th. We all take our rifles and hunt the feral dogs in the woods. I guess it’s pretty fucked, from the outside.”

It’s beyond fucked, which must show on my face, because her smile fades. “What happens to all the dead dogs?”

She flicks her tongue over her bottom lip. “What did you think the surprise was in Colleen’s Quiche Surprise?” She laughs again. “I’m fucking with you. We just burn them. Connie tried turning them into boots and exporting them, but it turns out no one wants dog-skin thigh-highs.”

The vegan slash pet-owner in me is utterly horrified, and the curious cat is just as utterly fascinated. “So where did the dogs come from?”

“Just around, I guess. The founders probably brought them here and it got out of control.”

There’s so much wrong with that, so many questions I still have—like how the population never drops, and why anyone let their pets go feral when the island’s so small, and who the founders are if it’s not Uphill’s family?—but then Tia stops in front of a second diner.

The Thunder Moon is basically a log cabin. Its sign is hand-painted, faded, and features a thick coating of literal grunge to add to the atmospheric grunge it’s aiming for. The motorcycle out front is the cherry on the sundae. It’s also the first vehicle I’ve seen.

I slip Mom’s map out on a hunch, and yeah, it’s one of the buildings with code underneath.

“So who flew you in?” Tia flicks her cigarette butt onto the asphalt parking lot and crushes it.

I tuck the map in my pocket and flash back to the flight. “Uh, Gary. No, Greg.”

“Gord.” She smiles. “Not great with names?”

“Great with names, bad with mornings.”

“Besides Connie, Gord and Pam are the only ones with money around here. Pam gets us stuff off-island. Contraband music, cigs. If you’ve got cash, she’ll help you out.” Tia pushes open the door and The Thunder Moon hits me like a bolt of lightning: its stale cigarette smell, the earthiness of the beer and the wood and the sweat. The log walls, the wooden bar, the low lighting even in the middle of the day—it’s charmingly homey. Somewhere I’d sit and drink with Josh—pals, buddies, bros.

The fact he’s not here is an ache in my chest. He should be here, and my bones know it. I slide my phone out, glance at the screen.

Still no signal.

“Is that a tablet?” asks Tia.

I look up, put the phone away. “It’s my cell?” There’s no sign on her face that she’s joking.

She shrugs and approaches the bar, practically bends in half leaning over the counter. “Geeeeeeene!” she calls. “I’ve got fresh blood for you. City boy, thinks he’s funny, might be cute I don’t know. You’ll never find out if you don’t get your ass out here and serve us. Okay, time’s up, I’m stealing your beer!” Her boots plunk back onto the floor, and she strolls past the saloon gate. I hear her filling a glass with something, but I’m too busy taking in the rest of The Thunder Moon to notice what it is.

The same portrait of Conrad Uphill hangs on the wall and the same placemats grace the booths along the window. The diner extends back to the right of the bar, where there’s a small, curtained stage.

“What’s your poison, Kyle?” Tia’s voice is lighter. She’s really in her element here. She hollers back into the kitchen again: “Geeeeeene. Get the fuck out here. City Boy’s hungry and he hates quiche.”

“What the fuck, Tee? I’m taking a shit,” someone—Gene, presumably—hollers back.

The walls are cluttered with photos in small frames, taxidermied deer, and stray antlers. There’s an honest-to-god squirrel cut in half, with its backside and tail mounted on one frame and its front jutting from another. Someone’s engraved Mr. Nuts in goofy letters underneath.

Tasteful.

I scan the photos for familiar faces—scratch that, for Mom. And I find her. A signed promotional photo from Planet Zombie, one of her early flicks. I reach for it.

Tia snaps her fingers. “Kyle. I said what’s your poison?”

She’s hovering at the counter. I dart a look at Mom, but my stomach growls. I can always ask Tia about the photo while we eat.

I walk over, scrolling the chalkboard behind her. “What’s the ‘monkshood medley’? I didn’t know you were talking literal poison here.”

Tia sighs, pouting at the sign. “Mostly grape juice. Wouldn’t waste the change if I were you.”

“It is not grape juice!” yells Gene from the belly of the beast.

“Sorry,” says Tia, not sounding sorry at all.

“I’ll have what you’re having.” I cock my chin at the beer.

Tia smiles. “Good choice. And cheap.”

“Doesn’t have to be cheap as long as it’s cold. What do they have for food here?” There’s no sign of a menu.

Tia gestures at the door behind the counter, where the kitchen must be. “Fries, nachos, border collie.”

I give her a look. “I’m not the only comedian in town.”

“You’re the only bad comedian.”

If the Josh call doesn’t go well, maybe I should hit Tia up with pitches for new material. Tee and Ty Crawl Bars, Tee Rakes Ty Over the Coals, Tee and Ty Ruin Alliteration for Normal People.

Tia slides my beer over on a mat with Conrad Uphill on the base. His grin distorts through the liquid.

“Fries are fine.” It’s simple, hard to ruin kind of food, and I’m craving carbs. “So what did you mean earlier, about my mom being the only Islander who made it? Her picture’s over there on the wall.”

The kitchen doors swing open and a hulking troll of a man with carrot-orange hair and a black tank like Tia’s heaves over to the bar. Gene’s drying his hands on a towel that’s carrying the weight of the entire hand sanitizer industry on its shoulders.

It’s dirty, is what I’m getting at. I should probably rethink the fries.

“Fuck Arcadia to the sun, that was a shit.” Gene slaps Tia playfully with the dirty towel, grinning.

“Gene?” She nods in my direction, eyes wide, clearly holding back a smile.

He holds out his hands to indicate the impressive girth of said shit. “It was this—”

“GENE.” Tia shoves her hand out in my direction. “Meet City Boy. City Boy, meet Gene.”

Gene jumps back against the chalk sign. It wobbles against the wall. From the expression of horror on his face, I must have blended into the haze of The Thunder Moon like a second Mr. Nuts.

“Oh my goodness,” he says. “I thought you were joking, Tee.” He slumps back down, but he’s still tall and huge, and now that I look at him, he’s wearing an earring like Tia’s.

Probably a local craft fair around here or something. I should pick up something for Kayla. She’s one of those people who gets feelings from stones. Put her and Josh in a room together and they start communing with ley lines.

Gene shoves out a paw. I want to pretend I didn’t see it, as per the towel comment, but he’s a big dopey-eyed basset hound and I just can’t do it. I grab his hand. His shake could turn coal into diamonds.

“I’m Gene, uh. This is my restaurant—there’s karaoke Wednesday and Thursday, live music Fridays.” He reaches behind him and tears a poster from where it’s been stapled to the wall. “There’s a show tonight if you want. Echo Island’s own Queen Cee doing her hit song, ‘Umbrella,’ and a lot of the classics.”

I take the ripped poster. A glammy Black woman in a glittery purple bodice holding a striped parasol is posed at an angle. Beneath heels that could puncture a lung are the words Queen Cee with pastel pink hearts bubbling from the letters.

I smile and take the poster. “Tyler Kyle. City boy. I think I’m funny. I might be cute I don’t know.”

Tia rolls her eyes.

Gene winks at me. “You’re all right.”

It occurs to me that Tia’s brought me to a gay bar. Maybe it’s my lack of experience on this front, but it seems to me that there’s some physical transformation that must happen when you realize this thing about yourself, and other . . . possibly not straight people sense it the way sharks do blood, and then they swarm around you and start biting off rainbow chunks—or taking you to meet other very nice and perfectly friendly possibly not straight people who want to say kind things to you and fumble around their bar.

Wow, I just described gaydar. How 2003.

“He wants some fries, Gene. Get on it.” Tia’s giving him that under the liner look she gave me at Ziggy’s, so maybe I’m not as special as I thought.

Gene zips back into the kitchen, only to resurface, wave, then disappear.

“Don’t worry, he’s harmless,” says Tia. “You’re not really his type.”

“He’s in good company.” I sit on the stool and lay the poster down.

Tia drums her ceramic-white nails against the counter, then grabs her beer. “Cheers.”

I clink my glass against hers and take a sip. It’s a pale ale. Fruity. It’s not bad.

“So my mom.” The thud of my glass against the counter punctuates the statement.

Tia straightens. “There’s not much to say. She lived here for a while, I guess. Left. Came back.”

“Came back.” As in, she was here. Really here. I chug back another drink. It’s hard not to glare, but I do try. “When?”

Tia shakes her head, looking at the counter. “I don’t know. I was a kid. She was a movie star, so the town made a big deal of it.”

“Was it 2001?”

Gene chooses this moment to bustle in with a heaping basket of greasy fries. He lays it on the counter, but vanishes almost as quickly. I definitely look more intense than I meant to.

But Tia meets my gaze. “I don’t know. Maybe.” She purses her lips. “She didn’t stay here long.”

She’s lying. I know she’s lying and I can’t think why except that she knows my mom better than she’s saying, and maybe it’s that Virgie Kyle really did want to disappear. Maybe she really is hiding, and Tia’s protecting her. But if that’s true, why did Tia ever admit she knew who I was? Why did Uphill invite me here?

“I don’t believe you.”

The door opens behind me, but I don’t turn to look. Tia and I play don’t blink, until finally a woman’s voice calls out.

“Hey, Tee—this guy bothering you?”

Tia breaks our staring contest and smiles over my shoulder. She takes a last swig of her beer, then walks from around the counter to join her friend.

I turn around, and there’s a skinny White woman with the same jacket as Tia’s and a motorcycle helmet tucked beneath her arm. Her brown hair’s pulled back in a messy ponytail.

Tia clasps the woman’s hand and leans in for a kiss. “He’s fine, Nor. Just an out-of-towner I was helping.”

Nor’s still staring like she might drag me outside and grind my face into the dirt.

I’ve never been great at self-preservation. “Please, give me something. I flew all the way here.” I pause, let some of the hurt into my voice. “She’s my mom. She was all I had.”

For a moment, Tia looks like she might say something. Her forehead creases. Her lip twitches, pained. But then she shakes her head. “You seem like a nice guy, Tyler. You should get out of dodge before the big bad wolf eats you up.”
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The Echo Island Diary: Entry 2

Tyler Kyle Makes a Phone Call

July 12th, 2019: 8:00 PM
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Here’s a life lesson, viewers: if you want to not come off like a total jackass loser, don’t awkwardly stand in an enclosed space curling a phone cord round your finger while telephonically vomiting your emotions into your best friend’s voicemail as Cathy the receptionist pretends not to hear you while she reviews financial statements (what finances this place has is a mystery it’ll be up to Josh and his new co-host to solve).


In the best Discovery Bang fanfiction, my replacement on the show is a pure little vixen called Brenda. She gets Josh in a way I never could, holds him close as he cries over my body that was just decapitated by the Chupacabra I was too stupid to believe in. Josh holds his Bren Bren tight, whispers in her ear sweet nothings and also the lyrics from “Frozen,” which Ireally relate to because Elsa, like me, is all alone and no one understands her. No one but Josh. Brenda and Josh. OTP forever. The dream team. Something my phonecall makes it clear I’ll never understand.
The phonecall:

Hey, Josh. It’s Tyler (obviously it’s Tyler). That was fucked earlier, and immature. I wasn’t thinking straight. I shouldn’t have snapped at you and we do need to talk about the show (Cathy watchesme pace from beneath her glasses, I card my hand through hair I ought to cut, purse my full lips). We’ve been doing this a long time. Maybe too long (more pausing, like I’m auditioning for William Shatner’s Days of Our Lives. I twine my finger round a stray curl). I don’t think I want to anymore. Look. Fuck. I’m in love with you, Josh (shut up, shut up, shut up, I wish Tyler would just shut up. Cathy barely looks at him,shakes her head at his grade-school confession and the choked sound in his voice). It’s not a joke for me. I need to step away. Just try and call back when you get this so we can hash it out. The rental’s phone should work. If you leave a message, we can set up a time to talk. Or we can wait till I get back. Don’t bother with Uphill. I think I need to do this alone. Talk soon.

Cathy smiled patiently at me when I handed her back the phone. Was I imagining things, or did she linger her attention on me a little? I’m no Brad Pitt, but given the right weather conditions and astrological convergences, I don’t clean up bad. My shirt today’s fitted in a way that makes me look reasonably impressive, I’ve got facial hair that gives off grad school philosophy genius, and my locks (though too long, and slipping annoyingly into the brown orbs of my eyes) are the right side of tousled at the moment, ♥onyx-black♥ and layered in a masculine cut that somehow still screams I’m in touch with my feminine side. I don’t hold a candle to people like Josh, who could give Steven Yeun a run for his money: nerdy but cute. He’s the aster to my disaster. Genuine. I’m like a nasty snake, slinking through the garden grass, ready to bite your ankles. I glisten in the light, but my underbelly’s caked in drit dirt. Something beautiful turned hideous as soon as it opens its mouth.

Maybe I’ve always been a little fixated on myself. I do spend a lot of time staring in the mirror. More than most people do. More than seems normal. But I don’t think about me when I’m doing it. That’s the truly fucked part. The part you don’t admit to others, or even sometimes yourself. That when I slide my palm over my cheek, my forehead, my eyes, it’s Josh I’m dreaming of. It’s Josh’s face, Josh’s skin. Is he as soft as me, is he softer? What would it feel like to wear him like a nice tight Josh onesie?

Maybe I’ve always secretly wanted what Josh has, like my body could not just sit beside his, always, but like I could fold into him, flesh to flesh. And whatever that thing is—this Brundlefly fusion of us that’s stuck on the other side of the glass—it could be reached if I had the guts to punch out that mirror and get my paws a little bloody.

Mirror mirror on the wall, who’s the fairest of them all?

Maybe Echo Island’s getting to me.

It’d be cleaner if Josh never took me up on the call. I wouldn’t have to hear about him until five years down the line when his face pops up on a recommended video, where he’s flirting with some beautiful new stranger with strawberry blond hair. He’ll speak, and she’ll speak, their voices forming a harmony so perfect it silences.

After the call I headed back to my room, slumped down on the bed, and started writing.

Or did I? Maybe Tyler Kyle didn’t sit down to write at all. Maybe this isn’t Tyler writing. Maybe Tyler shouldn’t have forgotten about the stalker who sent that e-mail.

Or maybe I’m bullshitting

Is it my words you’re reading now, viewers?

Did I make it?
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First-Rate Sorcerer
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When I can’t get through to Josh, I wait in my room, scrolling through our old videos, this close to deleting them because holding on feels unhealthy. It’s so easy to look back on even the unused footage and trace the moments that made a pattern in my head: stray words from Josh that I interpreted as flirting, casual remarks meant not for me, but for the viewers we both knew on some level would eat that shit up. That Hallowe’en episode when we dressed as Dracula and Mina Harker from the Coppola adaptation—not my idea.

As I’m idling through the folders, I hover over an app Josh installed on my phone last Christmas–one of those novelty gifts he likes. It’s a tiny obnoxious icon of his face with a speech-bubble that reads Joshbot—some kind of soundboarding app that responds to my speech. I haven’t opened it since the day he gave it to me at that Christmas party. All it said back then was, “Tyler, you’re an asshole.”

So, accurate.

I fall asleep waiting for Josh’s call. When I wake up, the air is humid, the window is dark, and crickets are fiddling like the devil’s come down to Echo Island.

I check my watch—still two hours shy of the concert Gene mentioned, but I make the executive decision to stop waiting and head to The Moon.

When I arrive, Gene’s sitting at one of the tables near the stage in the back, snapping his fingers while Tia and Nor karaoke their off-key hearts out to “We Go Together” from Grease.

There’s something wholesome about the moment, until Nor hits a high note and my ear drums burst.

I take a seat beside Gene. He turns to me and smiles, slaps my shoulder. “You made it.”

I smile back—it’s actually impossible not to. I’m pretty sure it’s medically dangerous not to. “How could I miss Sandy and Danny as performed by Bob Dylan on coke?”

Gene’s smile disappears, his expression grave—haunted actually. Like Josh when he sees a raccoon.

“You have to stop talking about that,” says Gene.

I furrow my brow, a piercing belt from Tia shooting through me like the vibrations from a dentist’s drill. “Talking about what?”

Gene darts a look at the stage, then in a hiss says, “Bob Dylan.”

“I’ve only mentioned Bob Dylan né Zimmerman twice, and one of those times is right now.”

Gene smooths his hand over his face like it’s putty he can mold into a shape that doesn’t have to deal with me. “We don’t talk about things from the old world here. Everything in Arcadia is new, made for us.”

Made for them?

Tia and Nor’s singing degenerates into laughter as they fall into each other. Nor grabs Tia’s shoulders and kisses her forehead, and for an instant I’m
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