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“Nice people are often not good people, and good people are often not nice people.”
Ernie J. Zelinski
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  MT. DAMASCUS







The road climbed for fourteen miles after the turnoff at Mt. Damascus, and Evans filmed the first three of them through the rear window of Mike’s Suburban before the footage started to make him sick. Two lanes of blacktop carved into rock that didn’t want it there. No guardrails. The valley fell away behind them at every switchback, sky and stone and open air swinging through the frame, and the higher they went the more the camera insisted that they were already high and going higher.
“Put that thing away,” Watson said from the middle row.
“It’s not in your face. It’s pointing out the window.”
“I can feel it. It’s got energy.”
“Cameras don’t have energy.”
“Yours does. Put it away.”
Evans put it away. He set the camcorder in his lap and looked at the back of Watson’s head instead, at the seam of muscle where his neck met his shoulders, at the small unconscious things a person did when they thought no one was reading them. Evans read them. That was his thing. He was going to NYU in the fall, film school, and he had promised himself he would document all of it, this summer, the last one, the one before everyone scattered into the futures that were already coming for them whether they wanted them or not.
Up front, Brittany was mid-sentence and had been for eleven minutes.
“I’m just saying, if you actually think about it, ranch dressing has no reason to exist.”
“Why doesn’t it have any reason to exist?” Watson said.
“I mean what is it. It’s not a flavor. It’s not a texture. It’s just white.”
“‘White’ isn’t a criticism of food.”
“It is when it’s the only adjective that applies. Blue cheese at least has the dignity to smell like something. Ranch is cowardice in liquid form.”
Sarah craned her neck. “Can ranch be called a liquid?” 
“It has a liquid base, but it’s not a liquid, it’s a food,” Watson said.
“Everything has a liquid base, you fucking retard,” Billy said, looking up with his face twisted like he’d just caught a whiff of something particularly unpleasant, and it was the first time he’d spoken in an hour.
“Not true,” Watson said.
Sarah was reading out from her phone now: “‘In the culinary and dietary sense, it is a food and a condiment. However, in physics and for travel rules, it is classified as a liquid.’”
“Ha!” Brittany barked. 
“I was referring to the culinary context.” 
“Physics wins.” 
“Fair enough.”
Brittany talked in declarations that sounded like jokes but weren’t, or were and also weren’t, and she was going to Georgia Tech in the fall, computer science, which had surprised Evans until he understood that everyone in the car was smarter or dumber or stranger than they let on, and that the strangeness only surfaced if you looked at it long enough to catch it moving. He looked.
Watson, whose thing was fun, and whose fun was a costume for how much he wanted to be liked. Mike, whose thing was the plan, both hands on the wheel and thirty years of his life already mapped: Stanford, pre-med, surgeon, someone appropriate, a house, a driveway. Sarah in the passenger seat, whose thing was appearances, who leaned her head back with her eyes closed and told Brittany she’d been talking about ranch dressing for eleven minutes, and who never once looked at Mike beside her, and whose not-looking said more than looking could have. And Billy against the window in the second row, a flask half-hidden between his thighs, his hand resting on it, not drinking. Just holding. Billy’s thing had been fun too, once, the tangible kind you could buy by the eighth off the right side of the tracks, but somewhere across the last year the fun had gone quiet in him and something else had moved into the space it left, and none of them had a name for it, and Evans filmed him anyway, whenever Billy wasn’t looking, because the face Billy made when he thought no one was watching was the truest thing Evans had found all year.
Mike steered into a curve and the brush that had walled the windows for the last mile fell away and the whole scale of the place arrived at once. Forest in every direction, unbroken, mountains stacked behind mountains to a horizon that kept its distance. No buildings. No power lines. No road but the one they were on.
Mike kept driving. His expression didn’t change.
Something watched the car climb.
From the hilltop overlook the road was a thread and the Suburban a bright bead sliding up it, engine faint and growing, the only moving thing in a stillness that ran to the edge of sight. Nothing else stirred. The trees held. The sky stayed empty. The bead climbed and rounded a curve and slipped into the tree line and was gone, and for a long time after it was gone the stillness went on holding, patient, in no hurry at all, the stillness of something that had been here before the road and would be here after the road was gone.

    
  The gas station sat where the mountain let a town happen, which wasn’t much of a town: a two-lane road, three buildings that might or might not have been occupied, a church steeple keeping its distance, and no evidence of the current century. Single pump. Faded canopy. Hand-painted signage sun-bleached to ghosts. A vending machine out front that nobody had checked in a while.
Mike worked the nozzle and read off his phone.
“The locals called Mt. Damascus ‘Camp Doom.’”
“What?” Sarah said.
“Forty-three fatalities on the mountain roads since 1987. Mostly in winter. The roads are steep and poorly maintained and people drive them too fast.”
“That’s comforting.”
“It’s just statistics. We’ll be fine.”
Watson looked up from a hot dog he’d found somewhere. “Where’d you get forty-three?”
“Local history site. Whole page on it.”
“That’s a lot of dead people for one mountain.”
“Spread over thirty-seven years, it’s not that bad.”
“Tell that to number forty-three,” Brittany said, not looking up from her nails.
Evans was already walking toward the door, camera around his neck.
Inside was a time capsule with the temperature of a refrigerator. Yellowed linoleum, cracked in a map of some country that didn’t exist. A single fluorescent tube overhead that flickered at a frequency suggesting it had been doing this since before Evans was born. Wire racks of off-brand chips. A rotating sunglasses display that hadn’t rotated since Reagan. A cooler in the back that hummed too loud. On the counter, an ancient register, a jar of beef jerky, and a ceramic cat missing one eye.
No one behind the counter. No one in the store.
He took a bag of chips and carried it to the register and waited. Nothing. He looked at the doorway behind the counter, a dark hall that started four feet past the frame and didn’t stop.
“Is anyone working here?”
A beat. Two. Then a voice, a woman’s, older, from somewhere in the back. Not close. Not coming closer.
“Yeah.”
He waited. She didn’t appear. He looked at the dark and opened his mouth to say something else, and the screen door whined and Billy came in with his hands in his pockets, eyes moving over the store with the efficiency of someone who already knew what he wanted.
“What’s up?”
“I don’t know,” Evans said.
Billy went to the cooler, pulled a six-pack of something cheap, tucked it under his arm, and started for the door.
“Billy.”
Billy stopped. He looked at the empty counter. He looked at the dark hallway. He set the six-pack down, leaned toward the back, and put more into his voice than Evans had.
“YO.”
Five seconds of nothing. The tube flickered. The cooler hummed. And something passed between the two of them that wasn’t fear and wasn’t a joke, only the shared understanding that this was wrong in a shape neither of them could hold long enough to say. Billy picked the six-pack back up. He picked up Evans’s chips too. He walked out. Evans followed.
Behind them, in the store, no one came to the front.






  
  THE PORCH







The cabin appeared at the end of a gravel drive that wound through the trees for a last quarter mile. Two stories, dark wood, a stone chimney, floor-to-ceiling windows that caught the afternoon and held it. Larger than Evans had expected. A tall A-frame housing the living room, a lower wing off the right for the downstairs bedrooms, and the porch.
The porch was the thing.
It wrapped the entire triangular front of the cabin in an inverted L, wide enough for chairs and movement and a dozen people standing without crowding, running out over the drop so that the earth fell away beneath it forty or fifty feet to the slope below. Rocks down there. Trees. Ground steep enough that a fall would break more than a leg. Evans could already see the shots he’d get from it, the group at the railing with the mountains going purple behind them, the golden light that would turn everything into a memory while it was still happening.
They unloaded. Watson took the cooler onto his shoulder like it weighed nothing. Billy grabbed three bags of liquor by the necks and was already moving, up the four wooden steps and through the front door, and by the time Evans got inside Billy had crossed the living room and found the liquor cabinet in the kitchen and opened it.
“There’s more booze here than we brought.” He turned a bottle in his hand. “Dude, we’re going to fucking die.”
“Nobody’s dying,” Mike said, coming in behind him with the bags.
“Statistically, we might,” Watson called from the entrance. “Forty-three fatalities.”
“That’s the road, dumbass. Not the cabin.”
They assigned rooms. Mike and Sarah took the master in the lower wing, which made sense for the couple and made Evans feel a thing he refused to name. Watson and Billy took the room with two twins. Evans took the loft, up the open staircase, a mattress under the peak of the A-frame with the tall windows below him and the whole living room laid out beneath the rail. Brittany took the couch by choice, because she liked being in the middle of things and because the couch was closest to the liquor.
By six they were on the porch with drinks. By seven they were drunk. By eight the sun was going down and Evans was filming again, the light dragging the mountains through purple and orange and then, without seeming to move, into black.
“It’s beautiful,” Sarah said. She stood at the railing with her back to them in a white sundress that caught the last of it.
Evans lifted the camera. Through the viewfinder she was framed against the dying color, and she turned and looked into the lens, and then past it, at him.
“Are you filming me?”
“I’m filming everything.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
“It’s what you’re getting.”
She smiled. Small, private, just for him. Then she turned back
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