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  This one is for Jo, who makes long trips worth the taking,


  And also for Steve,


  who makes the leaving again hard;


  Two good friends indeed,


  Despite the ocean and the night.


  


  For fear of the Night,


  Men shy from the moon,


  And Death seeks His throne.
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  ONE


  The August breeze cooled as the lights began to die, bulbs and twisted glass winking off in slow segments across the broad amusement pier that stretched its bed across the surf, drawing in the darkness from the dark of the ocean, banishing the day’s heat still clinging to the sand. The rides were first, empty and shadowed, and the sagging rainbow strings above the iron-pipe railing.


  And last, always last, the Ferris wheel at the far end—outer rim, inner rim, and each side of the square that collared the rusted hub.


  And when it was done, the dark nearly complete, neon no longer popping, generators no longer grinding, there was the silence above the hollow throat of the constant surf. No voices. No music. No laughter. No screams Only the ebbing tide that slapped against the pilings, only the grumbling breakers, and the foam that hissed over the sand in crescents a dull white, reaching, pawing, endlessly feeding.


  And the moon on its way toward dawn, the stars over the Atlantic that made the night sky seem lower, and colder, the ocean a rolling mirror that distorted reflection.


  The August breeze cooled, and behind the deserted boardwalk and the low buildings that faced it, there were hazed sputtering streetlights, lingering porch lights, a few lights in a few windows, all of them feeble without the boardwalk’s matching glitter, all of them melancholy in the quiet left behind when the tourists fell to bed. Traffic signals changed color, but there were no cars to obey them. Pennants fluttered. A balloon bounced along a gutter. From a hallway behind the mask of a warped screen door, a clock chimed the third hour, with no one to hear it.


  The railing was clammy at the far end of the pier, and Devin leaned against it and looked down at the waves, saw them rising, falling, heard them split against the barnacled wood that held the pier above the sea. A shrug at nothing seen, and he looked out into the breeze that forced him to squint and saw nothing but black, the horizon gone until dawn; nothing but endless black, and silver fragments, and the occasional flare of startling white when a breaker met a sandbar.


  A lift of a heavy eyebrow as if he’d expected something more, then a glance to his right, to the beach stretching away toward the first of the brown-boulder jetties that struggled against erosion. Waves in low tiers. The glint of moonlight off a shell turning slowly in the water.


  And to his left, the narrower beach that was framed by this pier and the next, the two marking the range of the area’s amusements and food stands, the bars and the gift shops. Six blocks of sand at the foot of a boardwalk just high enough for a grown man to walk under without bending his head. All of it deserted now, even the beachcombers gone home or to their niches in alleys, in doorways, those stretches of shoreline where the police didn’t patrol.


  The far pier was dark, and always had been, even in full sunlight, and it seemed darker now because only the weak waning moon dared give it shape: charred beams, scorched metal, the remnants of a ferocious blaze that had ravaged it seven days before—the result, the word was, of faulty wiring because someone had neglected to turn the electricity off.


  The August breeze; a chill.


  Even before the fire had swept it, blackened it, turned all its paint to soot and shattered the tinted glass of its roof, the place had been condemned. At the start of the summer season, the caution signs had gone up, the barriers across the arched entrance. Too many years of neglect, too many reports of accidents that shouldn’t have happened. Though the story had been in all the local papers, it was odd, in a way, because as far as he knew, there had been no one to dispute the findings of the inspectors. No proprietor had stepped forward, no lawyer, no landlord.


  Condemned in an afternoon, and the entrance sealed with plywood.


  He blinked then and held his breath when he thought he saw a sudden gout of flame somewhere in the ruins, realized it was only memory, and his fingers curled to tighten their grip on the railing.


  He’d been down there, on the beach, beside the center lifeguard stand, when it had happened, right there at twilight, when the long crown of fire suddenly exploded through the domed roof that covered three-quarters of the structure, and the sunbathers and swimmers had started screaming, started running. Without thinking, he had grabbed his cameras and begun shooting, telephoto zoom- and wide-angle lens, kneeling, standing, climbing to the lifeguard’s seat and bracing himself with his knees, framing furious black clouds against the pastels of the sky, flames brilliant and bellowing and trapped within the smoke.


  And when the film was gone, he’d rushed back to his house and made calls as he was printing, the sweat-slicked telephone cradled between cheek and trembling shoulder, and in the following day’s New York and Philadelphia newspapers, his photographs told the story.


  A young woman had died, and no one knew why she’d been there.


  A weekly news magazine took three of his shots, a Sunday supplement three more.


  Her name was Julie Etler, and he had counted her a friend.


  The breeze; puffing toward a late September wind.


  Before he had learned of her death, he had told himself the disaster had been a long-awaited piece of admittedly perverse luck, the break he’d been praying for since he’d first moved to the shore nearly a decade ago. Getting his name known, and his work. Appreciation for more than simple mechanical skills. Doing something else besides endless birthdays and weddings and high school graduations. He had told himself the money was untainted, and unquestionably needed if he was going to survive come September. He had told himself he was a professional and needed to keep his distance.


  But Julie had been found in the middle of the pier, barely enough of her for identification, and nothing burned around her.


  There were no nightmares.


  But there was memory.


  And there was the blackened pier up the beach.


  The breeze; it was cold.


  Trapped thunder beneath his feet as the tide clawed at the sand.


  A young woman not long escaped from her teens, dying as he took her picture, not realizing she was there until it hung in the darkroom, and he’d seen her, he’d seen her…


  Oh Jesus, Graham, enough, he scolded with a quick shake of his head; and he pushed away from the railing to begin the process of going home—camera capped and slipped into its padded bag and the bag hung from his right shoulder, tripod collapsed and hung by its strap over his left, the futile adjustment of his jacket where the straps bunched the denim and made him feel lopsided. Then he stepped carefully over the thick cables that fed power to the rides and made his way down the center of the pier toward the boardwalk, listening to the rattle of a heavy double chain being drawn across the entrance, beneath the horseshoe of a sign flanked with grinning faces of giant clowns.


  He yawned, shifted the heavy bag with a practiced jerk of his shoulder, and pushed the fingers of his left hand back through curly dark hair. Shifted the bag again, and blinked and squinted against the glare of two large naked bulbs dangling over the entrance. The chain was little more than a shadow stretching from the shadowhands of a man smaller than he but with considerably more bulk, his back hunched, his arms long, his short wiry hair perfectly white.


  “You coming or what?” the man asked, his voice deep and soft. “I ain’t gonna wait on you all night, y’know.” With an apologetic grunt, Devin hurried through the gap and turned as the chain was slipped over a stout hook on one of the sign’s supports. “You really expect to keep someone out with that?”


  Stump Harragan, in shirtsleeves and Bermuda shorts, yanked the chain to be sure it was fastened, then pulled wide plaid suspenders away from his chest, held them with a smile and let them snap back. “It took you all summer to ask me that, you know that?”


  “I like to reserve judgment.”


  Harragan stared at him, one eye permanently half-closed. “What’s that mean?”


  “It means I just thought of it.”


  The old man laughed, clapping long-fingered hands as black as the shadows building behind him on the pier.


  “You are something else, boy, something else again.” He nodded at the camera bag. “Get anything tonight?”


  “I don’t know,” he said, shrugging. “Depends.”


  Harragan scratched the side of his neck. “Pretty girls out there, or are you blind? Suits like the stuff they wear, when I was a kid, they were banned. Sinful. Still are, but what the hell.”


  “I’ve got all the bathing suits I need, thanks,” he said with a mock shudder. “Me and every other photographer in the known Western world.”


  “Well, what about the tykes?”


  “Cute kids building sand castles are boring. So are dogs playing ball and surfers wiping out.”


  “Sure are fussy, aren’t you?”


  “No.” He cocked a hip. “Well, maybe.”


  “You get laid yet?”


  Devin only stared.


  “All them girls,” the old man said with exaggerated rue and the sweep of an arm toward the empty beach. “God, all summer long all them girls just lying out there, in the flesh, smelling like oil and looking like heaven, and… you,” and he pointed a grimy finger, “are not a monk. You wanna be a monk, go to the mountains. You come to the shore, you gotta meet a girl. That’s the way of it, boy. That’s the way God wants it.”


  “You know that for a fact, huh?”


  For an answer Harragan tugged a bandanna from his hip pocket, blew his nose, and belched loudly.


  Devin laughed as he shook his head in friendly disgust. The old man, despite his weight and the size of his arms, seemed aged, frail, and perpetually cowed; only those who rented space on his pier knew that he owned it. The rest thought him nothing more than a half-witted janitor, a bent-over black man who silently cleaned the daily messes and emptied the trash cans and twice a day washed the boards with a tape-patched hose; they either ignored him or made cracks about him, and only those who caused trouble learned how young and strong he really was, and how short was his temper.


  “Hey, boy, you gonna stand there all night, or you gonna buy me coffee?”


  “Neither,” he said regretfully, a hand over his eyes. “I’ve been up since eight, remember? I’m going to drop if I don’t get some sleep.”


  “Drop,” Harragan muttered. “You got thirty years on me, boy. You ain’t gonna drop.”


  Maybe not, he thought as he waved and walked away, but right now he felt as if he wasn’t long for another day. His back ached, his eyes were filled with sand, and his clothes were stiff with the salt the sea spray left behind.


  What he needed, if someone was inclined to hand him a miracle, was a solid two-day sleep, without the neighbors’ interruptions, without tourists shouting outside his window, without the dreams; what he knew he was going to get, however, as he’d been getting since June, was a few restless hours before the sun brought back the heat and made his air conditioner groan so loudly it woke him up.


  The August breeze cooled as the lights began to die, and Tony hugged his knees tightly after drawing them to his chest. He wished he had worn his jeans tonight instead of just a bathing suit, wished again he’d brought a jacket instead of his wrestling team sweatshirt. But that was typical of the way things had gone today. This summer. This year. Apparently one step behind and around the corner from the rest of the stupid world, and having a hell of a time trying to find someone with a map.


  He sniffed and shrugged at himself—what the hell. He rested a cheek on a forearm and looked over at Kelly Albertson, who was shivering even though Mike Nathan’s arm was snug around her shoulder.


  “Do you guys have any idea what time it is?” he asked at last, his eyes straining to clear away some of the dark.


  “But of course,” Mike said, his voice naturally deep, a fair complement to his size. “It’s the witching hour, Mr. Riccaro.” He laughed evilly and held up both hands, hooking his fingers beside his nose. “Time I was turning into a werewolf, I think.”


  “You need a full moon for that, dope,” Kelly said, shaking blond bangs out of her eyes, the breeze blowing them back.


  “A vampire then.”


  “Midnight,” Tony said, shifting from cheek to chin and looking out at the ocean.


  “What?”


  “The witching hour. It’s midnight. This isn’t midnight. It’s almost dawn, for god’s sake.”


  He felt Mike staring at him, trying to figure out if he was kidding or not. He felt the shrug. He heard the kiss. He heard Kelly giggle and push Mike away.


  He rolled his eyes and lay back on the blanket, stretched his arms over his head until he felt his shoulders pop. Two hours ago he had decided this was a stupid idea. One of Mike’s class-A boners that seemed to come in waves. For the longest time the guy would be perfectly sane, perfectly sober, the perfect model of a young man who wanted to be a doctor; then wham!, like he was Dr. Jekyll or something, he’d turn loony.


  It must be the name: Michael Nathan. There was something about it that made people want to smile.


  Last week the idea had been to terrorize the kids at all the day schools over in Toms River. He was going to get them all masks like the Shape had worn in Halloween, and they were supposed to stand at the fences or in the windows and wait until someone saw them. Then they were supposed to ease slowly out of sight and run like hell.


  The week before that, Mike had wanted them to drive up to the Point Pleasant Inlet and throw water bombs at the fishing and pleasure boats heading out to sea.


  The week before that it was something else, he couldn’t remember and he didn’t care. None of it ever worked anyway, and the only reason they let Mike have his head was because they knew something would screw up before the plan ever got started, and they knew too he was due to return to his old self.


  Tony puffed his cheeks and blew out a slow breath.


  Tonight, while they’d been walking the boards, Kelly had spotted Devin setting up his equipment, so the idea had been to sneak under the boardwalk to Harragan’s Pier, wait for the tide to get far enough out, then make spooky noises. Mike figured it would scare the shit out of the photographer, who was a pretty good guy all in all, for a grownup, and probably wouldn’t beat their heads in when he found out what was going on.


  The trouble was Mike had fallen asleep, and neither he nor Kelly had felt like waking him up.


  The August breeze; a chill.


  Above him the boards were black, and grey where they parted to let the dying moonlight through.


  Sand fell lightly on his face, spiderlegs looking for a way into his eyes; he rolled onto his stomach and pillowed his arms under his head.


  The sand beneath him was cold. And hard. But he didn’t want to go home. He’d told his parents he was going to sleep out on the beach, and they’d said it was all right. Everything he wanted to do this summer was all right. It was almost as if they didn’t give a damn what happened to him, as long as he kept out of their way.


  Kelly giggled.


  Mike grunted and stood up, walked out onto the beach and looked up at the sky. “Y’know,” he said, “if it rains, we’re gonna drown.”


  Kelly lay back and rolled herself in her blanket, looked over at Tony and grinned at him. “Aren’t we having fun?”


  “Lots,” he said.


  In the dark her eyes were bright, her lips glistened, her cheeks shone. He would have seen it even if his eyes had been closed; in fact he had seen it every night for the last two weeks, every time he went to bed and let in the dreams.


  Mike, his limp almost invisible despite the uneven sand, began moving across the sand, looking for trash the cleaning crews had missed. Stooping over. Straightening. Pursing his lips and moving on. Tony watched him until he was out of sight, then shook his head when Kelly grinned at him again.


  “He’s compulsive, you know,” he said.


  “He’s just neat, that’s all.”


  “Neat? The guy vacuums his own room, for god’s sake! Every night!”


  She laughed and shifted to her back; he wished with a silent groan her blanket hadn’t been so snug.


  “That’s because his mother won’t touch it, and I don’t blame her. She won’t let him out of the house until everything is in its place.”


  “Nuts. He’s compulsive.”


  “So what does that make you?”


  “A slob,” he said.


  She didn’t laugh.


  He began digging with one hand, piling the sand between them. “Do you realize,” he said as if talking to himself, “that after this weekend it’s over? I mean, we’re practically out of here, you know that?”


  “Don’t remind me.”


  “God, it’s gone fast. I woke up this morning and I looked at the calendar and I almost croaked. It’s gone, Kell. It’s gone. Labor Day’s Monday, and then…”


  She said nothing.


  The surf continued to slide away.


  His hand reached dampness, a deep permanent chill, and he drew the hand away, dried it off on the blanket and stared at it in the dark. He wondered what it was going to look like in ten years, in twenty. He wondered if it would get thin and hard, like a chicken’s foot, when he was old like old Stump; or maybe it would get fat like his father’s, stained with years of washing grease off hot grills and mixing sauces and rolling dough into cakes that were eaten by pigs who only wanted to get the hell out, back into the sun.


  For a moment he saw himself in the diner’s kitchen, standing over the grills, standing in front of the four ovens, standing at the huge sinks where the plates and cups were soaking. His black hair was white, his shoulders were stooped, and the lean frame that usually fooled most of his opponents was thin instead, and getting thinner every hour.


  He turned his face to the ground and pressed his forehead into the sand. Please, he prayed; don’t let me screw it up.


  The breeze; it was cold.


  Then he blinked and sat up quickly, startled when Kelly called out for Mike.


  Under the boardwalk, the echoes of the waves that slammed against the piers.


  They exchanged concerned glances and rolled to their feet, stepped out into the air and scanned the beach.


  “Now what?” she said, hands on her hips.


  He looked behind and above him, to the triple railing that ran along the boardwalk’s outer edge. The benches behind it were empty. There was no sound of anyone walking, anyone running. A gleam from the town’s lights that seemed more like fog.


  “I’ll kill him,” she said, heading toward the ocean.


  He followed, rubbing his arms to give him warmth, stopping when he came to a ragged three-foot drop, a miniature cliff left after a winter storm. There were no footprints on the wet sand below, and he kicked aside a strand of kelp and jumped down.


  He looked toward Harragan’s and nodded when Kelly joined him. “He must’ve gone over to see if Stump’s still around.”


  “The lights are out. He’s gone. So is Devin. I heard the Jeep before.”


  Tony didn’t look around.


  Neither did Kelly.


  “Then he’s hiding. The jerk.”


  They started toward the pier, sidestepping the occasional wave that aimed for their sneakers. He wanted to take her hand, but Mike was probably watching. Hiding behind a piling and waiting to leap out and hear them scream.


  But the closer they drew, the more his eyes adjusted to the moonlight, and he could see nothing under there but the arches of kelp where the tide had reached at full, a few broken shells, a weak flutter of paper. If Mike was there, he’d lost a hundred pounds to blend into shadow.


  Tony stopped.


  Kelly moved on for a few seconds before cupping her hands around her mouth and calling.


  The sea threw the name back.


  She called again, turning toward the boardwalk.


  The sea threw the name back.


  When she faced him, hands out, he raised eyebrows and a shoulder—he’s your boyfriend, kid, I can’t keep track of him for you.


  “Maybe…” she said timidly, pointing up the beach.


  Damn, he thought.


  “You think he would?” It was a stupid question; these days, Mike seemed in another world.


  “It’s the moon,” she said, forcing him a smile. “He’ll do anything, you know that.”


  He did. And he saw her looking over his shoulder.


  Damn, he thought again.


  “I honest to god don’t know how college is going to stand him,” he grumbled as Kelly started toward him.


  “He’ll tear the place apart by Christmas.”


  Her hair blew across her face; he wanted to brush it away.


  “I’ll watch him,” she said. “He won’t be able to make a move without me knowing it.”


  “Yeah, but you’re as crazy as he is.”


  She sneered and punched his shoulder, grabbed his arm and spun him around.


  “Hey!”


  “Move, Riccaro, before I break you in half.”


  And as soon as he let himself see the dead pier, he thought: Julie’s dead. Julie’s dead. Julie’s dead. Julie’s dead.


  And he shuddered.


  Neither of them moved quickly, and Tony kept finding things of intense interest bubbling in the wet sand. Dark shapes that moved, dark remains of the seadead, glints of silver, hints of white, blurring his already strained vision until he had to rub a finger across his eyes.


  This is stupid, he told himself; Riccaro, this is stupid.


  He looked up as his chest expanded with a breath and saw the pier, saw the black, and saw nothing moving above in the twisted timber, or in the dark below that looked for all the world like an gap-toothed open mouth.


  Fifty yards from the devastation, there was a thick rope that ran through loops raised chest-high above the beach. Danger signs were posted along it every ten feet, the words in luminescent paint, to catch the sun, to catch the moon. They stopped when they reached it, and Kelly leaned over as if she were looking over a high fence.


  “I don’t see him.”


  “He’s not that dumb.”


  Her left hand took a strand of hair and pulled it across her mouth. “Do you think he wants us to go under there?”


  “I told you he’s not that dumb,” he snapped and immediately regretted it when he saw the look in her eyes. Mike was hers, leave him alone.


  He snorted in disgust and headed back toward the blankets. He was tired. He wanted to sleep. In the morning he had to help his father at the diner, and he didn’t want complaints about his yawning all the time. Besides, Mike was a big boy. He could take care of himself. And if he was dumb enough to climb over the rope, then he deserved what he got.


  Julie’s dead.


  He stopped and kicked the sand, started again and felt the darkness on his right, rising over his head, after all this time still smelling of seared wood and melted iron when the wind was just right. He didn’t understand why they didn’t tear it down; his mother was always complaining about, it, and about how the children could get hurt, maybe even die. But Devin had said they couldn’t find the owner, and since it wasn’t damaged enough to fall down on its own, fourteen days had to pass before the town could do the work without permission.


  A stupid law.


  Julie’s dead.


  He remembered the funeral—a beautiful day, last Saturday, most of the kids were there, and he in his good dark suit, sweating under the sun while the preacher said solemn words the sea wind took away, Julie’s mother soundlessly crying. He had felt the tears himself, but he wouldn’t let them fall. He only looked at the casket with the flowers draped across it, looked at Mrs. Etler, looked up at the sky and demanded explanations.


  What the hell right had she to go and die on him like that?


  What the hell had she been doing on the pier?


  He had walked away before it was over, threading his way between the headstones, reading the inscriptions, watching his black shoes grey with dust. The next thing he knew he was at the cemetery’s entrance, and across the narrow street a stretch of dreary forest—scrub pine, thorn bushes, no shade at all and filled with the drone of insects, the husk of the heated wind. His hands slipped into his pockets, a glance over his shoulder, and he had walked into the trees, found a sandy path and followed it until it reached the highway that led toward the sea.


  But Julie didn’t join him, and neither did her ghost.


  That’s when he’d cried.


  Standing on the shoulder, trucks and cars screaming past, letting the tears reach his cheeks, letting the sobs fill his chest with stone.


  And when it was done, it was done.


  He was alone.


  And a hand touched his shoulder.


  Tony yelled and threw himself to one side, collided with one of the boardwalk’s supports and dropped to his knees. His shoulder burned, his eyes blurred, and he started to scramble away when a hand grabbed his arm.


  “Tony!”


  He panted.


  “Tony! Hey, man, it’s me!”


  He swallowed bile.


  Mike dropped heavily in front of him, searching his face, lips quivering as he yanked back his hand. “Hey. Hey, man, it’s me.”


  “I’ll kill you,” Tony said, hating the boy sound of his voice.


  “Hey, I’m sorry. I am. I just… I didn’t think you’d freak on me, y’know?” Mike reached out and touched his forearm, pulled the hand back and began poking at the sand. “I’m sorry.”


  All muscles failing, Tony toppled onto his back. Rage kept his eyes closed, shame had him gnawing on his lower lip. His head rolled slowly side to side, but he didn’t say a word until he knew his voice was back.


  “You creep,” he whispered.


  “Yeah,” Mike said contritely. “I know.”


  “You idiot!”


  “Yeah.”


  “You… you stupid, fat-headed, no good sonofabitch!”


  Mike giggled.


  Tony opened his eyes.


  “Riccaro, does all that mean I’m not an asshole?”


  The punch was thrown before he knew he had considered it; it struck the taller boy in the center of his chest, knocking him to one side, making him yelp. Then he rolled to his knees and waited for Mike to get up, fists high, still panting, wanting to take the bastard’s face and shove it into his brain.


  But Mike stayed down, and Kelly ran up, throwing herself to her knees and cradling his head.


  “Jesus, Tony, did you have to do that? It was only a joke!”


  Tony looked at his hands and watched the fists open, the fingers grow limp, the wrists turn and bend; he looked at Kelly and her boyfriend, and over their heads to the sea. Then he pushed himself to his feet and stalked away to his blanket, a black patch on dark sand. A stare until he realized what it was. A sigh he was sure no one heard but him. Then he was down again, on his side, legs drawn to his chest, the blanket scratching his cheek as he folded it across him.


  Listening to the surf.


  Listening to the wind.


  Listening to Kelly crooning to Nathan.


  It came to him then—a too-familiar melancholy laced with something he didn’t quite understand. It’s almost over, he thought; the summer’s almost over and I’m going to have to go away and Julie’s dead and I’m alone and I’m going to have to go away and never see any of them again.


  He closed his eyes and bunched a fist under his chin.


  Listening to the surf.


  Listening to the wind.


  Listening to someone walking on the beach.


  A frown until he raised his head just enough to see that the others were lying down, together, and asleep.


  Devin must be back, he decided, and looked toward the water, poised to toss the blanket aside. And froze when he saw a woman standing there, on the other side of the drop. A tall woman. Long hair. One hand splayed across her chest, the other hidden behind her.


  His free hand rubbed his eyes while he told himself to wake up.


  He couldn’t have heard her; she was too far away.


  He couldn’t be seeing her; the moon was on its way down.


  Yet she stood there, and the wind touched her, and he knew who it was.


  “You’re dead,” he whispered, as ice replaced the blanket.


  “Tony,” the woman said, “I want to see you.”


  Devin drove at a deliberate crawl south along Seaside Boulevard, the first street parallel to the boardwalk. Once it left Harragan’s Pier, it dropped to within six inches of the ground and widened abruptly to provide two rows of metered parking next to the sand. The close-crammed buildings sliding by on his right had been boardinghouses even back in the ’30s, two- and three-storied gingerbread Victorians, weathered by winter storms and bludgeoned by the sun; freshly painted every few years to lure the boarders who came to marvel at the tiny yards, at the white picket fences, and the view of the ocean from the uppermost windows.


  Sand swirled across the blacktop, obliterating the parking lines, the center line, crunching like ground glass beneath the Jeep’s worn tires.


  He whistled somewhat off-key without giving a damn, rolling down the window to enjoy one of the few times during the week when the place wasn’t crawling with garishly clad vacationers, their pets and their children, when the air wasn’t tainted with suntan oil and pizza, beer and cotton candy.


  Oceantide was a long narrow town that puffed like a blowfish on Memorial Day weekend and didn’t take another clean breath until Labor Day was gone. To its north lay Seaside Heights, Lavallette, and Point Pleasant; to the south, beyond a closed state park and the ragged inlet where Barnegat Bay met the ocean, were Long Beach Island, Haven’s End, and Atlantic City. A honky-tonk town neither better nor worse than any other along the Jersey coast; a refuge from the cities, a place to let off some steam and mark another year gone.


  The place he had chosen to make his last stand before growing up.


  “My god,” he said to the glow of the dashboard, “what is the matter with you, pal? It’s summertime, remember? Clear skies, great waves, a tan to make you cry. Jesus, you’re acting like tomorrow you’re turning ninety.” He slapped the wheel once as if it were his cheek. “Stump’s right, pal. You need a woman. You need her bad.”


  The laugh that followed wasn’t bitter. Most of the women he knew didn’t much care for the round of his face, the slight paunch over his belt, the deeply set eyes that seemed too filled with shadow. Definitely not the leading man type, he knew without deprecation, nor did he pretend to be otherwise; though it would have been nice, some morning, to wake up and discover that he looked better than he did.


  On the other hand, there was Gayle, who thought he was just fine, and who slugged his arm not quite playfully whenever he tried to put himself down.


  He passed a spotted mongrel rooting in spilled garbage. The dog looked over its shoulder, wagged its tail, and rooted on.


  Gayle, he thought, and looked at the clock on the dashboard. Too late to call. As much as she liked him, it was too late to call.


  Three blocks to where reinforced sand dunes marked the strait of Barnegat Bay, a right turn, and more Victorians, a bit smaller, cars at the curbs, rocking chairs on the porches, signs on squared white posts advertising rooms to let, by the week or the month.


  A blinking traffic light.


  The houses now markedly smaller, flimsy bungalows on lots barely wider than their foundations. Mediterranean colors bleached, some of them peeling, most of them nice enough in daylight and perfect in the dark.


  The faint sound of rock music from an open window reminded him that he had promised to take beach portraits of a group of young friends; tomorrow, in fact. He grunted a laugh. A rash promise indeed, made without considering what he could better do with his time. It wasn’t for a fee either, and he suspected they only wanted to give him an afternoon off. Which was, as he yawned and winced at the cracking of his jaw, all right with him.


  He was killing himself with donkey work, he knew it, and so far hadn’t been able to do much about it.


  But neither had he forgotten that next week marked the time when he had told himself he’d finally have to face his future; there was no time left to pretend he was still fumbling through the throes of artistic indecision. He would either find the courage to grab the offer an old friend had made or end up back working staff on a newspaper, a magazine, or worse—stagnating in a permanent studio office where brides were framed on the walls, and fiftieth wedding anniversaries, and a sign in the window promising lifelike passport photos while the customer waited.


  A living; it would be a living, and it wouldn’t be much more than that.


  And finally, at thirty-eight, he would bury the dream and the good intentions, and grow old before his time.


  “So what’s so bad about a living?” he asked as he slowed to let a prowling cat have the road.


  Nothing.


  Nothing at all.


  It only scared him to death.


  A blinking amber traffic light above Summer Road, Oceantide’s main street. Lined with bars, shops, laundromats, a handful of motels with names like Maya and Surfwind, and on the corner a movie theater whose marquee was lit only on weekends during the off-season, and not much more than that in summer.


  Two blocks later he turned left and pulled into the pebbled driveway of the last house. It faced away from the sea—clapboard and white trim, its original color now faded to blotched grey. It had been winterized by the owner fifteen years before, and Devin had bought it before prices blew off the roof.


  On the left was a bungalow; on the right, the steep rise of fat ten-foot dunes spiked along the crests with saw grass and a flimsy snow fence that kept only the lazy from the stretch of sand and dunes and wind-twisted trees that was a state park being considered for development of a new town.


  When he slammed the car door, the sound was too loud.


  When he turned the house key and stepped inside, the dampness was too strong.


  When he switched on the light, he whispered, “Welcome home, sucker,” groaned, and set the padded bag on the small table beside the door. Then he dropped the tripod on the floor beneath it, stripped off his coat, and stretched his arms over his head until he felt his shoulders pop.


  The room was over twenty feet square and paneled in knotty pine. He’d gotten rid of the beach furniture the landlord had left behind, gladly exchanging it for a large, camelback print couch and two heavy armchairs that faced the front picture window, an end table, a glass-top cocktail table, and a carved cherrywood sideboard his parents had given him the day after they’d seen the place. For convenience, he called it the living room and set it off from the rest of the house by a series of tall, open-back pine bookcases that stretched three-quarters of the way across the floor. On the shelves were bound magazines, books he wanted to read more than once, and bits of the beach he’d picked up while roaming.


  Behind the divider, on the left, was a dining area lighted by a ship’s wheel chandelier; and on the right, a kitchen with a round, Formica-topped table and three matching chairs.


  On the walls were wood- and chrome-framed prints of some of his own favorite photographs, most of them black-and-white, a few in color. They were there less to blow his own horn than to remind him, daily, of what he hoped he had inside him.


  Three doors in the right-hand wall—the first was the bedroom, the second the bath. The third had been another bedroom scarcely large enough to stand in, the only room without a window. He’d thrown out the bed. It was a darkroom now.


  Where Julie’s picture was buried in a file cabinet in the corner.


  From the refrigerator he took a can of soda, rolled it across his forehead, and pulled back the tab as he dropped onto the couch and put his feet up on the table. A sip, and he reached over to check the answering machine. “Hollywood calling,” he predicted as he listened to garbled high-pitched voices while the tape ran back. “Devin, sweetheart, we have forty or fifty million lying around we’d like you to spend. Think you can do it? Fly out first thing in the morning and we’ll take a meeting, what do you say, babe?”


  A quick look at the door as if he’d been overheard. But he’d been alone for so long, he thought nothing of thinking aloud; at least it proved he wasn’t dead.


  He cupped his hands behind his head and stared blindly at the low ceiling.


  “Devin, Ken here. Ken Viceroy, remember? The guy who wants to make you rich and famous? Getting sun? I doubt it. Getting any? Forget it. Listen, that opening’s not going to wait all year. I gotta know by Labor Day, okay? That’s five days in case you’ve torn up your calendar. So give me a call; let me talk you into it.”


  His eyes closed. This was the job that would either make him or kill him, and every time he heard Ken’s voice a chill walked his spine. He felt the photographs on the wall, almost opened his eyes to look.


  “Devin, this is your mother. Call me.”


  His lips


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





