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Author’s Note

The section headings have been taken from the successive stages of the arachnid molting process. To
quote Dr. Rainer F. Fodlix (Biology of Spiders, 1982): “In a drict sense molting comprisestwo different
processes: (1) apolysis, the separation of the old cuticle from the hypodermd cells, and (2) ecdysis, the
shedding of the entire old skin (exuvium), which corresponds to what most people think of as molting.
Apolysis precedes ecdysis by about one week.”

| would dso like to acknowledge the works of Drs. Joseph Campbell and Carl G. Jung (and in particular
Synchronicity, 1960) as indispensable resources during the writing of this book.

Silk was written between October 1993 and January 1996, and during the writing and sinceitsorigind
publication in 1998, very many people lent their assstance in very many ways. In particular, | would like
to thank (in no particular order) Jada Walker and Katharine Stewart, David Ferguson, Poppy Z. Brite,
Peter Straub, Neil Gaiman, the late Kathy Acker, Clive Barker, Joe Ddey, Harlan Ellison, Brian Hodge,
CharlesdeLint, Douglas E. Winter, William Schafer, Liz Scheier, Laura Anne Gilman, Merrilee Heifetz,
Laura Tucker, Richard Curtis, Kely Hall, Paula Guran, Darren McK eeman, Ed Bryant, Victor Stabin,
Christa Faust, Barry Hoffman, Tamara Babyock-Zannis, Matthew Grasse, Scott Crumpton, and
Kathryn Pollnac. Also, | would like to note that the Birmingham, Alabama, appearing inthisnovd isa
fictiond, wishful fuson of Athens, Georgia, in the early 1990s and Birmingham in the late 1980s and, as
such, has never existed outside the pages of Silk. Don’'t go looking for it anywhere else.

“All theeventsin aman’s lifewould accordingly stand in two fundamentally different kinds of
connections, firdly, in the objective, causal connection of the natura process; secondly, in asubjective
connection which existsonly in relation to the individua who experiencesit, and whichisthusas
subjective as hisown dreams. ... That both kinds of connection exist smultaneoudy, and the selfsame
event, dthough alink in two totaly different chains, neverthelessfalsinto placein both, so that the fate of
oneindividud invariably fitsthe fate of the other, and each isthe hero of hisown dramawhile
amultaneoudy figuring inadramaforeigntohim....”

—Arthur Schopenhauer

Prologue
Parlor Game, And Hies With Faces

T wo nights before Halloween, asif it mattersto anyonein the house, asif every day inthishouseisn't
Halloween. Asif every moment they liveisn't the strain and stretch, the hand reaching back, groping
through bottomless candy bags down to where front porches glow with orange-flicker grins and
skeletons dance hopscotch sidewalks and ring doorbells. And they are dl here, here around her where

they belong.
When someone passes Spyder the little pipe and the plastic lighter, she pushes her bone-bleached
dreadlocks from her face, matted as close to dreads as her stringy, white-girl hair dlows, virgin black

showing at the roots. She sucks, pullsthe delicious, spicy smokeinto her mouth, and the embersin the
bowl glow warm and safe asjack-0'-lantern light.

She holds the smoke inside until it seems she might never haveto breathe smple air again, and then



releasesit dow through her nostrils, passes the pipe to Robin. Robin sprawled on the floor at her feet,
amost naked, black panties and black lace wrapped loose around her shoulders, hair dyed the color of
absnthe.

“Ummm,” Robin murmurs, accepts the pipe, but her wide, acid-bright eyes never waver from the
televison screen, from the silent gore and splatter of a pirated second-generation Italian zombie flick,
sound dl the way down so that everything becomes an impromptu video for the Skinny Puppy or Marilyn
Manson pounding from the stereo. But Robin knows where all the shrieks and moans belong and on cue
she opens her mouth wide, perfect teeth and pink tongue, and Spyder shuts her eyes, feelsthe scream
tear itself from Robin’ sthroat and wash over her, filling up the room until the jedlous music pullsit apart.

Someone clapsloudly, and Byron glares from the sofawhere he' s still making out with the pretty black
boy from Chicago, the boy who brought the sheets of blotter. Spyder smilesat him, runs her fingers
through Robin’simprobable hair, dares him to say aword. Then Robin laughs and spills gray smoke from
her lips, gives the pipe to someone e se before she nestles snug into Spyder’ slap. And Byron turns away
and hides hisface deep in the boy’ s neck.

Spyder squints through the gauize of marijuanaand cigarette smoke hanging afew feet abovethe
hardwood floor, through the strange hdlf light, salt-and-pepper TV glare blending into the gentler glimmer
from the candles scattered around the room. She lingers, admires the tattoos that cover both her arms
from shoulder to knuckle, dark deeves, tapestry of webs rendered in slvery blues and iridescent
highlights against afield of degpest black and indigo.

On the screen, another latex disembowel ment and the sudden seethe of maggots like bailing rice.

“Oh,” and Robin flinches like she hasn't seen thistape fifteen times before, like there’ sanything left to
shock. Spyder closes her eyes again, tight, savoring the smoky aftertaste and the industria throb and
crash from the speakers, the soft snarl of Robin’ s hair.

This moment, she thinks, and her head is clear, no acid or X and certainly none of Water’sugly little
mushrooms. Only enough of therich Mississippi pot to dedl with the distractions, the blurry edges of her
attention. This one moment, and behind her eyes, she imagines bottling the seconds, one whole minute, in
antique green glass or amber vids, drivesthe cork in deep before it goesto past like vinegar or dips

avay.
Everything, she thinks, and everyone here around me.
“Ohhhh,” Robin says, dmost whispers, “Oh fuck, oh fuck, that’ s so beautiful.”

Later, thelast precious hour before dawn, and the sable-skinned boy from Chicago has gone, and the
hangers-on have gone, the girl from Atlantawith her tarot deck and the nameless child treading on her
shadow, both so skinny it hurt to see. The two drag queens who dropped by looking for Walter, looking
to score aquarter bag after their last show of the evening.

Just Spyder and Robin al but adeep in her lap, il tripping deep and hard on her three hits, threetiny
white tabs stamped with prancing blue unicorns and dissolved like sugar on her tongue. Byron sitsaone
on the sofa now, staring at the television, Murnau’ s original Nosferatu in scratchy blacks and whiteslike
cdluloid watercolors, and his eyes are somehow vacant and expectant at the sametime.

And Walter, squatted like aragged gargoyle before the stereo, digging noisily through her CDs and
cassettes, snging or mumbling to himsdlf. He settles on something, dipsit into the deck and the Cure's
“Plainsong” pours like honey and raindrops from the speakers.

The girl risesfrom her bed like aliving ghost and deepwalks dong the edge of abalcony; her bare feet,
jerky tiptoe stride, barely seem to touch the stone balustrade. Byron picks up the remote, presses Pause,
and she freezesin midstep. He holds her that way until the song’s overture is done and Robert Smith



rel eases them both.

“Spyder?” and Robin’svoice dipsfrom her like an echo of itsaf, something shouted far away and faded
thin and hollow by thetimeit finaly crossesher lips.

“I’'mhere,” Spyder answers.

“Tdk to me, Spyder. Tell methe story.”

“Y ou dready know the story, Robin.”

But Robin squeezes her hand hard, sudden, unexpected pressure, and her eyesflutter open.
“Please, Spyder?’ sheasks. “Please? | need to hear it again. | need to hear you tell it.”

Byron has set the remote down, watches them, arms crossed and waiting. Walter pretendsto organize
the careless scatter of jewel cases on the floor, pretends he hasn't heard.

“It'svery late,” Spyder says, brushing Robin’s bangs from her eyes. “Y ou look so deepy.”
“No. No, | don’t want to deep yet. Please, Spyder.”

When Spyder glances at Byron, he shifts his eyes quickly back to the television, back to the terrified
solicitor and the vampire, and Walter shrugs and stacks the CDs.

“I need to hear,” Robin says, and now she sounds desperate, closeto tears. “I need to hear.”
Spyder sighs and hugs Robin close.

“Yeah,” she says, nothing more, but aready Byron has reached for the remote, flips the set off, and now
theroom isvery dark, only afew guttering pools of ydlow candlelight. Wdter turns down the Cure until
the musicisjust amurmur of guitars and keyboards, and he sits with his back to Spyder and Robin and
Byron.

Outsde the house, Spyder’ srambling, junkcluttered house where it is never anything but Halloween, the
late October night is il and satisfied. No wolf-howling wind or bare branches scritching window glass,
nothing but the sound of a car passing on the Street outside. Spyder waits until it has gone, and then she
clears her throat.

“Beforethe World,” she begins, “there wasawar in Heaven....”

PART |

Apolycis

“There sthisthin place behind my ear Wheretimeis getting heavy and asyou say ‘| dways meant, |
aways meant to open up’

My skin startsto tear.”

“Imperfect”
Siff Kitten

CHAPTER ONE

Daria
1.



D ariasat by hersdf on the sdewalk, fat spiral-bound notebook open across her 1ap, back pressed firmly
againg the raw brick, pretentioudy raw brick sandblasted for effect, for higher rent and the illuson of
renewd, the luxury of history. The cobblestone street was lined with old warehouse and factory buildings,
most dating back to the first two decades of the century or before and sacrificed years ago for office
suites, sterile, track-lit gpacesfor architects and lawyers, design firms and advertisng agencies.

The felt-tip business end of her pen hovered usdesdy over the paper, over the verse she’ d begun amost
aweek ago now. A solid hour staring stupidly at her own cursive scrawl, red ink too bright for blood,
and shewas no closer to finishing, and the cold—rea Christmas westher—was beginning to numb her
fingers, working itsway in through her clothes. Daria closed the notebook, snapped the cap back on her
pen, returned both to the army-surplus knapsack lying on the concrete.

Thistimeof day, inthislight, latest afternoon and the sun diding like butterscotch from the pale
November sky, she could amost make an uneasy peace with the city. Almost find alittle comfort,
something enough like comfort to do, in the mismatched cluster of taller buildings that passed themsalves
off asadowntown skyline. Sheignored the stares and sidelong glances from the secretariesin their
ridiculous hedls and the men in suits who looked at her suspicioudy; dumpy, rumpled Daria Parker
growing from their sdewalk like amonstrous fungus. Thrift-store cardigan beyond baggy, the sharpel of
cardigans, the unred yellow of French’s mustard, tattered white T-shirt beneath. Black jeansworn
amos draight through the knees and ass.

Her bass |eaned against the wall next to her, the hulking rectangular case betraying no hint of the
Fender’ s deek Coke-bottle curves. The case was almost completely covered with stickers pushing loca
bands, afew goth and grrrl groups, conflicting politica dogans and Bob Dobbs and the Church of the
Subgenius. The newest addition, plastered dead front and center, confectioner’s pink and black filigree
borders, was Daria s band, Stiff Kitten. The zombified rendition of Hello Kitty had been her ides,
brought to life by the band’ s drummer, Mort.

Dariafished her last Marlboro from the crumpled pack in her sweater pocket. The cigarette was bent,
and she frowned as she carefully straightened it with her fingertips. The smoke masked the oily smdll of
peanuts roasting down the street, tumbling like agate in their stedl-barrel vats. Two young black men
hefted burlap sacks from the open doorway of the Peanut Depot, shouldered them out onto the sidewalk
and |eft them like greasy sandbags beside a parking meter. Above the peanuts, there were pricey
gpartments and she wondered how anyone could stand the smell. All the windows were empty, no
curtains or blinds, and dark, so maybe no one could.

Tallpipefarts and the gentle rev of engines made in Japan and Germany, the office monkeyscdling it a
day, reclaiming their cars from the parking garages spaced out dong the length of Morris Avenue. Daria
closed her eyes, exnding dow smoke through her nogtrils, listening to the bumpity sound of whedls on the
polished cobblestone unevenness of the street. Behind her, behind the offices, the sudden air-horn blat
and dinosaur-herd rumble of afreight train, hurrying along one or another of the Six tracksthat divided
downtown Birmingham into north and south.

Dariaopened her eyes, squinting through the matted tangle of her hair and the soft gray vell of smoke that
hung like a shapd ess ghogt, undisturbed in the chilly twilight air. She kept her hair long, down past her
shoulders and cut no particular way, bleached clean of any trace of its natural color and dyed cherry red
with Kool-Aid or, when she could afford it, the Manic Panic cream rinse she bought around the corner at
Spyder Baxter’s shop.

The men brought more peanuts out to the curb. There would be awhite pane truck soon to take them
avay.
She glanced at her wrigt, at the clunky silver dreadnought of a man’ swristwatch she' d found ayear or 0

ago, groundscore, lying in the road and obvioudy run over but still counting off the secondson a
liquid-crystd display the color of dirty motor oil. She’ d worn it continuoudy ever since, when she dept or



showered, every time and everywhere the band played, and it had become a sort of running joke, a
bizarre contest of wills, whether Dariawould eventudly devise atorture that even the watch could not
survive or if perhapsit might go on forever.

Beneath its scratched and pitted face, the watch read five fifteen p.m. in squarish numbers and that meant
fifteen more minutes before she was late for practice, lessthan seven hours until her graveyard shift at the
coffeehouse began. She pulled alast drag from the cigarette and crushed it out on the sdewalk, thumbed
the butt halfway acrossthe street, narrowly missing aNissan’ stinted windshield.

“Three points,” she said out loud, smoke leaking from between her lips, and stood up, shouldering the
knapsack, brushing sidewalk tracks off her jeans. The sun was amost down now, just the dimmest
firebdl rind slhouetting the city’ sbrick and steel and glass cargpace. Daria hugged hersdlf, shivered as
she buttoned the swesater’ s only two remaining buttons. When she was done, she dapped her hands
together a couple of timesto get the blood flowing again, picked up her bass, and crossed the Street.

Spyder Baxter’ s shop |ooked like something displaced, something stolen from the streets of New
Orleans maybe, and wedged in tight between Stedl City Pawn and First Avenue Rent-2-Own. Daria
paused before the display window, fly-specked and ages of dust gathered in the cornerslike little dunes,
parabolic drifts against the smeared glass and rusted frame and a handful of dead bugs thrown in for
good measure. Weird Trappings  handpainted sign swayed and squeaked faintly on its uneven chains,
gpproximate Gothic in clumsy black and purple dashes across whitewashed tin.

Something new, or at least something that hadn’t been there yesterday, caught her atention. Or maybe
she amply hadn’t noticed the abum before, Anthology of Tom Waits, dmost hidden in the clutter, the
confusion that Spyder |et pass for window dressing. Used |lesther jackets, tie-dyes and Guatemalan
trinkets, a stack of battered art books, heaped around last year’ s life-sized nativity scene, paint-chipped
plastic, eectrica cords snaking from the butts of wise men and camels. And dangling above the shabby
manger, aholy host of rubber bats and the severed head of a concrete cherub, pilfered from some
cemetery and sporting wraparound shades and fuzzy green eermuffs.

The LP was propped againgt the knedling Virgin Mary, and Dariacould just make out $4.50 in Spyder’s
measured, careful script, ballpoint on the dime-sized price sticker. Not bad at al, if there weren’t alot of
scratches. And she' d been good, hadn’t spent a penny on herself in weeks, everything she made at the
Fidgety Bean going for bills and rent, whatever was |eft over going into the band. And Jesus, she needed
something to wake her up, to jog her out of thisdry spdll, something that she didn’t aready know by
heart. The dbum’ sfront cover was ashadowy portrait, indistinct profilein black and grays, the perfect
image of Waits voice, growl and rasp, soothing jangle.

Overhead, the dreetlights buzzed to life, mammoth fireflies flickering dirty sodium white from their tall
poles. Inside Weird Trappings it was very dark, and the sudden light made amirror of the plate glass,
hiding the dbum and everything else behind her reflection. Daria glanced at the door and the sign said
closed, but she could come back for the record tomorrow evening, as soon as she got up. Would even
have afew hoursfreeto listen to it before work, since Stiff Kitten didn’t practice Friday nights.

When she looked back to the window, she saw the patrol car, cruising dowly, watchfully, dong, and she
turned away from Weird Trappings, her boots loud and deliberate on the deserted street.

Stff Kitten practiced, and when rent couldn’t be paid, lived, in the empty space above Storkland. A sort
of baby’ s K-Mart, Storkland sold everything from disposable digpersto cribs that rocked themselves,
safety pins by the gross and ralls of pink and blue wallpaper. The cloying smell of talcum powder sifted
up from below through the old floorboards, and their lease Strictly forbade renearsal before five thirty
p.m. every day except Sundays, but it was roomy and just barely within their budget.



Thislate, the store was locked tight, salespeople closing out their registers, an old woman pushing her
dust mop from aideto ade. Outsde, the sdewak was washed in the glow of the huge neon stork
perched over the doors, aneon bundle of joy hanging from its besk.

Dariawaked quickly acrossthe employees parking lot, past the two or three cars till waiting patiently
for their drivers, tried hard not to notice the“ Equa Rightsfor Unborn Women” and “ Pro-Famiily,
Pro-Life’ bumper stickers on the rear windshield of a banged-up Chevy Nova. She squeezed hersdlf into
the narrow space between masonry and the sagging chain-link fence that separated the building from a
Texaco station, barely room enough to breathe, much lesswalk. Back here, the streetlights and shine
from passing cars couldn’t reach, and aready the night was pooled like runny tar. But the door was
braced open, haf abrick wedged there, and she was glad that at least she wouldn’t have to stand around
in the cold and the shadows digging in the knapsack for her keys.

Dariapulled the heavy stedl door open, careful to leave the brick in place on the dim chance she wasn't
thelast, the latest, and stepped insde. For amoment, it seemed even darker, despite the thin and yellowy
incandescence from abare bulb strung way up at the top of the sairs, 40-wait light at the end of the
tunndl. She followed it up, her bass bumping once or twice against the edge of a step, her breath, her
footsteps, closein the gloom. Findly, the door that Mort had painted in charcoa grays and chalky
whites, hints of crimson, aring of tiny winged skeletons, bone rattles clutched in bonefigts, leering feta
grins, and “Baby Heaven” inscribed in the perfect mimic of tombstone chisel. Mort loved Edward Gorey
and Gahan Wilson, Tim Burton and Mexican folk art, and it showed every time he put down the sticks
and picked up abrush or pencil.

Daria pushed open the gates to Baby Heaven, and there was warmer air and redl light on the other side,
the steamy hiss of radiators and rows of fluorescents suspended from the high ceiling, a couple of
shadeless old floor lamps like tiny suns on gooseneck stalks.

And Mort, stting behind his drumsin the middle of the mostly empty room, framed in ampsand
completely absorbed in the business of rolling a more than respectable joint from the Ziploc baggie of pot
balanced on hisknee. Helooked up, saw Dariaand smiled hiswide, perfect amile, flashed broad teeth
stained dingy with tobacco and neglect.

“Daria,” he said, the way a chintzy magician might say “Presto-chango!” or “ Abracadabral,” and made a
grand show of tipping hisratty basebdl cap in her direction.

Theo, Mort’ sgirlfriend, latest true love of hislife, was camped out in the permanently reclined La-Z-Boy
chair hafway across the room, smoking and prowling through a stack of Duplex Planet and old Rolling
Stone magazines. Theo had come down from Nashville late in the spring. She dressed like Buddy Holly
with astumbling hangover and claimed that she was an artist, although Dariahad yet to actualy see
anything she' d painted or drawn or photographed. She wore her hair piled high in an oily pompadour,
dyed so painfully black it sometimes seemed amost blue.

Dariaclosed the door behind her, shutting out the shadows and the clammy stairwel| chill.

“He snot hereyet, ishe,” she said, no room for question marksin her voice; Mort shrugged his bony
shouldersin reply and went back to rolling his smoke. She watched as he seded the paper with asingle
expert lick, twisted the ends tight between thumb and forefinger, and tucked the bomber in snug behind
hisleft ear.

“| am so surprised,” and she set her bass on the dusty hardwood floor, sat herself down next to it and
flipped up the dightly rust-scabbed latches on the big case. The inside was lined with nappy wine-colored
velvet, aburgundy cradlefor the black Fender Precision she' d rescued years ago from aloca hockshop.
From her knapsack, she pulled the shoulder strap she' d cut from an old belt, midnight leather and studs
like robot teeth, and fastened it to the instrument, dipped her head through. She removed a snaky coil of
cable and plugged the quarter-inch jack into the bass.



“Mort, you are going to tell her, aren’t you?’ Theo asked, looking up from the jJumble of pagesin her lap.
Dariafroze, faint prickle of dread stroking the back of her neck, the degpest part of her gut.

“Yeah, I’'m gonnatell her. Chrigt,” but instead, he leaned forward and began to fiddle nervoudly with a
wing nut on the snare stripod stand.

“Tdl mewhat, Mort?’
“I was gonnatdl you that Keith's pulled another fucking boner on us”

The prickling insde her swelled, ballooned into raw and gnawing aarm. Keith Barry was Siff Kitten's
guitarist, had in fact been the one who' d approached Daria the year before, shortly after the band's
origind vocalist got wasted on vodka and speed and tried to play limbo with her Camaro and amoving
freight train. The wreck waslocal legend, the sort of thing that was destined to be savored for
generations, and athough it had felt alittle strange at first, being the replacement part for adead girl,
she'd jumped at the chance.

Of course she' d known that Keith Barry was ajunky, that he' d been shooting smack since high schoal,
but no ideathat she would wind up falling for him ass over tits. Just that he could do thingswith hisguitar
that |eft her speechless, could pull sounds from the strings that |eft her crying like agoddamned old
woman, like the child she spent so much time trying to forget she' d ever been.

“Will you please just tell me what you' re talking about, Mort?’

“Keith told me thismorning that he’ s sublet this place to some guysin another band.” Mort had stopped
fussng with thewing nut, sat very sill now and stared up at the ceiling, past the ceiling to someinvisible
point beyond.

And the old anger swept over her, then, hot and immediate and utterly devoid of focus, as perfectly
indifferent to who it hurt as Keith’ saddiction. The smdl voice, slly, timid whimper that ways made her
think of some milksop’s cartoon excuse for aconscience, ivory white and angel wingsflitting around her
head and shoulders, the voice that raised its hand politely, that begged her to think first. But Mort was
convenient, Mort was here and now, and the hurting words were already dipping across her lips.

“Jesus Howlin® Chrigt, Mort. Fuck! Do you just sit around with your thumb up your ass while he’ s out
pulling thisshit?’

“Hey, Daria,” Theo said, rising up dowly from her nest in the La-Z-Boy, “Don’t think you' re gonnatake
thisone out on Mort. It snot hisfault your boyfriend’ sapiss-for-brainsjunky.”

“It' sdl right, Theo. She'sjust mad—"

“No, Mort. It'snot dl right, goddamn it. If she wantsto scream at someone, she can wait until Keith
decidesto drag his butt up here.”

The door swung wide, impeccable dapstick timing, dammed hard againgt thewall, and Keith, astall as
Mort wasthin, tall and hard for his habits, stepped across the threshold. He carried his guitar case in both
handslike atough in an old gangster film, violin hiding atommy gun. Had carried it around that way for
months, since he’ d used the case to take aswing at a skinhead and the handle had broken off. Keith
kicked the door shut behind him, and something tacked to the wall, one of ahundred flyers or handbills,
came loose and fluttered to the floor like a big paper moth.

Dariamanaged to draw a deep breath, wasted attempt at scrounging some sort of calm, and leaned her
bass gently against the nearest speaker. Very dowly, she turned to face the guitarist. And saw at oncethe
stupid glaze, pupilslike saucers and hisface dack as hot butter behind its goatee and stubble shadow. It
would be worse than usdess arguing with him now, she knew that, but the angry thing had wound itsalf

so tight ingde her, and sheimagined its el ectric hiss and crackle, power lines down on wet tarmac,
blacksnakes coiled on scorched earth.



For amoment, no one said anything, and there was only the anger and her heart and the faint sounds of
thelast work traffic stragglers down on the street, a car horn filtered through the foam rubber and egg
cartons stapled to the walls.

“So, what' syour plan, Keith,” and her voice sounded detached, ugly distance, and she thought again of
something deadly and black underfoot. “We gonna start rehearsing in the fucking street now?’

“What?’ and hisblank eyes, lids at half-mast and cold gray stones barely visible benegth the overhang of
his thick eyebrows, couldn’t have looked more innocent, more surprised. “Oh, hey, Mort. .. Jesus, man,
didn’t you explain thisthing to her?’

“I just told her what you did, man.” Mort wasn't looking through the ceiling now, stared down at his
tennis shoes, instead.

“Jeez, man, you were supposed to tell her how it is” Keith’ swords came out durred, fuzzy with the junk
dogging through hisveins. “Look, Dar, it'sonly for Mondays and Sundays, okay? It' s not abig ded—"

“Fuck you,” Daria spat back, cutting him off. “ Just shut the fuck up, okay?’ and shewas on her feet
now, the free end of the cable dangling threateningly from her hand like aweird bullwhip.

“Meand Mort are out busting our asses trying to hold down jobsto pay for this place and get afew
decent shows together, and what are you doing, Keith? Huh? Why don’t you just tell me what exactly
the fuck it isyou think you're doing?’

Keith rubbed at his chin, shook his head dowly.
“Mortie, man, will you pleasetak to her.”

“No, Keith, thistime | want to hear agoddamn answer from you!” and she took a sudden, viciousstepin
his direction, snapping the tangled cable tight. Her bassfell over, clatter and clong to the floor, and she
winced at the noise, but kept her green eyes steady on Keith.

“Hey, Dar. | wasjust tryin’ to help some guys out, okay? They need aplace, and | wasjust tryin’ to help
some guysout.”

“Bullshit! That'saload, and you know it'saload, Keith,” and she turned away, picked up her bass from
whereit had falen and began checking it over for damage.

“Y ou don’'t even give ashit about us, Keith, about your own music.” Her cheeksfelt hot past flushed,
angry-burn, blistered inside out by her rage, and she spoke with her back to him as she carefully tested
volume and tone control knobs, each brass tuning peg.

“Y ou expect usto believe that you' re out there posing as some kind of rock-and-roll angel of mercy, that
you care whether or not—" but then she found afresh scratch an inch or so above the output jack,
hairline violation of the smooth ebony resin, and ran acalused index finger softly over it.

“Tell me how we' re supposed to get ready for a show when you'’ ve rented this place out from under us.
We ve got Dr. Jekyll’ sthis Saturday night, and then the big show at Dante’s. Or did Dante’ sjust kinda
dip your mind?’

“Judt forget it, okay, Daria,” Keith mumbled, still holding on to his guitar case, holding it like James
Cagney. “ Just forget the whole fucking thing. I'll call Jack and Sodaand tell them the dedl’ s off.”

Daria hooked the bass over one shoulder, closed her eyes, and spoke dowly, choosing her words more
carefully now. Therage had dmost passed, and shefdt shaky and alittleill, the dimmest threat of nausea
squiggling around in her belly like tadpoles.

“You do that, Keith,” shesaid. “And listen, | swear to god, if you ever pull anything likethisagain, |
don’t care how bad you need money for afix, you' re out on your ass. Do you understand?’

“Hey, whatever you say, Dar. You'rethe bosslady.”



And then Dariamarched away to the skanky little toilet at one end of the room, trailing the black cable
out behind her. She shut the bathroom door hard, but the cable—half in, hdf out—got caught in the way,
and the door siwung dowly open again.

Keith set hisguitar down, ran one hand through his spiky mud-brown buzz cut.

“So, Mortimer. | guess you think I’m one mondo asshole too.”

“I think you went way too far thistime, man, that’sdl. I’ ve dways known you were an asshole.”
“Y eah. Thanks, man.”

“Hey, that’ swhat I'm herefor,” and Mort lightly smacked the edge of acymba with two fingers.

Theo pushed the magazines aside and climbed over the arm of the La-Z-Boy, wide corduroy gash and
bulging tufts of white suffing, chair hernia. Neither Mort nor Keith said anything to her as she got up and
followed Dariaand her black rubber excuse for bread crumbsto thejohn.

Theo stepped insde the bathroom, little more than ashit closet redlly, and pushed the door quietly shut
behind her. Darid s bass cable was wound loosely around her left hand like aropy bandage; she dipped
it off and laid it on the edge of the sink, feding awkward, knowing she was absolutely no good &t this,
wise-ass Theodora Babyock, never any good a consolation or the sympathetic shoulder to cry on bit.
Just like now, worrying more about her inability to be the good mother goddess, dispensing tenderness
and undergtanding like Easter jelly beans, than Darid s need for comfort.

“Hey, are you gonnabe okay?’ she asked, and god, that was lame enough dl right, Daria sitting there on
the edge of the crapper, armstight around her bass, face buried in her hands and everything hidden
benesth her blood-red hair. She wasn't crying; Theo had never seen Daria cry, and she had afedling no
one ese had, either. Shewas just sitting there, breathing too hard and too fast, adry and gracel ess sound
stranded somewhere usdless, the gtillborn expression of something she knew Dariawould never even
admit to feding.

“| am so goddamned sick of this,” she said, the words squeezed out like toothpaste between her
clenched teeth, and her voice only made Theo fed that much more ineffectud.

“He' sjust gonnakeep jerking us around like this, and pretty soon I’ m gonna be too tired to even care
anymore. Chrig, | hardly givearat’sassnow,” the last word hissed, and she kicked the wall, drove the
toe of her Doc Marten into the bare Sheetrock.

“Then maybeit’ stimeto cut him loose, babe,” and thereit was, out quick before she could back down,
before she lost her nerve.

Darialooked up through the red straggle, dash-mouthed lips pulled tight and those eyes, red-rimmed but
tearless, their twin fires banked for now, but the last green coas still dancing around her pupils, and Theo
looked away.

“WEe re nobody without Keith. Do you honestly think people are gonna pay to hear Mort, or to listen to
another froggy-voiced chick with a bass? Even when he' s so high he can't find his dick to take apiss, he
playslike...” but shetralled off, and her face disappeared back insde the shaggy vell of her hair.

“You can't save him,” Theo said flatly, and she heard the tone of her voice dipping, no longer straining to
sound supportive, pretty sure shewas at least as fed up with Keith Barry as anyone could be.

“Andif you guysthink you can, he'll wind up dragging you and Mort down in flameswith him.”

And then neither of them said anything e se for amoment. Through the closed door, they could hear
Keith tuning, rambling discord, stray chords segueing cruely into asnatch of something that might have
been funked-up B. B. King or Muddy Waters. And then theriff collapsed in a sudden, tooth-jarring



twang and feedback whine, and Keith, cursing the broken string.

“What an asshole,” Dariamuttered, releasing astingy, strangled sound that might have been meant for a
laugh, and Theo flinched, afraid for amoment that Dariamight cry after dl. Instead, she leaned back
againg thetoilet tank and sighed loudly, inverted V of dark water and ruststreaky porcelain showing
between her denim thighs.

“It wasn't supposed to belikethis, Theo,” she said, soft asawhisper. “I mean, | never thought it was
gonnabe the fucking Partridge Family, you know, but | so never figured it was gonnabe like this.”

There was ahesitant, soft rap at the door, just once, asif whoever it was had thought better of it at the
last minute, and then Mort, sounding cautious and impatient at the sametime, said, “ Daria? We re ready
whenever you are.”

“C'mon, girl,” Theo said. “Nothing e se is gonnamake you fed any better.” And she knew at least that
much wasn't bullshit, had been through this scene enough times, scenes enough likeit, to know that the
only way back up for Dariawas work, her music or just the coffeehouse thing she' d taken to keep the
bills paid. Work that absorbed her and | eft absolutely no room for distraction, no room for anything but
itsdlf, and dways ended in merciful exhaugtion.

Dariafingered the new scratch on her bass, freshest scar, so many dings and scrapes there aready that
one more couldn’t possibly matter, and Theo thought about al the stickers on the instrument’ s case,
glossy Band-Aids hiding ahundred scuffs.

“Yesah, Mortie” Dariasaid. “I’'m coming,” and Theo felt unexpected rdlief, the knot in her somach
beginning to loosen alittle. Daria stood, flushed the toilet for no reason Theo could see, turned on the tap
and splashed her face with cold water.

“I'm right behind you,” she said, drying off with the front of her T-shirt, and Theo opened the bathroom
door.

2.

As McJobs came and went, Daria had certainly done awhole lot worse than the Fidgety Bean.
Whenever the crowd of yuppie poseurs, the wannabes and could' vebeens, began to eat away at her
fragile resolve not to get canned, al she had to do was remind hersdlf of the monthsshe'd put in &t the
Zippy Mart, two armed robberiesin as many weeks, and that last time, the dick and shiny barrel of the
.38 or .45 or whatever so closeto her face. Or the fast-food nightmares, scalding showers after every
shift, scrubbing with sickeningly perfumed sogps and shampoos until her skin wasraw and her hair worse
than usud, il stinking like deep-fried dog turds.

There were no drug tests or polygraphs at the Bean, no security cameras. And at least Claire and
Russdll, the two aging Deadheads who owned the Morris Avenue coffeehouse, alowed her to dresslike
ahuman, the less threadbare of her own clothesinstead of some middle-management fuck’ sidea of
dress-up, somebody’ s poster child for corporate identity.

Tonight, Friday morning aready, the Bean was quiet; there’ d be alittle rush toward dawn, when the
clubsdong Twenty-first Street emptied out and the rave crowd, swesatsticky and half of them sizzling on
ecgtasy, wandered in. But so far, things had been cam, lots of Nina Smone and Alison Moyet sighing
through the stereo and a handful of night owls Sipping at their pae lattés, hardback books or laptop
computers open on the tablesin front of them. One conversation toward the back, a black woman and
two men with gray beards and pipes, smoke like burning cherries and occasiond laughter. And Russdll,
stomping someone' s ass at chess across the bar.

Dariafinished setting out the careful rows of freshly washed mugs and glasses on top of the big silver
L avazza espresso machine, squat mugs the color of old cream and the crystal demitasse like cupsfrom a
child’ steaparty. The Lavazzawas deek and utterly modern, efficient Itaian engineering, none of those



antique Willy Wonka contraptions at the Bean. She' d heard enough gripes and horror stories from
baristas who' d worked with those funky old brass octopuses to be thankful that Claire had insisted on
function over flash. Darianever had any trouble with the Lavazza, except once or twice when someone
€lse had forgotten to turn the thing back on after cleaning it and she’ d had to stand around waiting for the
bailer to build up steam, watching the pressure gauge' s dow creep into the red as orders backed up and
people began to grumble and complain.

“Hey, Daria,” Bunky shouted at her from the register. “Make this guy adouble with lemon.” Bunky
Tolbert was the worst sort of dacker, scab-kneed board weasdl, late more often than not, and Daria
couldn’t believe Russdll hadn't fired his ass, that he'd actudly hired him in thefirst place.

The“guy” wastdl and lanky, expendve auit that hung off his shoulderslike scarecrow rags, and she
thought immediately of Keith, of the shitty, spiritless excuse for arehearsd and the way that he'd finaly
just packed up his guitar, not aword, and left her and Mort and Theo in Baby Heaven.

Darianodded, removed the filter and banged it upside-down over the dump bin until the old groundsfell
out asanearly solid disc, miniature hockey puck of spent espresso. Sherinsed the filter clean beneath the
scading jet on the far right side of the machine and scooped a cup’ sworth of the fine black powder from
the can on the countertop. The espresso flowed from the scooper like liquid midnight, dry fluid so
perfectly dark, so smooth, it seemed to stedl the dim coffeehouse light, to breathe it alive and exhde
velvet caffeinefumes.

Daria added a second scoop and packed it down with the plastic tamper, did thefilter back into the
machine and punched the “double’ button above the brewer. She glanced at the register, and the
scarecrow was counting out the dollar-fifty for hisdrink in quarters and dimes and nickels, ahandful of
change spilled on the bar and hislong fingers pushing coin after coin across the wood to Bunky. He
didn't realy look anything like Keith, too hedthy despite his thinness, much too dive. Sometimes she
thought the only part of Keith that had survived the junk was his eyes, his strange granite eyestrapped in
there done, and that everything else was just clumsy puppet tricks with string and shadow.

The espresso drained from the brewer’ sjets, twin golden streams, smooth as blood from an open vein;
Daria caught the steaming coffee in ademitasse, waiting for the machineto finish. In the glass, the liquid
was as black as the powder had been, black as pitch, and the layer of nut-brown crémathick and firm
enough to support sugar crystals. Shetook astrip of lemon ped from aplastic container and rubbed it

around the rim, then passed the glass to Bunky and the scarecrow carried it away.

Darialooked up at the huge Roya Crown Colaclock, vintage plastic glowing like afull moon abovethe
fridge, and the shelves crowded with their heavy glassjars of freshly roasted beans. Half her shift gone
aready, and she hadn’t so much as stopped for acigarette, driving hersdlf, finding things to do when
there were no ordersto keep her busy. No doubt Bunky would think she was just brown-nosing Russdll,
trying to make him look bad in front of the boss. But the night was catching up with her, Mr. Jack
Baggysuit having somehow managed to unravel dl her defenses, the rough mantra of movement and
distraction that kept the crap in her head and the ache in her muscles from taking hold and dragging her
down.

“I’'mtaking acig bresk,” she said, stepping past Bunky, handing him the soppy rag she’ d been using to
wipe down the bar.

“Oh. Yeah, sure,” Bunky said, sounding sullen and supremely put upon.
“Try not to hurt yoursdlf for five minutes.”

As she waked away, Bunky mumbled, muttered something she didn’t quite caich, but enough meaning
conveyed in the sound of his voice that the words didn’t much matter anyway. Russell looked up from
the chessboard, one white plagtic bishop in hishand, flashed her agrandfatherly scowl, his everybody
play nice or eseface, bushy white Gandaf eyebrows knotting like epileptic caterpillars.



Dariashrugged, dredged up haf an apologetic smile that she hoped would passfor sincere. Tonight, it
was the best she had and was going to have to do.

She fed two dollars and fifty centsinto the cigarette machine, too much to pay, but it was her own fault
for not having picked up apack on the way over after practice. A booth she liked near the back was ill
empty, back where the two men who looked like professors and the black woman sat talking in their
shroud of pipe smoke. Dariadid into the cool Naugahyde, fake leather the unlikely color of eggplant, and
tapped the fresh red Marlboro box hard against the palm of her hand before peeling away the cellophane
wrapping.

“Mmhmmm,” thewoman sad. “1n the Sumerian and Babylonian fragments. The Semitic tribeswere il
worshipping their rocks and trees.”

Daria had purposefully sat down with her back to the discussion, had dways hated listening in on other
peopl€ s conversations, even by accident.

“Watch her, Henry,” one of the men warned the other, hisvoicelow and full of mock admonition. “Let
her go and change the subject now and she |l have you arguing patriarcha conspiracy theories’til dawn.”

Shelit her cigarette and thought about moving back up to the bar, decided instead to concentrate on the
music, the big Sony speaker rigged up dmost directly over her booth, and not the voices behind her. But
the Alison Moyet disc she' d put on was ending, the last song over, and she could see Bunky making
graight for the little stereo sandwiched in between the soft-drink cooler and the coffee grinder. Bunky
had recently developed afondness for an old Johnny Cash abum that bordered on the fanatic and stuck
itin every chance hegot.

“I mistrust that word,” the woman said.
“Which word, Miriam?’ one of the men asked. “Which word don’t you trust?’
“Demon,” the woman replied.

Dariashut her eyes, holding the first deep drag off the Marlboro like adrowning man'slast, usdess
breath of air, wishing the smoke was something stronger than tobacco. Overhead, Johnny Cash began to
sng, rumbling voice, broken glass and gravel and the time when she was saven, amost eight, and her
father had driven her al the way to Memphisjust to see Graceland.

She opened her eyes and exhded, forced the smoke out through her nogtrils.

“God, Bunky, we have gottatalk,” and she reached to stub out her cigarette, would finish it later,
somewhere free of the song and the argument she' d tried not to overhear. But her hand froze hafway to
the ashtray, possum-on-her-grave shudder, and she felt suddenly light-headed, not dizzy, but light, pulled
loose, and the pale hairs on the backs of her arms prickled with goose bumps.

How long had it been since she’ d thought about thet trip, or anything €l se from that awful year?
You'rejust wasted, girl’ o, that' s dll.

Too much Keith and too much Stiff Kitten, the better part of the night spent pretending that she wasn't
pissed beyond words, pretending that what Theo had said wasn't the truth. Too much of that weary-ass
Little Miss Martyr routine. And any way you diced it, definitely way too much Bunky Tolbert.

Chrigt, you haven't even eaten anything tonight, have you? Just cigarettes and coffee and great big greasy
dollopsof denid.

The smoke curling up from the fingertips of her right hand made a gauzy question mark in front of her
face. And her hands were still shaking, dry wino jitters; the sense of didocation had faded to the dullest
gray unease.



Andisthat dl itis, Dar? Manuitrition and caffeine, nerves and nicotine? Are you absolutely surethat’ sdl
itis?

Dariafinished the cigarette while Johnny Cash sang about Folsom Prison, while the three behind her
began to talk about the time, how lateit’ d gotten and how early they each had to be up in the morning.

Sowly, the shakiness passed, and she promised herself she' d grab one of the muffins or poppy seed
bagelsin the pastry case before she went back to work.

Five minutes later when the Asian girl in theratty army jacket walked through the door, she was il
gtting there.

CHAPTER TWO

Niki
1

O neforty-five am. by the ghost-green dashboard clock, and Niki Ky’ s black VVega drifted across 1-20
and rolled off the blacktop into the narrow breakdown lane. The car had been driving badly since she'd
left Georgia, crossed the state line into Alabama, and amile or so before the lights of Birmingham had
come into view, the temp gauge had begun to creep steadily, ominoudy, into the red. She' d stayed on the
interstate, trying to keep one eye on the dash and one eye on the road, on the other travel ers rushing past
in the night, watching for the junction that would take her north. As she' d gotten her first clear glimpse of
downtown—more tal buildings than she would have guessed, more of a city—the needle had swung
quickly toward the“H” sde of the gauge and the ail light had flashed on. A second later the engine had
died, no sputter or cough or ugly meta grind, just sudden, quiet nothing.

She turned off the ignition, cut the headlights, but Ieft the flashers on, and for atime sat, dumped forward
and forehead resting againgt the hard steering-whed plastic, the Pixies cassette she' d listened to since
Atlantadtill playing in her head. When shefindly looked up, Niki caught her dark reflectioninthe
rearview mirror, absolutely convinced for amoment that someone else' s eyes were watching her from the
glass. Her hair, which she' d kept shaved down amost to her scalp since high school, had started to grow
out, spiky tufts more like pinfeathers and completely uncontrollable. The silver loopsthat pierced the
entirerim of her right ear from lobe to hdlix caught the light of passing cars and glimmered like the scales
of deep-seafish.

“Pretty mess,” she said, and of courseit wasn't the prettiest by along shot, but it was bad enough.
Broken down, maybe badly broken down thistime, in acity that meant nothing more to her than afew
grainy newsclipsfrom the sixties, fire hoses and snarling police dogs turned loose on crowds of
teenagers and children and old men, starch-white shirts and black faces.

And then the mirror filled up with headlights, too bright and she had to look away. Dim purple
afterimages siwam before her eyes. She blinked, wondering if it was the cops, hoping just this once that it
would be cops, even aBirmingham cop. Shereached for the glove compartment, for her license, fingers
crossed againgt the chance they might ask to see the Vega sregistration.

But when she dammed it shut and turned back to the window, the face peering in a her wasn't a cop,
some lantern-jawed good old boy instead. Histhick fingertips tapped eagerly at the glasslikeit’d been
their ownidea. Niki paused, thought serioudy about telling him she' d been driving dl night, had only
pulled over to rest for awhile, that was dl. But how long would it be before ahighway patrol car
happened by, or anyone el se bothered to stop? And the thought of setting out on foot in astrange city,
thiscity, in the middle of the night, was even less attractive than the face at the window. She checked to
be sure that her door was locked, then rolled the window down a cautious crack, barely enough to talk

through.



“You havin’ some car trouble?’ he asked, cold air and his breath, the sick-sweet reek of chewing
tobacco or snuff, leaking in through the crack.

“Uh, yeah. I'm afrad | am.”
“Wadll, I'll beglad to take alook at her, if you want.”

The man looked like al the Boo Radleys of the world rolled into one jug-eared, unshaven package. It ill
isn't too late, familiar, worried voice that sounded like her mother, whispering inside her head, 1’ snot
too late to tell him that someone s adready gone for help, that the police. ..

“Sure. Thanks,” she said and smiled, anervous smile that she hoped looked genuine.

He smiled back, dirty row of crooked teeth, then nodded and tugged at the brim of the grease-stained
cap he was wearing.

“No problem, ma’am,” he said.
“I think maybe | let the oil get too low and it overheated.”

“That'd doit.” He pulled aflashlight from the back pocket of hiswork pants and stepped around to the
front of the Vega, fiddled beneath the grille for amoment, hands out of sight, until the hood popped up
and dl she could seewas dick black metal and the streetlights overhead, the windshield reflected in the

pant.
Y ou should be home, the mother voice said. It said that alot. Y ou should come home, Nicolan. Home,
whereit' ssafe.

The man stepped back into view, the Vega sdipstick in one hand and the flashlight in his other, leaned in
close to the window and held the stick up for her.

“Seethat, how the ail looks dl brown and milky?’
Theoil clinging to the stick was the color of café au lait or dmonds. Niki nodded.
“That meansyou got water in your oil. Prob’ly means you blew a head gasket.”

Vague, sinking sensation in her ssomach, bad news cranking up the gravity anotch or two, and she knew
that very soon The Voicein her head would begin its carefully rehearsed I-told-you-so litany.

“That'sbad, isn't it?’” sheasked him.

“Yeah,” and he shrugged and switched the flashlight off, spat at the ground. “It’' s pretty bad. Wouldn't try
to sart her up again, if | wasyou.”

“Fuck,” Niki muttered. Behind her eyes, The V oice was busy asking why she hadn’t considered this sort
of thing before she' d chucked her old life like last week’ sfish heads. Why she never thought any further
ahead these days than the end of her nose.

“Look,” shesaid. “I’d redly appreciateit if you'd call awrecker for me when you get to aphone.”

“No problem,” he said again, staring down at the place where he' d spit. “But I’ d be glad to give you a
ride. There sagarage just off the highway over there,” and he motioned toward the next exit, maybe a
hundred yards ahead. “ Friend of mine’ samechanic there, and they got atruck goes out twenty-four
hours.”

The Voice baked at the notion of her going anywhere with thisguy. Niki fingered the little can of pepper
spray attached to her key chain; aride with Boo seemed like a sure way to wind up on next week’s
America s Most Wanted or Unsolved Mysteries.

“’Course, they won't be nobody to have alook at your car 'til inthe mornin’. But | guessyou aready
figured that out.”



“Yeah,” she sad, pressed the seat-belt release with her thumb and dipped the keys from theignition. The
Voicewasjust atired echo, mentd tatters. It was all that remained of the old Niki Ky, the Niki Ky that
had spent three years table dancing for tipsin New Orleans seedier strip clubs, lying about her age and
waiting for somekind of lifeto find her.

She reached between the bucket seats and grabbed the big canvas gym bag nestled on the floorboard,
melon-pink canvas stuffed and bulging at the sesams. Anything she had worth stealing wasin there, aong
with plenty of other stuff that wasn't.

“Yougot aded,” shesad, rolling up the window, opening the door and locking it behind her.

Outside the car, the cold had teeth, stinging wind that seemed unseasonably bitter. Niki saw the Ford
pickup pulled in close behind the Vega, its front bumper tied on crooked with baling wire and alarge set
of deer antlers mounted for ahood ornament. She set the gym bag at her feet while she fumbled with the
sngps on the baggy old army jacket.

When she was done, she held out her hand.

“I'm Niki Ky,” shesaid.

Helooked at Niki’s hand warily, asif he' d been offered a suspicious cut of meat or some strange tool he
didn’t know how to use.

“You Chinese?’

“Vietnamese,” Niki replied patiently, this old routine like opening linesfrom vaudeville, shewas garting to
dhiver.

“Vietnam, huh? My daddy, couple of my uncles, dl fought in that war. One of my uncles got killed over
there”

“I’'msorry,” shesaid, and of course it was astupid thing to say, but the wind was cutting into her, razor
blades and Novocain, and she was till holding her hand out to him, even though her fingertips were going
numb.

“Oh, that’ s dl right. Y ou pro’bly wasn't even born yet, and they sent the body home.”

Niki’ steeth had begun to chatter, clicking in her mouth like tiny porcelain castanets. She looked longingly
toward the waiting truck and tried to ignore the gun rack mounted in the cab’ s rear window, the two
riflesresting there.

“My name' sWendd. Wendd Sayer. Pleased to meet you, Niki Ky.” And Wendel smiled again, findly
shook her hand before pointing at the truck. “ That’ s my truck,” he said.

“Wendd,” shesad, “I'm freezing my ass off.”

“Oh,” and he released her well-shaken hand, which sheimmediately jammed deep into one of the
jacket’ s spacious pockets. “Well, then let’ s go find you that tow truck.”

Before she followed Wende to the truck, Niki double-checked the door, making certain that she'd
locked it. The car was one of the few tangible links back to her old life, and lately, things had had away
of dipping away from her when she wasn't looking.

2.

Niki had been born two years after thefal of Saigon, twenty-three years after Eisenhower had agreed to
fund and train South Vietnamese soldiersto fight the communists. Her parents were among the lucky few,
the handful of South Vietnamese evacuated aong with American citizens. John and Nancy Ky had
become Americans and immigrated to New Orleans, traded in tradition and their Vietnamese names, the
horrors of their livesin Tayninh and Saigon for citizenship and asmall tobacco shop on Magazine Strest.
They had named their only child Nicolan Jeane, would have named the son her father had wished for



Nicolas. Niki’s birth had left her mother bedridden for more than a month, and the doctors had warned
that another pregnancy would very likey kill her.

Neither of Niki’s parents had ever made ahabit of talking about their lives before New Orleans, had
kept themselves gpart from the city’ stight-knit Vietnamese community. Always seemed to struggle to
answer any questions Niki asked about thelr lives before Americain asfew words as possible, asif bad
memories, bad times, had ears and could be summoned like demons. There had been letters, exotic
stamps and picture postcards from halfway around the world, messages from facel ess relatives written in
the mysterious, beautiful alphabet that she had never learned to read. Her mother had kept these

somepl ace secret, or maybe she' d just thrown them away. Niki had treasured her rare glimpses of this
correspondence, would sometimes hold an envelope to her nose and lips, hoping for some whiff or faint
taste of aworld that must have been so much more marvelous than their boxy white and avocado-green
house in the Metairie suburbs.

And when she' d been ten, just afew days past her tenth birthday, there had been aterrible ssormin the
Gulf. The ghost of ahurricane that had died at sea, and she' d awakened in the night, or the morning
before dawn, and her mother had been sitting at the foot of her bed. Niki had lain very ill, listening to
the rain battering the roof, the wind dragging itself across and through everything. Theroom smelled like
the menthols her mother had smoked for years, and she' d watched the orange and glowing tip of the
Sdem, amarker for her mother’ sdim silhouette.

“Areyou listening, Niki?’ she'd asked, “The ky isfdling.”

Niki had listened, had heard nothing but the storm and a garbage can rattling noisily somewhere behind
the house.

“No, Mother. It'sjust astorm. It'sonly rain and wind.”
“Yes,” her mother had replied. “ Of course, Niki.”

Then the cigarette had glowed more intensaly in the darkness, but she hadn’t heard her mother exhale
over theroar and wall of the storm.

“When | wasagirl,” her mother had said, “when | was only alittle older than you, Niki, | saw the sky fall
down to earth. | saw the starsfal down and burn theworld. | saw children—"

And then lightning had flashed so bright and violent and her mother had seemed to wither in the eectric
white glare, hardly divein her flannd housecoat and the lines on her face drawn like wounds. Off
towards theriver, the thunder had rumbled contentedly to itself, proud, throaty sound. And Niki had
redlized how tightly her mother was squeezing her leg through the covers.

“It' sokay, Mother,” Niki had whispered, had tried to sound like she believed what she was saying, but
for thefirgt time she could remember she' d been frightened of the night and one of the delta storms.

Her mother had said nothing el se, had not moved from where she sat at the foot of the bed, and Niki had
eventud|ly drifted back into uneasy dreams, deep so shalow that the sound of the thunder and therain
had come right through. The next morning, her mother had said nothing, had never brought it up, and Niki
had known better. But afterwards, on very sormy nights, she’ d lain awake, and sometimes she' d heard
her mother moving around in the kitchen, restless sounds, or the scuff of her dippers on the hallway floor
outside her door.

And years|ater, not long before she’ d finally dropped out of high school, she’ d heard asong by R.E.M.
ontheradio, “Fal OnMe,” had bought the abum even though she' d never particularly liked the band,
and played that one track over and over again, thinking of her mother and that night and the storm. By
that time, she’ d read and seen enough to guess her mother’ s nightmares, had understood enough of
jdlied gasoline and mortars and hauntings to glimpse the bright edges of that insomnia. Findly, maybe
twenty or thirty times through the song, picking the lyrics from the lush and tangled weave of voice and



music, she'd put the record away and never listened to it again.

If New Orleans had taught Niki Ky nothing else, it had taught her the respect due to ghosts, proper
respect for pain so deep it transcended flesh and blood, and scarred time.

If her father had bad dreams, they’ d never shown.
3.

Niki sat alone in the service gation’ slobby, part office, part convenience store, sat pinned benegth
fluorescence glaring like noon sunshine on a hangover. The Thomas Pynchon nove she'd picked up at a
secondhand bookstore before leaving Myrtle Beach lay open across her 1ap, its spine broken by the
viciousway she tended to bend paperbacks double while she read. But she' d hardly glanced at the
pages once in the last haf hour, not since the tow truck had come back and deposited the Vega at one
edge of the Texaco’ swide, empty parking lot.

The driver was aheavyset black man named Milo, hishair beginning to gray at the temples and hisname
stitched blue on his shirt. Milo had checked under the hood, shaken his head and wiped his hands with
the same oily rag he’ d used to clean the dipgtick. His prognosis hadn’t been any better than Wendel
Sayer’s, and worse, he' d brought up money.

“Exactly how much?’ she' d asked cautiously, and Milo had shrugged and dammed the hood shut.

“Now, that al depends on whether you just got yourself ablown gasket or acracked cylinder head, or if
maybeit’ sthe engine block that’s cracked. If it’sjust the head, we' retalkin’ five, maybe sx hundred,
but, if it' sthe block, well—"

“Whoa,” Niki had said, one hand up to stop him. “Thanks, but | redly don’t think | want to hear thisright
now.” Better to take the whole thing in one nasty dose later, when she’ d know for sure just how bad
thingswere.

Milo shrugged again.
“Hear it now or hear it later, it don't make no difference to your pocketbook, and it sure don’t make no
differenceto me.”

Now Milo was sitting behind the counter, eating Fritos and watching Green Acres, Fred Ziffle and
Arnold the Pig on atiny black-and-white portable televison. He chuckled softly to himsdf in time with
the laugh track. Niki closed her book and dipped it back inside the gym bag. She was exhausted, every
nerve scrubbed raw from the road, and her ass ached from ditting in the hard plastic chair. And it was
pointless pretending her mind was on anything else but her dwindling cash reserves and the car.

And Danny. Always Danny, sooner or later.

She yawned, stretched her legs and arms, and felt the bloodlessjab of pinsand neediesin her left foot. If
shedidn’t get some serious caffeine, and get it soon, she was gonna crash.

“Excuseme,” shesad, and Milo, clearly annoyed and not ashamed to show it, looked glumly up at her
from Hooterville and his noisy bag of corn chips. “Is there someplace near herewhere| could get acup
of coffee and something to eat?’

He pointed to the automatic coffeemaker on the counter, to the racks of shrink-wrapped snack food; the
pot was half full, had probably been that way dl night.

“Thanks, but I'm redly picky about coffee.” It came out shitty, but she’ d forced down enough cups of
the bitter dudge that passed for gas-station coffee to know better. “1 was hoping for arestaurant, or
maybe a coffeehouse?’

Milo frowned, Sghed.
“There' sa Shoney’ sjust down the street that way, and an al-night coffee place acouple of blocks over



on Morris. But | recommend the Shoney’s. Nobody much goesin that other place except fruits and
weirdos.” He stared at her then, and she could fed the track of his eyeslike disapproving lasers, their
dow head-to-toe inventory.

“’Course, | don’t suppose some folks much mind that sort’acrowd,” he said and turned back tothe TV.

Without aword, Niki picked up her bag and pushed open the plate-glass door. The jeaous cold rushed
around her ingantly, but thistime she didn’t fight it. The chill felt good, felt cleaner, hedthier, than the
stale heat insgde the station. Her breath came out in awhite cloud that the wind picked apart, and she felt
the fresh air working itsway in through her lungs and throat, into her cdlls, burning like anicy shot of
vodka. Waking her up, cooling the sudden anger.

Come home, Niki. Home, whereit’ s not so cold, but the mother voice wasn't redly trying now, just
muttering habit, easy enough to ignore. Theimportant thing was not to let hersalf start thinking about the
warm fal nightsin the French Quarter, the heady smell of chicory coffee and hot beignets drifting from
Café du Monde, the familiar faces and sounds of Jackson Square. The things she missed so much that
sometimes she thought the pain of their absence would draw blood from her skin like the swest of saints.

Niki ssomped around on the concrete in her raggedy black high-tops, ftirring circulation, driving back the
phantomsin her head, the threat of homesickness. On her way out of the Texaco'slot, she stopped and
checked the Vegd s doors one more time, then set off down the street in the direction Milo had pointed.

4.

Whenever Niki thought about the daysimmediatdly after she’d run from New Orleans, run from Danny
and the things he' d confessed, the day she d called home from amotel room, his apartment but his sister
picking up the phone, it felt like adream. Asinsubstantia, as outside the normd flow of time and waking
consciousness. Better not to think about it at al, any more than necessary.

She' d known Danny Boudreaux since her freshman year of high school, hadn’t started deeping with him
until acouple of years ago, though; one summer night after arave, sweaty warehouse district chaosand
both of them fucked-up on ecstasy, but it hadn’t been an embarrassment the next morning. Had seemed
natura, something that should have happened, even though Danny had dways gone mainly for boys. He
worked drag at a couple of barsin the Quarter, was good enough that sometimes he talked about going
to Las Vegas and making real money. Tall boy, trace of a Cajun accent and wispy frail. A lot of foam
rubber padding for his shows so no one would see the way his hip bones jutted beneath the sequins.

And then, late July and she’ d met Danny for abeer at Coop’ s after work, early Saturday morning and
after work for both of them, the bar crammed full of punks and tourists. They’ d gone back to his place
on Ursu-lines because it was closer, had raced sunrise across the cobblestones, raced the stifling hest of
morning, running deepydrunk and laughing like a couple of tardy vampires, and before bed, cold cered
and cartoons. And then Danny had started talking, had dropped the bomb he' d carried dl hislife, waiting
for theright moment or the right ear, or smply the day he couldn’t carry it any longer. More than drag, a
lot more than that, and she listened, stared silently down at the Trix going soggy in her bowl while
Scooby Doo blared from Danny’ stelevison.

“I’ve been seeing adoctor,” he said. | started taking hormones a couple of months ago, Niki.”

And when he was done, there' d gtill been nothing for her to say, nothing to makeit real enough to
answer, and finally he d broken the silence for her, asked, “Niki? Areyou dl right?I’'m sorry....”

Not looking at him, speaking to the safe TV instead, black-and-white security, and she shrugged like it
was no big shit, like he' d asked if she wanted to go to amovie tonight or if she wanted another cup of
coffee. “I’m fucking wasted, Danny,” she said. “We |l talk about it after | get some deep, okay?’

“Yeah,” and another apology she hadn’t asked for before she' d lain awake beside him, staring at the
summer day blazing away behind the curtains, one bright dice getting into the gpartment. Concentrating



on the clunking wet noises from hisold air conditioner, the uneven rhythm of his bresth until shewas sure
he was adeep, and Danny Boudreaux aways dept like the dead. And she’ d gotten dressed, scrawled a
note to leave beside the bed: Danny, | haveto figurethisout. | just don’t know. Love, Niki. Then she'd
walked back to her apartment, sweatdrenched and sundazed by the time she reached the other end of
Decatur Street.

She' d packed one bag and left the city on I-10, just driving, driving east and the radio and her tapes and
townsthat al ran together until she’ d findly reached North Carolina sometime the next day. A room at a
Motel 6in Raeigh, and she'd dept for twelve hours straight. Sleep that |eft her groggy and disoriented,
guilt eting her like an ulcer, acoward to have run out on Danny like that, crazy driving al thisway, and
she'd called and his Sster had answered the phone.

And after Niki hung up, easier just hanging up than trying to answer the questions, she' d sat on the stiff
motel bed watching hersef in the mirror across the room until the images of Danny were more than she
could stand: stepping off the chair, whatever he' d used for arope cutting into his skinny neck, hisfeet
dangling like a pendulum above the floor. More than her head could hold, and she'd |eft Raleigh, driving
northeast toward the ocean, following something inside her, aprimal inner compass, indinctua drive
toward amother older and entirely more comforting than the nervous woman who' d given her birth.

The Carolina countryside had dipped past like pagesin a pop-up picture book, the last fields and
tobacco barns giving way to pines and cypress stands, the first hints of the vast swamplands that spread
themsalves out alittle farther along. No more redl than cardboard cutouts, and the sun setting in her
rearview mirror too brilliant for anything but gaudy acrylic. Nothing real insde her head except the casua
absurdity of hisdeath, her part init, and for thefirst timein her life the tears that had aways seemed to
flow so easily, had aways been there, eager to soothe any ache or loss, had refused to come, and
somehow that had been the most frightening thing of al.

Used’em dl up on trifling shit, and now there' s nothing left to cry. Like something her mother or maybe a
schoolteacher had said along time ago. Stop bawling or someday you won't be able to cry, someone
you love will die: and you won't ever be ableto stop hurting. Stop it, Niki, or your face will stick that
way.

She' d fumbled through the scatter of cassettes and empty plastic cases on the dashboard and front seet.
They weredmogt dl ambient goth, darkwave driving music, nothing she’ d wanted to hear now, nothing
hard and sharp enough to drive away the storm, the whir like locust wings behind her eyes. Findly, she'd
lucked onto a Jmi Hendrix compilation she' d dubbed as a Christmas present two years before and never
given away; the tape had kicked in halfway through “ All Along the Watchtower,” and she'd turned up the
volume until the speakers had begun to whine and distort.

An hour after nightfal, dry-eyed and empty, Niki had crossed the dark and brackish waters of the
Alligator River, secret black flowing benesth the causeway’ s three-mile span. Beyond that, the road signs
had history-book names—Kitty Hawk, Nag's Head, Kill Devil Hills—and the air roaring in through the
open window had begun to smell sdty.

For awhile, then, there had only been more featurdess night, far-off lights and occasiona glimpses of the
vast marshes stretching away on either side of the agphalt ribbon. Once, afat raccoon had darted across
the road and she’ d amost run it down, had stomped the brakes and would have been dead if there'd
been anyone behind her.

She' d reached another long bridge just as Hendrix had begun “The Wind Cries Mary” ; areflective green
and slver sgn had announced that she would be crossing Croatan Sound and that Roanoke Idand
waited for her on the other side. Niki wasn't a history buff, but she knew the legend of the Lost Colony,
the English settlement that had completely vanished, nothing left behind except the word “ CROATOAN”
carved into the trunk of atree. And there was a Harlan Ellison story with the same name, about aligators
and mutant fetuses living in the sewers underneath New Y ork City.



Asthe raven-black Vegaleft the mainland behind and rushed toward the line of barrier idands and the
cold Atlantic, she' d thought about what might hide itsdf at the blurry edges of her sight and rolled up her
window.

Niki had stopped for gas and afifth of im Beam in the waterfront town of Manteo. Any maritime charm
the town might still have had twenty, twenty-five years ago, had been long since smothered beneath a
gaudy flood of vacationers and housing developments, white-washed seafood joints and video rental
stores. She' d avoided the eyes of the old man who'd come out to pump for her, the disdainful stares
from the old woman behind the cash register she’ d guessed was hiswife. She had paid with atwenty,
and the old woman had snorted when Niki had told her that she could keep the change, had snorted but
hadn't refused.

The highway crossed one more bridge, the last, and the sodium-arc halo of Manteo had faded behind her
asthe dunes of the Outer Banks had risen up around the car, and she' d followed the single blinking eye
of Bodie Lighthouse down to the sea. Thistime the darkness had fdlt less threatening, lesslike ahiding
place for monsters and more like a shelter againgt the grinding weight inside. Maybe it was the moon,
butter yellow and three-quartersfull, just beginning to show above the sea oats, or maybe it wasthe
ocean, S0 close she' d caught shimmering glimpses of it between the dunes.

Past the old lighthouse, there' d been anarrow, unpaved road leading away from the highway, packed
sand and shells crushed under tires, and Niki drove dowly until the road blended seamlesdy into the
beach. Thetide had been in, and even over the blaring stereo, she heard the velvet crash of the breakers.
Sherolled the car to a stop afew feet from the waterline, shifted down from first into park and cut the
motor, but |eft the stereo on, the headlights burning.

Wéll, how now, brown cow? Dumbass Danny Boudreaux thought, her mind speaking in hisvoice,
something he said that had always made her cringe alittle, and of course she' d had no ideawhat came
next. The waves were pretty in the moonlight, and the sand silver below the stars, but there were no
answers here, and no more comfort than could be found in loneliness anywhere. Y eah, that’ swhat |
thought you' d say, and she d turned Jmi Hendrix down so that the surf had seemed to grow louder.
Then Niki had opened the door, unlaced her tennis shoes and pulled them off her socklessfeet, had set
them out of sight in the passenger-side floorboard, and stepped onto the damp, nightcool sand. She'd
eased the door shut, like whispering in alibrary, like someone might hear.

But there was no sign of anyone else, nothing but the lighthouse amile or so to the south. No oneto see
or hear, no oneto give ashit, and she’ d tugged the smelly Speed Racer T-shirt off over her head and
tossed it onto the hood of the Vega. The moon had flashed adong the stedl rings piercing both her nipples,
and Niki had stood, looking down at her smdl, firm breastsin the pale light. She' d had the piercings
done amost two years ago on adare, her birthday and she and Danny wasted on rot-gut champagne,
and he' d said | dareyou, that’sdl, | dare you.

She' d never been able to remember whether or not it had hurt much, if it had even hurt at all, could
remember laughter and the piercer’ slatex hands, the commingled aromas of disinfectant and sandalwood
incense, but not so much as a sting as the needle had passed through one areola and then the other.

| dare you.
Oh hdll, Niki, | double dare you.

Niki saized the left ring, worked both index fingers through and forced it open, tearing skin and flesh, until
thetiny hematite ball that locked it closed popped free and fell to the sand. And that pain she had felt,
pain so fine and honest that it had taken her bregth, had left her gasping the st air in grest, helpless
mouthfuls. She held thering up againgt the sky, caught the moon indde and clenched it tight in her
blooddlicked hand.



“I fuckin' dare you, motherfucker!” each syllable punched into the blurring indigo sky, perfect blows
driven by the blind red momentum of al the days and weeks and goddamned years and the emptiness
waiting & the end.

The first wave had broken apart around her ankles, foam and unexpected warmth, and she' d realized
dimly that she was moving forward, the headlights throwing her long shadow ahead. Her hands moved to
her right breast, lingered there, and the water had rushed hard against her knees, enough force to push
her back a step. The next wave had lifted her clear of the sand shifting beneath her feet, and she’d heard
her mother shouting from the beach, Far enough, Niki, that’ sfar enough.

The spray splashed across her chest, spiced the fire spreading from her nipple. Her eyeswere till dry.

“Goddamn you,” but the fury had been lost, and her voice had sounded papery thin and hollow. “You're
gone, and it'sgoing to hurt forever.”

Far enough now, Niki. Come back some.

A wave high enough to break over her head had driven her down, knees scraping bottom, and she'd
come up coughing, spitting the ocean back into itsalf. She had opened her eyes and seen she wasfacing
back toward shore, blinking through borrowed tearsinto the glare of the Vegd s headlights. Someone
was standing in the black space between, someone smdll, watching her.

Come back some.

The next wave knocked her off her feet, and she had to dig her fingersinto the sand to keep from being
dragged further out by the undertow. Brief clarity, theillusion of clarity, fading with the pain, eclipsed by
confusion and something that might have been fear if she'd cared enough to be afraid. And the silhouette
in the headlightswas till there, although she' d expected it not to be.

Niki had tried to stand, but another wave had dammed her forward, taken her another foot or two closer
to the car and the shape in the light. And then ahand closed tightly around her own, ahand that felt firm
and cold and terribly thin, and thin arms about her shoulders, hauling her gently back to the beach.

Niki tried to speak, had tried to say that she wasdl right, would be dl right now, but had only been able
to gag and cough up more water, seawater and bile and the half-digested hamburger she' d barely
remembered eating for lunch. Sowly, the arms released her and she' d sunk to her kneesin the dry sand.
The water burned coming up, seared her throat and nogtrils.

“Y ou were going to drown yourself,” the girl said, and Niki had dumped back against the car.

Thegirl had been so smal, smaller even than Niki, so pale she seemed to glow softly,
concentration-camp skinny and dirty blond hair ratted beyond anything a comb or brush would ever be
able to undo. She' d worn ablack dress, filthy plain cloth, torn and ragged, and would have stood out
even among the Jackson Square goth crowd.

“Y ou were going to drown yoursdlf,” the girl repeated, and it had almost sounded like an gpology.
“No,” Niki croaked, before she started coughing again.

“It'sdl right,” the girl had said, had reached out and brushed Niki’ s straggling bangs from her eyes. “The
seadoesn't mind. | think it flatters her, mostly.”

Niki closed her eyes, trying to untangle her racing pulse from what the girl was saying. Her nipple hurt
like hell, and her throat felt raw; her mouth tasted like puke and brine.

| wasn't trying to drown.
“My nameis Jenny,” thegirl had said, “ Jenny Dare.”

“I was not—Christ—I wasn't trying to drown,” and she hadn’t known which sounded moreridiculous,
her rasping voice or what she was saying out loud.



For amoment, Jenny Dare had said nothing else, just sat there in the sand, knees pulled close and her
bare feet sticking out from under the tattered hem of her skirt, watching Niki with eyesthe color of
Wedgwood china.

“Jesus,” Niki said. “I’'m not—not afucking suicide.” There was blood in her mouth, and she' d redlized
that she must have bitten her tongue or lip.

The corners of Jenny Dare’ s mouth turned down, faintest frown, her full lips the same color as her eyes.

“No,” she'd said, findly. “No, | don't guessthat you are. It isn't hard to drown, not if that’ swhat you're
after, so | guessyou're not.”

Then Niki had begun to shiver, sudden chills and fresh nausea, thought that maybe she was going to pass
out, and those arms encircled her again, had pulled her close and held her. Shetried to push away; there
was something vaguely sexua about her bare breasts againgt this strange girl, and it frightened her. But
shewas too weak, too sick to do anything but give up and rest her head againgt Jenny Dare’ s bony
shoulder, bury her facein the musty folds of the old dress, in the yelow-brown hair that had smelled like
autumn, like woodsmoke and frogt.

Niki had wrapped her arms around Jenny Dare, returned the embrace and held on with what little
strength she had lft.

“Shhhh...” the girl whispered, soothing dead-leaf sound, and she had stroked Niki’ s sand-flecked
temples and cheeks, the stubbly back of her neck. Her fingertips did across Niki’ s skin like an ointment,
gelid cold that bled heat. Warmth that soaked inside her.

In the car, the Hendrix tape had <till been playing, cycled back around to where it had begun, and Niki
let the living warmth and the Snger’ s voi ce take her down.

Niki had dreamed of ships, wooden shipswith tdl pirate sails, and fishing boats, too, and gunmeta ships
of war. And Jenny Dare, watching slently, expectantly, asthey had passed in the night. And when she'd
awakened, when she' d been pulled dowly into purple-gray dawn by the squawk and screech of gulls,
she'd been done again.

Through the white scorch of July and into August, Niki had worked her way south, never more than a
few milesa atime, deeping in ar-conditioned motels during the day, wandering the dunes and beaches
and getting drunk on bourbon after sundown. When she couldn’t deep, when the alcohol had left her
restless instead of unconscious, she' d watched cable television or read paperback horror novels until
dark.

She' d gone asfar as Savannah before she felt the homesick tug of New Orleans and had turned back.
But the second time around, the roads and the marshy Carolina coastline had lost their comfort, and she
only madeit asfar as Myrtle Beach. Niki had rented aroom by the week there and found ajob stripping
inaboardwalk dive called the Pametto Club; she dacked off the booze, replacing the sweet amber
numbness with the ache of tired muscles and the adrendine rush of performance.

And early in October, shortly after thefirst guarded hints of cooler weether, the dreams of Danny
Boudreaux, like something in a butcher’ s window, had become infrequent and finally stopped atogether,
along and difficult fever breaking, leaving her free to face her ghosts awake.

5.

“Sowhy the hdl did you stop in Birmingham,” the girl sad, the girl with hair like cherrieswho had
surprised her, not only by knowing what a Cubano was, but by actualy knowing how to make one. Niki
held the demitasse to her nogtrils, breathed in the rich steam rising off the black, sweet coffee.,



“You'd haveto ask my car,” Niki said. “My car must have decided this looked like agood place to drop
dead.”

The girl, whose name was Daria Parker, which made Niki think of Dorothy Parker, smiled dightly. She
wastaller than Niki, but hardly tal, and her face was too angular to be called pretty, much too handsome
to ever be anything so smple or straightforward as pretty.

“Shit,” shesaid. “1 sureashell know | could find a better place to kick off.”

Niki sipped at her Cubano, the warmth spreading from her throat into her ssomach, soothing away the
road ache and exhaustion like areward for still being dive. At least she'd found the coffeshouse, the only
thing that had been open on this odd street. She' d turned the corner and at first the sight had been
disorienting, dmost disquieting, the gadights and cobblestones and nothing open, planned anachronism,
more of aHollywood backlot than a street she' d have expected to find here.

“Okay, so why were you even driving through Birmingham?” Livid pink scars crisscrossed Daria' s
forearms, tdlltale barista tattoos, marking the careless and inevitable contact of soft flesh and the espresso
maching s steam arm.

“Gee,” Niki said, setting her cup down on the bar. “1 must have missed the quarantine Signs.”
“The Chamber of Commerce keepstaking them down.” And thistime, therewasn't even the hint of a
amile

“Okay, | confess. | wasjust following directions,” and she dug a crumpled, brightly colored brochure
from one pocket of her jacket, smoothed it out flat on the bar. “ SEE—Ave Maria Grotto!” it
commanded, in bold black typeface on glossy blue. “Little Jerusalem—AN INSPIRATION AND
WONDERMENT.”

“Y ou have got to be fucking kidding me,” Daria said, and she picked the brochure up off the bar.
Niki shrugged. “Nope. I'm afraid it’ sthe truth.”

She' d found the brochure at the welcome station just across the state line, had grabbed a big handful
from the display rack by the restrooms and read through them while she' d sipped a styrofoam cup of
coffee that had been free and had tasted likeit. She had discarded brochures advertising placeslike
DeSoto Caverns (* Underground Fairyland!™) and Moundville (* Secrets of aVanished Past!”). Ave
Maria Grotto had been at the very bottom, last chance at direction, and she' d been hooked by the story
of the Benedictine monk who' d spent hislife creating a scde modd of the holy city from bits of stone and
trash.

“You must be one weird lady, Niki Ky,” Dariasaid and tossed the brochure back onto the counter.

And Niki looked at it for amoment, trying to remember why she’ d made that particular choice, why it
had seemed important, or even interesting, at the time. She' d driven away from Myrtle Beach with only
the vaguest sense of purposg, little more than the blind need to be moving again. Had danced her last shift
at the Palmetto two nights before and given herself sometime to deep before she' d settled her bill with
the motd and tossed the gym bag into the back of the Vega.

“S0, you got aplaceto stay?’

Niki shrugged again, shook her head.

“I guess| haven't redlly thought about it,” she said. “1 guess |’ m gonnahaveto find aroom.”

“Or you could crash a my place for afew days, if you can dea with cockroaches and noisy neighbors.”

“Areyou sure?” The offer made her uncomfortable, made her automatically wary, and she wondered just
when and where she' d gotten so goddamned paranoid. “1 mean, amotel would do just fine.”

“I have an entirely better class of roaches. And besides, it's not every day you get the chance to offer



shelter to awandering pilgrim.”

“What?’ Niki said, but then she remembered the brochure, the miniature temples pieced together from
broken soft drink bottles and scrap metal, got the joke and laughed.

“Maybe you know some kinda a blessing for doomed musi cians and bands going nowhere at the speed
of light,” Daria Parker said, and then someone was asking her for a steamed hazelnut soy milk and she
rolled her eyes when the guy turned his back.

“One vegan pussy drink, coming up,” she whigpered to Niki and headed for the cooler.

Niki drank the last lukewarm sip of her Cubano, stared down at the few stray espresso grounds &t the
bottom of her cup. Thefedling that things had dipped out of her hands, that she was no longer running the
show, had been growing stronger and stronger since the ride to the Texaco station with Wended Sayer; a
helpless feding too much like the way she' d felt after Danny’ s death, and it made her want to run.

Shel d gotten awfully good at running.

Niki left the money for her drink and atip on the bar and found an empty booth. She set her bag on the
seet next to her and took out the dog-eared copy of Gravity’ s Rainbow, scrunched herself into the
corner, and thistime she made it through four pages before she dozed off. When Dariawoke her, gently
shook her shoulder and whispered her name, the coffeehouse was empty and there was blue-gray dawn
outside the steamfogged windows.

CHAPTER THREE

Spyder

1

S pyder stood out of sight, dmost invisible in the dust-scented shadows, and watched Daria Parker,
watched her as she gazed in a something in the window display. She knew Dariawell enough that they
spoke, nodded, exchanged smileswhenever Dariacamein to buy hair color or used records or just to
prowl around the shop. And, of course, she' d seen her on stage at Dr. Jekyll’s, had sat and listened to
her words and the steady hammer of her bass like aheart trapped inside the black-box speakers. When
the streetlights came on, Darialooked over her shoulder, and Spyder knew that she' d seen the cop car,
knew she was leaving before she even turned away.

“What do you think shewaslooking at?’ Byron said, and Spyder ignored him. Hewas till Stting on the
wobbly-legged stool behind the register, chain-smoking clovesin the dark. Two hours ago, he'd stuck a
New Order cassette in the tape deck and now “Bizarre Love Triangle” was coming around for the third
or fourth time.

Dariawaked away with her head down, guitar case swinging in her hand like a portable monoalith, and
the cops followed, cruisng dowly past Weird Trappings.

“If you don’t play something else,” Spyder said, “I’m gonnamake you eat that fucking tape.”

“Likewhat, Spyder?’ and without looking up, without having to see, she knew the sour, impatient
expression on Byron'sface, theway his eyes narrowed and his lower lip pouted out like awasp sting.

“Anything ese,” she said. She couldn’t see Dariaanymore, and the police had gone, too; the cars out
there now could be anyone. Spyder turned around, and the big cardboard box was still sitting unopened
on thefloor, waiting right where she' d I eft it, only afew moments ago. The streetlights bled through the
glass storefront, light pared, skinned down to its bones, and the shop was not nearly as dark as before.

Byron was rummaging through the cassettes she kept beneath the cash register, making as much noise as



he could; big, pissy Byron racket just for her. Spyder sat down beside the box, drew her razor-toothed
carton cutter expertly, schrunk, over and through the shiny membrane of packing tape. Insde, wrapped
safe within polyurethane, were dozens of rubber snakes and lizards. Gently, she pierced the topmost bag,
then used both handsto rip it open wide, and the rich smell of new car vinyl gushed up from the breach.

A plastic clatter across the room, and Byron cursed.

Spyder reached inside, dipped her left hand smoothly between newly dashed lips, and the air seemed
much cooler, heavier, down there; she pulled something big out through the dit, molded scales and beady
black eyes and aforked red tongue tasting the air.

Byron had put in her Best of the Doors tape, and Jm Morrison crooned “ Spanish Caravan” through the
cheesy little off-brand speakers rigged up on the walls, one each in the four cobwebby corners of the
shop. He knew she knew that he hated the Doors, he wasjust being snitty, pushing at buttons, pulling
chains, seeing how much more she' d let him get away with. Byron was leaning over the counter, looking
at her.

“God, that’ sugly,” he said. “What isit supposed to be? Some kind of dligator?’

“No,” shereplied. And Spyder read the shiny, gold paper tag to hersalf, gold and black tied around its
neck with an elagtic string. The African desert monitor, it said, Varanus griseus. She said the Latin aloud,
and the syllables felt ddlicious on her tongue, like an incantation or eldritch password.

“What?’ Byron asked, leaning out alittle farther. “What did you say?’

Spyder set the monitor aside, hauled an identical twin from the box, one more and she had triplets. She
tossed their empty bag away, deflated, transparent afterbirth, tore into the one underneath and found
fifteen perfect red-eyed geckos. Digging deeper, she unearthed green iguanas with whiplash tails, a
handful of cord snakes like deadly candy-striped canes and asingle six-foot Indian cobra, coiled snug
insde its own wicker basket. Spyder stuffed the empty bags back into the box, tossed it in the genera
direction of the stockroom curtain.

“God, | hatethissong,” Byron said, almost awhisper, just loud enough for her to hear.

And shewheded on him, no warning, threw one of the geckos hard, and it bounced cleanly off the Sde
of hishead.

“Ow!” Byron clutched at hisear like he wasredly hurt. “ Christ, Spyder! Be agoddamned bitch, why
don't you!”

“Do some work, buy something, or go home,” she said.

“Jesus, Spyder. What the fuck’ s your damage?’ and he smoothed at his hair by the faint reflection in the

glass countertop, hisface dimly superimposed on an assortment of bondage gear and bongs and clunky
slver jewdry. “Did you fuckin® forget to take your Prozac again this morning or what?’

Byron Langly, pushing, poking, amean little boy, dways surprised when the animd in the cagefindly
biteshisfingers. Spyder closed her eyes, prayed to hersdlf that thistime he would back off.

“I meanit, Byron,” and her voice was gill calm, but she could hear the brittle edge that hadn’t been there
aminute before. “Go breathe someone else'sair.”

A mean and thickheaded child, no regard for sgns hung in plain view, the signs posted for hisown
protection.

Byron took a deep drag on his cigarette, |et the smoke ooze like lazy ectoplasm from his nogtrils. His
tweezed and painstakingly penciled eyebrows raised dightly, and he cocked his head the smallet bit to
one dde, twirled one finger absently into hisblack hair.

Pushing.



“I'm not kidding,” and she was dipping past brittle fast, dipping past the carefully constructed walls and
brick-by-brick control, the masonry box she kept her mind in. A little more and things might start to spill
out, dosh ugly and acid over the top or leak hissing between the cracks.

And he knew that.

Byron crushed his cigarette out in the big ceramic ashtray on the counter, the ghost of asmilewrinkling
hisred, rouged lips.

“I'm sorry,” hesaid, purled in hissilkiest honey-voice, “1 shouldn’t have said that, Spyder.”

“Please, Byron. Just go home now,” and it shouldn’t have been so easy for him to get to her like that;
Spyder braced her handsflat againgt the floor, the smooth, cold floor, and tried to remember if maybe
she had forgotten her meds that morning.

“But you're not mad at me?’
“No,” shesaid. “Just please go.”
“Sure, Spyder. If that’ swhat you want. I’ [| see you tomorrow, okay?’

She didn’'t answer, stared down into her puddie of creepy crawlies until she heard hisfootsteps, a
dramatic sigh, and then his footsteps and the cowbell over the door jangled loudly after him. And shewas
alonein her shop, except for the shadows and the stink of Byron’s cigarettes and the dead man singing
through the stereo.

Four blocks from Weird Trappings, Byron stopped in the shelter of an dley. He was not quite halfway
home to the cramped apartment he shared with a drag queen named Billy (better known to her fansas
the great Taulah Thunderpussy) and Billy’ s butt-ugly Pekinese. The wind had picked up since he' d left
the shop, had turned blustery and raw, and he’ d forgotten his coat, the fine velveteen frock coat he'd
rescued from a Southside estate sale, hanging useless on an old nail in Spyder’ s stockroom.

He cursed himsdlf and took another step into the aley, deeper into the gloom nestled between the tall,
old buildings, the wals on either sde tattooed with spray paint tags and gang graffiti. He knew better,
knew that he was safer if he kept to the main streets, the well lit Sdewaks. And this particular dley was
narrower than most, not even wide enough for acar. But he was freezing.

By now, Spyder had probably found his coat, was probably having hersalf agood old bely laugh at his
expense. Heimagined her standing aone in the stockroom, stuffywarm, cozy in her maze of boxesand
brooms and junk, and Byron hugged himsdlf tightly, shivered in histhin cotton blouse.

“Bitch,” he whispered to the empty street, the alley, to Spyder snickering in his head, and wiped hisrunny
nose on the back of hishand. A little of the maroon lipstick he always wore rubbed off onto his knuckles,
smudgy dull smear the color of cranberry sauce. He glanced nervoudy over his shoulder into the dark
and redlized that he couldn’t see light from the other side, that the dleyway must dead-end instead of
opening back out onto Morris.

A violent, sudden gust swept along First Avenue, air likeice-water breath, and Byron was forced even
farther from the usaless comfort of the streetlight pooled yellow-white on the sdewak. The wind dragged
the rustling pages of a discarded newspaper past the dley and they were gone.

Just acouple more seconds, just until | can stop shaking so bad and get my...

Somewhere behind him, something moved; adry and weighty scritch, scritch, scritch over asphat and
gravel and trash, the glasstinkle of an empty bottle disturbed.

And something e se, something amost inaudible beneath the risng wail and whistle of the wind, asound
like crackling autumn leaves or the guilty whisperings of children. A murmur and asigh and the sharp, wet



wheeze of breath drawn in quickly through clenched teeth.

Byron stepped out of the aley, three steps backwards and he was once again at the dicing mercy of the
wind. But he did not run, knew at least enough to know that there was nothing to be gained by trying to
run away, by wearing hisfear like agaudy gold cuff link on hisdeeve.

And there was nothing in the dley, ether, nothing but the empty, lightless space between two buildings, a
few bottles|eft behind by winos, needles|eft by junkies. He made himsalf stand till and look, never mind
the cold or the way his heart was pounding, pounding like it was ready to explodein agory spray from
his chest.

There an't nothing under the bed, Byron. Nothing in the closet. See?

But he' d dwaystold his mother, his grandmother, hisbig Sster, that redl monsters were fagt, fast and
much too smart to get caught when you turned on the light.

I’m not afraid of you, and athough Byron thought he' d spoken, had expected to hear the words out
loud, hislips had gone numb, and there was no sound but the wind and the white noise backdrop of the
city.

And from the dley, perfect sllence.

Byron Langly turned and walked quickly away, not stopping once or even dowing down until it wasto
dide hiskey into thelock of his gpartment door.

2.

Two-thirds up the side of Red Mountain, Spyder |eft the obstacle course of potholes and badly patched
and repatched asphalt, pulled roughly into her narrow driveway. The turd-brown Celica coughed its oily
exhaust againgt the cold, bald tires scrunching aong the gravel furrow, haphazard excuse for adrive
framed between tall, untended rows of holly and crape myrtle. Set far back from the last dim Streetlight
on Cullom Street, the house waited for her in its protective cocoon of dark, sheltered safe beneath the
craggy limbs of water oaks and arthritic old pecans.

Dark windows like chegp sunglasses or the eyes of birds, and the long dark front porch.

By thetime she reached the door she was shivering, stood fumbling with her cluttered key ring, keysto
Weird Trappings and its half-dozen display cases, somethat fit locksthat no longer existed and afew
she'd picked up at yard sales and antiques shopsjust because she' d liked how they looked or felt in her
hands. The porch offered only the barest sanctuary from the wind; awild, junky confusion of debris,
things tossed out and pushed to the back, forgotten except when she happened to trip over something or,
much more rarely, when she discovered a use for some discarded this or that and reclaimed it. Deflated
bicycle whed s and unidentifiable machinery, cogs and sprockets, an ancient Maytag washing machine
she’' d dragged out of the house years ago, now stuffed to overflowing with rags and garbage. The old
Norton she’ d bought meaning to fix up, had even gotten asfar as breaking down the transmission one
day late last spring.

Shefindly found the key that felt right, that had the right number of peaks and valleys of the proper
heights and depths cut in the right order, held it tight in her trembling fingers and turned the dead bolt,
opened the door and stepped into the murky warmth of the house.

And the house accepted her, dipped itsdf around her like a steaming bath, and it hardly mattered that
she' d closed the door; the house had its own meteorology, its own gentle system of fronts and pressure
centers. Spyder stood very till as her eyes adjusted to the shadows and the darkness behind the
shadows, letting the day dide off her like grime, breathing in the whispery dustiness of the little foyer. A
few seconds more and she easly found the switch on thewall, the ornate iron switchplate cooler to the
touch than the wallpaper skin, and flooded the room, the hall beyond, with soft white light.



Spyder blinked, squinted, dropped the brown paper grocery bag she' d carried from the car, bump to the
floor, and one of the rubber monitor lizards tumbled out. It lay helplessonitsback, legsintheair and
“Madein China’ molded into its smooth cream-colored belly. She leaned down, set it onitsfeet, pointed
the long snout and forever-extended tongue at the door. Then she made sure she' d reset the dead bolt
and |eft the key ring dangling from the lock.

“Nothing persond,” she said to the monitor. “I’m sure you' re avery good watch lizard.”

Spyder checked the door again, rattled the sturdy knob, and followed the light down into the depths of
the house.

Three days after Spyder’ stenth birthday, her mother had died of uterine cancer. Theirony had not been
lost on her, that the cregping thing that had dowly devoured her mother from insde had begun in her
womb, had grown itself therein secret like a seditious fetus. Her malignant, vindictive sibling, brother
cancer, Sster tumor. Her Aunt Margaret had kept Spyder out of school and together they had watched
over her mother through the long last month. Spyder had washed her mother’ s piss and blood from the
bedsheets, had measured out careful doses of the tea-shaded morphine eixir, had held her mother’ s head
while she’ d puked into the plastic garbage can that her aunt had moved from the kitchen.

And Trisha Baxter had left her daughter the rambling Victorian house at the nub end of Cullom Street, the
house her grandfather had built and the only thing she owned worth leaving behind. Spyder’ sfather had
died years before, and her mother had kept them fed and clothed on what she' d made as a seamsiress,
that and the rare and grudging gifts from family members.

So, after the funerd, after the Bible verses and carnation stink, Spyder had been packed off to livein
Pensacola, handed down to cousinsthat she'd never met. And when she was thirteen she' d run away the
first time, had been picked up by Horida state troopers, hitchhiking afew miles from the Alabama sate
line. Had findly spent alittletimein juvie, and no one had redlly bothered to argue when she turned
sixteen and dropped out of school. No one had come after her when she' d bought the busticket back to
Birmingham with her own money. She' d waked from the Greyhound depot downtown, dragging an old
duffel bag behind her, military canvas crammed full of her ratty jeans and T-shirts and comic bookslike
some gigantic olive-drab sausage.

But her Aunt Margaret had rented out the house, her house, and the fat woman who' d answered the
door hadn’t even let Spyder come inside, had stood behind the latched screen, nervous, piggy eyesand
children screaming over the television behind her. Had threatened to call the police when Spyder kicked
the door and called the woman white trash. Spyder had dumped her clothes and junk out al over the
front porch, had screamed obscenities while the terrified woman had frantically dialed the police and the
children cheered from an open window. Findly, tired past exhausted, she' d sat down in the porch swing
and waited quietly for the copsto come.

They’d put her in handcuffs and had agreed with the fat woman that she was probably on drugs.

Spyder had spent the next two monthsin the psycho ward at Cooper Green Hospita, courtesy her aunt

and uncle ssignatures, had lost entire weeks in agooey trang haze of Xanax and amitriptyline, and once,
after she’ d punched an orderly, aneedlefull of Thorazine that had left her locked inside her usaless body
like asentient corpse. But when they' d finally let her out, the fat woman and her children were gone, and
her Aunt Margaret had handed over the keys and a savings account with the little money her mother had
left and athird of what had comein from tenants over the years.

“Y ou’re on your own now, little lady,” her aunt had said, and Spyder had looked her straight in the eyes
and laughed.

“l dwayswas,” she' d sad.



Most of her mother’ s things had been parceled out to relatives or given away to the Savation Army, and
Spyder had spent the first night donein the empty house, listening to the hardwood and plaster voices,
the familiar settling cresks and murmurs. Like her, the house had remembered, remembered her,
remembered everything. In the last hour before dawn, she' d findly falen adeep, nestled into amusty
pallet of quiltsand one of her Uncle Fred' s mothball-scented deeping bags.

And in the house where she' d been born, where her mother had been born and died, Spyder Baxter had
dreamed.

Spyder was Sitting at the kitchen table eating a cold Spam sandwich, washing it down with Buffalo Rock
ginger de, when the phonerang.

“Yeah,” she barked into the receiver, gruff enough to put off anyone she didn’t want to talk to anyhow,
firemen sdlling charity tickets or saespeople wanting her to switch long-distance companies. She took
another sip of the cola-colored soda; Spyder loved Buffalo Rock, maybe because it was hard to find
outside Birmingham and seemed sort of old-fashioned, or maybe just because nobody else she' d ever
met could stand to drink the stuff.

Nothing from the other end of the line for a second or two, and then Byron, his cultivated, dightly nasd
Scar-lett O’ Haradrawl, affected so long that it had become as much a part of him as hisferrety eyesor

his pretty, tapering hands.

“Spyder,” hesaid quietly, but it came out more like“ Spah' da,” and she didn’t answer, listened instead to
the parking lot soundsin the background. There was no telephone in Byron's gpartment, hadn’t been
since hisroommate had run up afour-hundred-dollar phone bill caling the Psychic Friends Network and
gay sex numbers. Byron had to walk half ablock to a Shop-A-Snak to use a pay phone; she pictured
him standing there, shivering in the freezing wind, thoroughly, righteoudy miserable. Spyder took another
bite of Spam and chewed deliberately.

“I’'m sorry, Spyder,” and there was the faintest ash-gray trace of regret in hisvoice, genuine regret, not
the paper-doll remorse he usualy tossed about like confetti.

Or maybe he wasjust getting better at the charade.
She swallowed, stared at the dirty venetian blinds covering the kitchen window.
“l sad | was sorry, Spyder.”

“I'm busy, Byron.” Shetook afresh dice of white bread, spread Blue Plate mayonnaise thick and added
lots of black pepper. A car horn blared through the receiver.

“You'rejust egting,” he said, indignant, and there was no question about his sSincerity thistime.

“Yeah, so I’'m busy fucking eating, okay?’ She diced off awedge of the spongy pink meat, wrapped the
bread around it.

“Just don't be pissed at me, Spyder. Please? Just don’t be pissed anymore.”

She laid the sandwich down on the tabletop and licked adab of mayonnaise off her thumb.
“Jesus, Spyder. Will you please say something?’

“Stop sniveing, Byron.”

Outside, a sudden gust of wind swept hard againgt the side of the house, wind that seemed to push itself
dowly, painfully, againgt the old paint-flaky boards, pressing itsinsubstantia flanks againgt the windows.

“Spyder? Spyder, are you still there?”
The windows rattled and the wind thing dowly backed away, Sghed itsdf roughly around the corners of



the house and spread airflesh across the steeply pitched roof, over the cornices and gables. Anicy draft
leaked through the cracksin the window frame, winter breath 0ozing between glass and caulk and
muntin.

“Spyder?’

“Yeah,” and she could hear the sudden flatness in her own voice, the gloating satisfaction drained away
now. She closed her eyes and the world felt so thin, hammered down by the rumble and howl. Everything
pressed into an onionskin moment, reedy to tear and let the sagging, collapsing sky pour through.

The blaze of Heaven bleeding through, no matter how hard she squeezed her eyes shut.

“There was something in an dley, Spyder. On my way home,” and part of her waslistening to him, il
hearing anyway, registering the fear it was probably tearing him gpart to show.

“Just go home, Byron. Please, just go the hell on home before you catch pneumoniaand die.”

Shedidn’t give him time to answer, cut him short and |eft the receiver lying off the hook on thetable,
Spyder finished her supper with her eyes closed.

Thisisthefirg timethat Spyder’ sfather made them spend the night down inthe cdllar. Sheisn't even
Spyder yet, just plain old LilaBaxter. She' ssix, barely, and at the end of the summer she'll start first
grade. Her hair isblack, and there safilthy Band-aid on her |eft ebow where she fell off the swingset
yesterday. She' s sitting with her mother at the kitchen table and it’ s stickyhot July wegther, dog day
premonition, and still the supper is getting cold, the chinabowl of butter beans and the greasy green
tomatoes. She' sreading aDr. Seuss book her Grandma Baxter gave her along time ago, and the pages
have dirty fingerprint smudges and the cover’ s about to come off. She knowsit by heart, can recite the
words from beginning to end. Last winter, she had ablack molly she named Sam-I-Am that died
because she took it out of the water to watch it breathe.

She' sthinking about Sam-I-Am, buried in amatchbox under her mother’ s roses, deep so the catscan't
dig him up. She doesn't redlly have to read the words anymore, spends more time looking at the pictures.

The screen door dams shut (thwack), the way it doeswhen shejust letsit go, letsthe spring snap it back.
Her mother gets up, goesto the stove and takes the chicken out of the oven, is ill standing there, pedling
back the duminum foil, when her father comesin. Her mother looks at him and frowns, wipesat awisp
of hair that’ s dipped loose from her ponytail and is swestplastered to her forehead.

He gtinks like work and whiskey (she wrinkles her nose), is still wearing his carpenter’ s gpron, pockets
with three-penny nails and roofing tacks and little canvas loops for screwdrivers and hammers.
“Quikrete’ stamped across the front in pale red. He goesto the sink and washes his hands, scrubs them
and scrubs and scrubs with the diver of Ivory soap, stares out the window, up at the sky.

“Isit looking stormy, Carl?’ her mother asks, setting the chicken on the table, and she goesto the
refrigerator for the watermelon pickles. “On theradio, they were calling for thunderstorms again.”

And her father doesn’'t look away from the window above the sink, lathers with the soap again, rinses his
hands and dries them on adish towe.

“Maybeit’ll cool things off some,” her mother says and sits down, starts spooning butter beans onto
Lila'splate.

Her father stands at the sink along time, after she and her mother have begun to et. Lilaputs Green
Eggs and Ham on the floor beneath her chair because he doesn’t allow books at the table. And he' s il
watching the sky.

“Comeand est, Carl, before everything gets cold.”



Helooks away from the window and dowly laysthe towe acrossthe edge of the sink. Hiseyesare
bright and far away and look kind of scared. Lilastabs a butter bean and watches him while she chewsit.

Her father takes big helpings of everything, moves dow, doesn't say anything or look a anyone. Takes
two pieces of chicken at once, adrumstick and abreast, and doesn’t eat a bite. There’'sno wind or
thunder and it’ sstill sunny outside, and she wonders what her father waslooking at in the sky.

Hetakes apack of Chesterfields from his apron, lights one and stares at the food, untouched, on his
plate. Her mother doesn’t look angry anymore, worried, though, and allittle scared, maybe. She wipes
fried-chicken grease from her hands.

“Carl, is something wrong? Did something happen at work?”

Heturnsand stares a her, but hiseyes are still not redly there. And now Lilais scared, too.
“Cal?

“I'madl finished, Momma,” Lilasays, dthough she' s4till very hungry.

Her mother looks at her plate.

“Noyou'renat, Lila You hardly ateathing.”

“But I'm full,” and she pushes her chair (scrunk) away from the table.

“You gt ill,” and her mother is questioning her father again. Hewon't answer, smokes his cigarette, taps
ashesinto hishand.

“Momma, please, | redlly—"
“| sad gt 4ill, Lila” Her mother sounds very frightened now.

“Leavethegirl done, Trisha,” and her father’ svoiceis smooth, deepy, whistles out of him the way air
leaks out of abaloon. Sheimagines her father getting smdler and smdler, drawing in, until there snothing
left but an empty, wrinkled skin balloon draped over the back of the kitchen chair. “ She said shewas
full.”

She gets out of her seat and retrieves Dr. Seuss.
“Did someone get hurt on the job, today, Carl? Isthat what happened? Oh god, wasit Jess?’

Lilastands beside the table. Mr. Mouser is meowling and clawing at the screen to comein, and she
thinksthat if it isgoing to storm, she should let him inside. But she wantsto hear. People get hurt alot on
her father’ s jobs; sometimesthey even get killed.

Mr. Mouser is climbing the screen door. If sheturnsaround, he' [l be hanging therelike abig furry bug.
“For pity’ ssake, Carl, say something. Tell me what’ sthe matter.”

And her father rubs his sunburned sandpaper cheeks with both hands, hides his face behind thick fingers,
uneven ydlowed nails. And sheredlizesthat he' s crying, even though he' s smiling when his handsfal,
plop, on hislap. Shiny tears and a gray-black streak of cigarette ash.

“Lila, go outsde and play.” Her mother grabs angpkin and iswiping her father’ sface, and her father is
amiling even more, showing al histobacco-stained teeth in ahuge Cheshire-cat grin.

“What' swrong, Momma?’
“Right now, Lila”

And she' sturning around, hugging the tattered book, and there' s Mr. Mouser, claws and marmalade
belly and dappled paw pads, clinging to the screen door, and it seems very, very bright outside.

“Bad cat,” she scolds, and now her father is sobbing. And he' slaughing, aso, and in her somach



something startsto wind itsdlf up tight, like arubber band. She thinksthat maybe she' Il barf up the butter
beans. The screen swings open when she pushesit, but Mr. Mouser is still hanging on, looking at her
through the tiny wire squares.

“I can seeangels,” her father says.
She stepsinto the late afternoon heat. Closes the door carefully, pullsthe cat loose onefoot at atime.
“Bad Mouser. Bad, bad cat.”

Lilasitsdown on the back steps, Dr. Seuss open to page one on her knees and strokes Mr. Mouser until
he forgets about wanting insde and beginsto purr in hisloud, ragged tomcat voice.

Spyder swallowed the last bite of her second sandwich and opened her eyes. There was no globe on the
kitchen light and the naked bulb jabbed needles at her. Somewhere, there was a globe, full of spare
change, mostly nickels and pennies, |eft in acorner after the first time she blew the light, years and years
ago. The globe was old, maybe as old as the house, frosted glass etched with aring of grape leaves.

And it should be hereto stop the light from hurting my eyes. It should be hereto...

Spyder dammed her fist down hard on the table, hard enough to hurt and snip at the voice in her head.
The empty Buffalo Rock bottle jumped, fdll to the floor. Rolled away into adark place.

Get up, Spydie. Get up and do something easy, something normal.

/but she smdlls red, nasty cloying crimson, and gags, thinks that she' s going to puke but/
She stood up too fast and knocked the chair over.

“No”

/and her voice smdlslike sour little crab apples and millipedes/

“I"’m not going down tonight, | won't fucking go down tonight.”

Spyder gathered up the supper stuff, the plate with the leftover chunk of Spam, the mayonnaisejar
(screwed thelid down so tight it’ d be a bitch to open next time), the dirty knife. She dropped the knifein
the sink, put the Spam and mayo in the fridge. More careful than careful, paying perfect attention to each
necessary step. Twist-tied the bread closed, set it on the countertop.

Shefished the the ginger ae bottle out from under the table, ignored the dry scritching benesth the
floorboards.

fignoresthered smdl/

Spyder put the bottle in the trash, counting her footsteps. Got the noisy carton of crickets off the top of
the rdic Frigidaire and the styrofoam cup of mealy worms from inside. Carried them back to the sink and
et the crickets down.

/but she' sdipping now, for sure, and Dr. Lynxweiler istdling her to relax, rideit out, don’'t let it freak
you out this once, Spyder, don't let it take you down/

There was something in an dley, Spyder, he' d said, and On my way home.

Spyder pulled the plagtic top off the worms, stirred the sawdust inside with her finger to be sure they
weredill dive.

/she sin Alicetime, and crimson smdlslike the sound of starling wings

She found a dead worm and washed it down the drain. The others seemed healthy enough, just duggish
from the cold.



“It'sdl right, Spyder,” she said and closed the medlies, picked up the crickets.

She turned off the light above the table and stood a minute in the darkness, fighting to anchor herslf, to
nail hersalf feet and hands and cold spike between her eyes, into this moment, clinging to the sound of the
nervous crickets and the growling wind outside.

Thisisthefirs night that they waited in the cellar for the bombsto fal, for the trumpets and hurricane
buzz of locust wings.

Her mother lightsthe oil lamp and warm orangeness floods the cdllar, eclipsing the pale beam of her
father’ sflashlight. The cdllar smdlslike wet earth and mushrooms, sulfur from the match. There arerows
of old boxes, cardboard and wooden crates, stacked high aong the dirt walls. Sagging shelves crowded
with forgotten Ball mason jars and old newspapers. Rusty garden tools. She can see scraggly goblin
fingers poking out of the dirt, but knowsthey’re only roots.

Her father is crazy drunk, and her mother hasfindly stopped crying. They St together, cast their three
long shadows, and her father talks about the angels.

Her mother is crocheting, trying not to hear the things he' s saying over and over again. A swester out of
green yarn from Woolworth’s, and the yarn makes Lila think about the cats, Mr. Mouser and Sister and
Little John, all locked outside at the end of the world. She set their supper on the back steps, asked her
mother if cats went to Heaven, and her mother too quickly told her yes, they go to Cat Heaven. But at
least it'scool inthe cdlar, like air conditioning.

The shotgun across hislap and the big family Bible open to the last few pages. They stinsdeacircle of
sdt, and she watches her mother’ slips, counting stitches with her. Her father reads out loud dl the scary
parts she's never heard.

When her mother saysit’s bedtime (How can shetell? There are no clocks down here, and she’ smissed
televison and hasn't even had her bath), she lies down on one of the army cots. They sméll like mildew
and dugt, the blanket smdlls like mothballs, and she sneezes. She wipes her nose on the back of her hand,
but her mother doesn’t even ydll.

“Likeathief inthenight,” her father says, and after sherolls over, he saysit again. Her parentsthrow
monster-movie shadows on the walls. She' s never been this afraid, not even in tornado wesather, but she
doesn't cry.

Lilastays awake as long as she can, fights the heaviness dragging at her eyelids. Watches her father when
he gets up and paces the red-dirt floor, never once stepping outside his circle. She counts sheep to Stay
awake.

And when she loses count, she dreams about blood in the streets and fire and the sky as black as coal.
3.

At the end of thelong hdll, past the toilet and her mother’ s old sewing room, alinen closet and the back
way into the room that had been her parents’, Spyder’ s bedroom was ashrine of glassand wax. A
hundred jars easy, fish tanks cracked or too leaky to hold water, and everywhere candles, the only light
she permitted here. All the windows were nailed shut and painted blind, two thick coats of Sears’ flat
black masking each pane. She' d used afine-tipped camel’ s hair brush to trace the webs, not cartoon
spiderwebs or the stylized patterns tattooed on her skin, but painstaking reproductions copied from
textbooks and photographs.

At firgt, after Floridaand the nuthouse, she' d tried deeping in her mother’ s bedroom. It was so much
bigger, and it' d seemed a shame to waste, but she could dways smell the deathbed stench and her
dreams had been even worse than usua. So she had crammed most of her stuff into this narrow space at



the very back of the house, the room that had been hers as a child. Had patched the drafty wallswith
spackling paste and wood putty and used a staple gun to repair the pedling strips of wallpaper. Had
tacked up the extrainsulation of poster prints by Edvard Munch and H. R. Giger, Dali and Gustav Klimt.

Spyder lit a cinnamon-scented candle, closed and locked the door behind her. The crickets were making
afuss, and she shook the carton, stared through the wire-mesh window set into the sde (“Live Bait,
Catch the Big'und!”). Tiny bodies scrambling over each other, clinging to the sides, fidgeting antennae
and hair-trigger legs.

“What do you little fucks know, huh?” And Spyder thumped the side of the carton, knocking some of the
crickets over on their shiny brown backs. “Y ou don’t know shit, do you?’

She was starting to fedl better by scant degrees, the whisper and shimmer at the borders beginning to ebb
and fade. She’ d double her Klonopin tonight, just to be safe, just to be sure things stayed that way until
morning. But her room was amost as good as the meds, so absolutely her, nothing | eft to guard againgt.
She could breathe here and let the vigilance fray, let the wariness begin to dissolve.

The candldight glimmered dully off aguarium glass and old picklejars. Behind the reflections, there was
hungry movement, greedy patience. She no longer knew how many spiders she shared the room with,
how many more, carefully pinned and labeled, were housed in the wooden museum cases stacked
againg the walls and hidden beneath the bed.

Spyder used the cinnamon candle to light adozen others, passing the flame from wick to wick until the
room was washed in the flickering glow. Then she plopped down on her squesky mattress, aWorld War
Il army-surplus hospital bed draped with an autumn-colored quilt. Her mother had made alot of quilts,
but her Aunt Margaret had most of them.

Her big Sony boom box sat on the floor, surrounded by neat towers of CD jewd cases. Spyder put on a
Danidlle Dax album, skipped ahead to her favorite track and turned up the volume far enough that she
couldn’t hear theinsstent wind over the keyboards and guitars, the banshee vocals.

In the five-gdlon tank on the little table beside the bed, Lurch and Tickler rustled about in their shredded
newspaper. She' d bought the pair of Mexican red-legged tarantulas almost five years ago, a present to
hersdf on thefirst anniversary of Weird Trappings opening. Officialy, red-legs were an endangered
species, but she' d found these two with alocal pet shop owner who' d claimed he' d gotten them from a
breeder in Mississippi. More likely, through ablack market connection in Mobile or New Orleans. Lurch
and Tickler were both females; males of the species stopped eating when they reached adulthood and
promptly either fucked themselvesto deeth or were eaten by females after mating.

Spyder opened the tank, let Tickler crawl cautioudly into her palm. The chocolate and apricot spider was
amost aswide as her hand. She stroked the stiff hairs on its back, then gently pressed her cheek againgt
Tickler’ sbrigtly abdomen.

“I’'m gonnabe okay,” she whispered, pretending the tarantula could understand, and Tickler raised her
front-most | eft leg, seeming to caress the bridge of Spyder’ s nose.

Sometimes, sheimagined that the others watched, jealous of the affection she lavished on the red-legs,
that the thousands of pinpoint black eyes glared a her through their plate-glasswalls and longed for more
than their suppers. But tonight she didn’t think about them, focused only on the living weight of the
tarantulaand the glimmering candles. On the singer’ s voice and the words and music.

An hour later, after she'd divided up the last of the crickets and mealies among the five tanks of black
widows, after she' d rounded up Lurch and Tickler and traded Danielle Dax for Dead Can Dance,
Spyder turned down the quilt and undressed.

Tomorrow morning, Byron would be waiting for her at the shop, and she' d et him gpologize again. And
then she' d convince him that there d been nothing waiting for himin that aley except astreet crazy or



maybe a stray dog.

She popped the safety caps off her scripts, dry swallowed two yelow and green Prozac capsules and
two baby blue Klonopin. Blew out al but the candle closest to her bed. For amoment, she stood naked
inthe dim yellow light, admiring her strong body, thefull firmness of her breasts, the washboard-flat
stomach, and the muscular line of her unshaven legs. The perfect tapestry of pain and ink covering her
arms and shoulders.

Spyder lay down, covered herself with the mismatched sheets and her mother’ s patchwork, and watched
the tarantulas stalk their dinners until she fell adeep. Toward dawn the dreams found her, and she walked
the blood streets under coal-black skies.

CHAPTER FOUR

Yer Funeral
1.

D ariaknowsthat she’ s dreaming, almost always knows, and so her dreams are like amusement park
rides or tripping or movies of lives she might have led. And she knows that sheis not seven, even though
the world rushing past outside the Pontiac’ s open windowsistoo fresh, the sunlight and colors of the
Missssppi countryside much too brilliant, to have filtered through her twenty-four-year-old eyes. She
knows that it's November and not the week before her eighth birthday at the end of May.

The warm breeze through the windows smédllslike new hay and cow shit, afaint, syrupy hint of the
honeysuckle tangled in the fences that divide pastureland from the hennaribbon of the unpaved road.
Dug spins up off thetires and hangs like orange smoke in the morning air behind them; hard gravel
nuggets pop and ping off the underbdlly of the Pontiac.

“I haveto go to the bathroom,” she says, and her dad looks &t her in the rearview mirror. “Not much
farther. Y ou don't want to go in the ditch, do you?’

“I canwalit,” shesays, isn't sureif she' stdling the truth, not after two strawberry Nehi’sfrom the
styrofoam cooler in the backseat floorboard. She turns away from the window, back to the shoe box of
crayolastumps and her big pad of maniladrawing paper.

“Wadl, it syour cdl,” he saysfrom the front.

The paper is completely covered, crazy loops and swirls, figure eights and broad smears from crayons
skinned and rubbed furioudy sideways. Psycheddic, her mother would say if shewere here, or abstract,
shewould say, or impressionistic. A rainbow gutted, turned insde out, and she looks at the back of her
dad’ shead, hishair dirty, amost to his shoulders now. There s nothing on the radio but country music
stations and preaching stations, and she doesn't know the words to any of these songs.

“There are some trees up there you could go behind.”

“I said | canwait,” she saysagain and picksal the broken pieces of black crayon out of the box,
arranging them nestly on the seat beside her. With the largest, she begins working across the page from
the upper left corner, burying kaleidoscopic chaos beneath perfect, waxy black.

“I'msorry,” her dad says, and she bears down so hard that the crayon breaks again, crumblesinto oily
bits that she rubsinto the paper with her thumb. Both her hands are stained, the sides of her pams, the
tips of her fingers, smudged ocher and sky blue and salmon. Her thumb isthe indefinite color of abruise.

“You don't haveto keep saying that,” she says, older, tireder Daria voice speaking over whatever the
child might have said, and he' sstaring at her from the rearview mirror, watching her through Keith



Barry’ s pebble-polished eyes.

The crayon smears on her skin melt and run together, mercuric, drip off and splash the black, and now
ghe'll haveto use more black to hide them.

Something huge that coughs diesel smoke and hickory and rolls across the land on sinuous whedls like
centipede legs rattles past the Pontiac, blocking out the sun for the instant beforeit’s gone, and shelooks
up, lookswhere it was, the shining stitchesin thered, red earth, and “ Y ou go first,” Keith whispers, and
uses the blade of his big pocketknife to pry away one of the rotten boards, weathered shimmery gray and
splintery. The old wood mousesqueaks and pops free, rust-toothed nails flipped up to the cloudless

spring sky.

Keith grinslike aguilty weasd, folds his knife away, and the yawning dark dit where the board was
sucks him inside the shack, the listing shack behind the store and gas Station after she pissed, while her
father talks nervous with the man who pumped their gas and wiped dead bugs from the windshield with
hiswet bluerag.

“C’'mon,” her father shouts, and she hears glass and grit scrunching beneath his shoesand it sounds asiif
he' sbeing chewed divein there, ground up like amouthful of raw hamburger. Mort hesitates, and
Maybe, she thinks, maybe he' s thinking about being eaten, too.

“Wait the hell up,” Mort says, and then he' sgone, leaving her donein the sun and the sour stink of
gasoline and thetall grass. More chewing footsteps, growing fainter, and she looks back, down Morris
past the warehouses to the railroad, past the rusting water pump and the scrap metal heaped behind the
gas station. Shewantsto call them back, call for her dad.

“Jesus Chrigt, Dar. Comethefuck onif you' re comin’.”

And then she squeezes herself through the gap in the wall, pushes between fear and the dry-rot pine, out
of the hot morning and into the cool, dustsmelly gloom. And the darkness does swallow her, takes her
ins de the whispery solitude of its velvet guts, the shack, the empty warehouse, makesit seem like there
might never have been anything else. Except that the way back, the space of asingle dat, blazeslike the
door to Heaven.

“Mort?" she whispersloud, the way she speaks at the library or afuneral parlor, and “ Keith?’

Drifting back, then, from nowhere, from everywhere a once, “Over here, Dar. Over here,” and it might
be Keith or Mort or anyone else. The darkness plays ventriloquist, throwing voices, bending sound,
stedling wordsfor itsown.

“Where?| can't seeyou.”

A long slence and finally something taunting like laughter or summer thunder way off, and the voice
shouts back, “ Over herel”

Dariatakes one uncertain step forward, crunching the gritty, invisible debris scattered across the floor
benesth the rubber soles of her boots. Her eyes are beginning to adjust, dowest fade to fuzzy twilight,
and she swallows, her throat dry, dry mouth, and tastes the stale dustbunny air. She remembersthe big
cooler sweating sweet condensation diamonds inside the Pontiac, the bottles of Coke and Nehi floating in
itslittle arctic sea. And forces hersdlf another step, two, three, moving haltingly now acrossagray
concrete plain littered with darker patches and the faint glint of broken glass. Streaky sunlight bleeds
down through the roof, sieved through shadow, and by the time the dark finisheswith it, it's nothing more
than the pae ghost of the morning.

“Hey, Dar! Look at thig!”
“What? What isit?’
Up ahead of her, something fals over, startlingly loud, weighty metal crash and glasstinkle, and the



sudden feathery rustle of wings high overhead.
“Haly fuck, Keith! Will you watch what the hell you' re doing?’
And that laughter again, and the rustling, just swallows or pigeons, or bats.

“God, Dar, sometimes you can be such agoddamn pussy,” Keith says, and now she knowsthe laughter
ishis, mean laugh, theway you laugh at Sssesand fat kids and Carol Y ancy when the school nurse
found cootiesin her hair.

Stop! she screams. Stopit! but just screaming inside her head, the words just loud thoughts trapped
ingde her the way this darknessis contained inside the warehouse walls, within the walls of the shack that
had seemed so much smaller from the outside.

Something touches her cheek, atickling wisp of her hair or acobweb, and shedapsat it.
“Lay off,” Mort says, and then there are footsteps moving toward her.

“I| can’t seeyou...” but her voicetrails off when the wispy thing brushes her face again. Itisn't her hair.
Some of it clings stubbornly to her fingers.

“Stay whereyou are,” Mort says, Mort or her father. “ Stand till, and I'll find you.”

Hurry up, and she wishes that much had come out loud enough for someone to hear, but she’ stoo busy
swiping at the sticky wispsto try again.

“I can’'t see her, Keith. | can’t see her anywhere.”

Hurry.

“Dumb pussy bitch,” Keith says. “Fuck her, Mort.”

Stand till. Stand till and wait for him to find you. Y ou' re freaking yourself out, that’ sall.

It'sjust afucking dream.

The footsteps seem to pass her by, dissolving back into the murk, each one alittle farther away than the
legt.

And then the scurry of tiny legs, delicate across her upper lip, the bridge of her nose. And she gasps,
loud drowning noise, and sucks some of the clinging stuff into her mouth, her nogtrils.

“Daria?” and her dad sounds frightened, dmost as much assheis. “Daria, where are you?’

She dapsat her face so hard it draws down violet stars, and there are others, al at once, moving rapidly
up and down her arms, her bare legs, impatient as minute fingers drumming busily to themselves. One
wrigglesitsway past the collar of her T-shirt, skitters along her spine, another over an eyelid. A hundred,
athousand legs dancing softly, crazily, and the webslike aliving curtain al around her.

And finally she can scream, opens her mouth so wide and the sound tearsitsdlf out of her, sonic Ve cro
rip, leaving her throat raw and her earsringing. When shetriesto run, her feet tangle and she lands hard,
the breath driven from surprised lungsin aloud whoosh, cutting off the second scream halfway through.

They ared| over her then. Everywhere.

Strong hands on her shoulders, and she can smell Mort, his omnipresent reek of pot smoke and swedt,
before her father drags her out through the hole in the wall, back into the day, the blinding sun and the
sky like achinaplate. And then he seesthe spiders, long-legged, yelow-brown hurrying things, and he
screams, too.

2.

Dariawoke up, jerked violent from deep, and lay very still, wrapped in dingy white sheetsfaintly damp
from sweat and the steam hissing from the radiator across the room. An amber swatch of sunlight on the



wall above her bed told her it was late, the last dregs of the afternoon, before she checked her
wristwatch. She sat up dowly and leaned back against the plaster wall where a headboard should' ve
been, wiped salty moisture from her face with both hands and stared at her unsteady palms and waited
for the white noise, the dreamshock, to pass, duggish decompression bleeding her back into the world.

Niki Ky was still adeep on the floor beside the bed, curled into the old wool afghan and the Peanuts
sheetswashed so many timesthat Linus' blue blanket had gone gray. She only added to the
disorientation, something e seinexplicable, and Darialet her eyes wander the gpartment, taking in safe
familiarity, cataloging ratty furniture and the posters thumbtacked to the walls.

She' d never made ahabit of bringing home strays, there were far too many of them on the streets, too
many ways of charity going sour, no good deed unpunished, after al, and she was having trouble
remembering what had been any different about Niki Ky.

Dariareached for her cigarettes, the haf-empty pack lying on the foldout card table she used for a
nightstand. Her lighter was nowherein sght, lost in the clutter of spare change and gum wrappers,
snatches of song lyrics scribbled on fast-food napkins and scraps of notebook paper, weeks of

accumul ated pocket trash. She finally settled for abook of matches, one left behind the black cardboard
cover stamped with the Fidgety Bean' s gold logo, and when she struck it, the air smelled instantly of
brimstone. She inhaed deeply; the Marlboro tasted good and helped to clear her head alittle.

Clear away the cobwebs and. ..

She rubbed at the tender spot between her eyebrows, rough one-thumb excuse for amassage. Her
sinuses ached, dull pressure and just enough pain to notice, asif the memories were a cancer swelling
there behind her eyes. And if she rubbed hard enough, she might effect aremission.

Across the room, something bumped hard againgt the front door and she jumped, adrenaline jolt upright,
ahaf-instant later recognized the probing scritch of akey.

“Motherfuck,” she muttered, pushed sweststiff crimson bangs from her face and pulled another hit off the
Cigarette.

The dead bolt clicked and the door opened and Claude shut it softly behind him, his cat-careful
movement, So determined not to wake her that he hadn’t noticed she was aready awake.

“It'sokay,” shesaid. “I’'mup,” smoky cloud of words, and he smiled, held out awhite deli bag for her to
see.

“Then you can have breakfast with me,” he said. “I got chocolate croissants...” and then he noticed Niki
on the floor, only the spiky black top of her head and one leg showing from under her wad of covers.

“Wadll, she' sdefinitdy an improvement over Keith, but you shouldn’t have made her deep on the floor.”
Dariatransferred the cigarette to her lips and gave him the finger with both hands.

Niki mumbled something in her deegp and pulled the afghan completely over her head; both legs stuck out
now, patient corpse feet waiting for their yellow toe tag. Claude just smiled that much wider and turned
to the cramped kitchenette, one wal crammed with its gas stove and ancient Frigidaire, cracked and
pitted Formica and rust-stained sink. He set the croissants on the countertop and opened the fridge door,
took out the big Ball mason jar of coffee beans.

“Shejust needed aplaceto crash, that'sall,” Daria said around the Marlboro’ sfilter. “And you'rea
pervert.”

“Mmm-hmmm,” he purred and dumped three heaping scoops of the beansinto their cheap little Regd
grinder, held the button down with his thumb and the machine whirred its gritty racket. The noise of the

grinder alone was enough to help some, drawing her further out of her head, avay from the dream that
was aready beginning to blur and fade around the edges.



“Marry me,” shesad. “Please?’

“Darlin’, you know I'm grictly mistress materid,” and he opened the grinder, poured the fresh and
fragrant groundsinto the drip basket of the Proctor Silex Morning-Maker. It had recently replaced
Darid s battered old Mr. Coffee, one of Claude' s mysterious and welcomed windfalls. Soon, the
gpartment would fill with the pun-gence of fine Colombian dark roast; Daria, good Pavlovian pup, fdt a
gentleflush of saliva, cleansing away the sticky taste of her uneasy deep.

Niki moaned softly, sat up, and blinked her dark eyes.

“What timeisit?’ she asked, groggy, dightest rasp, and she squinted into the dazzling shaft coming in
through the gpartment’ s only window, wide and smudgy sash looking west. There were no curtains, no
blinds, and the dirty glassdid little to mute the fiery November sunset.

Dariaglanced at thedigital clock radio on the card table. “ Almost four,” she said. “ Threefifty-seven.”
“Shit. | gotta see about my car.”

Claude was taking mismatched mugs down from the cabinet above the sink. He turned around and
waved with hisfree hand.

1] Hi.”
Niki blinked again. “Hi,” shereplied.

“Niki Ky,” Dariasaid, “thisis my roommate, Jobless Claude. He s a pervert and alayabout and an angel
of mercy. Jobless Claude, this here’ sNiki Ky. She' son her way to find Jesusin Cullman County.”

“Hi, Claude,” Niki said.

“Cream and sugar?’ he asked; he d turned his back to them again and was busy wiping at the inside of
one of the mugs with agingham dish towe.

“Huh?’
“Cof-feg,” Dariasaid, exaggerating the syllables, dow speak for the deaf or foreign or half adeep.
“Oh. Yeah, sure,” and then Niki added quickly, “Lots of both.”

“Good girl,” and Claude, apparently satisfied that the offending cup was clean, or clean enough, went
back to the Frigidaire, set apink carton of haf-and-haf next to the row of mugs.

Daria gtretched, toes and fingers pointing, and offered Niki one of the Marlboros.
“No thanks. | don’t smoke cigarettes.”
Daria shrugged and dropped the pack back into the clutter.

The coffeemaker gurgled, rheumy wet sound, and began to drain into the glass pot. When it had finished,
Claudefilled each cup, added generous spoonfuls of sugar to hisand Niki’s, fat dollops of cream;
Daria s heleft pure and black.

Niki rubbed her eyes, something little girl in the gesture, and covered her mouth when she yawned.
“Thanksagain,” shesad, “for putting me up.”

“No problem at dl,” and Dariasucked afina drag from her cigarette and stabbed it out in alarge
cut-glass ashtray, oasis of butts and ash in the middle of the card table' s chaos.

Caught therein the last glory of the day, Niki’ s skin seemed to radiate its own light, perfect silken
complexion, balanced somewhere lustrous between amond and ginger. Dariaknew her own skin was as
unremarkable as her face, not pale enough for goth, despite her vampire' s hours, but certainly no color to
gpeak of. A few poorly placed freckles scattered benesth her eyes, and she il got zits on the days
before her periods. Niki was wearing aratty Cure T-shirt she'd pulled out of her bubblegum-colored



gym bag, frayed deeves cut off at the shoulders and the collar stretched shapel ess, and she till |ooked
exatic.

Dariaaccepted the coffee Claude held out to her, white mug and the molecular formulafor caffeine
printed on one side. The handle had broken off along time ago, and so she held it cradled in both palms,
which wasredlly better anyway. The heat was almost painful, soaked quickly into her hands and flowed
up her wrists. She closed her eyes and bregthed therich, dightly bitter steam, fdlt it working its way
seductively into her aching Snuses.

“But you weren't born there,” Claude said, and Dariaredlized that she' d missed something. It didn’t
matter; Claude would entertain Niki Ky, had dready moved in on her like akitten with afine new toy.
Claude would play the proper host while Dariabrooded and sipped her scalding coffee.

“No,” Niki said. “I was born in New Orleans.”

“I have friendsin the Quarter,” he said, and Daria opened her eyes, stared across the brim of her mug at
the giant poster of Billie Holiday hanging above her stereo. Lady Day watching over them like some
beautiful, tragic madonnaof heroin and the blues. Bee-stung pout in grainy black-and-white, enlarged too
many timesto retain integrity, resolution, black-and-white flowersin her hair. Eyesthat let nothinginand
gave nothing away. Claude had brought the poster home with him one night, had carefully mended atear
along the bottom edge with Scotch tape, and she’ d never found out where he' d gottenit.

It made her think of nothing now but Keith. Keith and his needles and his strong and certain fingers
pulling music from the srings. From her.

“Since June,” Niki said, haf-sighed answer to aquestion Dariahadn’t heard, and then, “But it seemslike
years, you know?’

Thislate, Keith had probably aready made his connection, would have scored for the day and fixed.
Was ether laid up in hisroachy little gpartment or hanging out with the bums and punks and other junkies
who used abandoned railroad cars, condemned and empty buildings, as shelter from the cold and cops.
She held the mug to her lips, swallowed quick before the coffee had time to cool inside her mouth.

Another hour and Mort’ s shift at the machine shop would be over.

Claude laughed, soft boy laugh, dmost as comforting as the coffee, and shetried to let it al go for now,
plenty of timelater, the rest of her life, to worry about Keith Barry and Stiff Kitten and the haunted
placesin her deep. Her croissant sat neglected on an apple-green plastic saucer in front of her, pastry
dusted with powdered sugar and cocoa, and she didn’t even remember him setting it on the bed.

“Doesit bother you if people call you a stripper?’

“Chrigt, Claude, doesit bother you when people cdl you afaggot?’ and it didn’t come out like ajoke at
all, sharp edges and acid where she thought she’ d only intended to dip back into the conversation.

Claude was staring at her, hisface gone stony hard and any surprise or hurt guarded safe behind a
piercing what-the-hell-crawled-up-your-ass-and-died glare. Good question, good fucking question. Niki
had looked away, quick glance down and picked at her own croissant, half-eaten and the gooey brown
inddes showing.

“No,” shesaid. “It doesn't bother me. | am a stripper.”

“I'm sorry,” Dariasaid, meant it but there was no way to sound enough like she meant it.

“And that’s Mr. Faggot to you,” Claude said sternly, mock-severity thet lifted the tension just barely
enough that she could dip benegath his barbed-wire gaze, could at least ook away.

“I redlly do need to call about my car,” Niki said. “I have no ideawhat time the garage closes.”
“Yeah, sure,” and Daria pointed at the clunky old rotary phone Sitting on the floor next to one of the



stereo speakers. “Help yoursdlf.”

Claude finished the last of his coffee, stood up, and walked back to the sink with his mug and saucer.
Niki set her own dishes out of the way before she pushed aside the afghan and the Peanuts sheets and
scooted across the floor to the phone. And again, Dariafound hersdlf watching her, envying the subtle
aliance of movement and unaffected elegance that made the S mplest action seem graceful. Shetried to
imagine Niki Ky on some seedy, barroom stage, rehearsed bump and grind, bogus passion, through a
haze of cigarette smoke and colored lights, but there were too many contradictions. All the Strippers
she’d met in Birmingham had big hair and nailslike the talons of predatory birds, silicon tits and makeup
caked like spackling paste. Drag queens without the sense of humor.

“The phone book’ sright over there,” she said and pointed to a doppy stack of magazines and comics by
the bathroom door, “if you need to look the number up.”

“They gavemeacard.” Niki was aready digging through the pockets of her army jacket. “If | haven’t
logit”

Dariasighed, looked at her wristwatch, and siwung her legs over the side of the bed, bare feet flat againgt
the chilly hardwood. Off toward the tracks, toward the other end of Morris and work, she heard the
whigtle of afreight train, adesolate, empty sound, and she sat and listened to Niki arguing with the
mechanic, Claude running water to wash dishes. And the stedl whedls, razor whedls on sted ralils, asthe
sun went down again.

3.
Daria had been nineteen when she' d fallen over backwardsinto her first band.

Shewasliving in a Southside firetrap with aguy named Pablo, had worked day jobs flipping burgers and
sold blotter acid on the Side to keep aroof over their heads, Ramen noodles and Wild Irish Rosein their
bellies. Their gpartment had been on the topmost floor of abuilding that might till have been habitable
when her grandmothers were her age. Rats asbig as puppies, and they’ d dept with dl thelightson to
keep the roaches off the bed. When it rained, the roof waslittle better than a colander, rainwater seeping
through a sagging foot of plaster and rotten lathe, pigeon shit and mold, before it dripped from the ceiling
and streamed in murky rivulets down thewalls.

Pablo had played bass for aband caled Y er Funerd, three punker holdouts with identical Ramones
haircuts who covered the Sex Pistols and the Clash and made everything sound like crap. The singer and
guitarist, apainfully skinny cokehead named Jonesy M cCabe, had lived in Manhattan in the early eighties
and claimed to have given the ghost of Sid Vicious ablow job one Halloween. Carlton Hicks on drums,
and they’ d opened for marginally better bands on the local hardcore circuit, two or three shows amonth
and the rest of their time spent picking fights with rednecks and skinheads, fucking their girlfriends;
counterfeit anarchists scrounging bedlam in the sunset days of Reagan’s America

Dariahad never asked Pablo to teach her to play, had never had any particular interestsin music or
anything else creative. Sometimes she' d talked about college; she hadn’t dropped out, and her SAT
scores had been decent enough, but there was never any money, never would be, and although there
were [oans, the thought of owing Uncle Sam twenty or thirty thousand for an undergrad degree had finaly
soured her on theidea. So she worked at McDonad' s and Arby’ s and sold her cheap blotter, stamped
with dancing rows of rainbow-colored Jerr-bears and so weak that even high school kidswho till
thought cigarettes were cool had trouble getting atrip off the Stuff.

But the more bookings Y er Funerd managed to worm itsdlf into, the more serious Pablo became about
hismusic, and he' d actudly begun to practice, hours spent Sitting around their apartment rehearsing his
bare-bone rhythms. And she' d learned that unless she paid attention, heignored her atogether.

It had started as ajoke, yeah, Dar, let’ s see what you can do, let’ s hear what you got in there, and Daria
holding hissilver Gibson while everyone laughed and made their punker boy pussy jokes. But there had



never been asingle moment of awkwardness. The instrument had seemed to belong in her hands, had
amost seemed built for the span and Stretch of her fingers, like something that should have been there all
adong.

And whenever Pablo was adeep or off screwing around with Jonesy and Carlton, she’ d sat on their one
chair and played, fuck the chords and notes, had listened hard to the bass lines on Pablo’ s pirated tapes,
and it was dways so goddamned obvious, fingers here and here, then here, until she’d smply merged
with the recordings. She had quickly discovered that the bass was capable of other sounds besides the
all-the-way-up, tooth-grinding throb Pablo hammered out of the thing, doppy attempts at discord that
always dissolved into a notel ess spew of ear-splitting low-end noise as he got drunker and cranked the
blue gain knob higher and higher.

Two weeks, and she had figured out dl of the songsin Yer Funerd’ sset list; solittle variation in punk
bass lines, anyway, amost everything on the bottom two strings. She' d deciphered most of the knobs on
the cabinet and the bassitsalf, had grown puking sick of the Sex Pistols and the Ramones and the Clash,
everything fuzzy and flat through Pablo’s junker stereo, and she' d begun to just string notes together like
popcorn or plastic beads. Pictured them asfat brown blocks of different shapes and sizes to be stacked
any way she pleased. And Daria had redlized that she waswriting her own songs, things that might
become songs, and she would shut her eyes and stand before the thumping rig, imagining the drums and
guitars, the snger’ swordless voice, dl tied together with the warm chocol ate rhythms she coaxed from
the Gibson.

And then Pablo had smashed up his hand, had been drunk and fallen, tripped on a crack in the fucking
sdewalk and tried to bresk hisfall with hisright hand. One week before Y er Funera was supposed to
open abig show, Battle of the Bands thing, and there were rumors that a scout from IRS would be
coming down. When they’ d gotten back from the emergency room, Jonesy had been waiting for them on
the front steps of their gpartment building, and when he d seen Pablo’ s hand, ridiculous swollen fingers
like splinted sausages and the shell of fresh white plaster, he' d socked Pablo in the jaw and broken two
front teeth.

Next day, after he'd heard that Jonesy was serioudy looking for someoneto replacehimon a
not-so-temporary basis, he' d volunteered Daria. She' d told him to fuck off, but he' d begged, and Jonesy
had finally agreed to let her Sit in on one practice. Y er Funerd had rehearsed in the garage of an
abandoned Chevron station, concrete floors gritty oil-dark and darker pits where the hydraulic lifts had
been. Pablo had sat alone in a shadowy corner, sucking beer and looking sullen and anxious; Jonesy and
Carlton had exchanged doubtful smirks as she' d tuned and adjusted the strap to fit her shoulder.

Then Carlton had started off, no warning, three loud beats dammed from his foot drum before Jonesy
legped into the New Y ork Dolls “Chatterbox,” spitting the words at the mike and his gracelessfingers
ripping madly at hisguitar. Daria had only missed a best or two, and by the time they reached Jonesy’s
solo, both drummer and singer were grinning. Daria had never looked up from the bass, never once
taken her eyes off the strings, had chewed her lower lip until it bled, until the song had ended and Jonesy
was laughing like ahyenaand Carlton had kept repesting “ Gawddammit, girl,” over and over. Pablo
hadn’t said aword, had popped the cap off another bottle of Sterling and watched from his patch of
gloom.

Daria had followed straight through Y er Funerd’ s entire borrowed repertoire, had ended with
“Rockaway Beach,” and her fingers had been numb, fingerprint whorls scraped raw and smooth. No
breath left in her, gasping and her arms gone to dinkys, her swest standing out on the garage floor around
her feet, bright droplets and splatters unable to soak into the oil-and antifreeze-saturated cement. And
Jonesy had dapped her on the back, big, stupid boy gesture of affection or camaraderie, fraternity, and
then he' d hugged her tight, and Pablo, drunk off his chegp beer and confusion, knowing that thiswhole
thing was getting way out of hand, blowing up in hisface, but not sure why or how to stop the explosion,
hed mumbled something not entirely to himsaf.



Jonesy had asked him to speak up, come again, and Pablo had stood, dight reel and sway as he stepped
toward them.

“What the hell difference doesit make,” he'd durred. Jonesy and Carlton had looked back at him with
blank faces, not following; Daria had kept her eyes on the grungy floor, on her rejected sweat and
abused fingers.

“No freskin’ scout wantsto hear acover band anyway, man. Punk’s dead and you guysare pissin’ up a
goddamn rope.” And then he' d staggered off to take aleak, to hunt down the toilet even though the
gtation hadn’t had water sinceit’ d closed.

“Hey, fuck you, man,” Carlton had shouted after him. *“Y ou fucking wanker. You'rejust pissed ' cause
your old lady made you look like shit.”

Pablo had ignored him, had disappeared through a darkened doorway (the door torn off long ago,
propped usdless somewhere nearby) into the darker lobby. A second later, he’ d cursed, had given up his
search for the toilet, and they’ d heard the metal-through-fabric zrrrip, the wet spatter of Pablo’s pisson
the lobby’ stiles.

“Fuck him,” Jonsey muttered as he' d lit a cigarette and stuffed his Zippo back into his shirt pocket. “ That
was some amazing shit, Dar.”

Dariahad wiped her face on thetail of her T-shirt, the clean ocean smell of her sweat mixing with the
lingering gasoline stench, hydrocarbon phantoms, and she' d finally smiled. She had been good, damn
good, and what’ s more, it had felt good. Had felt wild and dive and had consumed her, every fiber of her
mind and body, in away that not even the best of her infrequent orgasms had ever come close to doing.
She' d been only dimly aware of adoor damming somewhere, the rust-bucket growl of Pablo’s Impala
outside the garage bay doors, the angry, hot spin of rubber on asphalt as he' d peeled out of the
Chevron’s parking lot into the night.

“Don't worry about it,” Carlton had said, “He' sbein’ ajerk.”

But she hadn’t cared about Pablo, felt only the vaguest annoyance, disappointment that he could be so
insecure, could act so petty. Her head was crammed too full of the Gibson’ s toothache throb, her senses
clogged with the stinging numb of her fingertips, the ddiciousthreet of cramp in her arams and shoulders
and the smdll of her back, the heady smell of herself. And what she' d said next had spilled out like
someone e se’ swords, no thought, no consideration of consequence or her own possible inadequacies.

“If | wrote some songs—I mean, the lyrics—can you guys write the music?’

Jonesy and Carlton had looked at each other, dug-dow comprehension, and then Jonesy had shaken his
head.

“Forget it, Dar. Shit, eveniif | thought | could, there' s not enough time.”

“But would you try, Jonesy?” And that enthusiasm had felt strange coming from her mouth, dien vomit,
shimmering slver and red in the amp-shocked garage air. “Would you &t least giveit ashot?’
“Why?WEe re good, right? Twice as good with you on Pablo’ s bass.”

“Because Pablo’sright, man,” Carlton had said, grudging agreement, as he began to break down hiskit.
“Hemight beajerk, but he' s pro’ bly right about nobody wantin’ to hear abunch of tired old covers.”

“Just let me seewhat | can come up with,” she' d said, had almost been begging and no ideawhy, and
they’ d agreed, Jonesy still shaking his head, but agreeing anyway. Carlton had given her aride home, and
she' d looked for Pablo’s car on the street, had |ooked without |etting on that she was looking. But
there’ d been no sgn of him, no signinside that he’ d been back by the apartment.

Dariahad cdled in sick the next day, had lied to her jowly-fat asshole of amanager, something smple



and contagious like the flu or astomach virus. She' d coughed into the receiver, had ground her voice
down to the croakiest wheeze, and of course he hadn't believed her. He handled hislittle legion of
burger-flipperslike an Egyptian foreman, building his pyramids from Styrofoam and beef petties; but he
couldn’t prove she was dacking, would make it up by sticking her with dl the shitty shiftsfor the next two
weeks.

She' d found an old steno pad hiding on top of the refrigerator, half the pagesfilled with phone numbers
and doodles, games of hangman, the cardboard cover crusted with specks of cockroach poop. She'd
used one of their two butter knivesto scrape the cover relaively clean and had spent the next fifteen
minuteslooking for a pencil, or apen that hadn’t dried up.

Before nightfal, she’ d finished her first song, “Iron Lung” scribbled like a prescription across the top of
the page. Rambling and craggy, and it hadn’t felt anywhere near as good as the music had, had left only a
dim sense of accomplishment and fingers smudged inky blue from the free-bleeding balpoint pen. And
the fear, dmost certainty, that she’ d been full of shit, that she should have kept her mouth shut, that
Jonesy was gonnatake one look at the words she' d scrawled and laugh in her face.

Before she' d gone to the bathroom sink to scrub the ink stains from her hands, to the boxy shower to
scrub the previous night’ s sweatgrunge away, she' d scood aminute or two at the window, watching
Twenty-first Street, pockmarked asphat stripe up and down the side of Red Mountain. Pablo could be
anywhere, drunk or just moping; he’ d drag his ass home sooner or later. She should be used to his
punker boy bullshit and posing, but the guilt was Sarting to get in around the bright, new edges of her
excitement.

And she d redlized that what she was redlly beginning to fear wasn't that she might have driven something
irreparable between her and Pablo, but the fact that the ecstasy and burn she' d felt with Jonesy and
Carlton was temporary. That there would be only just so many fixes before Pablo’ s hand came out of
that cast and she went back to being peripherd, hanger-on, the girlfriend who paid bills and sat, smoking
and drinking beer in bar after identical murky bar, while the others took the stage.

But Pablo had stayed gone, three more days and her words had fitted seamlesdy with the crude,
growling melodies Jonsey had fashioned for them. It was darker stuff than the fuck-off-and-die anthems
Y er Funera had dways pushed. Darker and more urgent, and the thrill that Daria had fdlt that first night
had been nothing compared to the rush that came from playing the new songs, her songs. Her fingers had
become more sure by the minute, both of themsaves and the strings, more like remembering than
learning. And she’ d loved the rawness of the lyrics, the way they rode high on the music, evenif she'd
gtill thought that Jonesy M cCabe sounded like araccoon caught in awashing machine.

Saturday night had come around and till no Pablo, no sign or word if he' d | eft town or gone to ground
somewhere. The excitement had begun to sour in her ssomach, intoxication curdled like old milk. They'd
been dated asthefirst of two opening acts, had sat back in the shadows, staring out at the two or three
hundred people milling around inside the derdlict Northside warehouse.

“Heain't gonnashow,” Carlton had said, disgust and nerves competing for hisvoice.

“Fuck him,” Jonesy had replied. “ Ain't that right, Dar? We re the show now, and tonight we' re gonna
kick some ass.”

Dariahadn’t said anything, had scanned the scattered, shifting sea of faces, and she' d known he was out
there somewhere. And that they weren’t lovers anymore, that she' d stolen something from him, and that,
asfar as Pablo was concerned, she may aswell have diced off hisdick. She held hisbassin her hands,
sweatdicking the instrument’ slong neck, and she’ d wanted to call it off, go back, but it'd already been
too late. Because she wanted this more, wanted this more than his cock between her legs or his body
next to her in bed.

Someone had turned up the lights, gel bloodied red, sunlight at the bottom of ashalow red lake, and the



crowd had al but disappeared behind the glare. Jonesy had put hisarm around her shoulder, then,
one-of-the-boys-now embrace, and she' d stepped through the stageside snarl of cables and Peavy

amps.
The crowd had made a sound like some huge, mumbling beast, ddight or dissent and a smattering of

indifferent applause. Someone had hurled abeer can, and it had passed just inches from her face,
drenching everything in foamy, mat-smdly stickiness.

“FUCK YOU, SHITHEADS!” Jonesy had howled into his mike, beer in his hair, dripping down his
face, every musclein his neck strained cord-taut. And then the crowd had come alive, big beast waking
up, and Blam, Blam, Blam, three beats from Carlton, and she’ d taken her eyes off the hazy writhe and
press of bodies at the edge of the stage, no room for anything but the business of her fingers.

A showy littleriff from Jonesy, alittle too showy, and then he' d hurtled her wordsinto the stedl-gray
phallus of the microphone, and the sound had poured out thick and sizzling around her, glorious wail and
crash and backwash feedback.

Halfway through the first song, she’ d tossed her head to one side, flipping hair from her eyes, had only
looked away from the strings for a second, but she’ d seen him. Pablo, eyeslike anthracite lumps of codl,
face like weathered cemetery marble. One violently il point in the fury of the mosh pit.

“All you make mefed isdepressed,” Jonesy sang. “I’ mtired of toeing your line.”

Pablo had stepped forward, not the dightest change in his expression, his utter absence of expression; the
damming flesh had parted fredly as he came, Charlton Heston dividing meat with zombie eyes.

“Let meout of thisiron lung! | can fuckin’ breathe on my own!”

He' d made it to the edge of the stage before Jonesy had noticed him, and there' d been no security down
front, no security in the whole place except for one off-duty cop checking IDs at the door. And the door
may aswell have been amillion miles away. Someone had turned on the strobes just then, and the red
light had begun to pulse madly, arrhythmiaflicker, as Pablo pulled himself up, pushed aside and between
the monitors. He' d moved dow, and the lights had added the illusion of silent-film jerkiness.

Dariahad taken one step back, her hands stumbling as the music came apart like ahouse of cards.

The crowd had shouted stupid encouragement, this new show as good as anything else, and Pablo hadn't
even blinked when another beer can had bounced off the back of his head.

“Hey, man, we' Il talk about this after the show,” and Jonesy had laid one hand firmly on Pablo’s
shoulder. “Okay?’ Cause you' re just gonna make an asshole outta yoursdlf thisway,” but those empty,
dark eyes had stayed locked on Daria.

“Giveit back to me,” and everything that hadn’t been in his gaze was coiled tight and hot ingde those
words. He' d held both hands out for the bass, hisright till encased in dirty plaster, looking morelikea
zombiethan ever, Frankenstein’ s vengeful monster come to collect hisdue,

“Y ou don’t even know these songs, man,” and Jonesy had stepped away from his mike, had moved
quickly to put himsdlf between her and Pablo.

“It smineand | said giveit back to me, you goddamn stinking bitch,” and Pablo had shrugged free of
Jonesy’ s grip, had shoved him aside and lunged for the Gibson so fast that Dariahadn’t had time to get
out of hisway. He' d grabbed the bass and yanked hard; the strap had held, but Daria stumbled, had lost
her balance and gone down on her knees at hisfeet. The canvas strap had twisted up and under her chin,
digging deep into her windpipe, cutting her breath off asit pulled her head around until she' d stared

hel plesdy into Pablo’s crotch. Her hands struggled to unhook the strap, desperate fingers ill stinging
from the last notes of the interrupted song.

Then Pablo had yanked again, harder than before, and Daria had heard her neck pop, had felt the nasty



sensation of bone grinding cartilage. But the strap had come loose, had whipped free, and she'd
crumpled, hands at her own violated throat, gasping the smoky air in reckless mouthfuls.

And Pablo had stood above her like some ax-wielding crazy in adasher flick, the bass clutched by the
graceful handle of its neck, the dull silver instrument washed metallic red in the strobes. He' d raised it
dowly over his head, over hers, and then Jonesy had hit him hard from behind, sharp rabbit punch to the
base of his skull, and he should have gone down and stayed down. Instead, he only stumbled and drove
one hard shoetip into Darid sleft ear.

“FUCK OFF!" he'd screamed, screamed high and shrill in avoice that had hardly sounded human, much
lesslike Pablo. He' d swung the bass around fast and hard and nailed Jonesy square in the chest. Still
wheezing, struggling to get enough air, Dariahad clearly heard the wet snap of breaking bone, and
Jonesy M cCabe had sailed backwards, colliding in anoisy tangle with Carlton’s drums. And then
Carlton had tackled Pablo, and they’ d both disappeared over the side of the stage, swallowed
immediately by the mad crush of bodies.

Dariahad staggered to her knees again, and people had begun to back away from the stage, clearing out
asmal, irregular circle of the warehouse s concrete floor where Carlton was busy damming hisfists
repestedly into Pablo’sface. The Gibson had lain afew feet away from them, trampled, broken,
irrdevant.

She stood up, hands out cautious like atightrope walker, purple-white blotches dancing in her eyes.
Jonesy in alimp heap, unconscious amid the jumble of brass cymbas and auminum tripod stalks.
Abruptly, the lights had stopped strobing, and she’ d seen the dark trickle of blood at each corner of his
mouth. For al she'd known, Pablo had killed him, and Carlton was in the process of killing Pablo.
Because of her, because she'd tried to steal something that wasn't hersto take. Because for oncein her
grubby life something had fdlt right. Daria used the rig the bass had been plugged into to brace hersdlf,
had taken one step toward Jonesy.

And then the pain had gone off like a grenade lodged somewhere deep inside her skull, perfect agony

filling in the place where her brain should have been, drowning body and mind in its searing ectric gush.
And the last thing she' d seen on the way down to merciful blackout was Carlton, climbing back onto the
stage, nose squashed and bloodied grimace, and the shattered Gibson clasped triumphantly in one hand.

4.

Niki set the receiver back into its black cradle and sighed, aloud exasperated sound, and Daria could
seethat shewas really having to work at the haf smile, only aweak droop at the corners of her perfect

lips
“That bad?’ she asked, and Niki shrugged, stared down at her feet. Her toenails were painted adark
and pearly blue.

“Yeah,” Niki said. “Or worse.”

“Canthey fix it?” Dariawas Sitting at the edge of the bed now, her own feet dangling over the Side, not
bare, but hidden insde tube socks with mismatched colored bands around the tops. L eft, orange. Right,
maroon.

“Yeah, if | want to hand over every penny | have.”

“Y ou should get asecond opinion,” Claude said from the kitchen sink; washing the breskfast dishes,
three cups and three saucers and Ivory liquid suds up to his elbows. “Most of those guys are crooked as
theletter M.”

“Yeah,” Niki said, and then, “1 don’t know.”
“Dar knows mechanics, don’t you, Dar? The big guy that plays guitar for VVanillaDomination, and that



other guy, the one who looks like Nick Cave, except not so ugly.”

Dariawas ill looking down at her own feet, homely twinsand abig holein one hed so she could seethe
scar where she stepped on a broken 7Up bottle last summer.

“Yeah, I'm surel can find someoneto take at look &t it, if you want.”

Niki stood and stretched, and Robert Smith, white face, blackened eyes, fright-wig do, stared back at
Dariafrom Niki’sbelly.

“Thanks, guys, but I'm afraid I’d only be delaying the inevitable. It’ s either my bank account or the
junkyard. | just have to decide which.”

“It certainly couldn’'t hurt,” Claude said, setting a coffee cup down to dry. “Just to be sure.”

Niki shrugged again and then sniffed cautioudy at one underarm, wrinkled her nose, and to Daria, even
that seemed somehow graceful.

“God, | gtink. Would it be okay if | used the shower?’

“Go right ahead,” Dariasaid and reached for another Marlboro, looking away before Niki Ky did
anything e seto make her fed awkward, dumpy, like agorillaat charm school.

“Y ou guys are wonderful,” Niki said. “I just hope you don’t get sick of me before | can get my ass back
ontheroad,” and she picked up the pink gym bag and stepped into the tiny bathroom, pulling the door
shut behind her; Dariacould hear her wrestling with the useless old lock.

“It hasn't worked since I’ ve been here,” Daria shouted and immediately Niki stopped fumbling with the
doorknob. A moment later, the loud, rusty squeak of brass hot and cold water handles and the sudden,
wet shissh of the showerhead.

“Wadl,” Claude said, fagtidioudy drying his handswith acheckered dishtowd. | till say she' s better than
Keth.”

Dariaexhded smoke through her nogtrils, stared through the window at the fiery placein the sky where
the sun had gone down.

“Jugt shut up, Claude.”

She sat there until the sky was amost black, the deep indigo before true night, her cigarette smoked
down to thefilter and Niki still in the shower; trying not to think about Keith Barry or her father or the
delicate itch of spider legs on naked skin. Unableto think of anything else.

CHAPTER FIVE

Robin
1.

T hegirl with absinthe hair, dgae hair, dipped into her fishnets and fastened her gartersto the eastic band
around the top of the hose. Her doppel génger in the big gilt-framed mirror followed her every move,
looking-glass girl who mocked her style and the nurtured pallor of her white skin. Sometimes Robin tried
to outsmart her, misdirection, deight of hand or foot or the dimmest parting of her lips. Nothing persond,
but if the poor girl can’t be more original, she hasto expect alittle flack, and Robin did into the velvet
skirt, mini-short, and her twin did the same, never missed a best.

There was no hurry. She didn’'t have to meet Spyder and Byron at Dr. Jekyll’ sfor two hours yet, and
shewas dill horny, even after an hour in bed, masturbating and watching the pictures on her ceiling, the
ones she painted there last summer, making this place safe: two ladders and plywood stretched between



them, just like Michelangdlo.

The hurricane swirl of clouds, black-and-blue as the swollen belly of athunderhead near thewallsand
the poppy-red of Nagasaki at the eye, every shade of conflagration in between. Heaven spilling itsfire
and guts, and the broken angel's plunging, wings back and trailing starlight and festhers. And something
terrible that she’ d only suggested, watching from the till heart of the ssorm. The angels had skinlike
statues, eyeslike sgpphire and dusk, and between their legs, the perfect aloy of man and woman. Not
sexless, but genitalsthat had not yet been forced to take aside.

Ritual in pretended fresco, something against the shadows.

The girl ingde themirror ran one pinkie through the silver ring in Robin’ s navel—fresh piercing and the
wound il red at the edges—tugging gently, playfully. Robin removed the blouse from itswire hanger,
black lace and no deeves, crimson buttons like drops of stage blood. The gloves were black, too, and
lace, and they hid the nubs of her fingernails, the cuticles chewed raw and ragged.

Two knocks at her bedroom door, soft and hesitant, and her mother speaking through the wood.
“Robin? Are you going out tonight, dear?”’

“Yes, Mother,” and the girl in the mirror stuck out her tongue, bright and wet againgt lips the color of ash.
Robin' steeth caught it, held it, supplicant flesh squeezed helpless between her incisors.

“Y our father’ sworking late, and I’ m having dinner with Marjorie and Quentin. Don’t forget to lock up,
and set the darm when you leave.”

Robin’ steeth parted, and her tongue dipped gratefully back inside her mouth.
“Promise?’
“Yes” Robinsad.

“Good girl,” her mother said. “Have fun and drive safe,” like some fucking public service blurb, and
Robin turned her back on the mirror. Concentrated on buttoning each sanguine button, on the retreating
tattoo of her mother’ s footsteps. Her mother played pretend, pretend that Robin was till achild, pretend
that her father was held up late over his blueprints and drafting toolsinstead of hislatest whore girlfriend.
That her life wasn't as hellish as everything dsein theworld, and Robin didn’t redly give ashit aslong
they paid the bills on her charge cards and didn’t bitch about where she spent her nights. Who she spent
them with.

Robin sat down on one rumpled corner of the bed and laced her feet tight into tall vinyl boots, icicle heds
and toes like fresh dices of midnight. The calm she d felt only aminute before had dissolved completely,
whatever dim sanctuary her room conferred violated by her mother’ s voice and brittle delusions, and
now al she wanted was to escape. Put al the miles she could between hersalf and the neat suburban
rows of brick and duminum siding, pretty mortgaged cancers, and follow the interstate over the
mountains, to Spyder and the honest desolation of the city.

But she'd wait afew more minutes, give her mother plenty of timeto clear out. Robin lay back on the
bed, the sheets that smelled like jasmine incense and clove cigarettes and her musty sex, and stared at the
wdls.

Wials her paingtaking a chemy of acrylics and sponge dabbings had transformed into someimpossible
marble, smple Sheetrock into ebony stone shot through with scarlet quartz veins. Four stark dabs
supporting, framing, the tragic tableau overhead, the pillars of the world, and the walls were dmost bare:
only agiant Souxsie and the Banshees poster above the headboard and a raccoon skull hanging snout
down in the narrow space between her cluttered bookshelf and the new stereo her parents had given her
for her last birthday.

“Nineteen,” her mother had said. “Robin’s so mature for just nineteen. Don't you think so, Bill?” And her



father had smiled, his eyes ahundred miles away.

She' d painted the door asingle bottomless shade of glistening black, like hot tar or spilled ail, clinging
absence of anything likelight.

Robin listened, as patient as anything cornered, and when shefinaly heard the faint growl and clank of
the automeatic garage door, the softer purr of her mother’s car backing out of the drive, she got up and
opened the black door.

2.
Thisiswhereit sarted.

Onan April night when thunderstorms had swept out of Mississippi, raking the world with lightning and
the promise of tornadoes, and the city’ s civil defense srens had howled shrill apocdypse. And Walter,
who said he wanted to be a sailor and only pretended to be queer so nobody would think he was
strange, had brought them atiny bit of opium, black tar in Spyder’ s antique hookah, just like Gomez and
Morticia. There was dmost nothing that Walter could not secure, given time and the cash, no pill or herb
or intoxicating powder too exotic that he didn’t seem to have a source, somewhere.

Gawky Wadlter Ayers, rawboned and hair like a handful of dead mice, so hard in love with Robin that she
aways got to laughing if she looked at his eyestoo long. He bought her company, Spyder’s, Byron's,
with drugs and clumsy, helpless charm.

And that night the storm and Bauhaus turned down low so they could till hear the thunder and the
szzling rain and sirens, and she’ d nestled content and almost naked in Spyder’ stattooed arms; waiting
for her turn at the water pipe' s brass mouthpiece. Listening to whatever Walter was saying, gathering his
wordsinsde her head: the book he was reading on the Holy Grail, having exhausted Jesse Weston and
Roger Sherman Loomis, abook by Carl Jung’ swife and the grail as vessdl, the sword and the lance,
grail as stone. She' d watched their candle-oranged faces. Walter' stoo excited; Byron, bored, but
watching Spyder to see what she thought before he agreed or disagreed.

“And these angels, the zwivelaere, had wanted to preserve the origind God-image,” he said, “the unity,
the divine inner oppositesthat were being torn gpart by the war in Heaven.”

“Zwivelaere,” the German had rolled easy and dow from Spyder’ stongue. “What does that mean?” And
then she' d taken the mouthpiece from him and filled her cheeks with the faintly sweet, acrid smoke, had
leaned down, and Robin parted her lips and accepted the kiss, taking Spyder’ s breath and the opium
ingde her, had closed her eyes and only exhaed when her lungs had finally begun to ache and the distant
thrum in her ears, like the empty space between radio stations.

“The doubters,” Walter answered, guarded awe in hisvoice like this was a secret, dangerous knowledge,
and Spyder only nodded her head.

Robin had watched Spyder’s dow eyes, eyesthe gentle color of faded denim. Spyder almost never
smoked anything but pot, routinely turned down the best acid and ’ shrooms, but the opium was a trest
too rareto dlow her caution to interfere, her fear of the wild things and placesin her head. Robin knew it
was those parts of Spyder sheloved most, the turbulence behind those pacific eyes, the part that Spyder
locked away with her tranquilizers and antidepressants.

“The doubters hid the grail stone on the earth,” Walter said, and she wished he would shut up. Herarely
actually seemed to understand the books he read, arcane trestises on conspiracy and occult Christian
orders; but he rattled on about then endlesdy in a desperate attempt to impress her, and so it had
become a sort of game: she fed his desperation by suggesting the mogt difficult texts and watched as he
struggled, fixated on the obvious, the superficid skin of myth and history. Everything reduced to
Tolkien-asmple fantasy, and the magic and deeper mystery lost on him.

Shedid not particularly didike Walter, but she didn’t love him theway Spyder did, either. Didn’t seehim



assomeintegra part of the circle of her life,

The storm had rattled a the windows, wanting in, and she' d watched the water caught like glistening
bugsin the screen wire behind the glass.

Therewas alongish pause in Walter’ s exposition, then, and Byron sighed loudly, got up from his seat on
the spring-shot sofato put anew CD on or atape, cold molasses motion. And Walter had said, “1 can
get some buttons next week, if anyone sinterested.”

“Buttons?’ Byron said. “What kind of ‘ buttons ?’

“Peyote,” and the word had brought Robin drifting back from her contemplation of the raindrops trapped
insde the squares of wire, held fast by fate and their own surface tension.

“How much?’ she’ d asked him, and Walter looked lost for a second and shrugged.
“Randy said to get back to him about the price, but—"

“No, | mean how many buttons can you get?’

“Oh,” and she’ d seen his hot embarrassment, inordinate unease over nothing &t all.
“Probably as much aswewant,” he'd said. “Why?’

“’Cause | did peyote once when | lived down in Mobile, but | only got one button and it didn’t do
anything much but make me puke. Y ou gottaest alot, like nine or ten buttons at leat, if you' re gonna get
agood trip off it.”

Byron had stopped fumbling through Spyder’s CDs, clack-clack-clack of jewel cases against one
another, and put on My Life With the Thrill Kill Kult's Sexplosion, skipped ahead to “ Sex on Wheelz.”
The music drowned the storm, and Robin had to raise her voice to be heard.

“It would beworthit,” she'd said, “if you could get enough.”
“I heard that stuff tastes like shit.” Byron had returned to the sofaand took histurn at the hookah.

“I'll seewhat | can do,” and Walter had tried to sound matter-of-fact about it, sure of himself, but she'd
heard the crisp uncertainty between hiswords, knew that the chances of his coming up with that much
peyote were dim to none. Just another test, like Carlos Castenada and Foucault’ s Pendulum. Spyder had
frowned down at her with deepy blue eyesfull of admonition and lazy passion.

A littlewhilelater, the last of the opium gone and she' d followed Spyder to the bedroom, leaving Walter
and Byron adonein each other’ s company. Down the narrow hallway, past closed doors, into the dusty
heart of the big house and the dark where she could hear the storm again.

Not the next week, or the week after, but early in May, Walter had shown up a Weird Trappings very
late one afternoon, her and Spyder closing up the shop, planning to spend the whole night watching Dario
Argento videos and screwing on the living room floor, and he' d stood on the far side of the counter while
Spyder counted out the register. Had shifted, impatient dance, one foot to the other, occasiondly looking
back over his shoulder asif someone might befollowing him. Walter had set the book he was reading
down on the smudgy glass countertop, alibrary copy of Charles Fort’sLo!, Robin’slatest suggestion
and his place marked about hafway through with adirty pigeon feather. The book and abig Piggly
Wiggly bag, grocery-brown paper rolled closed at the top.

“I got them,” he' d said, looking over his shoulder again, his eyes bright and proud and nervous.

“Y ou got what, Walter?” Spyder asked, and then she' d lost count of the twenties and cursed him before
she started over again.

“1 got the peyote,” he'd said, amost whispered, the last word squeezed down to a cautious hiss that had



reminded Rohin alittle of Peter Lorrein Casablancaor Arsenic and Old Lace.

“No shit,” and Robin had reached past Spyder and the cash drawer, had thought for a second that
Walter was going to snatch the bag away from her. She’ d unrolled the crumpled paper and in the
shadows down at the bottom were three or four large Ziploc baggies, each filled with lumpy dark buttons
of sun-dried peyote.

“Goddamn it, Walter,” she’d said, and then Spyder, who' d given up trying to count the twenties, had
taken the bag away from her and peered skepticaly inside.

“Holy fuck,” she'd whispered. “Where' d you get it al?’
Walter had smiled histense haf-amile, the dimpled corners of his mouth till drawn stubbornly down.

“Randy’ s got a connection somewhere out in Texas. It'slegd for the Indiansto grow it out there for
religious purposes, but you have to be amember of thisIndian church and have alot of Indian blood to
buy it.”

“The Native American Church,” Robin had said, remembering abook she' d read about the peyote

religions, the state-licensed peyoteros who grew their sacred cactus, could legdly sell it only to registered
members of the NAC.

“A group of Oklahoma peyotists formed the Church in 1918 to protect their ceremonies from the Feds,”
and she hadn’t missed theway that’ d impressed him, took her full measure of ddlight from hisfutile
admiration.

“Wdll, | told you | could get it,” he'd said, and his unaccustomed smile had stretched wider, reveding a
rare glimpse of uneven front teeth.

Spyder had continued to stare into the Piggly Wiggly bag, shaking her head dowly, mild, pleased
disbelief on her face.

“But what did all thiscost?” she asked, and he’ d shrugged. “Not so much asyou' d think. It's cheap shit,
redlly. The Indians can get athousand buttons for about a hundred and fifty bucks. Of course, Randy has
to charge me alot more than that, though. | got fifty buttonsin there.”

Spyder had handed the bag to Robin and gone back to counting the crumpled green hills.

“ S0, you guyswant to cal Byron and get fucked up tonight?” Walter asked, hopeful, fairly glowing with
hislittlevictory.

“No,” Robinreplied. “We re gonnado thisright,” and then she' d rolled the bag closed again.
3.
Or thisiswhereit garted, whereit realy sarted.

The night that Robin met Spyder Baxter. Still monthsto go before high school graduation, pomp and
circumstance and her parents picking collegesfor her like arranged marriages. Waiting around the civic
center parking lot after the show, the Im Rose Circus and Nine Inch Nails, asif something worth seeing
might happen; one morein the smoky clot of bodies assembled around Tony’ s new Honda CRX. Warm
Boone' s Farm like soured Kool-Aid from ajug, and an amber bottle of Jack Danidl’s making the
rounds, too.

She' d sat in the open hatchback, too drunk to fed the cold night, Tony al over her, hisrough hands and
whiskey mouth, wanting insde. And she' d taken her turn a the jug and passed it on to someone else,
another girl, nameless blonde from another school. The blond girl was almost ready to spew, and Robin
had dimly hoped she'd at least go somewhere elseto doit.

“There was adrive-by shooting here last week,” someone said, and she' d blinked through the booze,
trying to match the durred voiceto aface. “There still broken glassdl over that Side of the Street.”



The other faces had oohed and ahhhed their suburban awe, and then Tony had pushed her down, the
kittensoft carpet againgt her skin and his stinking breeth and new-car smell dipping up her nose.

“Goddamn,” and that had been Rick Reynolds, or one of the other vargity fucks. “Will you just get aload
of that?’ Laughter from the girls, then, egging him on, and he’ d laughed too, a husky, mean sound, and
she' d drained to see over Tony’ s shoulder.

“Goddamn faggot fresk,” Rick Reynolds said, and she' d seen the dight and pretty boy walking nervoudy
past the group. He' d worn awoman's coat, big fake fur and leopard print with a high, turned-up collar,
had held his head down, ostrich denia, misguided belief that if you don’t look at the dog it won't bite
youl.

“Hey fag, you wanna show me some pussy?’ and then Tony had pushed her back down, abruisng
shove and her T-shirt hiked up, hisinsistent hands working their way benesth her bra, relentlessfingers
across her rigid nipples.

“Aw shit, man, | just wanted to see some pussy,” and the girls had laughed louder, caged-bird cackle,
loving the show, loving the threat and fear and their time on top.

“Get off me, Tony,” Robin had said, and then his mouth had covered hers, the probing gag of histongue
forestalling any further resistance, the rejections he wouldn't have to hear, wouldn't have to pretend he
hadn’t heard.

“I think he' sgonnacry,” someone said, not Rick but one of the girls, and the zipper on Robin’sjeans
parted asif by its own traitorous accord. Tony’s hand had worked itsway across her exposed belly,
diamond serpent’ s head with five anxious fingers, dipped beneath the eagtic band of her panties and

tangled in her pubic hair.

“Oh baby, youwant it,” he said. “Y ou know that you want it,” and then she' d kneed himin the balls, had
brought her leg up hard and fast and fdlt his nuts and his stiffened penis, till trapped inside his pants, al
mashed hel pless between her and his body.

“Wadl, you come back around if you change your mind, fag,” Rick caled after the boy, the girls il
laughing like hyenas while Tony’ s face had turned dmost the same bright red ashis new car. She'd
wriggled out from under him, al theway out of the hatchback and into the cold, zipping up, straightening
the rumpled mess he' d made of her clothes. And Tony held onto his crotch with both hands, leaned
forward and spat curses at her like blinding venom. The others made a circle around her, just to see what
had happened, she’ d known that, but it felt like they were there to make sure she didn’t get away.

“Y ou goddamn cunt!” he' d hissed, and she could see the sweat standing out on hisforehead, the way he
gritted his perfect white teeth together and forced the words through the spacesin between.

“I said no, Tony,” she'd said, breathless, her voice too small and aone.
“Fuck you, cunt! Goddammit! | ought’ afucking hold you down and kick your fucking facein!”

“Chrigt, man, what' d she do to you?’ Rick asked, and she knew he was standing just behind her, would
bethereif sheturned to run.

“The bitch kicked mein the fucking nuts, you dumbfuck!”

“That’ s cold, Robin, that’ sreal cold,” Amy Edwards said, and she'd sat down next to Tony in the hatch,
all big-eyed concern and opportunist’ s reproach.

“I told him no,” Robin said again, and then he lunged &t her, cooing Amy thrown to one side, his
sparkling, hateful eyes, dog-snarled lips. Hisfist had landed once, big blow to her face like concrete and
meat and abag full of marbles.

No man had ever hit her, not even a spanking from her father; Robin staggered backwards, no oneto



catch her, and tripped, fdll flat on her ass, the sharp parking-lot gravel unnoticed, her head too full of the
suddenness and the force, the absol uteness of this violence. She' d sat there while the numbnessin and
around her right eye segued dowly into skin burn and bone ache, bright fire wherever he' d touched her.
She was breathing fast and hard, and every time she exhaled there was a sticky, warm spray of blood
from her nose, red-berry spatters down the front of her shirt.

“Chrigt, Tony,” surprise and awhisper of fear in Rick Reynold'svoice. “Y ou busted her nose, man.”
“I ought’ akick her fucking ass.”

She' d tried to scramble out of hisreach, scraped pams and the frantic heels of her Hush Puppy loafers
dinging grit and dust, but there were legs like prison bars, legs that wouldn't step aside to let her through,
facesthat stared down in shock and disgust and something hungry like ddlight.

“She’ snot worth it, man,” Rick ssammered, and Robin had hung on those words, terrified, praying
slently that Tony would see the obvious truth in them, that she wasn’t worth it, wasn't worth the energy it
would take to redlize the bottomless fury in hiseyes.

He' d stood over her, adangerous animal she' d never seen take off its mask, what big teeth you have,
what big daws; big man, gill holding hisbalswith one hand.

“Please, Tony,” she whimpered through the blood and snot and stinging sdt tears, “I'm sorry. Please...”
“Fuck her, man,” Rick said, creeping, oily desperation. “Let’sjust get the hell out of here.”

“Y eah, whatever you say.” And then, to her, “But baby, you better know that your lifeisover. The
goddamn niggerswon't even want you after I'm donetalking.”

He drew hisfoot back, and she’ d flinched, bracing herself for the hard rubber toe of his sneaker, but
he' d struck the ground instead, and bits of the parking lot rained down in her hair, pelting her arms and
face.

And lucky Amy Edwards had climbed into the candy-apple CRX in her place, and the ring of drunken
teenagers had broken up and wandered away to other cars and other bottles, leaving her to the night and
its consequences.

Twenty, thirty minuteslater, and she was il Stting there, shivering and shielding her sivelling nose with
blood-smeared hands, trying to stop crying, when someone behind her had asked, “ Are you gonna be
okay?’

She' d turned around, and the pretty boy in the leopard coat had been there, and agirl with skin like milk
and whiter dreadlocks haloed in the sodium-arc glare. The girl wasn't wearing a coat, just a Hanes tank

top, and her bare arms were covered with silver-blue webs, spiderwebs like casting nets from the backs
of her broad hands to her shoulders.

“Do you need usto take you to the hospitad?’ the girl with the tattoos asked, the white girl, that beautiful
ala-baster gorgon. And then another boy, not so pretty, something broken and wary in hislean face, had
knelt beside her and wrapped a leather jacket around her.

“I think he broke her nose, Spyder,” the boy told the white gorgon, and she' d kndlt, too, made Robin
move her hands and frowned. There was asmall and perfect cruciform scar between the gorgon’s eyes,
softest rose against the snow, and it had dmost seemed to glow when she leaned closeto look at
Robin'snose.

“Yeah, | guessyou do,” the gorgon said, and then they’ d helped her stand and followed the pretty boy,
haughty swish and fake fur, across the empty parking lot.

4.



Where the highway cut deep into Red Mountain, the weathered gash down through its Paleozoic bones,
shde and chert and iron-ore ligaments, Robin switched her headlights on. The sun was gone, burned
down to amolten diver, orange-red streak in the western sky as she crested the mountain and started
down into the wide valley below. The city twinkled and glittered in the fresh night, the uneven cluster of
electric light and the garish ribbons of 1-65 and 1-20.

She d been concentrating on nothing but the cherry-red taillights of the eighteen-whedler in front of her,
ignoring the aily flow of images that had begun to play behind her eyes, the memories past vivid that ate
into her cool, her queen-bitch decait, like nail polish remover through Styrofoam. Shefelt dim relief to see
the city, to know that Spyder and Byron were so close now.

“Don't let it freak you out,” Spyder would say, “they’ re only flashbacks. They can't hurt you.” But Robin
knew better, knew that Spyder knew even better than her.

Outside, it was getting colder, but she had the window down, anyway; she hated to drive alone now,
especidly after dark, paced the Civic to keep up with the speeding patches of traffic. The heater was
blowing full tilt, but her lipsand ears and the tips of her fingerswere ill painfully cold, and her bresth
fogged like cigarette smoke. She leaned over and punched the g ect button on the Civic's CD player and
it whirred and spat out the PJ Harvey disc she' d been listening to for the past twenty minutes. She'd
begun to imagine, to suspect, that Polly Jean’ sjangling voice was mocking her own jangling nerves, and
she searched through the loose CDs in the passenger seat for anything camer, found Sarah McLachlan's
Fumbling Towards Ecstasy and loaded it into the empty tray.

Inthelast four or five straining seconds before the disc cued to thefirgt track and the music began again,
Robin clearly heard the quick, dry scritch across backseet vinyl, the weighty thump of something heavy
faling to the floorboard directly behind her. But she did not jump or cry out, did not turn to see, but
pressed the black toe of her boot to the accelerator and passed the truck, stayed even with its cab al the
way to her exit.

5.

Three days spent piecing together the ceremony, ablurred chain of days revisiting volumes on peyote
religion and the general use of halucinogensin shamanism; library tomb dust and Robin curledinto a
corner of Spyder’s old sofa, the books scattered around her like fallen megdiths. Spyder had not dared
to interrupt when her parents called, again and again, looking for her, or even to remind her that she'd
forgotten to est.

But the books contained only the smallest portion of what she was looking for, disappointing syntheses of
the contaminations of Chrigtian missonsand older aborigind ritual. The Ghost Dance, the Kiowa Half
Moon Ceremony, and the Cross Fire Ceremony; revelations of the Creator’ s Road, the narrow way, old
men’ svisonsof thelife of Christ and figuresin the ky: cdestid landmarksfor the Spiritud Forces, the
Moon, the Sun, Fire. Her head filling up and up until her temples ached with contradictory instructions
and dtill, the keen awareness that none of these could be their ceremony, the dawning certainty that she
had to find it ingde hersdlf. Make it new, not so different from what the Sioux and Caddo and Comanche
had done, but a synthesis of her own instead of bits and odd pieces cribbed from obscure ethnographies.

Through al this, Water had hovered a the dim edges of her awareness, asif, found guilty of some crime,
he was merely awaiting sentence, the ugly consequences of hisindiscretion. Sometimes he sat acrossthe
room from her, aone and watching, and sometimes he paced anxioudy through Spyder’ s house,
impatient, barely comprehending her obsession and insstence on detall, on any ritud at al, for that
matter. If he spoke, either Spyder or Byron was usudly thereto tell him to shut up, leave her done, go
home now, Walter.

And she' d known that they were dl, even Spyder, just alittle bit afraid of what she was setting in motion,
of what she would soon ask them to do. These three, who had taken her in and shown her how tofill in



the emptiness, had midwifed her rebirth from that suburban zombie hell; had shown her what they knew
of darkness and light and the graying shadesin between, of the power to be gained by living through
death without first having to die. Grave robbers and self-styled ghouls, cemetery children, daemon lovers,
eaters of every opium and lotus, and now they were afraid, these three beyond fear or dread, and it gave
Robin the dimmest satisfaction, that she could be so powerful, and that she could, at last, give something
back.

Four days after Walter had brought the grocery bag of peyote buttonsto Weird Trappings, she'd finally
cdled them al together, had given Byron alist of thingsthey’ d need and her Visa card, Spyder’ s car
keys. And then she’ d asked Spyder to find her something to eat, had soaked in atub of hot, soapy
water, rose-scented bath sats, while Spyder scrambled eggs and fried dices of baloney, brewed strong
black coffeein her noisy old percolator.

And Walter and Spyder had watched while she ate, Robin stray-cat ravenous after days of Cheetos and
candy bars, and his eyes had seemed to follow every forkful from the plate to her mouth. But she was
past being annoyed by Walter’ s gnawing adoration, too exhausted to object or care. When she'd
finished, Spyder had rubbed her neck and shoulders, strong hands kneading away the kinks and knots,
and they’ d talked about other things until Byron had come back: a shipment of animal skullsthat had
come into the shop that morning, a documentary Walter had seen on cable about the Knights Templar.

It had been dark an hour when Byron finaly returned, found them in the living room listening to Bach, and
he' d sent Walter back out to the car for the bags while he' d bitched about a cashier at the supermarket
who had looked at the credit card and wanted to know if he was Robin Elizabeth Ingdls.

“Did you get everything on the list?’ she'd asked, and he'd rolled hiseyes.
“I"'m not totaly fucking incompetent.”
“If I'd thought that you were, Byron, I’ d have gone mysdf.”

Revived by her bath and the food, by Spyder’ s gentle ministrations, she' d finaly felt the first twinges of
excitement, adrendine promises and atightness deep in her belly. When Walter came back in with the
bags, she had him set them down on the floor, and she prowled through them, one by one, checking their
contents againgt the list in her head. And yes, Byron had found everything she' d asked for, the spicesand
sdit, the paintsand olive oil and two dozen white candles.

“Okay, Walter, if you' d please take thisal down to the basement now...” But then Spyder’ s eyes had
gonewide, lightning swift passage of dread across her face before she’ d turned suddenly away, and
Robin had known that look, that specia slver panic that rode piggyback on her madness, thet flashed
itself likeawarning display. She'd glanced a Byron and known that he' d seen it, too. Spyder walked
away from them, stood by awindow and stared out at the dark between them and the house next door.
“Spyder? What' swrong? Did | say something wrong?’

Nothing for a second, hearts beating and duggish time, and then, “1 don’'t want you to do thisin the
basement. Anywhere dseis okay, Robin, but not the basement.”

Robin had stared at Spyder’ s dim reflection in the window—Spyder reversed and so maybe that Spyder
was sane—fedling her concern melting into annoyance, and anger not far enough behind.

“Why? What’' swrong with the basement?’
“I don’'t want you to useit, that's dl, okay?1 just don’t want you to use the basement.”

Robin had taken one step closer, still some hope of defusing this, if shedidn’t get pissed, if Byron and
Water kept their mouths shut.

“It needs to be the basement, Spyder. I've worked thisal out very precisely, and your basement isthe
only place | know that’s even close to what we need.”



In thewindow glass, Spyder’ s eyes were just shadows beneath the ridge of her brow, her dark
eyebrows, unreadable smudges, and she didn’t say anything.

“Comeon. At least tell me why you don’t want usto use the basement for the ceremony—"

“| don’t want you to use the basement. Y ou can do whatever you want in any other part of the house,
okay? But | don’t want you to do thisin the basement.”

“You said that already,” Byron mumbled, then, and Robin had glared at him, dry ice and razors, had
given him arough shove and silently mouthed Shut the hell up; he' d sneered and given her hismiddle
finger inreturn.

“Jugt tell mewhy, Spyder, and maybe we can figure something out—"

“No, Robin. There' snothing to figure out. | don’t want to do thisin the basement. Y ou'll have to think of
some other place.”

Thefindity in Spyder’ svoice, the mulish resolution, and to her fleeting surprise, Robin had discovered
that thistime shedidn’t redly careif it was because Spyder was sick, if she couldn’t help these
unpredictable barriers and taboos. She loved Spyder and had always walked on eggshells and china
platesfor her, had dways been so careful, so mindful of the places and things and words that you could
never know were off-limitsuntil you' d already stepped acrosstheline.

“Goddamn it, Spyder! Shit!” Robin whedled around and Byron had flinched, maybe thinking she was
going to hit him that time. Instead, she' d ssomped across the floor and stood in the basket-handle
archway separating the living room from the dining room that Spyder used as adumping ground for her
hundreds or thousands of books.

“Thereisno ‘why’ because there’ s no reason for us not to perform the ceremony down there and you
know it. You'rejust freaking out over something, and you could at least tell mewhat the hdll itis.”

Spyder had not turned around, till stared through hersdlf and the window, vacant and intent, but Robin
noticed the way she' d begun rubbing her left hand against her hip, her callused palm across ancient,
ragged denim. Asif her fingers had started to itch, asif there was astain on her hand or her jeans, and
Robin had known that Spyder wasn't even aware that shewas doing it.

“It' smy house, Robin.”

“Oh please, don't give methat shit. Just tell me why the hell we shouldn’t use the basement and I’ Il shut
up about it. But | want areason, Spyder.”

Robin had glanced at Byron, at Walter till standing there holding the bulging brown bagsin hisarms;
both of them nervous, frightened, caught in the middle, and asif she could read their minds, scrapethe
thoughts off the gray folds of their brains: Thisis not theway it works, Robin, and Don't push, and It
doesn't matter, it doesn’t matter near enough for this.

“Please, Spyder,” shesaid. “All | want isareason.”

Then Walter had set the bags down again, both of them on the coffee table, and rammed his hands deep
in his pockets.

“Maybe we should just forget about it, Robin,” he said. “Wouldn't it be better if we just forgot about it? |
didn’t redly care that much any—"

“Shut up, Walter,” and Spyder had sounded like the till and quiet before a summer storm, the voiceless
threet in the eyes of something wild. And she’d turned away from the window and crossed the room to
gtand in front of Robin; her left hand rubbing furioudy a her jeans and the fingers of her right kneading
the puckered cross between her eyes, the scarred flesh that turned scarlet when she was upset or angry.

“Y ou do whatever you want,” she' d said, poisonous calm between each word, “if it’'s so important to



you. Do it and get it over with and then get out of my house.”
“Chrigt, Spyder. Jesus. Won't you even try to tell me why you' re afrad?’

But Spyder had aready stepped past her, had kicked over atowering stack of paperbacks on her way
to the darkened hall, scattering dust and silverfish and brittle, yellowed pages. Robin had stared down at
the jumbled collage of faded covers, apainting by Frazetta of a sword-wielding woman with impossble
breasts, something dead and scaly at her feet, Stephen King and Robert Heinlein and Ray Bradbury.
Knowing how badly she’ d fucked this up, knowing that Spyder might never let her take back these things
she’'d said. And knowing that without her, the ceremony would be flawed, not hollow, but not whole,
ether.

“Wel?’ Byron had asked, sometime later, long enough that her legs had begun to ache from standing in
the same position. She' d kept her eyes on the floor, the hegp of tumbledown fantasies.

“Take the bags down to the basement, now, Walter,” she'd said, and he hadn’t waited for her to tell him
athirdtime.

6.

Later, what Robin had remembered of the ceremony and the basement was like pages torn apart and
hastily Scotch-taped together again by ablind woman, pagesilluminated with needles and metdlic inks
and black wordsthat she was glad had al but lost their meanings.

She' d remembered the preparations, Walter hefting open the trapdoor in the halway floor and the cool
ar risng from the darkness, acrid-sweet stench of dust and earth and mildew. No light but their candles,
and her feet uncertain on the steep and narrow stairs down, wood that creaked, cried, beneath her bare
feet and the dust againgt her skin had felt like velvet. Velvet that clung to the soles of her feet, and her
lungs had filled up with the basement air like drowning waters. And Walter had closed the trapdoor
behind them.

While she' d traced her lines on thered dirt, Walter had dug avery small pit in the center of the floor,
rusty garden spade breaking through the stubborn crust packed down by amost a century. Byron had
stood quiet and alone, smoking his cloves, throwing candlelight shadows like shifting, craggy people.
Everyonetrying not to think about Spyder and thinking of absolutely nothing else.

She had laid the Signsin Morton’'s sat and Crayolatempera, had driven the twenty-four white candles
into the hard ground, markers of wax and fire in places that mattered.

And when she' d finished and the basement glowed soft and flickering orange, the dark driven back into
cracks and corners and the spaces between floorboards overhead, she popped the lid off the little can of
Sterno from one of Byron' s bags, struck akitchen match and set the flaming can at the bottom of
Walter' s shdlow pit.

“Take off your clothes.” She remembered having said that, and the looks on their faces, and Byron's
exagperation and Walter trying not to look at her while he' d stripped. And then they’d satinacircle
around the Sterno fire, faint chemical heat againgt their faces and the circle incomplete, missing one, the
one that mattered most of al. Water had handed her the crumpled bag of peyote buttons, and she'd
taken the first one, had bitten into the bitter, rubbery flesh and gagged. But she had swallowed, and then
swalowed another bite, and there’ d been lukewarm bottles of minera water to calm her ssomach.

They’ d passed the bag around, counterclockwise, each of them taking their turn again and again, chewing
dowly and drinking water and not talking, until the nausea had found them and Robin had set the bag
adde.

She had sprinkled sdt and rosemary, nutmeg and mace, above thefire.

“I’m going to puke,” Walter said, hisrolling, seasick voice and, “No,” she' d said firmly, “Not yet. Hang
on aslong asyou can.” And he had, but that hadn’t been much longer. “Please,” he' d whispered, swest



on al their faces, dack eyes, sweat on their naked bodies, and she’ d only nodded. He' d crawled quickly
away and emptied his ssomach somewhere in the maze she’ d drawn. Byron had gone next, before
Walter had even finished hisloud retching; and Robin last; had waited so long that she'd only madeiit
three or four feet away from the fire before she' d thrown up the pulpy stew of chewed peyote, bile, and
Perrier, the half-digested med Spyder had cooked for her, and sat coughing, staring through watering
eyes at the candle she' d drowned in vomit.

One at atime, they’ d gone back to sit around the scrape in the earth and the Sterno, and Robin had
taken Walter’ shand on her right, Byron'son her eft, held on tight, little-girl-on-a-carnival-ride grip. And
Byron had taken Walter’ s hand, and the warmth that had settled over her, peace inside and deeper
peace than she' d ever known or imagined. And then she' d begun to speak, knowing that it wastime, had
clutched at the strict words she' d laid out as scrupulously as the designs drawn on the floor, the candles,
the pinches of spice and sdlt. But the world was raveling, taking itsdf apart, and the words had run from
her like scurrying black beetles. She' d squeezed their hands harder, so terrified and so completely
beyond fear that she' d thought she would never be afraid again.

Later, she had remembered that Byron had begun to cry, joy and sadness, and that the wings of the
angelsthat rose from the candle flames blazed and trailed razor night, obsidian shardsthat diced her
eyes, that cut her lips.

And that when the dry and whispering things had begun to dig themsalves from the earthen walls—claws
like Walter’ s spade and the scrambling legs that glistened and drew blood from the shimmering
ar—she dfindly closed her eyes.

And the sound of thunder, and Spyder laughing, far away.
7.

In the world above, Spyder had come out of her room and stared for along time at the trapdoor, silently
watching its paper cut edges and the tarnished brass handle, handle borrowed from a chifforobe drawer,
bolted there by her father after the old pine hand grip had broken off years and years and years before.
No sound rose up through the floor, no evidence that anyone was down there, no proof that they’ d left
her behind. She wiped at her dry eyes and walked over to stand directly on top of the trapdoor; the
wood had sagged dightly beneath her weight.

She went without you, her father chattered in her ear, from inside her ear. Y ou see that, don’t you? They
al went without you, and here you thought you were the big magic...

“Shut up,” she' d whispered, whispered the way she had learned to whisper so no one else would hear,
s0 no one would ask, Who you talkin’ to, Spyder? Who you think you'retalkin’ to? And she' d chewed
at her upper lip, toying with aragged bit of skin.

Did you think they couldn’t do thiswithout you, Lila? Did you think that little green-haired whore of
yourswasn't wicked enough to do thiswitchy shit on her own?

“Shut up,” and her teeth had ground through flesh, sdty, warm blood in her mouth like chocolate melting
on her tongue.

They don’t need you.

“Shut up!” and she covered her ears with both hands, usdess, knowing that hisvoice wasn't getting in
that way.

“Y ou don’'t know, you don’t know shit!”
She' staking them away fromyou, Lila. | know that.

“SHUT UP!” and then she’ d thrown hersalf hard against awall, so hard that the plaster had dented and
cracked. “SHUT UP, SHUT UP, SHUT UP!”



Dull smack of her shoulder against the wall, again and again, mest-thud tattoo, and the cracks had spread
like the patterns on her arms until she’ d punched a hole through and plaster dust had silted to the floor
like flour snow. Dark smear of hersalf down the wounded whitewall. And she’ d known hewasn't
wrong. That her father had eyesto see through the lies she told herself, the lies that Robin had been telling
her.

Spyder had gone to the kitchen and found a claw hammer and the picklejar full of different-szed nails
beneath the sink, two-penny, ten-penny, and al the time him muttering in her skull, Bible versesand his
own crimson prophecies. When she' d opened her mouth to answer the questions he put to her, hisvoice
came out, red and gristle spew of dead-man words that she couldn’t stop. She’ d poured the nails out
acrossthe hdl floor, rusty iron scatter, picking them up a random and sinking one after another into the
hardwood, crazy angles, but enough of them piercing both the trapdoor and the floor. All the way
around, gtitching them in, while jJumbled gospd and condemnation dribbled from her lips.

When she' d finished, Spyder pushed and dragged the big steamer trunk from her mother’ s room,
great-grandmother heirloom, had used it to cover the smashed and crooked nail heads, the basement
door, passage down to dl her hells. And then she' d climbed on top, had crouched there, predator’s
huddle, and through her mouth, her father had howled his Armageddon songs.

When Spyder woke up, curled next to the trunk, there’ d been watery light, dawning shades of gray and
ivory, shining from the dining room and through the little window at the other end of the hall. She did not
remember having falen adeep, ached everywhere at once, and when she sat up her back and neck and
shoulders had hurt so badly that she’ d had to lie right back down.

There was no one but hersdf insgde her head, and she'd lain still and thankfully alone, her cheek pressed
againg the cool, smooth wood, wax and varnish, left ear against the floor. And at firgt, the scritching
sounds had meant nothing to her, the faint sobbing like lost children, another part of the house and
nothing more; she d listened, squinting asthelight through the dirty window had brightened toward
morning.

And then, “ Spyder?’ But the voice was too smal and broken to have been redl, to have been anything
but an echo of an echo of something she' d forgotten.

“Spyder, please...”

The sun had seeped into the hall and, by dow degrees, the night washed back over her: that they had all
gone down to the basement without her, Robin and the peyote and her idiot ceremony; that the voices
had come, her father’ sjibes and eager barbs, her father’ s paranoia and zealot’ sfear.

“Please...please, Spyder.”

She sat up, ignoring the pain, thetilting dizzinessit tried to force on her, and stared at the trunk, the
banged and dented edges of the trapdoor and stray nails scattered everywhere like vicious pick-up
sticks. Something under the floor thumped twice and was quiet.

“Robin?’ and her throat hurt, strep raw; shetried to swallow, but her mouth had gone cottony and dry.

No sound from benesath the trunk, beneath the basement door nailed shut, no sound anywhere but her
heart and amockingbird squawking loudly in borrowed voices somewhere outside.

She'd tried to wrestle the trunk aside, but there was no strength at al in her right arm, dislocated bones
and sickening pain, the black threat of unconsciousness, and so she' d had to use her feet to push it out of
the way. But then there were the nails, dozens of them, and she’ d looked around desperately for the
hammer, had findly found it hiding on the other side of the trunk.

“I’'mopening it,” she croaked, over and over again, protective mantra againgt what she'd done. “I’'m



openingit.”

A lot of the heads were sunk too deep for the claw end of the hammer to get at, pocked, circular
wounds in the floor where she' d buried them. With her good hand, Spyder pulled and wrenched loose
the ones she could reach, nail after bent and crooked nail squeaking free of the wood. When shefinished
at least hdf the naillswere dtill firmly, smugly, in place; she tugged at the chifforobe handle, and the boards
creaked and buckled, made pirate-ship sounds, and she was able to get her hand under one corner of

the trapdoor, able to force it open afew inches and see the blackness beneath.

When Robin’s hand scrambled out, lunged through the narrow opening, Spyder had dmost screamed.
Fingernails split and torn down to the bloodied quicks, blood caked maroon and the ugly color of raisins.

“Moveyour fingers” she' d grunted, struggling not to let the door dip shut again, imagined her hand and
Robin’ s trgpped together in the squeezing crack, their blood mingling and dripping down into the
darkness. “Moveyour fingers.”

Robin strained desperately toward the light leaking into the basement.
“| saild move your goddamned fingersl”

The fingers pulled themsaves back dow, one-at-a-time retreat like the heads or tentacles of some
frightened sea thing. When they were al gone, Spyder had eased her own hand out, | et the trapdoor snap
closed again, and someone on the other side had cried out, awild and terrified animal sound, impossible
to tell who it might have been. Breathless and lost in the empty space gouged by the scream, Spyder bent
low, prayer bow, her mouth dmost touching the drying stain where Robin' sfingers had groped only
seconds before.

“Listento me,” she said, speaking too loudly, too fagt, “ There' sacrowbar out on the porch. I’ve got to
goand get it so | can pry thisopen.”

“Don’t leaveme...” and that had been Robin, something shattered using Robin’ stongue, Robin’ s voca
chords.

“I’'m coming right back, | swear, I’m coming right the fuck back, okay?’

There was no answer, and she hadn't waited for one.

She' d found the crowbar wedged tightly between the old washing machine and the house, and she' d had
to work it back and forth for three or four minutes before it had finally pulled free, unexpected, and she'd
staggered backwards, had amost lost her balance and fallen onto a hegp of rusted motorcycle parts. The
morning was clear and warm, bright Alabama morning, spring fading into summer, and for amoment

she' d stood there, holding the crowbar out in front of her like aweapon from amartia arts movie.

Her car sat in the driveway, right where Byron had parked it the night before.

Y ou could just go, and she' d had no idea whose ghost had said that, which lips had whispered behind
her eyes, but not her father’s. He' d never tell her to leave the house, and not her mother, either. She'd let
her arm drop limply to her side, the crowbar clunking against the junk at her feet.

The Cdlica skeyswere lying on top of her televison. Y ou could just go, the voice said again, They’'d
only be getting what they deserve. And thistime she d recognized it as her own, so no oneto blame for
these thoughts but hersdlf.

Y ou could drive away and just keep driving...wouldn't ever have to come back here.

Pretending that she hadn’t heard, that she hadn’t seen the clean blue sky through the leaves of the pecans
and water oaks, Spyder had lifted the crowbar again and stepped back inside the waiting house.

8.



After the sky had closed again, Robin cradled the hand the light had touched and given back against her
chest, blessed thing, till glowing faintly at the lightless summit of the world where she and Byron had
climbed. Mountain or tower of splinters, ladder hung above the pit and void, and he was pressed into the
firmament, whispering his name again and again like it had power againg the ribs of the night, like he
would forget it and be no one and nothing if he ever stopped.

“Spyder...” shesaid, but the sky had closed and they were alone again, insde each other but outside
themselves, and the wet edges of the hole wanted them back, wanted them to dide screaming back into
itsroiling, muddy belly. She thought that she d given it Walter, thought that she' d seen hiseyeswide at
the end like frying eggs and glass dippers, dragged away, and that should have been enough.

Byron did hisarm around her again, hung around her neck like dry bones and wire, dried flowers and the
ragged jewdry of martyrs. She held him closeto her, his naked flesh as cold as sidewalk concrete
beneath ice; her hand brushed across the gashes in his back, and he screamed again, twin and running
sores from acromion to spine that wept hourglass sand and the memory of wings. Her own back burned,
bled sand and regret from its own deep, unhealing wounds.

Behind them, the fire had stopped falling from Heaven, the dim red afterglow amillion miles or years
below, and there was nothing left in the World but the two of them and the skittering things, the
bristle-haired thingswith their crowns of oildrop eyes. And the Preacher, the Dragon, the man with the
Book and skin that fit too tightly. When He' d come for them, long Strides across the earth and the
skitterers dropping off his clothes, she’ d begged Byron to tear her wings off, so that they would be as
black asthe night, asinvisible. So that they would be nothing He could see or want. They’ d hung their
wings like trophies from the walls of razor wire, wreaths or trophies of feathers and fire and withering
snew.

And they’ d left Walter, too, somewhere at the edge, on his knees, tearing madly a himself, and the
World had shaken as He came.

She had reached out and touched the Dome of Heaven, tore again at its closed eydids with her ruined
hands. Behind them, the skitterers were getting braver, jabbering murmurs, and she' d heard their legslike
sharpened pencils, the hairbrush scrape of their bodies against one another.

“Undo me. Swalow me,” Byron whispered. “Don't let them take me.”

And then the Ky, its single blazing eye, had ripped open wide, stedl |ashestearing loose like jutting teeth,
and the night had rushed back down toward the hole, catching the skitterersin its undertow rush and
dragging them back to where the Dragon picked Histeeth and waited. Her hand and the white serpents
around Her white face, and the white nimbus of flame around Her head. Robin’s hand in Hers, and then
they’ d been hauled up into thelight.

9.

Still three blocks from the club, Dr. Jekyll’ s and its melting-pot mix of punks and dackers, queers and
skins and goths, lookie-look rednecks and wannabes; Robin pulled into an empty parking lot and dug
around in the glove compartment until she found the right prescription bottle. The name on the labd was
her mother’s, an old script for Halcion that she' d lifted from her parents’ medicine cabinet and exhausted
months ago, half-filled now with the Lortab and carnation Demerol and powder-blue ten-milligram
Vaium that she bought from her connections. She dumped afew of the pills out in her pam, pastel
scatter like Easter candy, picked out one of the Vaium and dry swalowed it.

Too bad the pills never worked fast enough, or long enough, anymore, never managed to do much more
than soften the edges of the things that came looking for her, the things that scampered and hummed, the
things that only Spyder could send skulking back to the grayer parts of her brain.

Spyder, like anursery rhyme or prayer, dim words from her mother’ slips when she was very small and
the night-light had only seemed like away for the monstersto see her better: From ghouliesand



ghodties...
And long-leggity beesties. ..

Robin dumped back againgt the bucket seat and willed hersdf to rdax, buying time until the Vaium
kicked in. She focused on the staggered pattern of bricksin awarehouse wal across the wide parking
lot, ahundred rectangular shades between red and brown and black caught in the Civic' s headlights.
Brickslaid before her parents had been born, when her grandparents had been children, maybe. The
enginewas il running, faint and soothing metal purr of fans and pistons, and Sarah McLachlan sighed
like gravel and rain from the stereo.

The shadow dipped acrossthe wall, blackened mercury, gangling arms or legs and so sudden that it was
gone before she' d even jumped; she sat up straight and stared, unblinking, across the hood, the empty
gpace between the car and the wall and the unbroken shafts of her headlights.

...and long-leggity beedties...

And then the pain between her shoulders, the shearing fire that left her breathless and wanting to puke,
and she yanked the Civic out of Park, never taking her eyes off thewall, not daring to glanceinto the
rearview mirror, as the tires squealed and she backed out into the street.

CHAPTER SIX

Keith
1

T he sun down an hour, first long hour of cold, and Keith Barry sat on one end of the old loading
platform; no trains on these tracks now, just the rotten boards and brick and concrete crumbling down to
grit and dugt, the barrel that the bums and junkies kept their Singy little fireinside. He sat with Anthony
Jones and his banged-up Honer harmonica, and they’ d been playing Tom Waits and Leadbelly for the
rambling empty sStretch of railyard, the dry, whispering weeds between the ties and broken glassand a
stripped pickup burned to ared-brown cicada shell. Keith plucked his pawnshop twelve-string and
Anthony Jones sharp cried likedl the ghost whistles of dl the trains that would never rumble past this
plaform again.

“Almighty Christ,” Long Joey muttered, Long Joey who stood in the crunchy gravel balast and ssomped
his feet like someone trying to make wine from stones. “Too damn cold for November. We dl gonna
have blue bals by Thanksgiving.”

Thelast chords of “Gun Street Girl” and then Kaith laid the guitar down beside him, athough Anthony let
afew more notes straggle from the instrument pressed to hisdark lips. Keith took abig swallow from the
half-empty pint of cheap rye whiskey and handed the bottle to Long Joey.

“Maybethis |l put alittle spark back in them,” and Joey grinned his crackhead smile and accepted the
bottlein his shaky hands. “Just don’t drop it, okay? Drop it, and I'll have to kick your ass.”

Anthony finished his solo and wiped the harmonicaon aflanne deeve. “And thenyou giveit here, L.J”

Keith had been at the platform since late afternoon, since he' d made his connection, cooked and fixed in
the men’sroom of the Jack’ s Hamburgers on First Avenue. He carried the twelve-string in acase so
beat-up that it stayed together only by the sticky grace of aroll or two worth of duct tape and some
copper wire he d strung through the holes where the hinges used to be. He adso kept hisworksin the
case, hidden insde acompartment intended for picks and capos,; Keith never used apick, relied instead
on hissure and calused fingers. He had enough stuff |eft for one morefix, tucked safey ingde his|eft
boot.



There were twelve or thirteen men on the platform tonight, most of them huddled around the flickering
barrel, but he was the only oneinto junk. Most of them were winos or dirtbag crackheads, street addicts
too far down the food chain to even have house fees. They bought their bits of rock from the cruisers
who pushed from their cars. Every now and then he caught the caustic stink of someonée' s pipe over the
smell of pissand booze and burning wood.

Long Joey passed the bottle to Anthony, noticeably emptier for itstimein his hands, and then he Sarted
stomping hisfeet again, pulling hard at his earlobes. Long Joey was apuller and sometimes his ears were
raw and caked with dried blood. He liked to talk, but never talked about anything but crack and the
women he ether imagined or lied about having fucked.

“I told thisbitch L.J. don't put no jimmie cap on hisdick, but she just kept on whining about the big A,
so | finaly dapped her around until she shut the hell up.”

“And you just took you some pussy, ain't that right, L.J.?” and Anthony grinned and winked at Keith.
“Goddamn right. Goddamn right.”

Anthony passed the bottle back to Keith, just enough left for one more round; the rye felt warm burning
down histhroat, settlingin hisbelly.

“You 4till seein’ that pretty little girl with thefire-engine hair?” Anthony asked, and for asecond Keith
was too busy looking through the neck of the bottle, strange and useless tel escope that |ooked out on
nowhere, to answer.

“Yeah,” hesaid at last. “Yeah, | guess s0.”

“Y ou guess s0? What' swith that, you guess so?’

When Anthony Jonestalked, he waved the Honer in the cold air like a conductor’ s wand.

“Y ou either down with that redheaded lady or you ain't. Thereain’t no in-betweenin’ pussy.”

“Man, | had me some fine white pussy last week....” L.J. sarted, but Anthony cut him off with a
knifeblade glance, stabbed the harmonicaat his heart.

“Why don't you shut the hell up for alittle while?’
“Youthink I'm lyin’?Youthink | gottalie’bout gettin’ white-bitch pussy?’
“I think I'm tired of listening to you talk tragh.”

And L.J. looked offended and hurt, pulled hard at his right earlobe and wandered off, mumbling to
himsdf.

“That nigger can't even get hissalf askeezer these days,” and Anthony laughed and stared off towards
the darkened windows of the Eagle Syrup plant. This side of town was awasteland of empty warehouses
and abandoned factories, aprelude to the miles of derdlict sted millsfurther west.

“I just can't seem to stay out of the shit house with Dariathese days.”

Anthony Jones didn’'t make any sign he’ d heard, still gazing acrossthe tracks and the Street at the
ridiculous giant honey jar perched atop the roof of the syrup plant.

“That her name?’ he asked. “Daria?’
“Y eah, man, that' sher name.”
“Shethe samegirl that’ sin that band with you?”

“Y eah. Shit, sheisthe band. She' s gonna dump me and find someone e se to play guitar for her. She
ought' afuckin’' dump me.”

“Man, you just on yoursdlf tonight, that’sdl,” and then he looked quickly at hisfeet, scuffed shoesfrom



one of the missions, rubbed at hiseyes. “Y ou got gold in them fingers.”

Keith hed his hands out, stared into his pdmslike he could read his past or future in the lines etched
there.

“Shetakesaload of shit, man.”

“I hear you,” Anthony said. “1 do hear you. Had me a good woman long time ago. Some pretty little
babies, too.”

Keith passed the dmost empty bottle back to him and picked up his guitar again, ran hisfingers once
across the strings and started tuning, gently twisting each rusted peg in his magic fingers. And Anthony
Jones drained the last of the whiskey before he hurled the usaless bottle at the darknessthat lay like
deeping dogs between the platform and the syrup plant.

2.

Niki Ky had finaly found a placeto sit in the back of the van, aplastic milk crate covered over with a
warped piece of plywood. The crate was mostly full of cords and cables, rubber black coaxial serpents
that stuck out through the checkerboard holesin the sdes and bit at her legs every timethe van hit a
bump or arut or pothole. At least they hadn’t gone directly down Morrisfrom Daria s place, hadn’'t
jounced over dl those goddamned cobblestones. The rear of the van was sectioned off with asagging
barrier of chain-link fence, soldered and bolted into place, and there was more junk back there. Niki
thought briefly about scooting the crate closer to the wire, close enough that she could hook her fingers
through the diamond spaces and hold on.

“There, Mort. Turn right there,” Dariaordered, pointed one insstent finger at aside street. Shewas
gtting on a huge red Sears Craftsman tool chest behind the driver’ sside, straddling it, hanging on to the
back of Mort’s seet. The toolsinside the chest clanked and clattered, and Niki imagined that it wasthe
sound of her bones and teeth and kidneys.

Mort missed the turn, and Dariadammed her fist into the back of his headrest.

“Goddammit, Mort! Areyou fucking deaf?’

“There sno left turn there, Dar—"

“Did you see any fuckin’ cops? Who would ve given ashit? Huh?’

“Why don’t you cam down,” Theo said, and Niki saw thefirejump likelightning in Darid s eyes.

“Why don't you keep the hell out of this?’ she said, almost snarled, and Niki wished again that she had
stayed back at the gpartment with Claude and his EllaFitzgerad tapes, his comforting coffee and
conversdion.

“Hey, will the both of you just shut the hell up and let me drive?” Mort growled, no patience infinite and
Niki could tel he' d had enough.

She had just stepped out of the shower when the phone rang, was still standing naked and dripping in the
steam, drying hersdf with athin, not-quite-white towel that had once belonged to aHoliday Inn.
Someone who' d heard from someone else that Daria s boyfriend had been in afight, had gotten himself
cut up and might be dead. Dying, at the very least.

A minute or two later, the towel wrapped tightly around her, and “It might just be afaseadam,” she'd
said, trying her best to sound hopeful, reassuring, starting to fedl awkward and misplaced.

“You don't know Keith,” Dariahad said, pulling her boots on and not bothering with the ratty laces.

“Which makesyou avery lucky girl,” Claude said and had turned quickly away, shidding himsdf from
the hot recrimination in Darid s eyes.



“Put on some clothesif you're coming,” Dariahad said, and Niki thought maybe it would be rude to say
no thank you, I'll stay right here. Rude, or dangerous.

“Okay, ook, you can turn left at the next light, on Seventeenth, and circle back around....”

Niki tried to shut out Darid s frantic commands, shut her eyes and then immediately opened them again,
not wanting to make car scknessany more likely than it dready was, puking would do absolutely nothing
toimprove thevan'sdl but pal pable funk, the reek of ancient swesat and cigarette smoke, oil and the
sweet and sour hint of rotting food. She hung on to the edges of her plywood raft and rode the wave.

After they’ d checked two titty bars and a park full of bums and monumentsto dead civil rightsleaders,
Dariahad findly thought to cal the hospitals. Niki and Theo sat in the van while Dariaand Mort fed
precious quartersinto apay phone and argued with emergency room nurses.

“God, | hate that asshole,” Theo said.

Niki, who' d decided she was better off just staying in the floor after having been twice bounced off the
milk crate, shifted her stiff and aching butt, rubbed her freezing hands together. Obvioudy, the van had no
hester.

“Y ou mean Daria?’ she asked.

“No, not Dar. Keith-fucking-Barry,” Theo answered too quickly, pulled the cheesy flamingo-pink
polyester and velvet tux jacket she was wearing tighter around her shoulders. “Dar’ sadoll, when she's
not chasing after that fucker’ sjunky prick.”

“Oh,” Niki said, knowing nothing elseto say.

An uncomfortable and slent five minuteslater, and Mort and Dariawere climbing back indgde, driver’s
door popping open and banging closed again, the diding side door complaining vicioudy onitsrusted
tracks. Night rushed into the van, soaking Niki in chill air and the colder glare of the Sreetlights.

13 &?’

“*So’ what, Theo?’ Dariasaid, reclaiming her seat on thetool chest.
“Soishedead or what?’

Mort sghed, pulled off hisbasebd| cgp and ran hisfingersthrough his hair.

“No one named Keith Barry has been admitted to any of the ERstonight,” he said and put his cap back
on, the bill turned around backwards so Niki could read the red, white, and blue STP patch stitched on
the front. He dapped his big hands together loudly. “ And there are no John Does that fit his description.
We checked the city morgue, too.”

“Thisisbullshit,” Theo muttered and lit acigarette.

“We should check out that housein Endey,” Dariasaid, ignoring her. “The one with al the windows
painted yelow.”

“Chrigt, Daria,” Mort hissed and dumped over the steering whedl, already defesated before he' d even
begun to object. “1 do not want to go wandering around that part of town after dark.”

“I wouldn't want to go wandering around that part of town in broad fucking daylight, Mort, but what's
your fucking point?1’m not just gonna it around on my ass and wait for the copsto cal.”

“I’ve had enough of thiscrap,” Theo said and blew a cloud of smoke againgt the cracked inside of the
windshield. “Y ou guys can let me out downtown. And Niki, I’ d advise you to come with me.”

Niki felt helpless, lost. None of this had anything to do with her, but she felt caught anyway, stretched



suddenly between Dariaand Theo like the rope in a particularly nasty tug-of-war match. And of course
the advantage went to Daria, Dariawho had taken her in and given her aplace to deep, abath.

“Uh, | guessI’ll just stay with you guys,” she said, speaking to Daria, who frowned and stared down at
the bare metal floor between her boots.

“Yeah, wel, whatever,” Theo said. “It’ syour ass.”

“What' sthe ded with this place, anyway?’ Niki asked, certain that she didn’t really want to know.
“What sort of houseisit?’

“A crackhouse,” Mort said and started the van. “It’ s just a goddamned crackhouse.”

After they’ d left Theo, after she' d asked Niki if she was absolutely sure she didn’t want to come back to
her place, Mort drove west and Dariatook Theo's seat; Niki sat on the floor and watched the
sreetlights become dimmer and farther gpart, wider pools of night between them. Downtown
surrendering to the first belt of decay, nelghborhoods wilted and gone to ugly, cancerousfalow. She
didn’'t know this city, was becoming increasingly disoriented asthe oasis of tal buildings dipped behind
them. Daria had stopped talking, had stopped pointing, and now she sat smoking, staring intently out her
window &t things Niki couldn’t see.

Niki glimpsed theincongruoudy bright facade of a Burger King over Mort’ s shoulder, and then he
turned, pulling the Ford Econoline up to the curb.

“Man, | can't believe the cops haven't shut this fucker down,” he said, reaching beneath his seat for
something Niki couldn’t quite make out, something black and heavy dipped quickly insde his coat.

Dariadid the side door open for Niki, and she stepped out onto the sickly brown patch of grass between
the street and the sidewa k. The house had once been something grand, Victorian gingerbread and
dormer windows, a disintegrating cupola perched on the high gabled roof. And every window hidden
behind irregular sheets of plywood, al painted the same neon shade of canary yellow.

“It certainly isn't inconspicuous, isit?” Niki said as Dariadammed the diding door shut behind her.

“It doesn't haveto be,” she said, stepping past Niki, heading up the walk to the long front porch. “The
cops aredl too busy hasding hookers and queers. They don’t get out thisway very often.” Dariawas
walking fast, purposeful steps and words more purposeful; Mort had to jog to catch up with her.

“Might be bad for their hedlth,” she said.

Up the crumbling stoop, five steps, and now Niki could see the swirling graffiti tangle laid thick across
amogt every available surface, tags and gang warnings, spray-can pasta, the universa language of urban
tribes. She recognized some of the stuff from the Quarter, crude 8-bal placaand dollar sgnsto show all
thisterritory was controlled by Cripsand Disciples.

Dariahammered on the front door, hard fist against flaking wood; Mort stood just behind her, struggling
to look calm and cool, obvioudy neither, trying to keep an eye on every corner and shadow. The only
response from the darkened house was the steady, muffled thump-thump-thump of rap, and Daria
pounded the door again, using both fiststhistime.

“Hey!” she shouted, howled, hands cupped around her mouth to make a megaphone. “Open the
goddamn door, or I'm gonnacall the cops!”

“Comeon, Dar,” Mort whispered, urgent, but she’ d dready started kicking at the door. It shuddered in
itsframe with every blow from her Doc Martens.

The scrabbling, clicking sounds of locks turning, chain diding back, and the door opened an inch or two.
The face pressed into the crack was backlit and featurelessin the glare of yellow incandescent light,



leaking like pus or urine from the house.

“What the hell do you want, bitch?’ the face hissed, voice worn raw and gravelly, femaevoice, old as
someone' s grandmother.

“I’'m looking for somebody,” Dariasaid, dipping the toe of her boot into the crack between door and
jamb.

“Well, you'relookin’ inthewrong place,” the woman said, glancing down at Darid sintruding foot.
“He s been here before.”

“Wel hean't here now!”

“Thenlet mein, and I'll seefor mysdlf.”

The woman opened the door an inch wider, and Niki caught aglimpse of her burning eyes, eyeslikethe
pit of famine' s ssomach, and the long, uneven keloid scar beneath her right eye, proud flesh like melted
pladtic.

“Look, whitegirl. If you keep shootin’ off your mouth and makin' dl thisnoise, Mr. Wilson's gonna hear
you, and heain't astolerant asme.”

Mort' s big hand on Daria s shoulder then, and Niki could see that he was amost ready to drag her from
the porch, kicking and screaming and squeezing his badlsif that was the only way back to the van.

“He' snot here, Dar. Let'sgo,” hesaid.
“Shemight belying,” Dariasaid, asif the woman wasn't standing there, asif she couldn’t hear.
“Girl, you think tonight' sagood timeto die or you just stupid?’

Behind the woman, down the half-glimpsed throat of pissy light and wallpaper pedling in long skin strips,
someone shouted, “Who the hdll isit, Tabs?’

The woman stared at them, a Daria, with her starvation eyes, and after amoment she yelled back,
without turning around, yelled, “ Goddamn Jehovah' s-fuckin’ Witnesses!”

And the other voice, male boom and rumble, “At night? Well, tell *em to go the fuck away!”
“You heard the man,” she said. “Hewon't say it that nice again.”
“Now, Dar,” and Mort was hauling her backwards, Niki sidestepping quickly to get out of their way.

The door dammed shut, and now the house was as dark and sedled away from the rest of the universe as
it had been before. Daria pulled free of Mort and amost tumbled ass-first down the steps.

“What the hell did you think you were doing, Mort?’ she demanded, looking back at the closed door.
“Trying to stop you from getting us dl killed.”
“You'resofull of shit!”

A red and listing Plymouth crammed full of teenagers, black boysin sunglasses and black knit caps,
cruised shark-dow past the van, big white van beached like alunatic’ s whale there against the curb.

“Canwejust please get the hell out of here?’ Niki asked, heard the fear and exasperation wrestling
between her words, fussing over the tattered rags of her resolve.

“We'redready on our way,” Mort said and headed for the Ford. Niki, painfully uncertain, waited for
Daria, who stood for one moment more, with fists clenched, staring back at the scarred and defiant
house,

3.



And thisisthefirg timethat Keith had seen Daria, had laid eyes on her, this muggy summer weeknight in
1993 back when the junk still felt like gold and Dr. Jekyll’ swas till the Cave. Barely six months snce
he' d had that last and grandest fight with Sarah and she’ d driven off doneto find her own gilded peace
pressed between rails and spinning steed whedls. Without her voice and her fraying scraps of sanity, the
week but vita gravity of her center, Stiff Kitten had come apart, had disntegrated and left him aone with
his needles and veins. He' d il picked up occasional solo setsfor the money and beer, and Mort had
been there, Mort and his sticks and his foot keeping dl the time Keith had left. But he' d refused to play
the old songs, covered shit by just about anyone e se, especiadly Tom Waits because he figured he
couldn’t do the vocals much harm.

And then he’ d walked into the Cave one night, needing afix and not a copper penny in hisjeans, no
credit, either, hoping that he could wheedle afew drafts out of the skinny albino kid who tended bar on
Wednesday nights. And aband had been setting up on the stage, no one he recognized. It had taken him
fifteen minutesto sweet-talk one lousy beer, watery Bud in aplastic cup, and then he'd sat, sick and
alonein acorner booth, watched past empty tables and wobbly handrails at the steep edge of the pit,
across the black moat (dance floor for Techno Tuesdays and mosh-pit hell the rest of the week).

Her hair had been the dirtiest sort of blond back then, and he’ d watched her unpack her bass, had tried
to remember the name he' d seen on the marquee as he'd comein, red plastic letters that had meant
nothing. Wednesday nights were dways dead, and there was no one to watch her, no one but him and
the bartender with his pink eyesand cornsilk hair. She'd finished tuning and looked toward him, but he
was hidden by shadows and the glare of the lights; she’ d shaded her eyes with one hand and, to the
geeky boy with histoo-new guitar and tie-dyed Sonic Y outh T-shirt, had said, “Okay, guys. Standing
room only tonight.” The geeky boy had laughed, and Keith scrunched down deeper into the shadows,
had felt like ahungry cockroach, sipping his shitty beer and watching someone laying out afeast from his
kitchen crack.

And then the songs had come one right after the other, no introductions or titles or stupid banter between
the ainger and her guitarist or drummer. Just her words and her aching voice, like stained glass, beautiful
and shattered sound fused together with solder, frozen lead seams binding the deepest reds and clearest
cobat blues.

He' d finished his shitty beer, and for awhile there had been only the empty cup, worried between his
jonesing fingers. At some point, the albino kid had brought him another, even though he hadn’t asked, but
he' d hardly noticed. Had hardly even thought of the pain worming about in every cdl of hisbody, no
room for anything but the nameless girl and her nameless band.

A few people straggled in towards the end, goth queers who sat near him in the back and talked loud
enough to hear themsalves over the music. He d leaned over to them in the white space between songs,
before the very last, and “Why don’'t you guysjust listen,” he'd said. A fat girl with so much eyeliner
she' d looked like agluttonous raccoon had sneered at him, and then they’ d al started talking again.

“Stupid fuckers,” he' d grunted, but they’ d ignored him, too infatuated with the patter of their own voices
to be bothered by the world.

The last song had been more amazing than al the rest together.

Afterwards, he' d dipped unnoticed into the sour hall behind the stage that |ed back to the dressing room,
the ten-by-four closet where athousand bands had sweated and smoked and scribbled cryptic messages
to each other on the swimming-pool bluewalls. Had brushed at his crazy hair with hishands and tried to
rub the cloudiness from hiseyes. They'd al been there, packed in tight with their instruments and BO, the
singer sSitting on the floor, putting Band-Aids the phony color of mannequin flesh on her fingers. He' d il
been trying to think of something to say, when she’ d looked up and seen him, and her eyes had gone big
and her mouth had dropped open alittle ways.



“Hi,” he'd said, one clumsy word.

“Hi,” she'd said, that voice so much different when she spoke, but still the same voice. “Y ou're Keth
Barry, aren’'t you? Y ou used to play with Stiff Kitten.”

“Uh, yegh...”

“Wow,” the Sonic Y outh boy said, springing up from arusty folding chair, hand out like a karate chop.
“Y ou guyswerefucking killer, man.”

“Uh, yeah, thanks...” and Keith wanted to be somewhere e se, out front sipping his charity beer, looking
at the empty place where she' d stood on the stage.

“Whatever happened to that chick that sang for you guys, man? God, she was cool.”

“A trainran over her,” Keith said, no emotion left in the words, and the boy’ s camera grin had drooped
and faded away, the offered hand hanging uncertain between them. The girl on the floor frowned up at
him, and he' d sat back down on the scabby chair.

“Canl, uh, can | talk to you?' Keith had asked her then, pointing at the girl with one hand and pulling
nervoudy at the collar of his shirt with the other.

“Sure,” she' d said, getting up, thefind Band-Aid wrapped around her right index finger.

And then they’ d been walking back down the hall, had paused at the stepsthat led up to the stage, the
way back, and she' d leaned against the wall, thumbs hooked into the pockets of her jeans.

“I’m sorry about Sherman,” she said and looked back the way they’ d come. “Heisn’'t adork on
purpose, not usualy.”

“No problem,” he' d said, and then, “Do you guys have aname?’

“You got acigarette?’ she asked, and he' d fumbled at his pockets, but had come back with nothing but
an empty pack and afew dry crumbs of tobacco.

“Thanks anyway. Ecgtatic Wreck, but that’ sjust until we think of something better.”

“That’ sapretty cool name,” and he was trying not to show the jitters, the way his hands shook and the
cold swest, wishing his fucking junk-starved body would let him be for five lousy minutes.

“I played with some other guysfor awhile, but they joined thearmy,” she said. “Tonight was our first
show.”

“Wadl,” hesaid. “1 just wanted to tell you you' re goddamn good. Better than that.”
“Thanks,” she said, embarrassed, he could tell. “ That meansalot.”
“Y ou want to maybe get abeer or go for awak or something?’

She' d shaken her head, and his ssomach had begun to roll again. “ Sorry. That' d be cool, but | have plans
aready.”

“Maybe another time, then,” he'd said.

“Definitdy.”

They’ d shaken hands, his damp and hers so dry, and she' d started back towards the dressing room. He
was up thefirst two steps, two to go, hoping he' d make the toilet before he puked the beer back up,
when he stopped and called after her.

“Oh, hey, what’ syour name?’ and she’' d said, “ Daria Parker,” without even turning around.

It had been two weeks before Ecstatic Wreck played again, another Wednesday night at the Cave, and



thistime he' d fixed and worn a cleaner shirt, and he' d dragged Mort dong with him. There had been
more people, word of mouth and he’ d seen some flyers stapled up around town, pink paper and black
letters. They’'d sat in the same booth, because the best sound was way back there, and thistime Mort
had bought him cold long-necked bottles of Old Milwaukee.

The same songsin adifferent order, and between every one Keith had reached across the table and
poked Mort in the shoulder.

“What did | tel you, man?What the hell did | tell you?’ and Mort had nodded his head.
“I know what you' re thinking, Keith.”
“What? What the hdl am | thinking, then?’

“Your guitar’ s<till inhock, man, and don't tell meit ain't,’cause | saw it thismorning hanging in the
window at Liggotti's.”

Keith had taken another hit off his beer and watched the stage while she adjusted the strap on her bass.
“She’ sdready got aband,” Mort said. “And they’ re too good for you to go bustin’ up.”

“She'sgood,” Keith said. “ They’rejust there because she wants them there.”

“Shit, for dl 1 know you'rejust horny.”

“Man, | haven't been horny in amonth of Sundays,” Keith had said, knowing there was so much more
truth in that statement than his admission of ajunky’ simpotence. Daria had played her black Fender like
hot midnight, her voice achorus of hoarse and growling angels, and Keith's hands had felt empty, londy
for hisstrings, for thefirst time since Sarahy' sfuneral.

“I’'dbeashit,” shedsad, “if | just walked out on them like that.”
Keith frowned, sighed and dumped back into the booth. Mort was busy shredding a napkin.

They’ d been talking for an hour, talking in tight little circles, figure eights, M 6bius-strip conversations, and
Mort was dmost no help at dl. Keith knew that he wanted it just as much, wanted to play again, to plug
himsdlf into Daria Parker’ swild energy.

“They’ re not the ones you should be worrying about,” he said and lit another cigarette.
“They'remy friends....”

“Sure, they’re your friends. But you know that they’ re nowhere near as good asyou are, right? You've
admitted that much already.”

And then Daria Parker had looked at him, had nailed him to that moment and the back of the booth with
her green eyeslike flawed emerdds, and she d said, “Yeah, | said that. But | also know that your arm’s
got ahabit.”

“Whoopee-shit,” he'd said, fedling the old anger start to rise, not wanting to seeitsface. “I guessthat
makes you Sherlock-fucking-Holmes.”

“That sort of thing doesn't stay secret inatown likethis. All I'm sayin’ is, | want to know if it's
something you got ahandle on, or if it’sgot you. Y ou' re asking meto ditch someredly good guys. |
think | have aright to ask.”

“You somekindasaint?” And Keith knew how close hewasto blowing it, blowing it like a cheap hudtler,
but the words were too close to the surface to push back down. “I had alot of nasty shit the last few
months...”

“Just answer her, Keith,” and that was only the haf of what Mort was saying; the rest wastherein his



face, coiled like twine and baling wire.

Keith took along drag off his Lucky and let the smoke out dowly through his nogtrils; the haze made it
easer for him to match her cut-glass scrutiny. Blink, fucker, and she’ sgot your number.

“Yeah,” heé'd said, cool and cadm aswell water. “It’s under control, okay? | just need to get back to
work. It'snot aproblem.”

And she’ d nodded, adow and wary nod, and finished her beer.

“I’m gonnathink about thisfor a couple of days,” and the beer bottle had thunked back down onto the
tablein front of her, glassthe color of honey from wildflowers and amber beads of sweat.

“Hey, that’ sfair. I'm not asking you to make a decison right this minute.”
“I just gottathink about it, that' s al.”

“Y ou got my number at the shop,” Mort had said and offered her his hand as she dipped out of the
booth. “Thanks, Daria,” he said when she shook it.

“Youwon't besorry,” Keith said, asif the dedl was as good as done, adding the smoldering butt of his
cigarette to the overflowing ashtray.

“WEell see” she'd said, quick hdf amile, and walked away into the night outside the Cave.

Mort caught up with him three days|ater, found himin front of Liggotti’s Pawn and Fine Jewery, Saring
ina hisqguitar likeachild looking in a candy he'll never taste or toys he'll never have the chanceto
break.

“Shesadyes,” and Keith had put one hand againgt the storefront glass, leaning closer. “ She called me
this afternoon and said yes. Just give her afew daysto break the newsto her band. They have agig next
Wednesday, and she doesn’t want to |leave them hanging.”

“I knew she' d say yes,” Keith whispered, amiling, feding something warm spreading through his soul that
wasn't junk, and he’' d said, “ So, you gonnalend me the money to get her out of there?’

He d waited amost aminute for Mort’ sreply, sixty secondsfull of traffic and dry wind between
buildings.
“No, man. I'm just gonnalet you get up there and play with dick.”

Keith had grinned and stepped back, away from the window filled with musicd instruments and
typewriters and portable televisons, dl indentured for afew bucksand ayelow hock dip. He'd been
standing watch over the Gibson for days, had been threatened with the cops twice by old man Liggotti
and the K orean woman who worked for him, threats of jail if he didn’t stop standing around staring
through their window dl day.

“I'll have to go by the ATM machinefirgt,” Mort said, and Keith had lingered only amoment longer
before following him across the street to the white van.

4.

Sometime after ten, the van bumped across arailroad (another railroad, this city seemed shot through
with them like varicose veins) and | eft the road, rocking over uneven ground, gravel and bigger rocks,
then rolled to astop afew feet away from what looked to Niki like it might once have been aloading
ramp for the empty factories and warehouses. Her ass ached, and the small of her back, too, the place
sheimagined her kidneysto be, and she had to piss.

The platform was dark, too far from the streetlights, nothing but adull red glow from abarrd and that
surrounded by shivering men in ragged clothes, freezing scarecrows or tramps.



“That goddamn son of abitch,” Dariasaid, relief and furious anger, and she dammed her fist hard against
the sun-cracked vinyl dashboard, then jumped out of the van, and Niki could hear her Docs crunching
toward the platform.

No one bothered letting Niki out thistime; Mort swore and killed the engine, got out and followed Daria.
So Niki was | eft done to wrestle with the stubborn handle of the diding door. By the time she caught up
with them, Daria had climbed up onto the platform, hands on her sturdy hips, leaning down to yell a
someone Sitting on the concrete edge. It had to be Keith, guitar across hislap like a disobedient child, not
dressed for the westher, and she could tell he'd be atall man when he stood. It wastoo dark to see his
face, and he was|ooking down besides, past his dangling legs at the ground where broken-bottle glass
glittered faintly.

Mort stood afew feet away from her, helpless watcher.

“Do you have any fucking ideawhere dl we ve been out looking for your asstonight?’ Daria hissed, and
then she kicked an empty beer can; the can flew high, end over tumbling end like afootbd| or grenade,
and clattered to the ground somewhere out in the darkness.

The figure did not move, did not shift its wide shoulders or tilt its head toward its accuser.

“Why the hdll d'you do that? he asked. “I’ ve been right here dll evening. Mort knowsto ook for me
here”

“Chrigt!” the swear spit like cracker-dry crumbs, and Dariaturned, paced to the other side of the
platform and stood staring out across the tracks. The bums watched from the safety of their barrel fire.

“I got aphone cdll that you' d beenin afight,” she said. “That somebody had cut your guts out over abad

He shrugged and shook his head.

“Who said adamn fool thing like that?’ he murmured, so low his bear’ s voice wasamost lost in the
wind.

“Whét the hell difference does that make?’

“Because some people will say anything, Dar. Y ou gotta know who to believe and who' sjust full of shit.”

Muffled laughter from the glowing ring of bums and junkies, and one of them said, “ That' s somefine
white-bitch ass, dl right, Mr. Barry. Yessiree...”

“L.J.,, why don't you just shut the hell up,” Keith said, but Daria had aready turned on them, had taken a
step toward the huddled circle of orange-brown faces and warming palms; Niki felt Mort tensein the
dark beside her.

“Man,” Keith sghed. “Y ou're only gonna piss her off more than she dready is”

“l an'ttryin’ to disrespect your lady,” said the man with armslike twigs and aface like ahungry weasd,
al guilty innocence. “I’'m just payin’ her somedue, that’sal.”

“Shut up, L.J.,” another of the men growled.

“Y ou just gotta be properly respectful of fine white pussy likethat, that al I'm sayin’. That'sal I'm
syin'

Niki took astep closer to Mort, felt her hand on his arm before she knew she'd put it there.

A howl like metd past fatigue, the point where stress becomes shear, and Daria rushed the men, moved
howling her steel gash howl acrossthe platform, and most of them had time to jump out of the way

before she reached the barrel. Except for the one they had called L.J., who stood like a shabby rabbit in
blinding headlights



Dariakicked high and her right boot connected with the rim of the barrdl; it lifted alittle ways off the
concrete, short flight before gravity took it back and it tipped over, spraying embers and ash, showering
the pardyzed L.J. inthe sizzling rain, dumping itslittleinferno at hisfeet.

“FUCK OFF!” she screamed, vague word shapes pounded from the howl, and L.J. dove off the side of
the platform, yelping and cursing, ssomping hisfeet and dapping madly at his clothes. Some of the other
men moved in cautioudy to help put him out.

And from the smoking barrdl litter Daria seized a charred stub of wood, broken fruit-crate dat, held it
high like a burning tomahawk and turned back to Keith Barry. He stood up dowly, moving asif invisble
lead hung from his limbs, one hand out like atraffic cop or safety guard, the guitar hanging limp from the
other. Upright, hewas at least afoot taller than Daria.

“Man, you have got to get agrip on yoursaf,” he said, and Niki kept waiting for him to flinch, take astep
backward, for Mort to intercede. But no one moved.

“Youligento me, Keith Barry,” shesaid. “I am sick and goddamn tired of this shit.”
“Mort. You better tel her to back off, man.”

“We have ashow tomorrow night at Jekyll’s, Keith, and you will be there, and you will be as Straight as
you are fill capable of being. Areyou listening to me?’

She held the brand allittle higher, bright cinders dripping to the concrete at her feet.
“What the hdl isyour problem?’

“I said, you will bethere. All you haveto doissay, ‘ Yes, Dar, I'll bethereand, no, | won't betoo
fucked-up to even take apiss.’”

“Mort?" he asked, the name uttered amost like aprayer.
But Mort wasinsengble granite beside Niki, immovable.

“Lagt chance,” Dariasaid. “Y ou gonnabe there or not?’ Causeif you're not, | have absolutely no reason
not to go ahead and shove thisboard up your ass right now.”

“Tell thewoman you' re gonna be there, asshole,” said the man who'd told L. J. to shut up.

“Yeah,” Keth said, and Niki fet alittle of the white-blue tension, the crackling threet, drain out of the air.
“Y ou know I’'m gonnafucking bethere”

“And you're gonna be straight,” she said.

“Yeah, sraight,” and he sat back down, the guitar held out like ashield of wood and strings. “I ain’t
gonnafuck up thisshow.”

Dariasighed, seemed to let out a breath she might have held a hundred years, dropped the glowing dat
and ground it out with the toe of her boot. Niki felt hersalf breathing again, pulled her hand back from
Mort’ s shoulder.

“Sound check’sat eight o' clock,” she said. “Don’'t belate” And she stepped past him, then, down from
the platform without looking back.

“Comeon,” she said as she passed Niki and Mort. “ This place smdllslikerat piss.”

CHAPTER SEVEN

Stiff Kitten, and How Shrikes Fly
1



T hisend of Morris, down past the parking decks and the Peanut Depot and the |oft apartments that rent
for small fortunes and have neon sculpturesin their windows. Where the cobblestones are more uneven
and the warehouses are still warehouses, caverns of bulk and shadow that feed the assends of trucks all
day long and whisper rat-feet patters at night. Where the tracks are closer and the trains rattle windows.
Past Darid s building, where no one bothers with the broken glass or weeds that grow through asphalt
and concrete, the kudzu that seemsto grow from nowhere and creeps like hungry mutant ivy. Dr.
Jekyll’s, brick front washed matte black and one door the color of something royal or orchidsthat could
grow underground. The old marquee that sags dangeroudly, athough this never was a theeter; another
warehouse once, before the seventies, before the sixties, and maybe before that. Crooked red | etters,
plastic messages that no one can read after dark, that fall off if astrong wind blows.

Dariaand the guys were dready insde, and Niki had spent the last hour down the street in the Fidgety
Bean with Theo, waiting out sound check, watching the cold night through steamy windows, bright
clouds, orange with city light, rushing by overhead, drinking a Cubano and then another. Too much
caffeine, even for her, and Theo talking like she' d just discovered her tongue.

Now shefollowed Theo along the sidewalk, haf astep behind and hurrying to keep up.

“It' sagreat place to hear shitty punk bands,” Theo explained. “ And redly shitty hardcore bands. And
drink shitty beer. If you want rock and roll, you go to the Nick, and if you want thirtysomething pop
crap, you go to Louie Loui€' s. If you want to hear techno or industrid, there’ sthe Funhole, just across
the tracks,” and she pointed.

They huddled together in the doorway, no shelter from the November wind but their own bodies, whilea
boy with three slver ringsin hislower lip checked the band’ sguet list for their names.

“Come on, Jethro. You fuckin’ know I’'m on there,” Theo said, her teeth beginning to chatter so that
there were little hitches between her syllables. They had both begun to shiver, the coffee only afond and
dimming memory.

“I know you,” he said. “But | don’t know her.”

“Niki Ky...N-i-k-i K-y,” replied Theo. “Come on man, I’ m freezing my titties off out here.”

“Y ou should haveto sit on this stool for afew hours....” and he tapped down the list, name after name,
with the eraser of anubby yellow pencil.

“And you should have to suck on the drippy end of my fuckstick.”
“Hereitis. Niki Ky,” and he drew a graphite dash through her name. “ Show me your wridts, ladies.”

The rubber stamp left afizzing green beaker on Niki’sskin, and she let Theo lead theway in, into air so
suddenly warm and smoky she thought at first that she might not be able to breathe this new atmosphere.
An al but impenetrable haze of cigarette smoke and the damp and sour reek of spilled beer underneath,
amost masking the fainter, more exotic hints of pot and pissand puke. The sound system was blaring
drums and meat-grinder guitar, something like Soundgarden, minus any trace of rhythm or melody or
talent. Across asea of heads and shoulders, Niki caught a glimpse of Daria, doppel ganger much too tall
for Daria, waving, and Theo took her hand and pulled her through the crowd.

Dariawas standing up in one of the burgundy-red Naugahyde booths and Mort was sitting across from
her, nursng aMiller High Life.

“I don't suppose you saw Keith out there anywhere?” Daria asked, shouting to be heard above the
carniva din of music and voices. Theo shook her head and did in next to Mort. He put one arm around
her and kissed her cheek.

“Sit down,” Dariasaid to Niki, leaning close, and she obeyed. Mort reached across the table and shook
her hand.



“Good to seeyou're dill with us,” he said. “ After last night, | thought maybe you' d head for higher
ground.”

“What the hdll isthat shit?” Theo sneered, one finger pointing up at heaven or the speakers overhead.

“Bitesthe big one, don’t it?” and Mort finished his beer and laid the bottle on its side, began to roll it
back and forth with hisfree hand.

“That,” Daria shouted, “is Bogdiscuit.”

“The opening band?’

“The missing opening band.”

“Last seenin Lubbock, dropped off the screen somewhere in the wilds of Mississippi,” Mort added.

“Which means we have to go on forty-five minutes early and play two sets.” Dariawas till standing, her
Docs sunk deeply into the duct tape—patched and cigarette-scarred uphol stery, still scanning the crowd
for somesgn of Keith.

Mort sighed and bumped the beer bottle against one corner of aglass ashtray. “But &t least we' ve dll
been spared the live-and-in-your-face Bogdiscuit experience.”

“Thisisplenty bad enough,” Theo said. Shelaid her lunch-box purse on the table, opened it and began to
rummeage through the junk insde.

Niki tried not to notice Darialooming over her like avulture or the way she kept diding toward the
gravity well of those boots pressed into the springshot booth. Instead, she watched the crowd, the
sandshift of flesh and fabric, pretending shewas dso looking for thetall guitarist. But redly shewasjust
taking in these faces, same faces as New Orleans or Charleston or anywhere else she'd sat in crowded
bars. A lot of the faces were clearly too young to be here, fake IDs or bribes or stamped hands licked
wet again and pressed together, and for asecond that passed like the lead-blue shades of sunrise, shefelt
homesick.

And then, across the room and tobacco vell, the Bogdi scuit-tortured space, she saw the girl with white
dreds, punk-dyke attitude scrawled on her white skin and another girl with hair asunredl asDaria's
snuggled under one arm. Six or seven kids were crowded into the big semicircular booth with them, the
white-haired girl at their center.

Niki leaned across the table, not taking her eyes off the clot of goths, whispered loud to Theo, “Who is
that?’ Indicated who she meant with one hitchhiker’ s jab of her thumb toward the crowded back booth.

Theo looked up from the cluttered depths of her purse, lipstick tubes and tampon applicators and a Pink
Power Ranger action figure, following Niki’ s thumb.

They dl looked like underagers, ubiquitous black and glamorous dowdy. Robert Smith clown white and
crimson lips, bruise-dark eyes.

“Oh,” Theo said, quick, dismissive wave of one hand and then her eyes back down to the purse, “ That's
Spyder Baxter, holding court over her shrikes.”

“Shrikes?” Niki asked, and Mort chuckled. He d stopped rolling the Miller bottle, bread-dough
kneading the tabletop, was now busy making spitbals from his cocktail ngpkin and flicking them over
Darid s head. She hadn't noticed, or if she had, choseto ignore him. They sailed by, just inches above
her scarlet hair, and stuck to the black plastic Christmas tree set up behind the booth, decorated with
rubber bugs and Barbie doll parts.

“That' swhat Theo calls our loca death rockers.”

And Niki nodded, though she' d always hated that |abel, death rockers, more reminiscent of heavy metd,
headbanger crap than anything goth.



“Y ou wouldn’t think achicken-shit city like thiswould have so many of them,” Theo said, found what she
was looking for, aworn and creased emery board.

Niki had treasured the dark children who congregated in Jackson Square, who haunted the narrow
backstreets of the Quarter, the same white faces and black-lace pouts as these, the same midnight hair.
These could be the same children, she thought, transplanted like exotic hothouse vegetation, identities as
blurred astheir genders. Seeing them here only seemed to redouble her homesi ckness, the vertigo sense
of being misplaced hersdlf, arefugee.

One boy stood apart from the others, better dressed than the rest. Bell-bottomed stretch pants and a
wide white belt, puffy white shirt with balloon deeves and alace jabot that |ooked purple from where she
sat. He stood with his back to the others, staring out into the crowd with vacant intengity, back straight,
as aert and detached as a bodyguard. They made eye contact, and she looked quickly away, back to
Theo.

“Why don’t you like goths?’ she asked.

“Wadll, let’ ssee now,” Theo answered without pausing from her furiouswork on ahangnail. “ They're
shalow and vain and whiny...” She stopped filing and held the nail closer to her face for ingpection.
“...pretentious drama queens with bad taste in clothes and worse taste in music. How’ sthat?”’

“Oh,” Niki replied, asound soft and hard at the same time, and suddenly she was much too tired from
the hours of listening quietly to Theo Babyock’ sdivaprattle, too tired to careif she pissed off Daria by
picking afight.

“HEY! ASSWIPE!” Daria screamed over her head, and there was Keith Barry, pulling free of the
throng, blotting out her view of Spyder Baxter. His head was shaved closer than the night before, and his
dull eyes squinted through the smoke and shadows, recognition rising as dow as the sun on acloudy
morning. He towed some blond chick behind him like alittle red wagon, Aqua Net teased bangs and
trailer-park makeup.

“Key-rist on aboat,” Theo hissed, having entirely missed the brief flash of anger on Niki’ sface. “What
the hell did he scrape her out from under?’

Daria scowled down at them, “At least he' slearning how to comewhen called.”

“I’m not even gonna think about touching that one,” Theo said, dropped the emery board back into her
purse and snapped it shut.

Keith pushed hisway to the booth, icebresker through sweety flesh and T-shirt shoulders.

“Hey,” he said, barked the word like a stoned pit bull. “1 want you guysto meet Tammi, here” And he
stepped to one side so she could stand next to him.

“Tammi withani,” the blond girl said, voice as perkydtiff asher hair, lipstick smeared and obvioudy very
drunk; Niki looked down at her hands, embarrassed flush, feding the tension like lightning-charged air
crackling dry againgt her skin.

“Wdl, I’'m smply thrilled,” Theo said, bouncing-ball parody of Tammi’sdrawl, and offered the girl her
hand. “Hows about you, Dar? Ain't you smply thrilled, too?’
Daria, dmost astall as Keith from where she stood, nodded but kept her eyeson him.

“Y ou guys go on back, Mort,” she said, checking the time by her big ugly wristwatch, her voicefilled
with deceiving calm. “We |l betherein afew minutes,” and Mort, dways happy to missthe next messy
installment in this soap opera, pushed Theo out of the booth.

“Oh damn,” Theo said, mocking eyes doewide. “ Just when | was about to ask Tammi where shefinds
that smply marvy shade of eye shadow—"



“You just shut up and keep walking,” Mort said, and they were gone, one step toward the stage and
swalowed immediady in the press.

“What' s her problem?’ Tammi asked, and Niki cringed, wishing Keith wasn't blocking her escape from
the booth, wishing that she could have followed Mort and Theo backstage.

“Do you think you can makeit through the fucking set?’ Dariaasked, completely ignoring Tammi.
Keith rubbed his shabby goatee, looked down at Tammi and grinned, then turned dowly back to Daria
“Y ou think I’m too fucked up to play, don't you?’

No reply from Daria, her origina question not brushed aside, and Niki felt hersalf sagging deeper into the
Naugahyde, wished she could melt and dip liquid from her seet, pool unnoticed beneath the table.

“I’'mcoal, Dar,” hesad. “I’'mfine. So lay off, okay?’

“Yeah,” Dariaanswered. “Whatever you say, Keith. Just don’t screw this show up,” and then, to Niki,
“Y ou gonna stick around?’

“Ohyeah, sure,” Niki said and leaned way back so Daria could step over; her Docs | eft two deep prints
in the shiny red upholstery, scarsthat would heal themselves as dowly asrising dough. Daria s assdmost
brushed Niki’ s face, faded and threadbare denim that smelled of coffee and ancient cigarette smoke.

“Cool,” Dariasaid. “ Save usthe booth.” Keith moved aside and she hopped down. “ The sound’ s good
from here”

And shedipped away. Keith lingered amoment longer, still rubbing at his chin, before hefindly released
Tammi’ slong-nailed hand, nails as pink as bubblegum pearls, and without another word, followed Daria

“Isit okay if | 9t with you?” Tammi asked, and Niki shrugged, wondering what Theo would have said,
what Dariawouldn’t have had to say.

“Thanks,” Tammi durred cheerfully and sat down. “Y ou know, | went to high school with a Japanese
airl”
“Redlly?’ Niki sighed, half-amiling through gritted teeth.

“Yesma am,” Tammi replied eagerly. “ She said she was born in that city we dropped the nuclear bomb
m.”

“Which one?’ Niki asked and glanced longingly back, past the girl’ s puzzled face, at Spyder’ s corner,
towards the goths and the boy standing watch over them, but someone had aready turned the house
lights down, and there was only shadow.

2.

Because she was Spyder, they cameto her, to sit near her and breathe in the air she breathed out. They
brought her the meager precious offerings of their company, their fragile faces painted like gentle degth to
hide the real scars and pain. She wasn't sure what she had to offer them, but accepted that it was
something that they needed, something that soothed or at least distracted, and they never seemed to take

anything away.
Robin pressed tighter againgt her and Spyder knew how much she enjoyed the masked envy of the

others, these who could come as close as a seat or standing room at her booth on Saturday night, but
never any closer.

Walter was sitting on her left, and Byron standing point like a pretty gargoyle, or just keeping his
distance, distant now since Thursday evening in the shop. He' d stayed away on Friday, hardly aword to
her since he' d called her house afterwards, and she thought that maybe he' d flinched when she kissed his
cheek earlier in the evening. She' d said nothing more to him about what he had or had not seeninthe



dley, knew that he wouldn't listen to her anyhow.

Theterrible grunge that seemed to have been playing most of the night ended abruptly, partway through a
song, and even over the rambling voice of the crowd, the silence seemed profound. “ Thank god that’s
over,” said the boy sitting next to Robin, black Sandman T-shirt and tonight he was calling himself
Tristan. Spyder nodded her head, and the lights were going down lower, pumping new lifeinto the
shadows, more darknessto hide within, and at her table she felt nervous bodies relax afraction. Except
for Byron.

Y ou' relosing him, she thought and shoved the thought quickly back the way it had come.

The stage lights came up and Spyder buried her face in Robin’ s jasmine-scented hair, kissed her throat.
Tonight, she' d come for more than the usua salf-conscious and jeal ous attentions, had come knowing
that Daria Parker and Stiff Kitten were playing, amonth or more since she’ d seem them last. Dariahad
not come back to Weird Trappings on Friday as she' d hoped, had hoped for no reason she' d been able
to recognize. Except that Daria had been getting into her dreamslately, sometimes |ooking down on her
from high places while Spyder walked the Armageddon streets. More than once, Spyder had looked up
and there she' d been, her face pressed againgt window glass, hair like the blood that filled the gutters and
gurgled down sorm drains. Silent judgment in her eyes.

“I heard thisband redlly sucks,” Tristan said, risking brave opinion; Robin leaned over and whispered
something into hisear. He bit hislower lip then, and shrugged and looked sheepishly away.

“Wall, the girl who said that’ sadweeb, anyway,” and then he was quiet. Robin smiled awicked-mean
grin, and Spyder kissed her on the forehead.

The band entered from adoor poorly hidden behind the stage, taking their places on the rough platform
of plywood and railroad ties: drummer firdt, skinny stick man whose name she dways forgot, and then
the towering guitarist, and Darialast of al. Shewore her bass like an dbatross or something deadly from
an old Buck Rogersfilm. Spyder sipped &t her watery gin and lime, the one drink she' d allow hersdif all
night, savoring the pine sap or turpentine bite of the liquor.

The band opened gently with acover of the Vevet Underground’ s* There She Goes Again,” spooky lilt
and punched up just alittle, but till as much alie, as much an act of misdirection, as the hushed moments
before atornado. Last verse, and Byron turned and she caught him looking at her, hisface more than its
usua pinched, and helooked immediately away again.

Y eah, you'relosing him, and she took abigger sip from her drink, pretending it wasn't true, watching
Stff Kitten across the writhing dark of Dr. Jekyll’s. The spotlights stabbed down from the cramped

bal cony, borrowing definition from the smoke, blue and red, too much like something toward the end of
any one of her nightmares.

Only if you let him go.

Daria Parker was building amournful, droning bridge with her strings, segueing into their own
“Imperfect.” Spyder knew thetitlesto afew of the songs because she’ d bought their demo tape afew
months back, five tracks and a grainy black-and-white photocopied snapshot for the cover, snapshot of
avery run-over cat.

Up there, her lips pressed to the microphone, muscle-taut fingerslocked in their brutd tarantism, Daria
drove her words like nails. And Spyder tried not to think about anything el se, nothing but the sneer and
tremble of Daria slipsand words.

‘| dways meant, dways meant to open up,” my skin startsto tear, my skin gartsto tear, my skin sartsto
tear...

Down in the pit, bodies dammed together, meat stones pounding themselves for some sympathetic spark,
some uglier echo or answer, and from where Spyder sat, the moshers|ooked more like the condemned



soulsfrom a Gustave Doré illugtration.
...and what’ sindgde poursitsdf out, poursitself out, ink into your arms.

Dariawhed ed suddenly away from the mike, yielding to the guitarist, set her back to the crowd, and
played now to black building-block stacks of amps. Under the gels, Keith Barry’ s red Fender looked
bruised, damaged by his hurried, certain hands. He was | eft-handed and played |eft-handed, and Spyder
adwaysftdt like she was watching him through amirror, reversed. Then Dariawas back, managing to
sound bitter and innocent in the same conflicting ingtant. Daria, mike stand pushed forward and teetering
on the edge of the stage, head bowed, leaning out over the damned, leaning into hersdlf. Her hair,
washed red-violet in the lights, ripe plum tangle and spray of swesat, whipped sideto side, her facea
blurred snarl.

Y ou see ther€ snothing e se left for you in there, nothing that you' d want to fuck, nothing you could
ded...

Her fingers released the stedl strings, drawing sudden silence from the bass, and Keith Barry and the
drummer were on their own for the last furious, rushing bests. At the end, after the end, the fading whine
of the guitarist’ sfinal, angry chord, alone for the brief and empty space before the applause. And Robin's
hand, like ahungry child's, at Spyder’s breast.

3.

“It does’t snow down here, doesit?’ Theo asked, hugging hersdlf tightly, somping her feet loudly on the
gdewak.

“I don’'t know,” answered Niki, and Theo nodded her head.
“I keep forgetting you' re not from around here, either.”

Niki looked up at thelow sky, the baby-aspirin clouds hanging closer than before the show, pearly and
swollen with reflected city light.

“Wadll, | think it'sgonnasnow,” Theo said.

They werewaiting for Keith, who was supposed to be bringing the van around, had been waiting for
amost ten minutes now, for Mort and Dariadtill insde the club. Shivering caryatids bracketing what Niki
supposed you' d call the stage door, standing guard over the amps and cases of sound equipment stacked
up beside the curb. This door was wider and the same black asthe wall, no handle on the outside so it
would be dmost invisble when closed.

“I’ve never realy seen snow,” Niki said.

Inthe big parking lot acrossthe street, there were still people lingering around cars, stalling, wringing the
last dregs from a Saturday night aready gonewell over to Sunday morning. Smoking and getting Sick
drunk on cheap wine and beer. The back edge of thelot ran al the way to the railroad tracks, and Niki
noticed afew of the gothsthere, clustered around an old brown car, Spyder Baxter sitting on the hood,
gtill the center of their attention. And the green-haired girl so close she could passfor a Siamesetwin.

“Comeon, guys...” and the door swung immediately open, asif Theo had commanded it, open sesame,
but redly just Dariakicking the door wide, trying to brace it open with one shoulder. Niki caught it, held
it open while Theo hugged hersdf and Dariaand Mort wrestled the last of the equipment through.

“So, wherethe hell ishe?’ and Dariatill sounded every bit the queen bitch, but Niki could fed how
much of her tension had drained away during the show, through the show. Up there, she'd dipped
around the diffusion somehow, wrapped hersdf in soothing rhythm and feedback, eectricity and discord
sedation. She wore afresh Band-Aid on her right index finger, and her hair was plastered flat with the
dried sweat of two long sets and the beer that someone down front had drenched her with halfway
through the last song.



“HFirgt guessdon't count, right?” and Theo laughed, only half to hersdlf, then began to whistle the chorus
of “Let It Snow.” Niki was amazed; Theo even managed to whistle sarcadtically.

“Fuck,” resgned and weary moan from Daria, and she helped Mort roll the cumbersome flight case the
last couple of feet to wait with everything else, one whed missing and so it tipped and wobbled like a
drunken monolith. Mort had painted the band’ s undead mascot on one side of the scraped and dented
black box in hismost careful acrylic. The zombie kitten leered hungrily at Niki, broken fangs, one eye
rolled back initsrotting skull, the other dangling by gooey optic nerves.

“Shit, it'scold out here,” Mort said, pulling Theo close to cop what little body heat she might have to
spare.

“That's’ causeit’ s gonna snow, dumbass,” she said, and Niki let the door dam shut, sealing them dll
outside.

Mort grumbled something rude and unintdligible through his seaming breath. And then, one
thunder-crack backfire, shotgun loud in the brittle air, and Niki jumped, felt her heart lurch and skip
insde her chest. The van rumbled around the corner of Dr. Jekyll’s, pulled out of the sidelot and
bounced down onto the cobblestones, cough and blat of amuffler shot like acod miner’ slungs. Keith
pulled in too close and the right front whedl scrunched against the curb; the wind caught white puffs of the
Ford' s exhaugt, blew acrid warm and choking gustsinto their faces. The van idled, and Keith stepped
around the side, unlocked the rear doors and opened them like the wings of agiant albino scarab.

“Okay, boysand girls. Timeto feed the shitmobile,” Mort said, mock glee, and Niki stepped back, out
of theway, feding usdless and uncertain, feding outsde. They moved like this chore, too, had been
choreographed and rehearsed, performed a thousand times, as practiced astheir music. They filled the
caged-in back of the van while she watched, attentive, just in case someone asked for her help.

When they were done, Keith bummed a cigarette from Mort, bummed alight, spoke around the Camel’s
filter, “Did y'dl settle up with Bert?’

“Oh yeah. And he said we could have the second week in December if we wanted it. Dar has your split.”
“Y ou mean you got cash out of him?’
“Twenty-fiveeach,” Dariasaid. “Don’t spend it dl in one place.”

From acrossthe street, the gravelly, coarse rumble of male laughter, threatening and primal asthe
warning growl in abad dog' sthroat; Keith turned to see, and Niki followed his gray eyes back to where
the goths had gathered around Spyder and the cruddy brown car. Except now there were three big guys,
amost everyone else had gone, and Spyder sat a one on the hood, head down asif she were praying or
draining under aninvisbleweight.

“Assholes” Keith muttered. “Christ, | hate those fuckers,” and Niki heard the threat there, too.

Dariahad opened the panel door, crouched insde, dmost out of the wind, trying to tease a spark from
her lighter. She glanced up at Niki. “What' s he talking about?’

“Some guys remessin’ with Spyder and the shrikes,” Mort said.

“Skins?’ asked Daria, and the lighter flickered, framing her face for ayellow-orange instant before the
flame guttered and died again.

“Nah,” Mort answered. “ Just some assholes.”
“Wadll, you stay the hdll out of it, Keith,” Dariasaid. “Y ou hear me?’
“Yeah, Dar. | hear you.”

Thelaughter again, smug and hateful chuckle, and whatever the guy closest to Spyder said was spoken
amost loud enough for Niki to hear. Spyder raised her head dowly, and Niki imagined she could clearly



seethe anger glistening in her eyes. The guy leaned closer, seemed to whisper something in her ear, and
then hisfriends sniggered.

“I fucking mean it, man.” Dariagave up on the lighter, exasperated, tossed it out of the van and
disposable pink plagtic clattered across the pavement. “We don’t need you getting your ass kicked
tonight by apack of bulletheads.”

But Keith was already moving, quick around the driver’ s side, the door jerked open, and he pulled a
dented aluminum baseball bat from behind the seat, black tape strapped around the handle.

“There he goes,” Theo said, both hands up, helpless, furious gesture, and Niki knew this was something
€l se practiced, something €l se played over and over, something else she had no part in.

“Stop him, Mort!”
“Oh yeah, right. Fuck you, Dar. Y ou stop him.”

“Goddammit,” and Dariawas out of the van and running to catch up with Keith. Niki hadn’t even seen
her reach for thetire iron that she held clutched in both hands, closeto her chest, as sheran.

“Jesus Christ, why don't we just call the cops?’ Theo pleaded, “This onetime, Mort, why don't we
please just call the fucking cops?’ and she sat down on the curb, kicked at Darid s dead, discarded
lighter.

Y eah, Niki wanted to say. Good idea.
Mort sighed, aloud and vaporous sound, hisface helplessas Theo's, amost as fed up.
“You guysjust wait here, okay.”

“No, Mort. Itisnot okay,” Theo spat back. “ Goddamn it. One night you' re gonna get killed playing Mr.
Third Musketeer, and it is not fucking okay....” But he had dready gone, chasing Keith and Daria
through overlgpping pools of streetlight.

4.

When the three jocks showed up, Spyder had been thinking about bed and the flower and sweat smell of
Robin’s naked body, contentedly enduring the idiot argument between Tristan and a chubby girl named
Darlene over whether the Sisters of Mercy were better pre-or post-Vision Thing, with or without Patricia
Morrison. Most of the evening' s earlier doubts had faded, dimmed dmost to irrdlevant mist, and she'd
been about to tell them both that they sounded like comic-book fanboys, fussing over which superhero
had the lamest sidekick or the biggest dick.

And now these three in matching green and gold UAB baseball jackets, haircuts like alawn mown too
closeto the earth and eyes full of piggy stupid trouble.

“See, Tony?Man, | told you there were dykes over here,” thetalest said, blond hair and Nazi-blue
eyes.
Tristan and Darlene shut up and stepped out of their way. In the Cdlica, Byron and Walter paused in

their own affairs, Byron up front alone and Walter in the backsest with aboy dressed like adeb from
Hél’ s catillion; Spyder could fed their uneasiness seeping sticky cold through the windshield.

“Goddamn,” said thejock named Tony, and Spyder felt Robin shudder then, saw the frightened
recognition on her face. “I guess you wereright, man.”

Thethird guy, shorter and chunkier than his buddies, didn’t say anything, laughed and spit tobacco juice
intoaMcDonad's cup.

“All kindafresks hang out down here,” thefirst guy said. “Haf thetime, you can't tell thefuckin’ girls
from the boys.”



“That was origina,” Spyder said, speaking through the sudden playground memories of adrendine and
shame, and she felt Robin tense, maybe start to push away. “Did your daddy teach you that one before
or after he taught you how to suck his cock?’

Shortest perfect silence, and then the guy took one step closer, “What did you say?” Surprise and
dishdief and hardly any room left for the anger bubbling up between hiswords.

“Y ou heard me. Bet your daddy told you if you acted like an asshole, nobody would know how much
you liked hisdick.”

And hisfriendslaughed, stinging loud bdlly laughs.
“Digger, man, you gonnalet thisfreak talk to you likethat?" said the guy with the haf-full McDonad's
cup and helaughed again.

“Let’'sjust go,” Robin said, her voice too shaky, like they’ d never had to listen to this shit before. “I
know one of these guys. They’re not worth it,” and she did pull free of Spyder’ s embrace, dipped off the
hood to the blacktop.

“What' sthe matter, little girl? Don't you think your bigmouth lesbo girlfriend here can take care of you?’
Digger asked, but Robin was aready opening the passenger side, getting in beside Byron and locking the
door behind her.

“Why don't you just leave usdone,” Spyder said, confused, more hurt by Robin’ sretreat than anything
these cregps could say.

“Isthat it, lesbo? Think maybe you can talk like aman, but afraid you can't fight like one?” And he
leaned close, whispered loud so everyone could hear. “Bet you sure as hell can't fuck like one.”

Chunky gdes of laughter from the other two, and Spyder stared down at the scuffed toes of her boots.
“I don’'t know ’bout that, Digger,” Tony said. “Bet she’ sgot one of them plastic strap-on jobs.”

“Isthat true, lesbo?’ and he leaned close enough that Spyder could smell him, sweat and sour alcohal,
after-shave and sweet wintergreen snuff. “Y ou got yourself a strap-on dick, lesbo? Y ou fuck that weird
little bitch with abig, hard strap-on dick?’

“Back off,” Spyder said, find usdesswarning murmured just for this one asshole, knowing that he
wouldn't, that this had aready gonetoo far for either of them to smply back out now.

“Doesit fed good, lesho?’ sneered Digger. “Doesit make you fed likeaman?’
“Digger, you arejust too fine,” said Tony and dapped Digger on the back.

And then Spyder reached up, circled his neck with her strong arms, leather and the inky webs hidden
underneath, and pulled him down, the cactus stubble on his cheek scraping at her smooth white skin.

“Let me show you how it feels, motherfucker,” and she opened her mouth very, very wide.
5.

Dariaran dl the way acrossthe street, across the wide parking lot, never more than afew steps behind
Keith and her heart banging away like it meant to kill her. She screamed out his name onetime, awasted
curse or warning, but the wind was growing stronger, raw and living without flesh or bone, and it had
snatched her voice avay initsicy fingers. And by the time she caught up with him, it was dready too late
to stay out of the bad shit going down around the rusty-guts Toyota, had probably been too late al aong.

Keith had seized one of the bubbas by the collar of his jacket and was towing him backwards, awvay
from the car. The guy backpedaled and flailed the air with hisarms, mad pinwheding arms, spilled the
syrupy dark contents of the cup he was holding and lost his balance anyway, landed on his ass. Hisface
was livid red, competing startled and pissed and embarrassed hues of scarlet, and when he started to get



up, Dariakicked him in the ribs and he sat back down.

She looked up and there was Spyder, till Sitting on the hood of her car and one of the guys bending
down over her. Both her armswere locked firmly about his neck, her tattooed hands shimmering oily in
the mercury-vapor light. Her mouth was pressed vicioudy againg hisleft cheek, grinding; it looked like
shewaskissng him.

“Keth, wait agoddamn minute....”

But he' d already shoved the second bubba out of the way, grabbed the one leaning over Spyder by one
broad shoulder and yanked hard; Spyder let go, and the guy stumbled, amost fell as he spun around to
face Keith, clutching his jaw. Blood oozed black and wet from between his fingers, rouged Spyder’s chin
andgrinning lips.

“Shebit mel” he squawked, hisface going sickly palein the ydlow parking lot glare. “ The dyke bit my
fuckin' face!”

“Get out of here, man,” Keith growled, tightening his grip on the bat, testing itsfamiliar weight like hewas
stepping up to the plate for afastball.

“Fuck you, buddy. Shebit aholein my face.”
“And I’'m gonnakknock your head off if you don’'t get the hell away from her. Now.”

Dariamoved in closer to Keith, nerves sizzling like bad wiring behind old walls, but she kept her eyeson
the guy on the ground and the one Keith had pushed aside, the one holding aliquor bottle wrapped
conspicuoudy in abrown paper bag.

“Ohyeah,” shewhigpered. “Thisis some mighty nice shit you ve gotten usin tonight, Keith. Extraspecia
shitty.”
Sudden footsteps, heavy and coming up fast behind them, but she didn’t have to turn around to know

they belonged to Mort. A second more and he was standing next to her, wrapping her in hiswelcome
reek of drummer-swest.

“Tony, the bitch chewed up my facel”

“Don’'t worry, Digger,” said the bubbawith the liquor bottle, his eyeslocked firmly on Keith’ s bat.
“We re gonnamess her freak assup red good.”

“Last chance, brother,” Keith said, smiling as he spoke, and Dariaknew that he' d be disappointed if the
guy did back down now, the days of empty black rage that would follow. She braced hersdlf, glad for
the weight of thetireiron, gladder for Mort at her side.

“Last chance.”
“Screw you, fucker. The bitch probably gave mefuckin’ AIDS—"

Spyder shrieked, apiercing and guttural cry like night birds or barbarian soldiers, rocked back and drove
the heds of both her bootsinto Digger’ skidneys, pushing him stumbling towards Keith. The redneck
howled, fresh pain and surprise, and threw a desperate, doppy right at Keith’'s head; Keith ducked the
blow effortlesdy, sdestepped and swung hissilver bat, connecting hard with the guy’ sright arm. Daria
heard clearly the muffled thwump, the sick wet snap of living bone, and Bubba Digger crumbled to the
pavement.

Bubba Tony took asingle, hesitant step in Keith’ sdirection, and Daria heard the stedl-soft click of
Mort’ s knife, the big folding lockblade he carried for cutting eectrical tape and splicing cable. Tony saw
the knife and stopped, free hand disappearing into his jacket, returning a second later with asnubby little

handgun.
“Screw this” he said and aimed the .32 at Keith with one unsteady hand. “ Screw dl this shit.”



The car coughed suddenly awake then, whined and hacking roar from its reluctant engine, and Daria
noticed Byron Langly for thefirst time, crouched behind the steering whed, bright panic glitteringin his
eyesashetried to wrestle the car into first gear. The Celicalurched forward, and Spyder groped
franticaly for handholds that weren’t there, then pitched sidewaysinto the windshield. Bubba Tony
yelped, tried too late to jump clear before he was knocked sprawling to the ground. His bottle smashed
loudly againgt the asphdt and the gun skittered out of reach, spinning butt over glistening black muzzle.

Spyder managed to hang on a second or two longer, hands spread flat for traction against smooth meta
and smoother glass. Then the car bounced violently over a speed bump and she was tossed clear, rolled
likeastuntmaninaTV cop show. The Celica squealed and screeched out of the parking lot, fishtailing
and burning precious rubber from bald tires, missing the van by inches.

And nothing esefor along moment, then, time like carame and cooling wax, nothing but Digger sobbing
incoherent threats and curses, and the sound of Spyder’ s Toyota, the flight of the shrikes, fading into the
distance.

“Jesus,” whispered Mort, and Dariaredlized that she' d been holding her breath, breathed out and inhaled
deeply, and the air tasted like car exhaust and spilled whiskey.

The sound that toreitself from Spyder’ s mouth dragged Robin immediately back down to the dreams,
the creeping things that had followed her back from the peyote, up from the pit of Spyder’ s basement.
The angry screech of denied retribution, raging shadows and nightshade teeth, and she covered her ears,
squeezed her eyes shut, not wanting any more of this, not understanding how everything had gone so
wrong so fast.

“Open your door, Byron,” Walter said. “We gottahelp her.” And when Byron didn’t move, didn't say a
word, Walter kicked the back of his seat. “1 said open the goddamn door!”

Robin was busy trying to make safe picturesin the imperfect darkness behind her eydlids, trying not to
believe that one of those Neanderthal fucks wasthe same Tony Faletathat she' d happily let maul and
screw her once upon atime, the same asshol e that had tried to rape her the night Spyder and Byron and
Walter had taken her home with them. Shetried to see hersdlf back inside Dr. Jekyll’s, making fun of the
wannabes and them not even bright enough to know. Still Stting safein Spyder’ sarms, two hits of
ecdasy burning in her brain. Back in Spyder’ s bedroom, the silent, watchful tanks and web-painted
windows safe as a church, and their flesh bleeding sweat and reassurance and the smells of sex.

“Byron, open the fucking door!”

Thewordsthat Spyder knew that had made sense of al her terrors, whispered like aprivate talisman in
her ear, and the warm tangle of sheets and fuzzy blankets.

“Open the fucking door!”

“Don't you seeit?” and Byron had sounded so small and alone, so far away, that she'd had to open her
eyes.
“Can't you see?’

And she did seeit, the blackness unfolding itself from ingde Spyder like her body was only a shoddy
cocoon, the needle-tipped legs opening, stretching wide as the night, wide as the boundless emptiness
that Robin had summoned to poison them all.

And then she saw the gun in Tony’ s shaking, coward’ s hand, and Byron Started the car.

The scream from the parking lot had |eft a gooseflesh rash on Niki’ s arms and Theo was swearing, trying



to get the van to sart. Keith had left the van idling, but Theo had killed the motor when she’ d shifted out
of neutra and had forgotten to keep her foot pressed firmly on the clutch.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck...” Sheturned the key and the van jerked and sputtered and was quiet again.

“I think you flooded it,” Niki said, sounding almost as usdess as shefdlt, looking past Theo, through the
driver’ ssside window. Shefollowed the silver arc of the baseball bat in Keith’ shands, that strange
scythe, and the big redneck kneeled at hisfest.

“It'snot flooded. It'sjust aworthless piece of shit,” and that timeit turned over, haf-hearted piston
taunt, and amost caught.

But then the brown car jumped, seemed to spring forward like ahungry, pouncing animal, and the
white-haired girl tumbled into the windshield. The front bumper caught the only one of the rednecks il
standing, knocking him down, asthe car swerved past the triad of Stiff Kitten. Halfway acrossthe
parking lot, the white-haired girl lost her grip on the hood or windshield and was tossed off, rag doll
rolled afew feet and lay very 4ill.

Niki gasped, grabbed Theo'sarm; for a second she was sure the Toyotawas going to plow straight into
the van, but at the last possible moment the driver cut the whed sharply to the left and the car squedled
past, only inchesto spare, vanished up Morrisin afog of its own exhaust. Asthey had passed, she'd
caught ahurried glimpse of the facesinsde, fear rigid and gaudy as chegp Halloween masks.

And then the van made a painful grinding sound deep in itsinternal-combustion belly, backfired again,
and rattled violently to life. Theo cursed and wrenched the gear shift into first, bumped over the curb and
into the parking lot. Another three seconds, and they were pulling up alongside Mort and Daria.

“Thank god for the cavdry,” Mort said, closing hisknife and putting it into hisback pocket. “Better late
than never.”

Keith was squatted down beside the guy the car had clipped, prodded him with one end of the bat.

“Ishe dead?’ Mort asked, and Keith shook his head, “Nah. He' s breathing,” and he looked back at the
first guy he'd put down, dtill sitting on his butt, holding hisribs. “ Better cal your buddiesherean
ambulance,” and he picked up the revolver, flipped open the chamber and dumped the bullets out into his
pam. He threw the gun into the tall weeds by the railroad tracks and pocketed the five cartridges.

“What about Spyder?’ Daria asked, diding the van’s side door open as Niki climbed down from the
passenger sedt.

Spyder was lying on her back afew feet away, eyes open, staring blankly up at the clouds. Keith walked
over and waved ahand in front of her face.

“Hey. Spyder. Areyou dead?’ he said, and Niki saw the white-haired girl’ slips move, but couldn’t
make out what she said.

“Spyder sayssheain't dead yet, Dar,” Keith said.

Spyder tried to St up, and Keith helped her to her feet. Niki ran over to them, gladly seizing any chance
to do something besides stand around gawking; she dipped one arm around Spyder and hel ped her
towardsthe van.

“I canwalk,” Spyder said, but Niki helped her anyway.

“C’mon, guys. Move your pokey butts,” Theo ydled. “I think Bert called the cops,” and immediately she
was answered by the not-distant-enough wall of sirens.

“I'm just surprised you didn’t do it for him,” Mort said, climbing into the cab beside her.

“It' ssnowing,” Spyder said as Niki guided her past the pug snout of the van, and she looked up into the
city-bright sky, felt the snow an indtant before she saw it, huge sticky flakes spiraing lazily down like



Wat Disney fairies.

Spyder opened her mouth, bloodsmear-ringed like smudged lipstick or the candy-apple hao around a
little girl’ smouth, and caught asingle flake on her outstretched tongue. It lingered there amoment,
ice-water crystal on pink flesh, beforeit melted and Spyder swallowed what was | ft.

And Niki shivered as something warm and sharp passed through her, there and gone again aimost before
she even had timeto recognize it, something she hadn’t felt since the last time she d seen Danny
Boudreaux in the French Quarter, five months and athousand years before. And they stood there, her
and the white-haired girl, in the space between the beams of the van' s headlights, watching the snow fall,
until Theo finaly honked the horn.

CHAPTER EIGHT

String Theory
1
B yron was driving like an idiot, ignoring red lights and stop signs. From the backseat, Walter was

cursing him, curang himsalf for not having forced Byron to let him out of the car, for not having done
something to help Spyder.

“She’ sdead,” he said, findlity and icing despair. “Y eah, god, you know she' sdead. Y ou killed her,
Byron. Y ou fucking killed Spyder.”

The porcelain boy he' d been making out with sat very quiet, wide scared eyes, waiting to see exactly
what he d gotten himsdlf into and how he was going to get himsdlf back out again. Robin kept her eyes

off the road, watched the beautiful, frightened boy reflected in her outside mirror, hisblack Betty Page
wig and magentalips. And the snow, faling down on them like manna.

“Jugt shut up,” Byron said. “Just shut the hdll up.”

He raced through another red light, and Robin heard tires squeal, desperate hot scream, horns blaring
like pissed-off harpies, and then they were speeding south along a street shefelt sureshe’d seena
thousand times but couldn’t begin to recognize.

“She' snot dead,” Byron said.

“How the hdll do you know that, Byron? Fuck. How the hell do you know?” and he punched the
driver’ s-seat headrest.

“Youdidn't seeit?

“Man, | didn’t see shit, except for you running over Spyder with her own goddamn car.”

“Wall, you just ask Robin, then. Robin saw. She knows.”

But she said nothing, watched the snow and the buildings dipping past as downtown turned into
Southside, and everything outs de was powdered soft and sugar-white. What she had seen, what she
thought she had seen, and al the things she had or had not seen since that night in the basement, crept
behind her eyes, interceding, keegping themsalves between the world and her mind. Thethingsthat |eft
shadows but never showed themsalves, that passed between her and lights, lamps and headlights and
candles. The watchers, the skitterers, that had come up, been sent up, after them.

“Tell him,” Byron said, begging her now, pleading for her soothing concurrence, her damning
corroboration. “For god' s sake, Robin, tell him you saw it, too.”

“Why?" she whispered, asofter sound even than the snow. “He knows what you’ re talking about.”



“No!” and Walter punched the back of Byron's seat again. “I do not know what the fuck either of you
aretaking about!”

“Y ou were down there the longest,” she said. “ Spyder had to go down after you.”

“Fuck you, fuck you both,” he said, and thistime Walter struck the little backseat window, hard enough
that Robin was surprised it hadn’t broken. “Y ou killed her, man. Y ou' re both crazy, and you killed her,
Byron.” But dl the fury was draining away, something in his soul lanced, and his voice was suddenly as
brittle as brown October leaves.

“I want out,” the porcelain boy said. “ Just stop the car here, and I’ll get out.”

Byron glanced uncertainly at the rearview mirror, asif he' d forgotten al about the boy, asif he' d never
known he was back there.

“I"'m not gonnatell anyone anything, | promise. Just let me out, and | swear | won't say athing to
awyone”
“Youdidn't seeit, either?’” Byron asked him.

“Please” the boy said, “ Pleaselet me out,” and Robin could almost fed hisfear and confusion like
needles or awire brush againgt her skin, knew that he’ d be crying soon.

“Stop the goddamn car and let him the hdll out, Byron,” she said.

Byron pulled over at the next light, green for go, but there was no one behind them; Robin opened her
door and stepped out into the storm, her shoes making their shalow marksin the snow. She had to pull
thelittle release lever before the seat popped forward, catapult quick, and the porcelain boy could climb
out of the backsest.

“I didn’t see anything,” hetold her, eyes wet, rouged cheeks dready redder from the cold.

“I know,” she said. “ Thisdoesn’t have anything to do with you.” And then he walked quickly away, as
quickly as he could without his black patent pumps diding on the dippery sdewak. She watched him for
amoment, wet snowflakes gathering in her hair and sticking to her face, dready missing Spyder.

2.

Water had been the last one out of the basement, the one that Spyder had gone down for herself, while
Robin and Byron had sat naked and filthy in the morning-filled hdll, till cdlutching tightly to each other.
Robin had cried, had pleaded with her not to leave them aone, not to step through the protecting floor
into the hungry black.

“That’' swhat Hewants,” she said, not meaning Walter, meaning Preacher Man and His red book.
Meaning the Dragon.

“Robin, I can't just leave him down there,” and then she’ d been sucked down through the gaping
trapdoor hole.

“No!” Robin had wailed. “Oh please god Spyder, no,” and she' d tried to scramble across the floor after
her, but Byron hadn’t let her go, had held on, held her back.

And what had seemed like along, long time later, Spyder had brought him back to them. Walter, hispae
and hairless chest, hislegs, scraped and gouged, his face caked with red basement dirt and
maroon-brown stresks of his own blood. Spyder had whispered something in his ear and he'd sat down
next to Robin and Byron, both hands crooked like arthritis claws and cradled close to his body. Robin
had wanted to pull him to her, lock him up safein her embrace with Byron, but his eyes, unblinking, full of
nothing, had scared her too much to even touch him.

“It' sgonnabedl right now,” Spyder said, and she was crying too, slent tears shiny benegth her eyes.



And then something had reached up out of the dark, two jointed legs or arms raised cautious from the
trgpdoor, probing, testing the bright, warm air; night-bristling hairs, quills and chitin barbs. Robin
screamed, had pointed at the hole as Spyder turned and stood staring. The two appendages had rasped
and tapped anxioudy at the floor, and then athird rose straight from the center and unfolded like a
pocketknife, felt itsway eagerly dong thewall.

“What?" Spyder had asked her. “What isit? There' snothing there.”

“Oh Jesus, they’re dtill coming,” Byron had whimpered. “They’ re ill coming,” and he' d pushed flat
againg thewall at hisback asif he could squeeze through. So Robin had known that he saw it too, that
Spyder must seeit and was only trying not to scare them. When thetip end of the fourth leg appeared
and she' d screamed again, and Byron had started screaming too, Spyder lifted the trapdoor with the toe
of her boot, wood studded with ahundred nailslike danting needle teeth, rising, falling, and the thing had
pulled itsdlf back through just as the door had dammed closed. And then she had pushed the old trunk
over on top of the trapdoor.

“See?’ she'd said. “Now you're safe. Nothing’'s gonna get out of there now.” She' d gone away for just a
moment, had disappeared into her bedroom, and Robin’s eyes had drifted back to the trapdoor, the
trunk like the stone that sealed the tomb. But Spyder had come right back, carrying one of her
prescription bottles; she' d opened it and pretty blue pills had poured out into her pam. She' d made them
each swallow one, had to force Wdter' s past hislips and far back on histongue.

And then she' d led them all down the hallway to the big bathroom and itslion-footed cast-iron tub, white
enamd and sparkling warm water and the calming smell of soap.

3.

Sitting in the diner, faded sunflower walls and plastic yellow booths, the stink of pork fat and wafflesand
other peopl€' s cigarettes. Water held his head in both hands asiif it had grown too heavy for his
shoulders, his spine. Robin across from him, spping the sour diner coffee, closeto Byron, asif they'd
chosen sides; Walter the puppy loydist, and her and Byron somehow turned traitorous, coconspiratorsin
an accidental coup d' éat.

Outsde, the snow was gtill coming down, half aninch or more on the ground aready and faling so hard
that she could see no farther out the plate-glass window than the first row of carsin the parking lot.

“We should just go back,” Wadter said again.

“I’'m fucking tired of hearing that shit, Walter, so can it, okay?’ Byron folded and unfolded a paper
napkin, making and unmaking adoppy origami bat for the umpteenth time. His own coffee sat
untouched, cold and black.

“I'm just saying it sill might not be too late, not if we go back now.”

“Too late for what, Wdly? Huh?’ Byron said, loud enough that the waitress looked up from her pencil,
pad, and scribbles.

“Y ou mean it might not be too late to watch them loading that cracker’ s corpse into abody bag? Might
not be too late to catch the pretty lights on top of the ambulance? Or how about this one, Wally: it might
not be too goddamn late to spend alittle timein the Birmingham jail, getting fucked up the ass every time
you bend over?’

Robin flinched, and Walter looked a them for thefirst timein ten or fifteen minutes, his eyes rimmed
puffy red and irises seething with onionskin layers of hurt and fear and anger, pam-print impressions
framing hisface like thetallfeathers of kindergarten turkeys.

“Y ou cold-hearted son of abitch,” he said. “Y ou don't even careif she'sdead or not, do you? You're
just worried about yourself. Y ou' re just worried about having to explain this mess to the cops.”



“Frankly, Walter, | think jail’ s about the last thing | should be worrying about right now, don't you?’ and
Byron pulled the wings off his ngpkin bat and let itstorso flutter to the tabletop.

“What isthat supposed to mean?’

“Y ou know what he means, Walter,” she said and looked back out at the snow, the candyland world
without sharp edges. “Y ou can pretend dl you want, but you' re ill just as much apart of thisaswe are,
asmuch as Spyder.”

“Sheliedto us” Byron said. “Shelied to us, and thewhole thing isjust atrap.”

“You two just don't get it, do you?’ Walter asked. “The game isfucking over, okay? Thisshit isfor
red.”

Robin closed her eyes, feding the X till burning inside her, her somach and musclestight from the
grychnine and everything that had gone wrong in the last hour.

“What did you see down there, Walter?’ she asked without opening her eyes. “What did you seein the
basement? What did you dream about before Spyder made the dream catcher?’

“Robin, we were just fucked up. We were tripping our fucking bals off. We didn’t see anything redl,
nothing that wasn't in our heads dl dong.”

“That’ shorseshit,” Byron said, rolling his dismembered bat into awad and sinking it in hisglass of ice
water. “And you know it, and you' re just too big apussy to admit it.”

“You never believed any of the story,” Robin said, not aquestion, arevelation, maybe, and she opened
her eyes, turned dowly away from the window to face Walter; he winced and looked quickly back down
a hishands.

“I know you guys aren't thisstupid,” hesaid. “It wasjust abad trip, and al that other stuff was just
something Spyder made up to try and make us deep better.”

“You'realiar,” said Robin, her voice more hitter than the coffee. “Y ou think maybeit'll dl go away if
you say it never happened. That you' |l stop seeing the shadowsiif you say they’ re not there.”

“Robin, | haven't seen jack shit, okay? 1’ m telling you the truth. | haven't seen jack-fucking-shit.”
“I don't believe you,” Robin said.
“That’ s not my goddamn problem.”

Short silence then, and Byron tapping impatient black nails againgt Formica. “ So, you' re not even going
with us?’ he asked, findly. “Y ou won't even do that much?’

“WEe rein enough trouble aready without breaking into Spyder’ s house.”

“It wouldn't be breaking in,” Byron said. “Robin has akey. Y ou know she has akey, Walter,” and
without asking permission, he grabbed for her purse, chrome cut and bolted into atiny coffin with a
handle and latch and a purple velvet ankh on thelid; shelet him takeit, let himin.

“We haveto protect the dream catcher,” Byron said as he dug through the junk in her purse, dumping
everything out on the table, and there was her key ring, more goth kitsch, aplastic spine and pelvis.

“I'm sorry,” Walter said and left his mouth open like there was more, but he couldn’t find the words.

“Sheused your hair, too,” Robin said, but now she was|ooking at the storm again, frantic blur, falingice
white sky, but not at Walter or the mess of her things Byron had spilled on the table. If they didn’t leave
soon, they’ d be spending the night in the diner or walking.

“I'm sorry,” he said again, no more meaning than thefirst time, alittle more regret, and she could hear the
bright jingle of her keys, Byron holding them up for Walter like something he' d be helplessto refuse,



“I’'m going back,” he said. “Maybe | can explan—"

“Thento hdl with you,” and Byron picked up one of the glasses of ice water the waitress had set downin
front of them, obligatory courtesy, never mind the westher, and dashed it in Walter’ sface. Walter gasped
at the cold, the surprise, and Robin still looked at the snow, the softening shadows between the cars,
perfect shadow canvas.

“I’'m sorry,” Walter said, last time, third time the charm, and did out of the booth, adripping
pocket-wrinkled dollar dropped on the table for his coffee. “ Please be careful,” he said. “Please.”

“Fuck off,” Byron hissed, and then Wadter was gone, the diner door jangling shut like a phantom cow,
and they sat very adonein the booth, each waiting for the other to speak, waiting for whatever came next.

4.

“Before the World, there was awar in Heaven,” and then Spyder had stopped, had gripped Robin’s
hand tighter and looked into al their eyes at once. Three pairsto her one, bright six to her pale two.

They’d dl come back to her, after staying away for days and days, back to the house, with their
nightmares and the lanky things they thought they saw during the day tagging along behind. Robin and
Byron had sobbed out every detail, had told her al the things about the basement that at first they’ d kept
back, the burning things that Preacher Man had said. Walter had sat apart from them at the kitchen table,
looking nervoudy from window to nightblack window. And Spyder, quietly watching them and listening
and watching too the secret, jagged placesinsde herself.

She hadn’t told them the truth, or what she’ d suspected might be the truth. Instead, she had held her
lover’shand hard so Robin’ s fingertips had gone white, and she’ d given them alie so perfect and pretty
she'd have died to make it true. Had prayed to the darkness in her head that the words would be enough
to save them, to bring them &l the way back to her.

Theway she' d dways kept hersdf dive.

“And after the angelshad falen,” she'd said, “there were afew who hid themsalves where the World
would be. And they were made into the World, stitched into the fabric so tight thet it took them amillion
or ahillion yearsto find their way out again. They dipped out without God seeing them, when volcanoes
erupted or the rocks wore away into canyons or when cavernsfell in and made sinkholes.

“But they knew that God was gtill looking for them, because they’ d stolen things from Heaven, things
they didn’t think could ever be trusted to Him again. And they’ d hidden them deep insde the earth during
their captivity, had found—"

“Thisistota bullshit,” Walter had whispered, watching the bushes that pressed themselves againgt screen
and glass, switching twigs and restless green leaves.

“Shut up, shut up, shut up,” and Robin had whirled around a him, spitting the words out between teeth
clenched and lips snarled back, rabid, furious warning that she had to hear what was being said and she
might hurt him if he pissed Spyder off and she quit talking.

But Spyder had only pulled her closer, Robin and the kitchen chair scrunk acrossthe old linoleum, fresh
scuff marks on the checkerboard squares, and she' d pressed Robin’ s tear-dlicked face against her chest,
hadn’'t even looked at Walter.

“They’ d solen important things,” she said. “Very important things. Treasures.

“They thought they" d put them places that even He would never find them. But they were wrong, and He
sent Hislieutenants and angdl captains down to bring them back. And to kill the thieves.”

Outside, something had padded quickly by, hurried feet below the window’ s sill, and Walter had
jumped, wiped sweet from hisforehead. “ Goddamn dogs,” he' d said. “ Doesn’t anyone around here



keep their fucking dog on aleash?’
Spyder had looked up at the window for amoment, and then she' d continued.

“Some of the exiled angdls, dthough they weren’t redlly angels anymore because God had taken away
their wings and made them al mortal, morta enough that they’ d grow old and finally die someday, some
of them got away and took afew of the treasures with them, spent thousands and thousands of years
running from the loyal angels that hunted them down one by one. Unitil there were only three or four, and
the only treasure they had |eft wasastone....”

“That' sjust the stuff | told you,” Walter said, dmost as much contempt now asfear, cheated, lost
emotion likewhiskey stink on hisvoice. “The stuff from that fucking book that Robin told meto reed.
Y ou're not even making this up yourself.”

And Byron had lunged at him, reached across the table, knocking over everything, ketchup bottle and
hot pepper sauce and adusty dry vase of dead roses. Had seized Walter by the collar of his Midfits
T-shirt and dammed him down hard against the meta tabletop, held his head pressed down with both
hands while the red bottle of ketchup rolled over the edge and broke on the floor.

“It doesn’'t matter,” Byron said, loud and male and not sounding much like anyone he' d ever been
before. Each syllable alead weight from hislips. “It doesn't fucking matter where she knowsit from,”
and then he' d smacked Walter’ s head against the table again.

“Byron, turn him loose, now,” and when she' d said that, Byron had looked at Spyder like he' d forgotten
precisaly who shewas.

“Make him shut up,” he said.
“He snot gonna say anything else. He' sjust scared too. Turn him loose.”

And he had, had dowly let Walter stand up, Walter dmost afoot taler than Byron, but the blood running
from his busted lips and nose, anyway. He' d sat back down in his chair, not acurse or athreat, one hand
held over hiswounded face.

“Don’t stop,” Robin whispered, desperation like dirty oil, and “ Please don't stop, Spyder.”
She' d waited only aslong asit took for Byron to sink back into hisown chair, only aslong as she dared.
“Please...” Robin said.

“The only part of the treasure left was astone,” and a pause then, maybe a sort of challenge to Walter,
but he' d been watching the windows again, his own blood in his hands.

“A beautiful blue-gray stone full of God’'s most beautiful and terrible secrets. And they knew that they’ d
been wrong, that there was no way for them to hide themselves or the stone much longer. Instead, they
found away to take it gpart and put it back together again insde themsalves. But they knew that till
wasn't enough, so they found men and women and fucked them, seduced them or just raped them, and
that passed the thingsin the stone into innocent human beings that they didn’t believe He would ever hurt
to take back his secrets.”

“But they were wrong, weren't they?’ Byron asked, asked like he dready knew the answer, had known
itdl hislife

“Yeah,” shesad. “They werewrong. The people that carried the things from the stone inside them
disappeared from the World one by one, but some of them had children first, and their children had
children, and little bits and pieces got away after dl.”

They were hanging on her words, then, even Walter, salvation in theselies, waiting just beyond the last
thing she'd said. And Spyder had strained to seethefetal liesin front of her, curled dippery as
moss-hairy stones almost invisible under rushing water, shitty steppingstones, but the only path she had to



givethem.

“These bits and pieces were passed a ong generation to generation, getting smaler and smdler dl the
time, spread out farther and farther. Getting harder and harder for the angelsto track down, the angels
and the things that hunted for them, the things that God made especialy to be able to smell out those
specid people that looked human, but really were part sone and part secrets and part something that
had once been angd.”

“Oh,” Robin said. “Oh.” She’d dmost stopped crying, her face still pressed urgent between Spyder’s
breasts, her ear to Spyder’ swet drumbest heart.

“Peoplelike us,” Byron said. “ That’ swhat you' re saying, isn't it, Spyder?’

But she hadn’'t wanted to say that part, to take them that last deceitful step, had known that if sheleft just
one or two seconds empty, they’d do it for themselves.

“And what we did down in the basement,” he said, catching on so fadt, asif he could follow insde her
head and pick her thoughts like shiny scarlet berries. “We didn’t mean to, but we got their attention,
didn’t we? That thing that Robin keeps calling Preacher Man, that’ s one of the angels, isn't it? And the
other things, the shadows we keep seeing, those are what it usesto hunt down the...”

A gentle, keening sound like something aive tearing itsalf in two, and Walter had pushed his chair back
from the table then, dow and ca culated movement, stood up and walked away into the house alone.

Spyder had ached to call him back, ached to take thisall back, take back the nails she' d driven through
the trapdoor, the damning permission she d given that had sent Robin and Byron and Walter down there
to begin with. Better if she'd just lost them then, lost them clean.

“Oh god,” each word barely asigh, soft murmursto her chest. “ Oh god, Spyder. How do we stop them
from finding us? How will we make them leave usadone?’

“They’reusing our dreamsto find us,” Byron said. “ They’ re changing our dreams.”

Robin had sat up, eyes watery-red and puffy, wiped her nose roughly on the back of her hand like a
child, and she'd said, “A dream catcher. We have to make a dream catcher, Spyder. Like the Objibwas
made to keep away evil spiritsthat caused nightmares, to trap them in the webs...”

And then she' d touched Spyder’s arm, one finger tracing the silver-blue tattoos, inkscar patterns, and
Robin had begun to cry al over again, but thistime there had been as much hope and relief asfear, and
she'd held Spyder, and Spyder had held her, too.

5.

At the end of the road, the house waited for them, crouched way down in its blanket of snow and bare
treelimbslike an dley cat. They’ d |eft the Celica blocks away, abandoned where the bald tires had
findly logt traction for the last time, and they’ d did gracefully, dream smooth loss of control and direction,
into aline of sugar-coated garbage cans. Their feet ached from the melted snow that had seeped into
their shoes, lungs ached dmost as much from the cold air and the extra effort required not to fall on their
asses every timethey took astep up theicy, steep dope.

Spyder never bothered with the porch light, had dwaystold Robin that it only attracted burglars, and
past the pool of thislast streetlamp there was only the glow that had gathered undernegth the storm,
creamy champagne light filtered so soft and kind it played with the eyes. Brighter back there away from
the street than it should have been, but no comfort in theillumination.

The snow falling around them, on them, made a crisp sound, like rice paper crumpled dowly in dry hands
or small and padded paws on dead |eaves.

“We can't back out,” she said, “not now,” before Byron had a chance to say that maybe Walter had



been right after al, maybe they shouldn’t be here, and the cushioned world muffled her voice, magnified it
a the sametime, madeit aswrong asthelight.

“We can't back out now.”

Lightning then, adull and greenish flash trapped in the low clouds, unearthly, and thunder wrapped tight in
velvet before the crackling boom of atransformer blowing somewhere, sympathetic chaos, echoed
across the mountain. The streetlamp flickered, dimmed, and died.

Byron said nothing, stepped silently past the withered scraggle of oleander and honeysuckle that framed
the crooked walk to Spyder’ s front door, cracked and weed-crowded flagstones lost now benesth the
equalizing snow. And she followed as silent, her boots where his had gone before, pockmarking the
perfect white mantle.

Spyder’ s house had never seemed anything but welcoming, the one sure sanctuary from her parentsand
the whole shitty world; even that first time she' d come back after the peyote and the basement horrors,
even then, through al her dread, it had seemed to welcome her back, to want her inside where Spyder
and the old walls could shield her safe. Tonight, it wasn't friendly, sat gathering driftson thetarshingle
pitch of itsroof, its dark windows staring straight through them with viciousindifference.

Robin counted their steps to the porch, twenty, twenty-five, counted to keep hersdlf from thinking about
what they were about to do, what they’ d dready done; what might be pursuing them acrossthe yard or
waliting for them insde the house, watching, hungry and pleased with itself, from any or dl of the stark
blind windows. Thirty-five, forty-three, and they were standing amid the garbage and porch junk.

L ooking back the way they’ d come, the arrow-straight scar of footprints disfiguring the snow,
incriminating for however long it took the sorm tofill themin again.

Then ther€' Il be no way to tell we were ever even here, and that should have been acomfort.

“Hurry,” Byron whispered, shivering, whispered like there was someone to overhear, and she redlized
that he was waiting on her now; for amoment, terrifying and optimistic seconds, she thought that maybe
she' d | eft the keysin her purse, tucked beneath the passenger seat. She reached inside a pocket of her
jacket, reluctant hand, anxious fingers, and there they were, right where she’ d put them before she and
Byron had even | eft the diner. Pocket lint and prescription bottle and the familiar weight of the key ring,
the gently arched bridge of vertebrae connecting the plastic triumvirate of ilium and pubis and ischium at
one end with the four keys at the other. And from the corner of her left eye, something quick and no real
shape at all, dipping across the snow, crossing the space between pecan and oak before she could turn
to see.

“What?' Byron'svoice like stickpins, and “What isit?’

She put the key ring in his hand without turning her back on the yard. The snow between thetall trees
was smooth and sparkled faintly, no Sgn at dl that there’ d been anything there but her imagination,
nerves and the X or atrick of theweird-asslight.

“Just open the door,” she said.

“Which key,” and she could hear the keysjingling in his hands, could hear the scratch of key metal on
lock metal as he tried the wrong one. Another wrong one after that. 1 don’t know which oneitis” he
sad, and thereit was again, no flegting, peripherd glimpsethistime, thelingering impression that
something was hunched down behind the trunk of the water oak, something dmaost narrow enough to
hideitsalf behind the bole.

“Open the fucking door, Byron. Open it now,” and she flashed back to Walter, two hours before, the
same words, the same desperate, usalessingstence.

“I am trying, goddammit, so pleasejust shut the hell up,” and the last key did in cocksmooth and the
dead balt clicked back, gunshot loud. A sudden gust tossed the naked limbs like puppet arms and legs,



st every shadow dancing, perfect diversion, and Robin turned and pushed, shoved Byron through the
half-opened door, out of one cold and into another drier arctic, certain that something rushed liquid
smooth toward them across the yard on jointed spindle legs. She dammed the door behind her, turned
the bolt in the same frantic motion, and they both heard it, both thought they heard it: the softest thump
againgt the other side of the door, the ragged, heavy breath, panting dog sound, and then nothing at al
but the wind.

“What...?" he started to ask, his sweatcool pam finding hers; she shook her head, stepped back from
the door.

“Nothing,” shesaid. “Nothing at dl.”

Shefdt dong thewall until shefound the old iron switch plate, switches for the porch and foyer, and
flipped both up, but the dark stayed put, no eectricity, the lines down from wind or the weight of icicles,
morelikely that last transformer explosion.

“The power’ sout,” she said, and Byron’ s grip tightened around her hand.
“I can't seefor shit,” he said.

“Itisn’'t that dark, pussy,” and it wasn't, really, her eyesjust beginning to adjust and there was enough
pae light spilling in through the opague rectangle of glass set high up on the door that she could see alittle
ways down the hall, could make out the darker entrance to the living room on her |€ft, the closed door to
the front bedroom on her right.

The room where Trisha Baxter had died and Spyder stored the junk there wasn't space for on the porch.

“Do you have your lighter?” and she heard the cloth rustle as Byron rummaged through the pockets of his
frock coat.

“Yeah, it' sright here”
“Thenwe can light candles,” and she led him by the hand, little-brother tow, degper into Spyder’ s house.
6.

They had sat together on Spyder’ s bed, surrounded by the glint of aguarium glass and the web-painted
windows, and watched Spyder make the dream catcher by the soothing light of rose-and
cinnamon-scented candles. Had al gone out together to the wild backyard night, even Walter, and
Spyder had cut a green and dender branch from one of the crape myrtle bushes. Back inside the house,
she' d used her pocketknife to strip away the twigs and leaves, had left the cuttingsin a scatter on the
kitchenfloor.

And with the same knife, tiny thing but razor sharp, she' d taken locks of their hair. Robin’ sfirgt, emerad
in the candlelight, then Byron's, dyed jet-black and dick as mink, and Walter next, dirty, unwashed
tortoiseshell. Had saved her own for last, diced colorless strands from a place near her right temple
where one of the dreads was coming loose. And then she' d laid each lock out on the quilt, four fraying
streaks againgt the cotton patchwork.

She had bent the branch carefully while they watched (all but Walter, who' d pretended to read from a
thick book on fossll arachnids while she worked), bowed pliant wood into a perfect hoop, near-perfect
mandalasx or saven inchesin diameter, and tied it closed with white nylon kite twine from abox beneath
the bathroom sink. And then she picked up the pocketknife again, brass handle and stainless-stedl gleam,
had passed the blade dowly through the flame of the red votive candle burning on the table beside Lurch
and Tickler’ stank.

Spyder cut hersdlf in the soft bend of one elbow, had drawn the cooling blade quick across her skin,
severing tattooed lines and the vein hiding benesth. Dabbed her fingersin the wound and dicked the
hoop with her blood.



And no one had said anything, not one word while she wove their hair with certain, patient fingers, tied
the concentric rings and irregularly spaced radid lines running from rim to hub.

“It'sjust asmple orb web,” she said when she' d finished, amost dawn, and Spyder had pointed to the
design on one of thewindows. “ A snare, like garden spiders make.”

Lagt of dl, she'd used more of the twine to tie a couple of musty old mockingbird feethersto therim.

Robin had held it while Spyder stood and stretched, wiped at her jeans and afew stray hairs Sifted to the
floor.

“Now, we put it someplace safe,” she'd said and had taken the dream catcher from Robin, lifted the lid
off one of the bigger tanks, twenty-five gallons of air, mostly, afew sticks and rocks strewn acrossthe
bottom. Robin didn’'t have to read the doppy writing on the yellowed strip of masking tape stuck to one
corner of the tank, didn’t have to know the correct pronunciation of Latrodectus mactans to understand:
the shiny black bodieslikeliving vinyl, crimson hourglass bellies. Spyder brushed severa cdlinging forms
from the underside of the lid with her bare fingers, mother-voi ce whispered to cam them al—the
widows, Robin, Byron half adeep on Robin’s shoulder, Walter still staring at the pages of hisbook. She
dipped the dream catcher insde and replaced the lid, weighted it down with alump of shde.

“Nothing’s gonnafuck withit in there,” she said, and then Robin asked, “We re safe now?’

“Yeah,” sheé dlied. “Y eah. Everything' s gonnabe fine now. No more nightmares.” And after she' d
blown out the candles, they’ d followed her back out to the kitchen.

7.

“It'still closed,” Byron said, hushed awe and rdlief, and she wanted to hit him. Standing close together
inthe hdl, flickering candldight on their faces and the wallpaper, hot wax dripping onto her fingers. Of
courseit was closed, the basement door, hidden undernegth the moldy old Turkish carpet she and
Spyder had found cheap at ajunk shop months ago, had beaten with brooms but till there was as much
crud as color to the thing. But she didn’t hit him, because she' d been afraid, too, afraid for no sane
reason that the carpet would be rolled back and the trapdoor would be open. So she made him go first
thistime, held his hand and they stayed closeto thewall until they were past the spot, until they were
standing at Spyder’ s bedroom door. It was closed, aways closed whether she wasin there or
somewhere dse.

“Did you hear something?’

But she was dready turning the cold brass knob, the metd like dry icein her hand, and it took everything
she had, nothing left over for Byron or anything ese. Even through the fear, the thickening hum behind her
eyes, shefdt likeathief, like arapist; Spyder had always asked them here, had dwaystrusted them...

So she made hersdlf remember what she’ d seen in the parking lot outside Dr. Jekyll’ s, and she opened
the door.

“There,” he sad. “ Something on the roof.”

Robin stepped across the threshold, but Byron lingered behind for amoment, looking up at the high
caling likeanidiot. She set her candle down on atal and listing stack of magazines on Spyder’ s dresser,
The Web and Blue Blood and Propaganda; wax-scabbed hand, maroon blobs like some bizarre skin
disease. She picked them off and stood staring at the utility shelf that sagged against onewall, the shelf
that held most of the old aguariums and jars, that held the only one that mattered, that biggest tank on the
center shelf.

“Hurry,” Byron said, so she knew he wasn't going to do it, should have known that al along. Robin
crossed the room aone, laid her hand on the rock that held the plywood lid in place. Inside, she could
see the dream catcher leaning forward againgt the glass, matted in funnel silk and here and there, afew of



the spiders hanging like black and poison berries.

“Do you remember what Spyder said about the widows?’ she asked him, setting the ash-colored stone
down on the next tank over, smaler tank and nothing in there but harmless wolf spiders.

“What did she say?’
“That black widows aren’t aggressive. That they hardly ever bite people.”

“Oh. Yegh, yeah,” and he amost sounded like he did remember, but she could tell he wasjust playing
the game, knew that Byron never paid attention when Spyder talked about her bugs.

“That' swhat she said, that they’ re very shy, and usualy nobody ever gets bitten unlessthey fuck up, like,
if they step on awidow or lay their hand on one so there’ sno way for it to escape.”

Shelifted thelid dowly, and at least there was enough light from their candlesthat she could seethere
was nothing clinging to the underside of the board.

“Y ou practicaly have to make them bite you.”

“Becareful, Robin,” he said, “Please be careful,” but she was already dipping her hand between the
auminum rim of the tank and the wood, her fingers aready insde.

“And even if you do get bitten,” she whispered, words so far away, like someone elsg' sand her heart
too fast, head too light, “hardly anyone ever dies.”

Her hand in past the wrist now, and the dry crape myrtle pinched gently between thumb and index finger;
one of thewidows dangled only an inch from her thumbnail, hung from green strands of her own hair
twisted together with ivory strands of Spyder’s. When she tugged cautioudly at the dream catcher, the
Spider scuttled away to safety.

“See?’ shesad. “There snothing to be afraid of.”

And then, the sound, like a sack of bones and Coca-Cola bottles rolling along the roof, like scrambling
legs or marching pry bars, and she closed her hand tightly around the dream catcher and pulled, ripping
gpart the shrouding webs, scattering black bodies. The shelf creaked loudly, groaned and swayed
toward her, precarious baance undone, and Byron screamed, something she couldn’t make out, nothing
that could ever have possibly mattered anyway, before the wall of glass and meta and athousand tiny
lives crashed down upon her.

Hedid not leave her lying there, wrestled her limp and bleeding body from the glittering tangle that had
been Spyder’ s menagerie. Not because he was brave or because he loved her, but because he was more
afraid of being aone, much more frightened of the sounds outside the painted windows than he could

ever be of the pinprick of venom fangs. Had hauled her from the wreckage and into the hallway, towing
her under the arms because he couldn’t pick her up. Sobbing and his face awet smear of sweat and
tears and snot and ruined eydiner; angry red welts dready rising on her face and hands, ajagged gash
across her forehead that had peeled back enough scalp that he caught a sickening glimpse of skull
through al the blood. And one of the widows, snarled in her hair, and he ssomped it, ground it beneath
the toe of hisboot until it was unrecognizable pulp.

“Robin, don't be dead, don't be dead, please don’t be fucking dead,” repeated like amantra, something
holy or unholy with power againg the night and the ssorm and whatever he could hear moving about on
the roof and scritching beneath the floor.

He dragged her roughly across the rug, wouldn't alow himself to consider the trapdoor or what wanted
out, but her boots snagged on the carpet and pulled it back, like the flap of skin above her eyebrows.

“Come on, Robin, remember what she said? Remember what Spyder said? Y ou just fucking told me,



remember?’

Robin’shead lolled back on her neck like a broken toy, eyes half open to sclera whites, and he knew
shewas il dive, till bresthing, because of the air bubbling out through the blood clogging her nose.

“Hardly anyone ever dies, Robin. Hardly anyone ever dies”

Through the laughing, vindicated house and back out into the cold, the razor wind so much worse than
when they’ d gone in and the snow faling so hard and fast, pelting him with itstouch like needles and
feathers. It had swdlowed the world, mercifully swallowed the house as soon as they were halfway
acrossthe front yard. But Byron didn’t stop until they reached the street, athousand miles from the
porch, until they were al theway off Spyder’s property and all the way across the street, a meandering,
Robin-wide swath plowed through the snow.

And then he collapsed, dumped and gasping againgt the curb, no air Ieft in hislungs and hismuscles
aching inways he’ d never hurt before. Robin sprawled at hisfeet, the blood from her face amost black
on the snow, the places where the widows had bitten her turning dark, bruiselivid. Helay there, hearing
the snow and his heart and listening for anything else, anything at al, until the dizziness and nauseahad

passed and he' d stopped wheezing.

“Robin?’ and her eyesfluttered, half-mast lids and no recognition there, so he dapped her cheek softly
and spoke louder. “I haveto get help. | haveto find someoneto cal an ambulance.”

She coughed once, and alittle glob of dark pink foam rolled past her lower lip, did down her chin.
“Robin.”
She opened her eyesfor him then, logt, glazed eyes, and she began to shiver violently.

“Seewhat | see?’ she said, words around clacking teeth, avoice like Robin’s broken and put back
together the wrong way, full of pain and wonder. She was|ooking past him, back toward the house. “In
thetrees” shesad, “like grinning foxes.”

And the goose bumps on the back of his neck, prickling hisarms, skin that felt watched, kept him from
turning around to look for himsdf.

“I haveto go get help, Robin,” he said, then pulled off his coat and covered her withiit. “1 haveto go get
help right now.”

“Yeah,” she said, detached and blurred. “Y eah, Byron. Don't leave me, okay.”

| haveto leave you, he started to say. | can't find help unless | leave you, but there were branches
snapping behind him, and so he stood instead and walked away from her as quickly as he could.

8.

Halfway across town, the city crippled, already shutting down before the storm, Walter stood donein
the empty parking lot opposite Dr. Jekyll’s. The snow swirled down through the arc lights and stuck to
hishar, mdted againgt hisface.

He' d walked part of the way from the diner, freezing and his clothes soaked through from the glass of
water Byron had thrown at him, had findly hitched aride with awoman inching cautioudy dong in her
Jeep. She' d been wearing freedom rings and had talked too much, nervous chatter about the wesather,
what they were saying on the radio: blizzard conditions expected, the worst winter storm to hit the
southeast in more than a century. She'd let him out in the short tunnel just before Morris, where
Eighteenth Street ducked benesath the railroad, had asked him twice if he was sure he had aplace to go.
The warmth from the Jeep had clung to him for only a second or two before the wind rushing through the
tunnel had ripped it away.

And the parking lot was as deserted asthe streets.



Nothing he could do, no way to even know what had happened.

He shivered and stared across the tracks, the uneven lights, black pockets here and there where the lines
were down. Looked for the exact place where Spyder’ s house would be, but the mountain was just a
black smudge againgt the sky. No way to tell, exactly, so he turned, fingers crossed that the Fidgety Bean
would still be open, that he wouldn’'t have to try to walk al the way home through the storm and the
night. And then movement or the fleeting impression of form, quickest glimpse from the corner of one
eye, something stretched too long across the snow and too tal across brick. He tried to turn fast enough
to catch it there, finally, more sick of the dread than afraid, better to be damned and sure than to spend
another night jumping at shadows.

But there was nothing to see but the storm, the wind making asilvery dust devil with the snow, and he
pulled his damp clothes tighter around bony shoulders and walked away fast toward the coffee shop.

CHAPTER NINE

Paperweight
1

T hey went to Keith's, because Daria was afraid the cops would spot the van if they stayed anywhere on
Morris. A single room afew blocks away, three flights up the carcass of an old office building. Hisuncle
owned the place and was letting Keith live there rent-free, dodging zoning ordinances by pretending he
only worked there nights as security. When Keith switched the lights on, they buzzed like drunken wasps,
ha fhearted fluorescence that made them dl ook like hung-over zombies.

“Oh Keth,” Theo crooned, sarcasm thick as old honey. “1 do love what you' ve done with the place!”

They dl followed himinsde, Niki and Spyder last, epped into the room, stark and ugly and soulless,
amost as cold asthe night outside. Nappy gray-green carpet, water-stained ceiling and walls, big holes
punched through the Sheetrock in a dozen places, exposing pink insulation and two-by-fours.
Unfurnished, except for a scary-looking mattressin one corner and two meta folding chairs, three bulgy
cardboard boxes stuffed with dirty clothes.

“What do you cdl this, anyway?’ Theo asked. “Late Bosnian refugee?’

“Theo, why don’t you just shut the hell up?’ and Dariaturned around and punched her once, hard, inthe
shoulder.

Theo flinched and dropped her purse, the flamingo-pink plastic Barbie lunch box, bump to thefloor; it
popped open and everything inside spilled out onto the sallow carpet.

“Christ, Dar! Fuck you!” and she looked to Mort for defense.

“Judt lay off for alittlewhile,” he said, frown degpening, exhaustion and weary annoyancein hiseyesand
voice. “You know it's not gonnakill you.”

“Chrigt,” Theo hissed, “Y ou'red| abunch of crazy fucking assholes,” rubbing her arm, as she kneded
and began scooping everything back into her purse.

Dariaand Niki helped Spyder to one of the chairs. Shewas limping, still bleeding some from a deep gash
above her |eft eye; dried and congealed blood caked her dreads, crusted and sticky red-brown masking
the left sde of her face.

“It looksalot worsethanit is, probably,” Keith said again, seventh or eighth time since the parking lot.
And for the seventh or eighth time, Spyder nodded, duggish agreement.

“Canwe at least turn the heat up alittle?” Niki asked. Spyder had started to shiver, and Niki wondered



if she could be going into shock, wondered if she could have lost that much blood, if maybe she was dso
bleeding somewhereinside.

“Would gladly,” Keith said, dull and jovid grin, “if therewasany.” But he pulled alemon-yellow deeping
bag off the scary mattress and handed it to Niki; there was adark smear down one side that she hoped
was only motor oil.

“Thanks, man,” Spyder mumbled around her swelling lips.

“Don’'t mention it,” and he shrugged once, walked back to the mattress and sat down.
Niki unzipped the deeping bag, wrapped it around Spyder’ s black leather shoulders.
“Thanks” Spyder mumbled.

“We should have taken her to ahospita,” Niki said, and Keith shrugged again.

“Hey, man, it was her call,” and he pulled apint of Thunderbird from beneath one corner of the mattress,
unscrewed the cap and drank deeply from the green bottle.

And there was nothing else left for Niki to say. In the van, Mort had asked Spyder if shewanted a
doctor, if they should just drive straight to the UAB emergency room, and Spyder had flatly refused, had
inssted shewasfine. So Theo had driven them here, instead, had parked the van in the narrow aley
around back, had hidden it poorly behind abig blue Dumpster.

Keith offered the bottle to Mort, and he accepted.

“Man, you're as happy about that whole stupid messasapig in pisswarm mud,” Mort said, tilted the
bottle of wine a the ceiling and traded alittle air for its sweet buzz.

“Did you see the look on that dumb fucker’ sface?” and Keith stopped unlacing his boots, twisted his
own face into a grotesque and exaggerated mask of anger and surprise, chuckled. “Y ou redly laid some
heavy juju on that asshole, Spydie. Put the bite on him,” and he took the bottle back from Mort,
half-empty now, haf-full. Spyder smiled weakly, wan and guarded pride beneath the clotting scars of
battle.

“And you got your ass-kicking fix for afew days, didn't you?’ Dariasaid, vacant reproach, from the
room'’ s only window where she stood aone, watching the snow faling outside.

“Just doin” my part to keep the blindfolded lady with the scales honest, babe.”
Niki sighed loudly, loud to derail the conversation, loud enough to get everyon€e' s attention.

“Isthere at least someplace | can get some water to clean the blood off her face?” And she could hear
the tightness wound around her words, hoped that she sounded asfed up as shefélt.

“Downthehdl,” Dariasaid. “ There' sajohn down the hall. Jesus, it’ sreally coming down out there.”
“I guess awashcloth or atowe would be too much to hopefor,” Niki said.

“I’ve got a handkerchief.” Theo had stuffed everything back into her purse, sat on the ugly carpet
beneeath atattered Nirvana poster stuck up with tacks, someone had drawn graceful angel wings, black
Magic Marker plumage from Kurt Cobain’s shoulder blades, a cheesy halo over hishead. Theo found
the handkerchief, actualy clean except for acouple of lipstick smudges, and tossed it to Niki.

Niki tucked the deeping bag tighter around Spyder and went aoneto find the john.

The sickly light from Keith’ sroom petered out on her about hafway down the long hdl, and a the very
end, adoor she couldn’t see and the richer blackness of the stairwell dropping away on her right. The
sort of darknessthat beginsto move, that writhes, if you stare at it too long or too hard. She pushed the



door open, felt dong thewall until she found the switch. More shitty light.

Tiny closet of cracked tile and yellowed walls, thefaint smdl of disnfectant and the thicker smdll of piss.
Two stallswithout doors and a dented and empty paper towel dispenser. Niki went to the sink, turned
the knob marked H, then waited to see if the water would ever get warm. Her reflection in the cracked
mirror over the Snk stared back at her, disheveled, wind-chapped cheeks bright in the white-green light.
She looked at least as misplaced, asineffectud, as she felt. Her round face lost in the ruins behind her,
broken into glassy pie dicesthat converged between her tired eyes. She noticed aspot of something
dark at one corner of her mouth: astreak of grease from thevan, or dirt or...

Blood. Spyder’ s blood.

Niki grabbed for the handkerchief, soppy cold, and scrubbed at the stain, and then shame at her horror,
that there might be something in Spyder’ s blood more dangerous than her own. She dropped the white
cloth, plop, back into the rust-stained sink.

The water isn't ever going to get warm, Niki, not tonight, her pecan-shell eyes said from the broken
looking glass, eyesthat |ooked suddenly older than the smooth face they were plugged into, the eyes of
someone who ought to know better than to have ever wondered if the water was going to get warm.

What happened back there, Niki?, remembering that moment in the parking lot at Dr. Jekyll’s, something
there and then gone again, but something left behind, too. And suddenly the cold in the little restroom
seemed to press at her, deep-sea pressure, liquid cold, and she gasped.

A whisper somewhere behind her, from the stalls or the hall outside or right into her ear, something
dreamed, maybe, and forgotten on purpose. It isn't hard to drown, not if that’swhat you're after.. ..

Niki turned off the faucet, quick twist and the water stopped flowing, squeezed out the handkerchief; she
|eft the light in the restroom burning and hurried back to Keith’ s gpartment.

Spyder didn’t flinch when Niki touched the wet handkerchief to the cut on her forehead. It was deep
enough to need stitches; Niki was afraid that if she rubbed too hard at the dried blood, she' d see bone
undernegth. She dabbed, gentle as she could, and fresh blood welled up aong the haf-moon dash, ugly
loose flap of mest as wide as her thumb.

“I’'m sorry,” shesaid. “1 know that’ s gotta hurt.”
“Yeah,” Spyder said, soft chuckle, “Like amotherfucker.”

Now Keith and Dariawere together on the mattress, Mort on the floor next to them, the Thunderbird
just about gone. Theo had picked through the boxes of clothing, had come up with a couple of raggedy
flannel shirts and a ridicul ous-looking toboggan cap, Play-Doh blue with a huge lavender pom-pom sewn
on top. She'd jammed the cap on over her fallen pompadour, wrapped the shirts around her
double-breasted polyester jacket and sat back down under the Nirvana poster.

“You'd bealot warmer over here,” Mort had said, had patted the floor beside him, and she’ d told him
to go fuck himsdlf, that she’ d have been warmer in her own goddamn apartment.

Niki had barely begun, and aready the handkerchief wasfilthy crimson and she was just smearing the
same blood and grime around and around. She considered going back to the restroom, rinsing it out and
garting over again, but the thought of another stroll down that halway made her shiver, the thought of her
reflection in that fractured mirror. Instead, she tried wiping it clean on the carpet, slently dared Keith to
object; hedidn’t, of course.

“You don't haveto do this” Spyder said quietly.
“I just wish you' d let ustake you to adoctor.”



Now there was a bloody splotch on the carpet, and the handkerchief was still auseless mess. Niki
looked around the room, spotted a crumpled Taco Bell bag nearby.

“Just asecond,” she said, and yes, there were paper napkinsinside, only one grease-stained from the
half-eaten and mummified burrito hidden at the bottom. And there were & |east a dozen other fast food
bags scattered around the room. She dampened a corner of the napkin with her tongue, dry paper taste
and a hint of refried beans, forcing hersdlf not to think too much about germs, infection passed elther
way. She wiped at the crust between Spyder’ s eyebrows.

“Now we rein business,” she said and smiled.

The scabby blood pedled away like old paint, and there was the scar, uneven cruciform, white and faded
pucker but till perfectly recognizable for what it was.

Niki did not mean to pause, or stare, or alow the small gasp past her lips.

“Wow,” Spyder said, more curiosity than concern. “Isit that bad?” And she raised her fingersand
touched the spot between her eyebrows. “Oh,” she said, and nothing then, for amoment, as her
fingertips moved over the scar, asif she were reading an old note to herself in Braille, private sgnificance
intheraised flesh.

“That,” shesaid. “I guess| should have warned you. It'sred old.”
“But how,” Niki began, stopped hersdlf, knew she' d aready done something, enough, wrong.

“I wasalittlekid,” asif that explained anything, everything, and Spyder continued rubbing her fingers
over the spot as though she hadn’t thought of it in years, fingers rediscovering the intersecting ribbons of
scar tissue.

“I'm sorry,” Niki said, shivering, thinking again how terribly cold it wasin the“ gpartment,” not wanting to
think about the cross diced into Spyder’ s forehead.

“| wasalittlekid,” Spyder said again and smiled thistime, sheepish it’ s-no-big-whup smile. And outside
something big and noisy, a garbage truck maybe, growled along the dickening street.

“Most of thetimel just forget about it.”

Niki said nothing, wet aclean corner of the ngpkin and began scrubbing the blood from Spyder’s
cheeks.

When the wine was gone, Daria had turned off the lights, curled up with Keith on the bare mattress. Mort
was gtill dtting beside them, dumped against the wall, head back and mouth open, snoring. Id, ego, and
superego of Stiff Kitten, drunk and unconscious and, asfar as Niki Ky could tell, content with the world.
Theo had drifted off into her own fitful deep beneath Kurt Cobain’s protective glare, anything but
content.

Niki had managed to get the worst of the blood off Spyder’ s face, found ahandful of bruises and
scrapes. When Spyder had complained that the metal chair was freezing her ass, first sign of complaint
and really more of an observation, they’ d sat together on the floor. Huddled together in the
window-framed square of light, watching the snow. They taked, quiet talk so they wouldn't wake
anyone: Niki telling the story of her trip from the Carolinas, the death of the Vegaand how she'd met
Daria, and then, Spyder telling Niki about her tattoos and Weird Trappings.

Thisiswhat it would beliketo live insde one of those winter paperweight things, Niki thought, picturing
the Christmas flurry of fake snow and water, trying to listen to what Spyder was saying. Someone picks
up your whole little world and shakes the holy fuck out of it, and then you just St therein your plastic
cottage and watch the fallout.



She sneezed, then, loud and wet spray, and Spyder wrapped the deeping bag around them both. It
smdled only dightly lessthan Spyder hersdlf, but the hoarded body hest, the shelter from athousand
drafts, was dmost irresistible. And the snow was coming down harder, if there’ d been any change at dl
inthe sorminthelast hour. Clumpy white flakes pelting the window, reducing the view of the building
next door, grainy brickwork and fire-escape zigzag.

Niki yawned, growing even groggier in the sudden warmth.

“Seepy?’ Spyder asked, and Niki thought maybe she heard disappointment, disappointment or guarded
dam.

Niki shook her head, no, not at all, but then she yawned again.
“Maybejus alittle” shesaid, and “Y ou too?’
“No. | can’t deep without my meds.”

Something else Niki wouldn’t ask about, not now, better to watch the snow, wait and seeif perhaps
thingswould explain themsdvesfurther dong.

“I didn’t know | wouldn't be going home tonight,” Spyder said.

Niki nodded, looked over at Keith and Daria, twined in each other’ sarms and legs, Mort done.
“Hell’sdumber party,” shesaid.

“Yeah,” and Spyder shut her eyes amoment, opened them very dowly, adrawn out, predatory blink.

And through her weariness, Niki was amazed that she fdt this comfortable so close to Spyder, someone
she’'d never even seen just afew hours earlier. More than an absence of discomfort, the
pit-of-her-stomach homesickness dl but faded away, the dread gone with it, mostly. She felt something
like safe, something like peace. And she thought again about whatever they’ d exchanged in the parking
lot, whatever she might have imagined they’ d exchanged; frightened at the possibility of it having been
redl, cautioning hersef that it might have been nothing at al. Contradiction al around.

“Y ou must be pretty pissed,” she said, praying her voice wouldn't break the spell, the calminside. “Y our
friends running out on you that way.”

Spyder closed her eyes again, and Niki marveled at her eyelashes, so black after her white hair, long and
delicate. Spyder frowned, eyes il closed.

“That wasjust Byron,” she said, and Niki remembered the terrified face behind the whed of the Toyota,
the boy in hisvelvet frock coat that she' d watched across Dr. Jekyll’s. “He doesthat kinda shit. It
doesn’'t mean anything,” so much stress on that last part before she opened her eyesagain. “You don't
count on Byron in afight, that'sal. | guesshejust freaked out.”

“You're not mad & him?’
And the frown softened, alittle of the tenson in her face mdting away.
“When | catch up with him, I’'m gonnakick his skinny faggot assall the way into next week.”

“Oh,” Niki said, and it was till there, that sense of rightness, something she' d experienced so seldom that
it felt like borrowed clothes.

“But what | really want to know iswhy Joe Cool over there stuck his neck out for me tonight.”

Niki glanced at the mattress again, at Keith Barry, one arm dung protectively or possessively around
Daria

“I think maybe hejust likesto fight,” she said.
“Crazy fucking junky. | thought he hated my guts.”



And then Niki turned and looked at Spyder’ s eyes, eyeslike marble the faintest shade of blue, paest
stedl, that divine wound between them, and Spyder gave her another long animd blink. And then Niki
kissed her. Clumsy kiss, too fast and their noses bumping, urgent and too much force, but Spyder did not
pull away, opened her mouth and Niki’ s tongue dipped between her teeth, explored cheekflesh and teeth
and tongue. Spyder laid one hand againgt Niki’ s face, stubby fingers cold from the chill, and Niki opened
her eyes, pulled away. She was breathing too hard, too fast, her heart ssumbling, missing beatsin her
chest.

She'd never kissed agirl before, had kissed no one for what seemed like avery long time. Not since that
last morning with Danny; immediate guilt, and Niki pushed hismemory away again. Spyder smiled at her,
brushed the coarse tips of those fingers across her lipsand chin.

“I'm sorry,” Niki said, feding the warm rush of blood to her face.
“Don't be sorry,” Spyder said. “It'sokay. But | do have agirlfriend aready.”

“I shouldn’t have,” Niki said, and she felt dizzy, the madness and violence of the night and then this, and
the snow outside the window playing Cdigari tricks with her head. Her exhaustion swvimming upstream
againg the adrendine flash, gathering itsdf like the drift piling up on the windowsill. And Spyder il
getting in through her nogirils, the lesther muskiness and old swest, stale smoke and something else,
sweet and sharp, that might have been Old Spice cologne, her father’ ssmell.

She shut her eyes, discovering theretind burn-in of the window and the storm where she’ d expected
nothing. And then Spyder was talking, words as soft as the worn tapestry of her smells.

“Niki, do you remember when they’ d announce on the news that there was atwenty or thirty percent
chance of snow, just flurries, you know? But you' d be too excited to deep because maybe there
wouldn't be school the next day? It was nuts, ' cause it never fucking snows on school nights.

“But you' d stay up dl night anyway, dl goddamn night, and of course morning would come and there
wouldn’t be any snow, and it didn’t matter that you hadn’t dept awink. Y ou still had to get your ass out
from under the covers and go to school anyway. Remember how cheated you felt?’

“It doesn’'t snow in New Orleans,” Niki said. “It just rainsalot.”

“Oh,” Spyder said. “That makes sense,” and Niki thought, Y eah, Old Spice, the white bottlein her
father’ s hand, aspot of white shaving cream behind one ear.

“I think I'm too deepy to talk anymore, Spyder,” shesaid. “I’m sorry,” but Spyder didn’t answer, just
hugged her closer inside Keith's skanky deeping bag. Niki listened to the wind and the pattering sound of
the snowfall and later, when she opened her eyes, Spyder was adeep.

2.

Spyder does't know she' sfalen adeep, never knows, so there' s never even that smal distance from the
rage and hisvoice and the things that move back therein the corners of the cdllar, where the lamp can't
reach.

He raves, opens his rough hand and pours red earth, and she presses her face against moldy army-cot
canvas, her mother’ sfootsteps overhead, hedl's on the kitchen floorboards, like hopscotch tap dancing,
and there’sno comfort at all in the dust that Sifts down and settlesin her open eyes.

The angdsare crawling on the walls, pus dripping from thetips of their blackbird feethers and raw things
hung around their necks, things that used to have skin.

“Why do you think they haven't taken me?’ her father wants to know, always wantsto know that (and
she doesn’t know), and hisbaggy Top Dollar work pants keep faling down, funny, and that

“Answer methat, Lilal Why won't they take me?” isredly funny and horrible, and it whips back and



forth, back and forth, like maybe it wantsto tear itself loose from his crotch and come millipede dithering
acrossthedirt floor after her.

Her mother laughs upstairs, and she can hear television voices, too.

She wants to scream, scream that she doesn’t know, she doesn’t fucking know, swear she' d tell him if
shedid, so he could go. But the dust from his hand fills her mouth, spills over the Sdes, past lipsand chin,
getsinto her ears, her eyes.

“Goddamnyou, Lila” he says, lipstrembling and sweet on hisface, glistening dick in the orangelight,
glistening like the dug trails and shit the angelsleave on the cdllar walls.

“Y ou make them keep me here, you make them come and watch and laugh and leave. All fly away to
Glory without me.”

Thedug isdiding down her throat, filling her up, making her his choking hourglass.

“Youdon't havethesign,” he says and points, presses hisfinger so hard againgt her forehead she thinks
it’ [l punch on through. “1 look at your face, and the Sign’ s not there, so they can't take you, Lila. So they
won't take me, either.”

Hisdugt isthe World, the binding world, the soil that binds and holds her like roots and the coils of
worms, beetlelegs, will hold her to the World forever.

“You'readamned and sinful freak, keeping me here, keeping your mother here,” he howls, the man
become astorm of flesh and blood, righteous, and hislightning istaking it dl gpart; the angelstitter and
clap their fingerless hands for him, hang from the celling and drip drip drip.

The razor blade gleamsin the lamplight, kerosene light on stainless stedl, and he holds it close to her face,
presses a corner of the blade to her forehead and recites the angels names. Slicesin and draws the razor
down

longitude

and the angdls are twisting, shriek and rust engine chaiter, fishhook teeth gnashing, dripping,
as he pullsthe razor out and begins again, second cut, across

latitude.

Theblood runsinto her eyes, mixeswith the dust and burns like saltwater.

“There” he says, cautious satisfaction, waiting for their approval. But the angels have gone, have dipped

back into thewalls, and he' still here. She thinks she can hear their wings far away, wind fluttering kites

stretched too tightly over balsa-frail skeletons, the way the kids laugh on the bus to school when they see
what he’ sdoneto her.

And he' s4till here.

Niki Ky stsnext to her, holds her hand; cold air through the bus window asit bounces over railroad
tracks, and Niki points at the gray lead clouds hanging low over the city, tellsher that if it snows, maybe
they can go home early.

Her father has crawled away from her cot, sobsin adark corner, shadow hidden, and blames her,
blamesthe bitch he married and his bitch-freak daughter.

And Robin walks past her acrossthe cellar, doesn't stop when Spyder calls her name, Robin and the
ten-penny nailslike rusted porcupine quills bristling from her skin, her crimson wrists and ankles, and then
she' sgone, swalowed by the unforgiving, hungry earth.

“Isshethe one? The one you said you loved?” Niki asks, and Spyder can only nod, too full of dust to
Speak.



And then thereis perfect and absol ute blackness, country midnight, and she thinks, Thisisnew. This
wasn't here before. “Before when?” Niki askswith Robin’svoice, Niki an empty universe away. Spyder
reaches out, strokes the tangible, rubbery nowhere and nothing and never that wraps her in kindly
amoebafolds. Knowsthat it has come from her, out of her, excreted like sweat or piss or shit, puke or
dark menstrua blood.

Her skin itches and goose bumps as big as pencil erasers, and papery crumbling noisesfrom her guts.
Pain that is everywhere and means everything, and she welcomesit with open arms.

At the edge, her edges, at the quivering lips of the conceding, living dark, asingle blazing shaft of
impossible white, adamantine light Singeing the ebon membrane, (“ Spyder,” Niki says, “I’'m sorry. |
shouldn’'t have donethat....”) the whiskery little hairs. She smels woodsmoke and ash and burning tires.

And with handsthat fed gloved, rubber glovestoo smdl and tight to contain her, she pullsthe ditinthe
garless night closed, and isadone, without Robin or Byron or Walter, without Niki Ky. Without Him.

Sometime before dawn, and the cold and the ache in Spyder’ s neck and shoulders woke her; she'd
falen adeep sitting up, hunched over, Niki Ky propped againgt her. No particular expression on Niki’s
deeping face; peace, maybe, maybe the face of someone who didn’t have nightmares. Not something
Spyder would recognize. But no tensionin her lips or brows, no frantic REM flutter beneath her eyedlids.
Spyder watched the snow till faling outside, the drift and swirl, and she wondered if it wastrue that no
two flakes were ever the same.

Didn’'t it hurt?, just the memory of aquestion Niki had asked about her tattoos, but so loud and clear that
for amoment Spyder thought maybe she was awake, too, and Spyder’ sfingers went to the scar between
her eyes, asif that’ swhat Niki had meant, instead. And the dream rolling back over her, weightless
feather crush, the part she hadn’t told Niki, and the truth about the tattoos. Never mind the details, adl the
business she' d volunteered about ink and the sound of the artist’ s sillver gun, time and money and
aftercare. Fact, but nothing true, and she stared unblinking at the storm.

After she' d come home from Forida, but years before Weird Trappings, before Robin, before Byron
and Wadlter, and the dreams had been so bad she couldn’t deep at dl, not even with the pills; after
sundown, she walked the streets and sat donein dl-night diners and empty parks. Talked to herself and
bums, the street lunatics, other people too crazy to deep, and there had been awoman with arusty red
wagon loaded full of rags and Coke cans and newspapers. A madwoman named Mary Ellen, and one
night Spyder was sitting alone under a dogwood, crying because she was 0 tired and too fucking scared
to even close her eyes. She' d bought a pack of Remington razor blades at a drugstore and sat benegth
the tree, one of the blades out and pressed againgt her wrist. Felt her pulse through the stainless stedl, and
just alittle more pressure would have been enough, but she was too scared for that, also, and she'd
kneaded the scar between her eyes, asif it might be rubbed away like dirt.

“Hey there, you,” and Mary Ellen was Stting on abench nearby, watching, and she must have been
gtting there dl dong, but had kept very quiet so Spyder wouldn't notice. “Fuck off, Ellen,” Spyder
muttered, “I don’t want to talk to anyone tonight.” But Mary Ellen hadn't fucked off, had left her bench
and cometo st in the grass with Spyder, dragging the squeaky wagon behind her.

“It'sokay,” shesaid. “1 won't try to stop you. | know what that feels like, when you got some bleeding
to do and they stop you and sew you up like aholein asock,” and she' d shown Spyder her wrists, then,
bony bag-lady wrists and the crisscross of scarsthere.

“But an't nothing wrong with having some company, Lila”

“Doesit hurt?” Spyder asked her, and Mary Ellen had shrugged and nodded her head. “’ Course it hurts.
Shit, yeah, it hurts, but only for alittlewhile. 1t snot so bad after alittlewhile.” And she'd taken



something out of the heap in her wagon, handed it to Spyder: an old pickle jar, kosher dill spears, but half
thelabel torn away.

“| got you something,” she said.

“I don't need ajar,” Spyder said, and Mary Ellen frowned, “No, damn it. Not the jar. Ingdethejar.”
And Spyder had held the pickle jar up so the closest streetlight shone in through the smudged glass.

“Found her out back of the Woolworth's, under abox, under a big motherfucking box, and | didn’t
meanto listen. | don’t talk to bugs, but she knew your name,” and there, indde the jar, a huge black
widow spider, and Spyder’s mouth suddenly so dry, too dry to spesk. “ She said you might have
forgotten her, Lila, said once upon atime she had a hundred black sisters and they saved a princess from
atroll or an evil magician...”

“Thank you, Mary Ellen,” Spyder said, and Mary Ellen had stopped talking and smiled. Smiled her
brown-toothed smile and hugged hersdlf. “ Yeah,” shesaid. “ Yeah, that’scoal, Lila. Anytime. | find lost
suff dl thetime”

And Spyder had gone home, |&ft her razor blades under the dogwood tree with Mary Ellen and walked
back up the mountain to Cullom Street with her gift; it didn’t matter that she wasn't crazy enough to hear
the voices Mary Ellen heard. She had her own, and the next day she' d taken the bus across town,
carried the widow hidden down in her knapsack, safely seded in anew and smdler jar with some
newspaper crumpled inside. She' d shown the tattooi st the drawings she' d worked on for hours, colored
pencils on the brown back of agrocery bag. “Just likethat,” she'd said, pointing, and the money from her
savings, and she' d had al thetimeit would take.

The savation ink bleeding beneath her skin, beautiful scar to stand againgt al the other scars, the oneon
her face and the scars past counting in her head.

Outside, the wind gusted and the white flakes buffeted the window of Keith’s apartment. Niki Ky made
asoft sound in her deep, like something aword might leave behind, and Spyder held her and watched
the snow until she could stop remembering.

3.

In the morning, gray only afew shadeslighter than the night, Niki was awakened by the sound of water,
the distinctive spatter of boy piss on porcedain. While they’ d dept, Spyder had moved closer, had
gripped Niki’sright hand so tightly that the fingers had gone stiff and numb. She looked around the room,
Dariadone now on the mattress and Mort lying on hisside, still snoring. Theo in acattight bal of strange
and mismatched fabrics on the other side of the room, but no sign of Keith. Down the hdll, atoilet flushed
and then footsteps, and he strode through the doorway, twice as rumpled asthe night before. Carnation
splotches benegth his hard eyes, rubbing his big hands together.

“Mornin’,” hesaid. “Y ou looked out the window yet?’

Niki glanced at the snow hegped on the sill, perfect cross section of the drift that had grown as high
during the night as gravity would alow.

“No,” shesad. “Isit deep?’

“Ass-high to aWatus Indian chief,” he said and rubbed at those raw eyes.

“What timeisit?’ Niki asked, and he shrugged, hdll-if-I-know-or-care shrug. On the mattress, Daria

opened her eyes, grumbled something indeci pherable and shut them again, covered her head with the
pillow.

Keith yawned loudly, lion yawn, and went to one of the holes punched through the Sheetrock, reached
insde and pulled out what looked to Niki like aleather shaving kit. He sat down againgt the wall, the hole
gaping like atoothless mouth above his head, hisdirty hair.



“Dariasaysyour folksarefrom Vietnam,” he said and unzipped the little case. “ North or South?’
“Yeah,” Niki answered, and “ South. My mother was born in Saigon. My father isfrom Tayninh.”

“Vi-et-nam,” Keith Barry said, drawing out the word dow, syllable by syllable, his heavy Southern drawl
making the name something new. And he took asmall baggie of white powder from the case, poured a
tiny bit into atarnished spoon, twist-tied the bag shut again with arubber band. Mixed alittle of his it
with the powder.

“Y eah, my dad wasthereright at the start of that war,” he said and began to heat the underside of the
spoon with adisposable lighter. Niki had never actualy watched anyone shoot up before, tried not to
dare, tried not to seem rude by looking away.

“Hewas Army, two tours,” and after the powder had turned to adark and bubbling liquid, he wrapped a
green and yellow bungee cord tight around his bicep, thumped hard at his forearm with one index finger
while the heroin cooled. “Took abullet at Nhatrang during the Tet Offensive.”

“I don’'t know wherethat is,” Niki said, and cringed insde when he took the needle from the case,
old-fashioned glass syringe that he had to screw the needle onto.

“Shit. Neither do |. Just one of those places he used to talk about, that’s all it meansto me.”

Keith drew the heroin carefully, carefully, every drop in through the needle, tapped the syringe and
pushed out the air bubbles. He set the needle againgt his skin, skin scarred with trackslike a pox, needle
amed away from Niki, toward his heart.

“He used to talk about the war alot. Had amedal and everything ' cause he got afoot blown off.”

And he pricked the skin, shifted his thumb dightly, easing the pressure on the plunger; Niki clearly saw
the dark flow of hisblood back into the syringe, the billow darker than crimson in the shadowy apartment
before he injected. When the syringe was empty, he dipped the needle out, removed the bungee cord.
Closed hiseyesand inhaed loudly.

“It doesn't hurt?” Niki asked him.
Nothing for amoment, and then he exhaded, dowly.

“Babe, it only hurtswhen thewdl runsdry,” he smiled, and for just a second looked so much younger,
so0 much more vulnerable, more than afucked-up junky rushing after his wake-up fix. And she could
amog seein him what Dariamight see, glimpse of something that Niki had heard in hismusic the night
before, someone he kept safe and out of sight.

“Itonly hurtswhen it ain't there”

And she thought of the things she' d read, secondhand life, William Burroughs and something about Billie
Holiday. And how little any of it meant, how she understood that she d never understand, unless she let
the needle kiss her own skin one day, and another day after that, until the junk became as much a part of
her asair or water or the blood in her veins,

“Mogt of thiskit wasmy dad's, too,” Keith said, and when he saw the surprise on Niki’ sface, he
laughed. “No shit. They sent him back short afoot, but he had that fucking meda and ahdll of a
morphine habit.”

And then neither of them said anything for awhile, just thewind outside talking to itsdlf, and Keith stared
past her out the window.

“Should we wake them up?’ she asked, finally.
“Sure” he said. “Bunch' alazy-ass motherfuckers.”
“And thenwhat?’ Niki asked, and Keith grinned.



“Bet you never built asnowman, New Orleansgirl.”
“No,” shesad. “I never did.”

After theicebox of the building, the cold outside wasn't such ashock, except when the wind gusted,
came roaring at them around the corner of abuilding, up a deserted street, duiced through garbage-can
aleyways. A wind that made Niki think of places she’ d never been, Chicago wind, Manhattan wind,
wind that flayed without bothering to pedl back skin and musclefirgt, that cut straight through no matter
how many layers of clothes.

There d been no hope for the van, half-buried by the Dumpster, so they’d al borrowed layersfrom
Keith’ sragpile boxes, set out on foot, and when they passed the smoked-glass window of a shoe-shine
and repair shop, Niki thought they looked like the shambling survivors of some Arctic apocalypse, ice
not fire, Robert Frost’ s second choice. Tube socksfor gloves, flannd like the hides of plaid antelope,
and Niki had found a second pair of jeans, Levi’ sthat would have been huge on Keith or Mort, cinched
around her waist with an old extension cord the color of a neon-orange warning.

They built their skinny snowman on the sidewalk outside the Compass Bank on Twentieth Street, just a
little taller than Niki and Daria, three uneven tiersand he listed allittle to the right. Mort found limestone
grave for the eyes, an old windshield-wiper blade for an industrid Cyrano, snapped sticks off afrozen
shrub for twiggy arms.

“Ugly fucker,” Keith said, and then he’ d made the snowman abifurcated dick with another twig.

“You are so sick,” Theo said, and so he smacked her in the back of the head with asnowbdl, asbig asa
grapefruit. The one she lobbed back at him was only haf asbig, packed harder; it missed Keith
atogether and caught Dariaright between the eyes. Keith started laughing so hard that he had to sit
down, holding his somach, sinking up to hiswaist in the snow.

“Fuck you, asshole,” and Daria had found some wetter snow in the gutter, muddy snow, and afew
seconds later she' d nailed him and Keith was spitting and coughing, but still laughing so hard he couldn’t
tak.

Spyder had sat down beside the bulbous lower tier of the snowman, had pulled out his stick-dick and
was busy using it to trace swirling linesin the snow crust. Niki joined her, sat as close as she dared,
remembering the awkward kiss the night before, still just as confused, gill just as attracted. The desgns
Spyder drew in the snow reminded Niki of aboriginal rock paintings or doppy paidey.

“Areyou okay?’ she asked, and Spyder looked up too fast, clear she hadn’t even noticed Niki until
she’ d spoken. The cut over her eyewasred, red against her wind-pink face.

“Um,” shesad. “Yeah, but | should go home now.”
“Do you think Byron will be there, and Robin?’

“Maybe,” she said, and in the street, Theo and Daria had paired off against Mort and Keith, and they
cursed and laughed and shrieked as the snow flew like shot from fairy cannons.

“Look likefun?’ Niki asked Spyder, and Spyder only shrugged; she d refused any extra clothes, except
apair of socksfor her hands, aholein one so her left pinkie stuck out the side. Her black jacket stood
out, contrast like aholein the day.

“l don't know,” shesad.

“Thereis something else I’ ve dwayswanted to do,” Niki said. A missileintended for Theo sailed over
their heads, then, hit the snowman instead and sprayed them both with crystalline shrapnel. And she
stood, found a patch of snow they hadn’'t messed up yet with footprints, and lay down.



“What are you doing?’ Spyder asked, turning to see, face scrunched into a James Dean squint.

“Just watch,” Niki said. “When | wasalittlegirl, | read about kids doing this, in those Little House books
or somewhere.”

And then Niki began to move her arms up and down, legs scissoring open and closed again, displacing
snow, plowing it aside. And then she stood, shaking and brushing away the white powder beforeit could
melt and soak through.

“It'sasnow angdl,” she said, proud that it had come out looking just like she remembered the pictures,
and Spyder only stared, said nothing, eyesintense like she wastrying to solve apuzzle, an optica illuson.

“See” Niki prompted, “ Those are the wings.”

Spyder got up and started off down the street without them.
“Hey, where areyou going?’

“Home,” Spyder called back. “I have to go home now.”

“Wel, wait,” and by then Keith and Daria had noticed, athough Mort and Theo were ill busy
pummeling eech other.

“Where sshegoin’?’ Keith asked, and Daria shook her head, asked, “Where' s Spyder going, Niki?’

“Just comeon, guys,” and Niki was dready running to catch up, what passed for running in the snow
halfway to her knees. The street rose steeply here, last hill before the mountain, and she was out of
breath after only three or four lumbering steps.

“Wait!” shecaled after Spyder. “1 can't walk that fast,” her voice so loud and smdl in the cold air and
no sign that Spyder had even heard, trudging ahead asif there were no one left on earth but her.

At thetop of thehill, Niki stopped, lungs aching, teeth aching from the cold, legsfilled with lactic acid
knives, sweatsoaked underneath her clothes and Keith’s. And Spyder till ten or twenty yards ahead, the
others il twenty or thirty behind. Shelooked north, back toward downtown, the frozen city paralyzed,
cocooned after the storm. Not acar on the roads, hardly anyone el se on the sidewalks. The shouts of
other people blocks away and everything too white under the low and racing clouds. The wind up here
wasworse, tore at her clothes, stung her face and made her ears hurt.

Hands on her knees and bent double like she was puking, Niki waited on Dariaand the rest.

Two blocks west, they caught up with Spyder, finaly, but only because she' d paused to knock snow off
the soles of her Docs, damming one foot and then the other againgt atelephone pole.

“Y ou're gonna have a heart attack,” Niki wheezed, “ or astroke or something if you don’t dow down,”
coming up behind Spyder, startling her again athough she’ d made noise on purpose so she wouldn't.
There werelittle snotcicles dangling from each of Spyder’ s nogtrils, her face like aboiled crab from the
wind and exertion, and the cut on her forehead had opened again, fresh blood trickling into her eye.

“Thisisnot afucking forced march,” Dariasaid; Mort was actualy holding Theo up now.

Spyder only looked at them uncomprehendingly, blank disregard, went back to kicking the telephone
pole, black rubber against creosote pine.

“Man,” Keith gasped, leaned againgt convenient chain link, stedl divison between sidewalk and a
smothered church parking lot. “Man, why arewe chasin' this crazy bitch, anyway?’ Another pause,
another gasp, and “ That’ swhat I’ d like someoneto tell me.”



“I can makeit finefrom here,” Spyder said, examining the bottom of one boot. The hardpacked snow
she'd kicked off lay dl around her feet, molded like weird abino waffles.

Niki ignored her. “Because she could have aconcussion for al we know. We at least need to see she
getshomeadl right.”

“Chrigt,” Mort panted. “ She' sin better shape than | am. Look, she’ s not even outta breath! Chrigt.”
“How do you know if you' re freezing to deeth?” Theo whimpered from hisside.

“We can at least get some coffee,” Dariasaid, “ Just one fucking cup of coffee,” and Niki asked,
“Where?’ then noticed adiner across the street, a Steak and Egg Kitchen squeezed in between an
gpartment building and aPizza Hut. The Pizza Hut was dark, but inside the Steak and Egg, the lights
wereon.

“Yeah,” Theo wheezed. “Please? | can’t fed my tongue.”

Niki looked at Spyder, unfathomable urgency burning as cold as frogthite in her eyes, unearthly eyes, and
Spyder turned away from her, gazed past and through trees and street signs and houses, at the frosted
mountain, half-hidden now in the heavy clouds.

“Thisain't up for debate,” Dariasaid. “If you want me aong, you' |l wait until after | get some coffee and
catch my fucking bresth.”

“Spyder?” And Niki risked one hand on the back of Spyder’ sjacket, leather wet with melted snow,
leathery skin asimpenetrable asthe girl wrapped insde.

“Yeah,” she said and looked back at Niki, and her eyes had changed, the Strange silver fire only
smoldering ash like dread or regret and nothing much there but exhaustion. “ Some coffee would be
good.”

“Thank fuck,” Theo muttered, and they followed Dariaacross the empty, icy street.

The diner was too warm, stifling after the cold, and the grease-haunted air smelled and tasted like dl the
deep fat ever fried, ghogts of amillion sausages, ahundred million eggs. The place looked smaller from
theingde, and there was only one other customer, an old and grizzled man at the counter, durping his
coffee noisily from asaucer. They dl piled into the booth farthest from the door, scrunched in together:
Keith, Daria, and Mort on one side, Niki, Spyder and Theo on the other. A deepy-looking woman
wearing too much makeup took their order, six cups of coffee, abowl of gritsand aside of toast for
Mort and Theo.

“WE | eat it fast, okay?’ Mort had said when Niki had started to protest.

The coffee came immediately, black and bitter but fresh, very hot, dmost not as bad as Niki had
expected. She waited her turn asthe sugar was passed around the table, the sweating cream decanter.
Shefolded her hands around the cup to catch the heat, soak it al through her palms and into her bones.
Burned her mouth on thefirst Sp, was still blowing at her coffee, when athin black boy brought the food,
grease-stained apron and bonestoo big, but his face was smooth and pretty, eyebrows plucked and
arched and hislong hair oiled and tied back in an elaborate bun. A single tear tattooed at one corner of
hisleft eye.

“Hey there, Spyder,” he said, setting down the steaming bowl of grits, a garish yellow margarine pat
dissolving on top, and the toast cut into four neat and crusty wedges. Niki had known too many drag
gueens not to clock him, not to catch the significant flourishes of body and voice, the dozen subtle and
flamboyant giveaways. Not to be reminded of Danny.

Spyder glanced up from her own coffee, the cup she hadn’t even touched, surprise and recognition,



some new unease wrinkling her face.

“Oh,” Spyder said and made anervous half attempt a asmile. “Billy. | didn’t know you were working
here”

“Just 'til Christmas,” he said. “ Gotta make me some Santa Claus money, you know. ’ Cause the cheap
faggots that been comin’ out to see Taulah these days ain't been tipping for shit, honey.”

“Yeah,” Spyder sad.
Billy lingered, serving tray balanced one-handed, head cocked coyly and both dark eyes on Spyder.

“Ain’'t you even gonnaintroduce meto your friends, Spyder? Oh, except you, girl,” and he jabbed a
thumb at Theo. “1 dready know you.”

“Yeah,” Spyder said, pointing at each of them as she spoke. “ That’ s Daria Parker, and that’ s Keith, and
that'sMort. Their band playsat Dr. Jekyll’s....”

“Spyder, you know | stay away from them punk-rock places,” Billy said, and to Stiff Kitten, “Nothin’
persond, but you got to be careful. And there ain’'t too much careful these days.”

“And thisisNiki,” Spyder finished. “ThisisBilly. He does shows at 21 and some other places.”

“Some other placestoo scary to mention in polite company, she means,” Billy said and smiled, warm and
honest smile. “By the way, Spyder, when Miss Thing come dragging her assin last night, well, this
morning, actualy, shewasamess”

Spyder’ s hand bumped her cup, and alittle coffee doshed over the brim and onto the table. “What do
you mean, Billy?’ she asked.

“I mean, she was absolutely freaked, child. Like she just spent the whole last week on pink hearts and
nose-candy. Went and locked hersdlf in her room, and | ain’t seen or heard a peep outta Miss Byron
snce”

“I’'m sorry,” Spyder said, dmost shoved Theo into the floor as she climbed out of the booth. “I haveto
go home.”

“Spyder,” Niki started. “If you'll wait just asecond,” but Spyder spun around, cut her off with those
eyes, bright new flamesin there.

“No, Niki, I'm sorry but | haveto go home, and | have to go home now.”

And she pushed roughly past Billy, then, and was gone, down the narrow aide between booths and
matching burgundy stools, and the door jingled shut behind her.

Hafway acrossthe Steak and Egg’ s parking lot she dipped, one boot skating on theice hiding dick
beneath the snow, and Spyder amost fell. But there was no time l&ft to be cautious, no time for Niki Ky
shouting somewhere behind her, had been no time left all morning, al night, but she' d been too dazed to
understand, not listening, even in her nightmares, that they would go to her house, into her house, that
Byron might be so afraid that he' d try to sted the dream catcher. Destroy it or squirrel it away someplace
where she' d never find it, and so Spyder kept moving, |eft the pavement as soon as she could and
stalked across lawns and vacant lots where the footing was allittle surer, where the frozen grass and
weeds crunched like glass underfoot.

And it wasn't thefairy-tale lies she' d told them that scared her, that made her amost too afraid of what
she' d find waiting at the end of Cullom Street to keep moving, not her father or the angels that had never
stopped coming anyway, hunting her through deep and the grinding days. None of them had ever
suspected, not even Water who hadn’t believed any of it for a second, that the talisman could be one
thing to them, protection, and something entirdly different to her. Insurance, binding them together, likea



wedding band, stronger than gold or silver because it had been made of them. Robin had dmost tornit all
apart, and she had patched it back together with wood and blood and strands of their hair.

The rat-toothed cold gnawed at her body, inside and out, playing sidekick to the crushing weight in her
head. Together, they would pull her down and leave her broken and alone, lost inimpossible white,
suffocating. If she waswesk, if shelet them. So she made apicture of Robin in her mind, beloved symbol
for al she stood to lose, and stepped around the pain.

They left Mort and Theo in the diner, resolutely esting their breskfast and talking to Billy. Would have | eft
Keith, too tired of chasing after Spyder’ s crazy assto care, he'd said, but Dariahad pulled him out of the
booth anyway, two dollar billstossed on the table, and she' d pushed him grumbling out the door. By the
time they reached the parking lot, Spyder was dready past the Pizza Hut, acoad smudge on linen. Niki
stopped and shouted for her to wait until her throat hurt.

“She doesn't even give ashit, Dar,” Keith said. “ Spyder Baxter doesn’t need any help finding her way
back home,” and Darialooked at Niki, waiting for an answer, areason why this still had anything to do
with them.

“Shedidn’t ask for your help last night, either,” Niki said, and Keith shook his head. “Y eah, well, but
right now sheain’t about to get her butt kicked.”

“He sright,” Dariasad, asif maybeit wasalittle painful to admit. “ She actslike this sometimes, Niki.
She has problems, you know?’

“She' s scared fucking shitless,” Niki said, watching Spyder getting smaler in the distance, listening to the
wind, thelondly wail like mournersin the bare treelimbs. “That'sdl | know, Daria. And | just want to
make sure she gets home okay.”

Daria hesitated, glanced back at the warmth and shelter of the diner, up at the sky hanging purple and
amost low enough to touch.

“Come on, then,” sighed resignation, was aready two or three steps past Niki, hauling Keith by thearm
again. “| don’'t even know where the bitch lives, and if we keegp standing around talking about it, we' re
gonnalose her.”

“Thanks,” Niki said, taking long strides to catch up.
4,

A long way off, fill, but Niki could see the yellow crime tape fluttering in the wind. Familiar enough thing
to know the words by heart, Crime Scene—Do Not Cross, a hundred different murders or burglariesin
the Quarter, suspiciousfires and that happy-bright plastic stretched across a doorway or burned-out
window. But waiting for them, there at the top of Cullom Street, tied tight between two old trees; it had
never looked morelike awarning.

Halfway up the mountain, the snow had begun again, nothing like the night before, but hard enough that it
intensified theimpression that she was tramping through some fairyland or Ice Age waste, and Niki was
darting to fed sick, ill from the cold and exhaustion, had been plagued for the last five minutes with the
ideathat there was someone & se walking with them, someone visble just at the corner of her vision.

She' d turn to see, expecting Mort, or maybe Theo, and there was never anyone but Keith, face red and
pissed off, cursing her and Spyder and the storm, Daria the same. And now, there was the police tape.

Part of her wanted to Sit down in the snow and cry, cry until thiswas over. That part she thought she'd
left behind, thought she' d shed forever like abad skin, but instead Niki kept walking, ignoring the new
cold leading her ssomach, dread and everything that tape might mean. Ignoring how tired she was and the
urgent little voice ingde that begged her to see this had nothing to do with her, begged her to walk away



fromit dl, whiletherewas sill time.

Spyder paused at the barrier of tape, and Niki thought then that she would wait, that they would catch up
at last, but then she vanished into the shadows benegath the trees; when they findlly reached the yellow
tape, there was nothing waiting for them but Spyder’ sfootprints. She hadn’t crossed the line, had gone
through a hedge and around.

“Okay,” ar gasped and Keith’ swords dipped in between. “What....the hell’s...going on...now?’

“Cops,” Dariasaid, and Niki could only nod, point at the dark house set back away from the road and
more of the yellow tape strung like garland around the porch, ripped loose and dangling at the front door.

The Radley house, she thought. It' s the goddamned Radley house. Spyder’ stracks and nothing else,
lonesome scar across the snow, al traces of whatever might have happened in the night erased, buried,
by the storm.

Hey, Boo? Wanna come out and play? and then the sound, the hurting, furious wail from the open door,
broken sound, and Niki ran, fell once and hit her knee againgt something sharp hiding beneath the snow,
got up and kept running. Until she’ d ducked benesth the tape and was through the door, the house
wrapping its musty shell around her, and in here, the sound was dmost more than she could stand.

Howl from her dreams, civil defense siren wail and the sound that came from her when she opened her
deeping mouth to answer them. The sound, remembered, that had kept her mother awake on muggy
suburban nights. The sound of the sky faling at the end of the world.

“Spyder!” she screamed, and “ Spyder! Where are you?” But the house ate her voice alive, digested the
words whole and added them to the sound, and the sudden smash and tinkle of breaking glass.

Niki rushed from room to room, hardly athing noticed but the smell of old dust and the way the wall
grew louder the further she went, past akitchen and down ahal with peding paper and the ghosts of
missing pictures hanging onthewadlls.

The last room, very last place she looked, atdl black utility shelf pulled over and the glass ankle deep,
tiny bodieslike drops of ink amid the wreckage, scarlet warnings on countless bellies. With onearm,
Spyder cradled something againgt her chest, something smdl that Niki couldn’t see, and with her free
hand she punched out window after window, windows painted black and spider-webbed with white
paint and impossible care. And now the wail was changing, plunging octaves, an endless growl as Spyder
drove her fist through another pane, shattered another perfect web, and the weak sun through the holes
glistened on her bloody knuckles.

“Stop it!” Niki screamed and was crunching through the glass, scrambling across the bed to Spyder on
the other side.

But Spyder pushed her easily away with the bloody hand, shoved her back down onto the bed and into
the agaurium glass biting at her thick clothes. And the growling was warping into words, pain and rage
across Spyder’ slips and enough like words that Niki could understand them.

“I haveto let them out,” shesaid. “All of them. | haveto let them out. Houses catch things.”

And she turned away, and another window burst, blackened shards traded for the storm swirling in
through half adozen empty frames.

“Houses catch things, Niki.”

Niki wrestled her way free of the razor tangle on the bed, gashed her right palm in the process, and
Keith’sdirty tube sock wasimmediately soaked adeep and ugly crimson. She grabbed Spyder again,
soppy, bloody sock firm on one leather shoulder and spun her completely around, amost dl the strength
she had left, aimed the punch the way she’ d been taught years and years ago, thumb safe outside so it
wouldn’t bresk.



And as her fist connected with Spyder’ sjaw, she saw the limp and lifeless things Spyder held close
againg her ched, like she might protect them, even now.

Dariahad chased Niki across Spyder’ s scraggly, snow-covered front yard, Keith never more than a
couple of hislong strides behind her, had followed melting tracks through the house to Spyder’s
bedroom. The fallen shelf and glass everywhere, a purer, meaner verson of theice outside, broken
windows and the snow getting in, flakes drifting and settling comfortably into the chaos. And on the other
Sde of the bed, crouched in the narrow space between mattress and wall, Niki and Spyder.

“Shit...” Keith whispered, and Dariatook one step into the room, the crunch beneath her bootslike
something she dmost remembered from a nightmare, and then she stopped when Niki held up one
bloody, sock-covered hand. There was anew sound where the terrible wailing had been, a softer sound
and somehow worsefor that. It took Dariaamoment to redize that it was the sound of Spyder crying.

Shetook a step closer to the bed, ignoring Niki, and Spyder turned her head away, pressing one cheek
hard against thewall, and Darianoticed atrickle of blood from the corner of her mouth, like maybe she'd
bitten her lip or tongue.

“Oh,” Spyder said. “Oh, fuck them. Fuck them. Fuck them.”

“Who did this, Spyder?’ Dariaasked, but Niki only shook her head, shrugged, and Spyder pressed her
face to the wall that much harder, ground it back and forth against the old wall paper.

“Fuck them forever,” shewhispered. “Fuck them until the fucking end of time.”

Behind Daria, Keith muttered, started to follow her into the room, his boots louder, heavy boy feet, until
she stopped him with her eyes. He sighed loud, sagged insde hisrags, and Whatever, sllent from hislips.

“They don’'t know,” Spyder said, “ They have no fucking ideawhat they’ ve done,” and then she was
crying again, crying too hard to say anything else. But she held something out for Dariato see, stroked
sennafur and orange stripes asif she held akitten, and it took Dariaa second to recognize the crushed
thing in her hands, no, two things crushed together. Two huge tarantulas, asticky, bristling mess, some
legs missing and others hanging over the Sdes of her palms, and Spyder held them out and up, likean
offering, like asurrender or apromise.

And then the voice, dry paper voice of an old, old woman, straining to be heard, floating through the
cold, till house, and Dariajumped, dmost screamed.

“Lila?" thewoman called. “Lila? Areyou home, dear?” and afaint knock on wood.

Dariaturned around, “Keith, will you go see who that is?’ but the hal behind her was empty, and over
the sound of Spyder’ s sobs she could hear him walking away, the rhythm of his boots on the floor,
tracing hisway back through the house.

Thewhole fucking thing was giving him the creeps, and if nobody asked him soon, Keith was just about
ready to tell them anyway. And that look in Daria s eyes, colder than the goddamn blizzard, like he had

no business even being dive, much less any chance that he could help. Because he had adick. Well, she
knew where she could stick her this-is-a-girl-thing bullshit.

The old woman sounded like aghost, pathetic phantom, confused and lost and frightened, urgent. Keith
was hafway acrossthe living room, could see the pale light from the open front door lesking from the
foyer when something snagged at his pantsleg and he stumbled, amost tripped and fell sorawling on
Spyder’ s junk-cluttered coffee table.

“Goddammit...” and he reached down, thought for amoment he felt strong cord or nylon fishing line, like



atripwire, probably Spyder’ s dumbfuck ideaof aburglar darm. Before he cut hisfingers on nothing he
could see, nothing there at dl, nothing strung to snare intruding feet, and he pulled his hand back asthe
same taunt nothing gently brushed hisforehead, cut him across the bridge of hisnose.

“Lila, honey?Isthat you?’

“Just aminute,” he shouted, dapping at the empty air, and for an instant, anoise drier than the old
woman' sgrating voice, dmost too high or far away for him to hear, rustling around him, sand and bones
and autumn leaves. Then he was staggering into the foyer and there was only the old woman, waiting in
the doorway like a storybook witch. Incredible frizzy mane of hair as stark as the snow behind her, no
coat and adirty, stiff blue dress, torn stockings above her black galoshes. Dark, distrustful eyes and her
frown setting like concrete.

“Who areyou?’ she demanded, then took a step back, and Keith tried wiping the blood off his nose, but
that hand was bleeding even worse and he felt the wet smear across hisface.

“| sad, who areyou?’
“Uh,” and hetried wiping the blood on hisjeans, “Uh, I'm afriend of Spyder’'s.”
“Where' sLila?’ thewitch demanded. “I haveto tak to Lilaright now.”

“She's, uh, right back there,” and he jabbed a thumb at the shadows over one shoulder. “1n her room, |
think.”

“I have to spesk to Lilaright now, young man.”

“Yeah,” he said, and the fresh cuts were stinging, the one across his nose making hiseyeswater. “1’ll go
oet her.”
“Y ou gonna leave me standing here to catch my death?’

The cuts stung like acohol or iodine, like salt rubbed into the wounds.

“No,” hesaid. “Of course not. Comeonin,” and she crept past him, hugging closeto thewall, as much
distance between them as she could keep, just in case.

“Terrible business,” the witch said, shaking her head, her shaggy, touded white hair. “ And you know, |
might have falen and broken my hip coming up that hill. I could have broken my neck. But | promised
the policeI’d be hereto tell Lilawhat happened,” and then Keith shouted for Daria, because hefelt
suddenly ill and dizzy, the world pressing its callused thumbs at histempleslike ahangover or abad fix,
and he couldn’t imagine making it al the way back to Spyder’ s bedroom.

“Darial There's someone out here to see Spyder!”
“Oh!” the witch said, eyes round and hands clamped over her ears. “ Oh, please don’t shout s0.”

“Sorry,” he said, and made it out onto the porch before he had to Sit down. Thefresh air helped alittle,
drove back the claustrophobia, washed soothing cool across the cuts on his hand and face. He sat on the
steps, top step clean of snow or ice, head down, waiting for the sick, spinning sensation to pass.

“Terrible business,” the witch muttered again somewhere behind him; despite the clouds, it wastoo bright
out here, too much white, and he squinted at hisfeet, old shoeslike the old woman' sleathery skin.

He heard Darianow, questionsin her voice and the witch answering them, and he looked up, dow and
his eyes shielded from the murky day.

“They found her laying right out there in the Street,” the witch said, and he heard her just asclearly asif
she were standing next to him, heard a sharp breath drawn, and then the day seemed to brighten around
him and he risked looking up through the branches, looking up for the sun breaking through the clouds.

“Someone cdled,” the witch said. “ There was't nothing they could do, though.”



The sky was gill asovercast asit had been dl morning, scraping itsinsubstantia violet belly acrossthe
mountai ntop. So he looked away from it, counted the braid of footprintsin the snow, five separate sets,
coming together and splitting apart again, al except his own, the biggest, apart from therest. He could
count each individua print, each apool of gloom now asthe air shimmered and grew bright around him.

“Y ou shouldn’'t ahad to hear it thisway, Lila” thewitch said, the old woman who looked like awitch
and hisfootsteps looked like atrail of giant and moldy bread crumbsin the snow. So we can find our
way back, he thought. So we don’t get lost in the woods.

And then Spyder screamed again, and the air crackled, éectric tendrils pricking at his skin and hair,
ozone stench or burst fluorescent bulbs, and the sky flashed like a hundred thousand cameras snapping
the same shot a the sameingtant, like afilm he’ d seen once about Hiroshima and thiswas just before the
fireball and the mushroom cloud. And riding on the light, a brassy trumpet blare or smple thunder.

“Spyder...” and that was Niki Ky, pretty Niki Ky from New Orleans.

He bardly felt Spyder pushing him aside as she rushed down the steps, barreling headlong into the
darkness|eft behind after the flash, wanted to say something to her; awarning, or that he' d cut himself on
her goddamn booby-trap, but she was screaming too loud to hear him and the cuts were sSizzling.

Niki followed Spyder, across the sepia snow, between colorlesstrees, negative world, and he closed his
eyes, cdling out for Daria, cdling her name asloud as he could, over and over until she was beside him,
until she was close enough that he could put hisarms around her.

“I'm here,” shesaid. “I’'mright here, Keaith.”

He opened hiseyes, and it was dl just snow again, al just clouds, just Niki and Spyder knedling in the
street and Daria sgreen and saving eyes.

“Spyder’sgirlfriend’ sdead,” she said. “Christ, what amess,” and then shelet him hold her.

PART I1

Ecdysis

“I'm gonnakill youin my deep
Hold apillow over my face until you die...”

“Su(in)cide’
Siff Kitten

CHAPTER TEN

Heaven, Hell, and Purgatory
1
A nd aweek |ater:

After Niki and Spyder had been taken from the house on Cullom Street in anoisy ambulance with snow
chansonitstires;

After Spyder had spent six nightsin the psych ward at Cooper Green, no onein to see her but Niki and
apsychiatrist and the nursesin their squeaky white nurse shoes, paper cups of pills,

After Niki’ s hand had been gtitched, twelve silken loops across her pam, lifeline, heartline, soulline



severed and therift pulled nestly, deceptively, closed again;

After the police had asked everyone their urgent police questions and there’ d been no answers good
enough to satisfy them, and no one had found Byron Langly yet;

After Dariaand Keith and Mort and Theo had each gone back to their respective routines, day or night
jobs; Dariato the healing smell of roasting coffee beans, Keith to the needle and spoon, Mort to his
crankshafts and busted transmissions, dl three to Stiff Kitten, and Theo left somewhere around the
edges.

A warm front, lighter air washed up from the Gulf, had melted almost al the snow, just scabby white
patches | eft behind, hiding in placesthe sun rarely or never reached. Spyder went home and Niki went
with her, Niki’ s one bag retrieved from Darid s gpartment and she' d left Daria s extrakey with Jobless
Claude, afew more things from the Vega she couldn't afford to have fixed, couldn’t even afford to think
about and so it was parked out back behind the service station to wait.

Consequence and fading shock.
False bottom in atreacherous box of shattered glass and spider legs.

Dariaand Keith began to have nightmares that |eft them wide awake and coldswesting in their beds,
dreams they never mentioned to one another, never talked about; the white-haired old woman who'd
always lived next door to Spyder had a heart attack, three o’ clock in the morning the night after Spyder
came home, and they took her away in an ambulance, too.

Papers signed and the doctor looking over the rim of her expensive spectacles, skeptica narrow eyes,
telling Niki again when Spyder should take which pill, Mdlaril and she couldn’t ever remember what the
other was caled, which hours and how important it was that she not skip adose; the Suicide CrisisLine
and other numbers scrawled on a pae pink page from agummed memo pad and pressed, sticky, into
Niki’s hand. Keep these, like they could protect her, could protect Spyder, like holy beads or dashboard
saints, keep these close.

Spyder never asked Niki to stay with her and Niki never asked if it was what Spyder wanted.
Unspoken, unagreed, Niki had visited her in the hospital every day, had brought her candy bars she
didn’t eat and comics she didn’t read, and when it was time for Spyder to go home, she paid their cab
fare back to Cullom Street. Spyder stared out the window of the cab, no words, her face so blank, so
camit ill frightened Niki, nothing in those eyes but the cold reflection of the buildingsand
winter-bundled people and the other carsthey passed on the streets, nothing getting in, nothing out. She
worried at the white plastic ID bracelet the nurses hadn’t bothered to remove.

Short ride and then Niki counting out afive and onesto the driver, the singy tip, and Spyder stood
garing at the house waiting patient for them under its naked mourning veil of pecan branches. The cabby
turned around in Spyder’ sdriveway, spitting alittle grave, like maybe he was anxiousto leave them;
spooky, silent Spyder or the solemn house, or maybe he just had another placeto be.

“Itisn’'t true,” Spyder said, cloudy speech still durred from her new medication. “What they say, about
things being smaler when you grow up. It'sthe same sizeit ever was...” and the last word fading like a
radio turned down too low to hear. They stood in the wind and afternoon blurring into twilight, Niki
waiting, Sarting to shiver.

Until findly, “Let’ sgo insde now, okay?’ she said. “ Get the heat on,” and Spyder nodded, blinked, and
maybe there was the faintest ghost of afrown; at least that was something, communication and the hint of
emotion. Niki carried her gym bag and the paper grocery sack with Spyder’ sfew things up thewalk,
Spyder a step or two behind her, and the house took them back.



There was no talking Spyder out of sedling off her bedroom, though Niki tried, something Spyder had to
do that had nothing to do with practicdity or sentiment, something Niki could see might aswell bea
matter of life and death. Spyder would not even step across the threshold into the mess, but Niki
managed to persuade her to board up the windows first, that much at least, before she nailed the door
shut, alowing Niki time to retrieve some things from the room. The portable stereo and the CDs, some
clothes and afew posters and the glass cases that had not been shattered, protected benegth the bed.
Niki fdlt like she was plundering an odd museum after awar, salvaging treasures, precious bits and pieces
of old exhibitions from the rubble before bulldozers and wrecking ballsleveled the treacherous ruin.

Spyder found plywood somewhere, gray and warped with age and what water and cold, heat and
mildew, could do to wood, and while Niki picked through the glass and metal, shuddered when she had
to brush aside another black widow corpse or some species she didn’t recognize, Spyder hammered and
thewallsrattled. It made Niki think of Amontillado, doomed Fortunato watching as stone after stone was
lifted into place, and for amoment, she wanted to turn and run from the house, escape, asif thismight be
her last chance; instead, shelifted the last case of spiders pinned and labeled and carried it out into the
hallway and stacked it there with the rest. There were mason jars and tanks that had not been broken,
filled with torn and neglected webs and tiny things curled in on themsalves, nestled in trangparent corners
or dangling like minute suicides; Niki left them, to be buried dong with the rest, everything Spyder was
burying a oncein this mass grave, dead pets and memories she couldn’t stand.

When Spyder had finished with the windows, Niki watched as she mixed epoxy and smeared the
honey-colored goo aong the top and sides and bottom edges of the door, made sure the gluefilled the
old lock and the newer latch bolt before she shut the door for the last time. And then fifty-seven
three-penny nails before Niki lost count, and last of all, more of the gray, bowed plywood nailed over the
door, hiding it away completely.

“I'll paint the boards later,” Spyder said. “To match thewalls”

And then she turned and stared at the neat stacks Niki had made of her belongings. While Spyder had
been working, she' d seemed more dert, more dive, than Niki had seen her snce the night of the storm.
But now that life, driving urgency and purpose, was draining away, quick withdrawal and dack-faced
again, theface that Niki had cometo think of as amask woven of shock and the antipsychotics. A mask
growing out of Spyder’ sflesh and so hard to fight through; now Spyder was exhausted, and the mask
was back, shadowing the girl inside. What she’ d had to do was finished, and now she could stop fighting
the pain and the drugs.

And then Spyder stooped down, something held up so Niki could see. And yeah, Niki remembered
picking that free of the glass, adream catcher; had thought it might be something Spyder cared about. A
couple of the strands that made its wood-framed web had broken, and Spyder began to laugh, just a soft
chuckle at first, but then louder, and Niki saw the tears at the corners of her eyes. For awhile, Spyder
just laughed and cried and then, when she was done, she used her hammer to pin the dream catcher to
the plywood she' d nailed over the bedroom door.

Robin’s funeral was something else that had come and gone, of course, had dipped past unannounced,
like the snow’ sincremental exit. Spyder hadn’t said aword to Niki about it, and nothing else about
Robin, for that matter. Niki had found an obituary in the Post-Herald and clipped it, not knowing if
Spyder would ever want it or not, but had thought she should anyway.

And then, their first night back and Niki too tired to notice how hard the floor was through the quilts and
blankets she' d spread out for them on the living room floor, the phone had begun to ring.

“I'll getit,” she volunteered, reluctant to break their embrace, to leave the sweaty, safe smell of Spyder,
but Spyder was aready up, dready on her way to the kitchen. Niki lay till, listening, but nothing else



from Spyder after “Hello” and “Yeah.” Just her medusa silhouette in the kitchen doorway,
congtruction-paper cutout framed and backlit with dim moonlight through the windows. Spyder saying
nothing, standing perfectly till, as Niki’s heart best like adow second hand, five minutes, ten minutes,
and findly Niki got up.

“Whoisit, Spyder?’ she asked, feding like it was none of her business, hoping Spyder would tell her so.
But Spyder said nothing, held the receiver pressed to her ear and stared into the dark kitchen.

“Spyder,” and the house was s0 quiet that Niki could hear the angry voice on the other end of theline,
speaking hard and fast, and she reached out and took the phone from Spyder, no resistance.

“Hello?’ Niki said, and the voice paused a moment and then, “Who areyou?’ it asked.

“A friend of Spyder's,” Niki said. Freed of the weight of the phone and the voice flowing through it like
acid, Spyder sank into one of the kitchen chairs and laid her head against the tabletop.

“Yeah, | bet you are,” the voice said, aman, maybe drunk, from the way he talked, and Niki trying to
sound brave and strong, “ Tell mewho you are or I’ m going to hang up,” firm, watching Spyder at the
table.

“Robin’sfather,” he said. “And what the fuck difference does it make to you? | guessyou're her
replacement, though, aren’t you?’

“I"'m sorry about your daughter,” Niki said, straining for cam. “I’m going to hang up now.”

“Don’t you dare fucking hang up on me, goddammit. I'm not—" and Niki set the recaeiver back inits
cradle on thewall. Within seconds, the phone was ringing again, shrill and angry as the man’ s voice had

been, and she followed the wire to the jack above the baseboard, an old style she couldn’t smply
disconnect, the wire disappearing into ametd plate.

“Makeit stop now,” Spyder whispered, so low Niki amost didn't hear her over theringing. “Please,
Niki.”

Niki grasped the cord, wrapped it tightly around her hand and tugged once, hard but not hard enough,
jerked again and the wire snapped free of the wall, the phone silenced in mid-ring.

“Thank you,” Spyder said, and Niki looked down at the severed phone cord dangling from her hand.

“I didn’t kill her, Niki. | wasn't even here,” Spyder said, “I waswith you,” and Niki dropped the cord to
thefloor. “1 know,” she said, nothing el se she could imagine saying that wouldn’t sound trite or stupid,
and then she led Spyder back to their pallet.

After breakfagt, fried dices of Spam and scrambled eggs, Spyder’ s so runny they were hardly cooked at
al, Niki’slike India-rubber nuggets. Blueberry Pop-Tarts and Coke. Niki busy with the dirty dishesand
Spyder reading acomic at the table.

“Do you want to live here?” Spyder asked, and Niki stopped drying the dish, one of Spyder’s multitude
of mismatched chinaplates. Plate back into the sudsy water sink, and shelaid the dish towel aside, stood
with her back il turned to Spyder.

“I haven't redlly thought about it,” shelied. “1 didn't think you should be aloneright now, that’sdl.”

“That'sal?" Spyder asked, and Niki stared out the dirty kitchen window, steamed over and the tangled
backyard soft-filtered, tall grass winter brown and untended shrubs blurred together between the trees.

“No,” shesad, “that’snot dl.”

“Oh. Yeah. | didn't think so,” and Niki had no ideawhat came next, what her line was, how to say what
she thought she wanted to say. Terrified of the words themsalves, of saying something she might want to



take back or have no choice but to deny further along, time-release lie. She' d been going somewhere, a
long time ago now it seemed, that wild flight west, and maybe she could have lost herself and the sorrow
somewhere uncluttered, desarts or prairies, al sky and clean wind; someplace with a Spanish name, Los
Angeles or San Francisco, maybe, and now she was here, ingtead, with Spyder Baxter. Birmingham,
Alafuckingbama, and she hadn’t even madeit asfar west as New Orleans.

What' chagonnado, Niki?

“I’'m not an easy person to livewith, bein’ crazy and dl,” Spyder said. “ That’ swhy Robin never moved
inwith me, you know?’ and that wasthefirst time she' d said the dead girl’ s name since they’ d kneeled
together in the pelting snow and Spyder had screamed it over and over again at the faling sky while Niki
held onto her.

Gonnakeep running?

“But if you want to, you know, if youwant to, I'd likethat, Niki. | just want you to know I'd like that a
lot. And it ain't’ cause | need nobody to take care of me, or just because | don’t want to be alone.”

Grab this brassring, Niki, because there might not be another. Or. Let thisdistract you and you may
never know... Morethan that, though. Irony like an evil joke she was playing on hersdlf, that she'd run
from Danny partly because she hadn’t been able to imagine hersdlf with awoman, knee-jerk repulsion.
Other reasons, but that one so damning huge. And now Spyder, vicious edification, the fairy-tale punch
linetoo bruta not to bered.

“I'm not afraid of being done,” Spyder said dmaost whispering.

“I'am,” Niki said, not turning around, had to say thisfast before she chickened out. “1 would very much
liketo stay with you for awhile, Spyder,” and the sex they’ d had the night before, furious and gentle, and
the doubt like hungry maggots. But it was out. She' d said it, had decided, and behind her Spyder
breathed in loudly.

“That'sgood,” shesaid. “I was gonnamissyou.”

The new bedroom would be the room that had been Spyder’s parents' and then just her mother’s, the
room where Trisha Baxter had died. It had been Niki’ sidea, and she didn’t know, like Robin and the
basement, and Spyder had surprised and frightened hersalf by saying yes, yes Niki, that’ sagood idea. It
was much bigger than her old room, crammed full of boxes and crap, most of which she could just set
out on the curb for the garbage-men. Old newspapers and clothes, magazine bundles and broken
furniture, an old television that didn’t work. They could get abed from the Salvation Army or the thrift
stores and import stuff from other parts of the crowded house.

And then Spyder had Niki drive her downtown, and she made a sign from poster board and a squeaky
purple Magic Marker, taped it to the window of Weird Trappings—" Closed Until Further Notice’—had
shown Niki around the shop, picking out afew thingsto take back to Cullom Street with her.

It was Niki’ sideato go to the Fidgety Bean afterwards, wanting to keep Spyder out alittle longer,
wanting to see Dariaand be out hersdlf. Spyder shrugged and nodded yes.

“| don't drink coffeg,” shesaid.

“Not ever?’ Niki asked, incredulous, and suddenly she was thinking about Danny for thefirgt timein
days, Danny whose love of coffee had bordered on the religious. She pushed his ghost away, reached
out and held Spyder’ swarm hand as they squeezed down an incredibly narrow aley to Morris.

“It dways makes my stomach hurt. Makes me nauseous, sometimes. Big-time handicap for amember of
the caffeine generation, | guess.”



And then the alley opened, released them to the cobblestone street, and they were under the dreary sky
again. Three doors down to the Bean, and Niki changed the subject, talked about going thrifting for a
bed, tomorrow perhaps, and maybe a new lamp, too.

Early afternoon and the coffeehouse was dmost empty, nobody but a rumpled wad of dackersin the
back smoking and talking too loud. Niki sat down at the bar before she saw Daria, bleary-eyed and a
big coffee stain down the front of her little red apron. She smiled, agenuine glad-to-see-you smile, and
put down thetray of glasses she’ d been carrying. Spyder took the stool next to Niki and stared out
through her dreads.

“Hi there, stranger,” Dariasaid and hugged Niki acrossthe bar and a cautious “How you doin’,
Spyder?’

“Okay,” Spyder said, and turned her attention to ajar of chocolate biscotti. “I want one of those,” she
sad.

“Sure,” and Dariareached beneath the counter for metal tongs, thelid off the jar and then abig piece of
the biscotti on angpkin dtting in front of Spyder. “Y ou gonnawant some coffee with that, right?’

“I never drink coffee,” Spyder said again.

“Makes her barf,” Niki added.

“How about some hot chocolate or tea?” But Spyder shook her head, and then she took aloud, crunchy
bite.

“Chrigt, Spyder,” Dariasaid. “Y ou're gonna break atooth or something.”
Spyder smiled, and there were cocoa-colored crumbs on her lips.

“And you want a Cubano, right?’ she asked Niki, who was examining thelong list of exatic coffee drinks
chalked up behind Daria, neon chak rainbow on dusty date.

“Yeah,” shesaid. “Sure, and | want you to make Spyder an aimond milk.”

When Spyder started to protest, Daria held one finger to her lips, shhhhh, “I promise, it won't make you
barf. Just steamed milk and a shot of amond syrup. Unlessyou' d rather have hazelnut or caramel, or
vanilla” And Dariapointed to arow of tal bottles behind her, lurid shades of Torani syrups, and Spyder
looked at Niki.

“Almond’ sfine” she said, mumbling around her second noisy mouthful of biscotti.

“Coming right up, ladies,” Daria said and turned her back, went to work with coffee grounds and sugar,
amond syrup and the shiny slver Lavazzamachine.

“So,” and Niki wasn't looking at Spyder, speaking to her but watching the kids at the back table.
“How’ d you get the shop going, anyway?’

Spyder wiped her mouth with the napkin, picked up stray crumbs from the polished countertop, each
one pressed down until it stuck to her fingertip and then transferred them to her tongue.

“A friend helped me,” shesaid.
“But didn’t you haveto get aloan from abank or something?’
“No,” Spyder said. “I tried, to start with, but nobody’ s gonnagive me aloan, Niki. | had afriend.”

And Niki was looking a her now, a soft smile on her Asian lips, and now she was holding Spyder’s hand
agan.
“A friend who |oaned you the money?’

“No, afriend that died and gave me the money,” she said, and Niki’ ssmilefaded alittle.



“I'msorry,” shesaid. “That your friend died, | mean.”

“Yeah. He could look just like Siouxsie Sioux, except you never caled him adrag queen. Y ou had to cdll
him a‘performance artist’ or a‘femaeillusonist’ or he' d get pissed off at you. Andy hated to be called a
drag queen.”

Too close, sick irony or coincidence, and Niki hoped nothing showed on her face. “Y ou guyswere red
close?’ she asked.

“Yeah, | guess,” and Spyder released Niki’ s hand, laid both hers pam-up on the counter, empty offering
to no one and nothing in particular. “We hung out a Rush-ton Park when | was till akid, you know,
hanging out on Highland with the hustlers and runaways. It was nice, in the summer.

“Andy didn't hustle, though. He had money, money his mom had Ieft him when she died. Just enough to
keep him going until he started getting Sick...” and she paused, looked up at the celling, ornate plaster
molded and painted a green so deep it was almost black.

“Andy’smom was great. She knew he was queer and dl, that he’' d gotten AIDS, but she was till grest.
She used to cook us these big-ass Sunday dinners, used to let him bring home street kids on cold nights
and shit. It'sunfucking believable, Niki, that anyone ever gets parents that cool, you know?’

“Yeah,” Niki said, and how many months now since she’ d seen her own mother and father, anyway?
She' d called her mother twice from motel rooms, just to let them know she was okay, but never stayed
on the linelong enough that home could sneak its way through the connection and find her.

“Anyway, he left me awhole bunch of money when he died, enough to start Weird Trappings and keep it
goingawhile....

“| stayed with him, you know, at the end. He went blind finally and toxo got hisbrain. But he' d made me
promisethat | wouldn't let him die done, and he didn’t.”

Niki swallowed and wanted to hold Spyder, but instead her eyes wandered away, afraid: Darianoisily
seaming milk, an old photograph of atrolley car on thewall, finaly down to her lap. Anything but
beautiful, unfathomable Spyder, smple as asingle thread knotted over and over and suddenly too much
to grasp, like particle physics or her own mortdity. And then Dariawas setting their drinks on the bar,
Niki’sin acrystal demitasse, pitch black and a perfect skim of crémaon top, Spyder’sin atal glassand
the color of aquadroon’s skin.

“Hey, you guys okay?’ she asked, and Niki nodded, but Spyder only looked out at the street and
wrapped her tattooed hands around the warm glass. “Chrigt, it’ sthis fucking depressing-ass music,” and
Niki noticed it for thefirgt time, blues she didn’t recognize. Could tell from Daria s eyesthat she knew it
had nothing to do with the music, but she changed the CD, anyhow. Exchanged the bluesfor Joan Jett,
and one of the kidsin the back stood up and yelled, “ All right! Goddamn right!”

“Dork,” Dariamuttered under her breath.
“Thanks” Niki sad.

“No problem. Listen, how’ d you guys like to come to our show this weekend? WEe re part of thisbig
ded a Dante' s Saturday night, in Atlanta. Three or four bands, and someone from Atlantic is supposed
to bethere, so I'm fucking freaked, you know?1t'd bereally cool if you guys could come. I’ll put you on
theguest lig.”

“I don’'t know,” Spyder said.

“Maybe you could ride up in the van with usif you wanted,” and Niki couldn’t tell if Dariawasjust trying
to help, give them something do, another excuse to get Spyder out of the house, or if sheredly wanted
them along. Or both, perhaps.



“WEe |l think about it and let you know, okay?’ Niki said and sipped her Cubano, sweet and scalding.
Spyder hadn’t even tried her dmond milk, just held onto the glass and stared out the window at the gray
dreet.

“Sure,” Dariasaid. “Just let me know if you wannago. Look, | gottago check on the roaster, but I'll be
right back.”

And when shewas gone, Niki took another sip of her coffee, glanced out the window, through THE
FIDGETY BEAN painted careful and the letterstwo feet tall, words running backwards from this side of
theglass.

“What you looking at?’
“Nothing,” Spyder said. “| thought | saw someone | knew, that’sal. But it was someonedse.”
And then shetasted her milk and left Niki to Stare at the street by hersalf.

He knew that she had seen him, that she had caught him watching her, frozen, too afraid to move, and
Byron Langly walked quickly, shoestoo loud (like she might hear), clothestoo black (like she might see);
findly stood out of thewind in one of the dleysthat led up to First Avenue and Weird Trappings. His
heart begting too fast, bresthless, bright fear and adrenaline ache, muscles knotting like a bad dose of
ecstasy or acid and now the strych was working on him.

He had not been back to his apartment in days, not since Billy said the cops had been by asking about
him and maybe he should lay low for awhile, and then Billy had mentioned seeing Spyder at the Steak
and Egg, sad he' d talked to her the day before, day after the night Byron had left Robin lying in the
snow, bleeding and poisoned and helpless againgt the skitterers. But he had called the ambulance, right?
He hadn’t abandoned her. He' d hunted a pay phone through that fucking, blinding storm, and he’'d called
911, even though he' d wanted to run straight home, even though his hands and face were numb and he' d
kept catching glimpses and skulking hints from the corners of hiswatering eyes.

“Sheleftinahurry,” Billy had said. “Likethat girl’s asswas on theway to afire or some shit,” and then
they’ d both seen the thing cregping toward him across Billy’ s yellow and green candy-striped coffee
table, eight busy legs and its body like ablack pearl.

Billy had run to find the can of Raid he kept under the sink to kill cockroaches, but Byron had smashed it
beneath a heavy ashtray, could see the widow’ s ruined body pressed between cut glass and painted
wood, itslife and deadly juices and alittle movement Ieft in itslegs. So he’ d ground the ashtray hard
againg thetable, scratching the lacquered finish, had put dl hisweight on the damned thing until Billy had
grabbed his shoulders. And then he' d sat on the sofa, crying again, holding the ashtray like ashield,
cigarette butts and ash spilled al over hislap, parts of the spider stuck to the glass and the rest smeared
onthetable.

And then he' d left the gpartment, and he hadn't been back. Walking the streets like abum and lingering
outside Weird Trappings, keeping track of the dark inside, living off coffee and cigarettes and junk food
from the gas stations and convenience stores, sugar and salt and caffeine. Segping in doorways and
amogt freezing to death, trying not to see himsdlf reflected in the windows he walked past.

Maybe, if he could find Walter, they could figure something out. But Walter hadn’t answered his phone
and no one had seen him in days. And everything twisting inside kept telling him to run, get abusticket to
Atlanta; there were people there he could stay with for awhile, people who wouldn't ask too many
questions.

But he couldn’t run, did not know why, if he wastoo afraid or not scared enough, but he couldn’t. Could
only wat.



When his heart had dowed, exhausted beat, and the fear faded to the steady background white noiseit’'d
been for aweek, he moved on.

2.

Findly, Niki had talked Spyder into going to the show, but only by agreeing that they’ d take the Celica
instead of riding along in the van. That way, they could leave when they wanted, which seemed important
to Spyder, that she not fed trapped, restrained by Stiff Kitten’ sitinerary, by whatever plans Dariaand
the band might have. That she could leave if and when she wanted to.

“No problem with the car going that far?’ and Spyder had said no, that she drove to Atlantaand even as
far as Athens sometimes, once al theway to New Orleans, and it had only overheated a couple of times.

So Niki had called Daria, and on Saturday afternoon, amost twilight, they met the band around back of
agorethat sold baby stuff. Keith and Dariawere loading the van, instruments and the big rolling flight
cases, amps, Theo Sitting in the front seet, filing her nails and listening to a Lemonheads tape.

“Y ou’ re gonna run down the battery again,” Mort said, and sherolled her eyes and turned the volume
up.

Jobless Claude was there too, watching them lug their crap out of the practice space upstairs, Baby
Heaven he cdled it, smoking Camels and complaining about Theo' staste in music.

When they were done, Keith locked the rear doors. Mort had been tinkering with something under the
hood, and he cursed once when he bumped his head.

“Areyou finished fucking around up there?’ Daria shouted, and he grunted some sort of affirmation,
dammed the hood closed and the whole van shuddered.

“If wedon't throw arod thistrip, it's gonna be a goddamn miracle, Dar.”

Dariaignored him, dire oracle of grease and socket wrenches, turned instead to Spyder and Niki. “Hey,
do you guysmind if Claude rides up with you? It'd make alot more room in the shitmobile.”

And Niki didn’t think to ask Spyder. “ Sure,” shesaid. “That’s cool,” and Spyder only shrugged.

“| don't eat much,” Claude said and laughed, clean laugh that made Niki fee more a ease than she' d felt
in days, in weeks, maybe.

“Wall, look. You guysjust follow, but if we get separated, you' ve got the directions| gave you, right?
Dante' sisn't hard to find.”

“I know whereitis,” Spyder said. “1I’ve been there,” not helpful or reassuring, more like someone had
said, Spyder, honey, you couldn’t find your way around Atlantawith aroad map, a compass, and an
Indian guide, and Niki began to wonder just how bad an idea this had been.

“WEel befine” shesaid, and Daria hugged her, nodded, and then they were dl piling into the van, Mort
diding the sde door shut, and the last onein.

“And turn off that crap,” Niki plainly heard, Daria speaking loud over Evan Dando and “Mrs. Robinson.”

A few minuteslater, Claude stuffed into the backseat and talking excitedly about the time he' d seen the
Sugarcubes at Dante's, and Spyder ignoring him, dipping a Joy Division tape into the deck. Niki started
the car, driving because Spyder wasn't supposed to on the Mdlaril, and they followed the white van
through the city toward the interstate.

Absolutely no danger of losing the van, of not keeping up, even in Spyder’ s grumbling Toyota. Niki
followed close behind the Ford, maybe too close, but Spyder’ s silence was making her nervous. When
she could read the stickers plastered al over the back doors of the van, entirely covering its bumper, she



would back off. Catching whiffs of the Econoline' s dark exhaust through the window Spyder kept
cracked despite the cold outside, burning oil up there for sure; she wondered if Mort wasright and
they’d al end up stranded somewhere, middle of nowhere, between Birmingham and Atlanta

On their way out of town, she’ d noticed the spot where the Vega had broken down, and how long ago
had that been now, dmost three weeks? Better part of amonth, then, and how could it have possibly
been that long? And at the sametime, thefedling that it must have been much longer, must have been
months sncethat night.

“Why' d you get those tattoos?” Claude asked Spyder, asked like a ghost from the dark backsest. It
must have hurt.”

“I don't fed liketalking,” Spyder said. “I’m getting a headache.” She turned up the stereo, and Claude
wasslent for awhile.

And the milesrolled by, distance marked off in reflective yellow paint and the changing of cassette tapes.

They crossed the state line, wel come to Georgia and a peach on the sign that made Niki think of abig
pink butt, and she was getting too close to the van again, could read “ Picasso Trigger Sodomized My
Honor Student” and “Five-Eight,” “WHPK Chicago” and “My Other Car ISA Penis” Sherdaxed, lifted
her foot off the accelerator alittle and backed off.

And themilesrolled by.

A long time ago, turn of the century or before, Dante' s had been agrain mill, aplacefor grinding kernels
of wheat and corn and barley into flour. Rough-hewn chunks of native stone, glinting mica schist, and
huge pine beams. And after that, it had sat empty for years, decades, until someone had opened the club,
had taken advantage of the mill’ slayout, three main leves, for itstheme. In the shadow of skyscrapers,
shadows of aNew South of sted and glass, it sprawled like a Civil War fortress, framed in asphalt and
train tracks and tendrils of strangling kudzu. Divina Commediain wrought iron hung above the doorway
and loops of razor wire strung around, past the booth where | Ds were checked or tickets for shows
were taken, where different colored plastic bands were fastened tightly around wrists to prove whether
or not you were old enough to buy booze.

Mort pulled the van into the circular drive out front, gravel pinging under the tires and red mud hardened
to clay-red crust, while Niki parked the Cdicain apay lot across the street. Two dollarsto the kid at the
gate, and she paid it herself, locked the doors and they walked together across streetlit blacktop, the
parking lot dready haf full, kids hanging around or heading for Dante sto get in thelineforming outside
the ticket booth. Mostly punkers and goths, club kids, afew suburban casuas. Niki and Spyder reached
the van and Keith was aready opening the Econoline' s rear end. Claude had stopped to talk to someone
that he knew. A couple of equaly battered vans parked close by, one old Winnebago that looked like a
prop from aMad Max film; the other bands, four on the bill in all.

They weredl listed on the fluorescent white marquee hung high on onewall, black plastic letters from top
to bottom, order of appearance reversed, of course. The headliner was afunk-punk-industrid fusion
band Niki had heard on the radio once or twice, Shard, thought they might have avideo out. Then Stiff
Kitten, second string so third to play. The two bottom, then, TranSister, alocal riot grrrl group, and last
of dl, something called Seven Deadlies.

“Why don’t you guysgoonin,” Dariasaid. “Ther€ sno sensein you standing out here freezing while we
loadin.”

“We could hep,” and Niki felt Spyder’ simpatience just fine without having to see her face; selling,
burring, sllent disgpproval like something solid asthe old mill.

“We can handleit just fine. Just tell the guy at the box office you're on Stiff Kitten'sguest list, and you



won't havetosandinline”
“Wdl, if you'resure...”

“Hey, girl’ o, we are three buff motherfuckers,” Dariasaid and flexed her biceps like Mr. Charles Atlas,
her hard, scrawny arms hidden underneath her coat, anyway. “We can handle this shit just fine.”

And so they went to the box office, Claude catching up with them, and aguy with three stedl rings
through hisleft eyebrow and aviolet goatee checked their Ds against sheets of paper on aclipboard,
checked them off one after the other: Niki, Claude, and Spyder last, and he complimented the tattoos on
the backs of her hands, the webs disappearing up and insde the cuffs of her leather jacket.

“Yeah. Thanks,” Spyder said. All three got Day-Glo orange bracel ets and a stamp on one hand that |eft
behind nothing they could see. Then they bypassed the long line of shivering faceswaiting for nine

0’ clock to come, foggy breathers, passed under the wrought-iron sign into a short passage with an
uneven dirt floor; must and the same bare stone walls seemed to go up forever, the ceiling lost
somewhere high overhead.

Ontheright, arough arch and the sense of vast space beyond, swallowing depth and dark lit only by
incandescent lightning and black-light strobes, flashes that reveded empty cages hung, lasers that stabbed
crimson shafts through aroiling haze of glycerine smoke. Some of the smoke drifted out into the bright
hall, hesitant tendrils out of their lement. A huge gargoyle the color of shit squatted on one side of the
arch, warty plaster haunches and a spiked leather dog collar around its neck, the collar fastened to a
chain bolted to thewall. In there, the DJ dready warming up for the night, and the smoke shimmered and
the dusty floor ached with the twining, remixed passion of synthesizers and drum machines.

And above the door, of course, another heavy iron sign on its rusted chains, one word burned through
the metal, meaning in the emptiness|eft within the raw edges of acetylene cuts. Inferno, and Claude said,
“Hell,” and jabbed athumb at asmadler archway to their left and another sign, this one aplank of dark
wood, wood sculpted like muscle, straining shoulder and gritted teeth, empty eyes and Purgatorio carved
there, hung on oily-looking ropes. The heavy wooden doors to Purgatory were closed and padl ocked.

“They do specid shit inthere,” hetold Niki. “ Fetish night and things like thet.”

At the end of the passage there was more wrought iron, aspiral staircase winding up and up and a
longhaired boy, blond and Niki thought he looked like amisplaced surfer, Cdiforniatan in Georgia
November.

Claude presented his hand, palm down, and surfer boy ran some sort of scanner acrossit, neon blue light
and ANGEL stamped right there on Claude’ s skin. Niki next and the same secret message revealed, and
then he reached for Spyder’ s hand, but she had backed away, stared, eyes wide and her mouth the
dightest bit open, gazing into her tattoos.

“What' swrong, Spyder?’ Niki said, soft voice, cdming voice. “Is something wrong?’ and surfer boy
looked annoyed, sighed loudly. Claude was aready hafway up the stairs, noisy clanging shoes, he
stopped and waited, looked down at them and whatever was happening.

“I don’t want that on my hand,” she said. Niki looked at Spyder’ sface, cheekstoo pae, the cruciform
scar between her eyes angry pink, and Niki understood, click, like revelation or an impossible math
problem that you' ve sweated over and then it just makes sense.

“Areyou going up or not, ladies?’ surfer boy said and waved his glowing scanner at them likeamagic
wand. “In or out, oneway or another.”

“Just asecond,” Niki said and smiled, wanted to kick him instead.
“I’ve got to wash it off,” Spyder said, but Niki took her hand and held it tightly.
“It'sjustink,” shesaid quietly. “That'sdl. We Il wash it off as soon we get upgtairs, | swear. We'll find a



restroom and wash it off.”

And sheled Spyder past the crue, unveiling light and they followed Claude up the winding stairway,
around and up and around and up, to the landing above. And the third sign set above the third arch,
chisdl-scarred marble and Paradiso, like the punch lineto adirty joke.

“Where sarestroom?’ Niki asked, and Claude pointed into the shadows on one side of the landing.
“Right over there,” he said, confusion and worry thickening hisvoice. “Y ou gonnabe dl right, Spyder?’

“Shelll befing” Niki said, smiling, nodding, trying to sound like she bdlieved it. “You goonin, and we'll
catch up, okay?’

Spyder had begun to dry-scrub the back of her hand hard against her jeans.

“Comeon,” Niki said, and Claude watched them step free of the dazzling light spilling out of Heaven and
disappear into the gloomy spot where the women’ sroom was. After afew seconds, he went in without
them.

They’ d emptied the van, everything lugged clank and crash up the black stairs, black carpet and black
walls and two narrow flights up to Heaven' s back door. Each branded with garish orange stickers by the
Security goon guarding the door, Gabrid or Michagl in amuscle shirt and nothing on hisface but pure and
frosty ennui, and the stickersread DANTE' S, “ Stiff Kitten” and the date scrawled undernesth with a
smeary black Sharpie.

Then the goon had grumbled that they had one too many guests on thelist, only three alowed for the
second band, not four. And so Mort and Keith had told him Theo was their harmonica player. The goon
had shaken his head, no dice, and so Theo had begun to dig through her purse.

“It'sin here somewhere, redly,” but she' d found nothing but adented old kazoo, and he' d said what the
hell and given her agticker, anyway, had slamped their four left hands. And then they’ d found out the
sound man was going to be late, and Theo had broken anail and spent fifteen minutes bitching about it.
Three dressing rooms behind the stage, and only the one for the headliner had a heater.

Astypica aload-in asthey could have asked for.

Kethwasgtting donein atotal loss of an arm chair, sandwiched between his guitar and the wobbly flight
casewith Mort’ sdrumsingide, and Mort and Theo had gone to find Niki and Spyder and Claude.

Helooked sick, and not just junk sick; Dariaknew that look well enough. Shelit acigarette and handed
ittohim.

“Thanks,” he said and hald her hand.

“Y ou gonnamakeit?’ and he didn’t answer, drew smoke deep into his lungs and rubbed at his stubbly
cheeks.

“Can’'t degp,” he said, and the smoke rushed back out again. “Not awink in three goddamned nights,”
and she looked at the red welt across the bridge of his nose, the angry red of infection, remembered the
cuts from that morning at Spyder’ s and never any explanation for how they’ d gotten there.

“Bad dreams?’ and she wanted to ook over her shoulder, then, maybe even wanted to take back the
words before he could answer her. But Keith looked at her and laughed, took another drag off the
cigarette and blew two streams of smoke from his nodtrils. Nothing in his gray eyes she could read.

“I think Cephus has been sdlling me bad shit, that’sall,” and the moment had passed them by,
opportunity missed and no shared confession, no accounting of the horrors that had dogged her deep for
aweek blurted out before she could stop herself. No release, no sense of relief afterwards. Only more
dread, another weight to carry alone, and regret that the heroin had gotten between them again.



“I’'m gonna have to stop buying from that jerkoff before hekillsme.”

And she gripped his hand tighter, chewed at her lower lip as she read the graffiti, the writing on the dingy
dressing roomwall.

“Tonight’sthe night,” she said, to him or just to herself, wanted it to be for him but couldn’t be sureif he
was even lisiening. “We re gonnaknock that rep on her ass, and she' Il be talking dedl before we can get
off thestage”

“Yeah,” Keith said, surprising her, and when he rubbed at the cut on his nose asingle drop of pusthe
color of custard welled up, beaded, and he wiped it away.

“Tonight' sthenight,” hesaid.

The restroom was freezing, nothing on the blue door but aW dashed into the paint and so much cold
insde it was hard to breathe. No hot water, and Spyder was still scrubbing at the spot wherehe'd
stamped her hand with ANGEL ininvisibleink, had scrubbed it raw aready, strange red under the
tattoos, and Niki knew that soon it would be bleeding.

“It'sgone,” shesaid. “You' ve washed it off, Spyder.”

“How do you know?’ she said in avicioustone, her vicious eyes answvering Niki from the mirror. “How
the hell can you tell? There sno way to know if it’ s<till there or not. Y ou couldn’t fucking seeit to Sart
with, so how are you supposed to know if it' sgone?’

“It wasjust ink, Spyder. And ink comes off with sogp and water. That's how the hell | know.”

But Spyder pressed more of the candy-pink soap powder from the dispenser over the sink and began to
lather her hands again.

“Youdon't know,” shesaid. “Y ou don’t know shit.”

And Niki grabbed Spyder’ s hands, dippery wet and living art, got her around the wrists and held on.
SKkin like ice from the water, and Spyder howled and tried to pull free.

“What don’t | know, huh? That your father was afucking lunatic and cut your face up when you were a
kid? That you think this has something to do with that?’

“Let go of me,” Spyder said, hissed, and Niki clearly heard the threet, the danger wrapping those four
words like acid and broken glass. But shedidn’t let go.

“What don’t | know, Spyder? What don't | know?’

Spyder shoved hard, and Niki was stumbling backwards, collided with awall and her bresth whooshed
out between her teeth. Her head hit the metal paper towel holder and she amost blacked out, dmost let
go.

No, shetried to say. No way until you tell me, but there was no air, nothing but pain in her chest and
head, nothing to drive the words.

And something e se, something glistening inthe air likefishing line or piano wire, not there afew seconds
before and now crisscrossing everywhere, everything, strung through the air like taut and silver tinsd,
draping the black stalls and collecting in drifts on the floor. And then Spyder body-dammed her against
thewd| again.

Silk like spun razors, like sted and dicing thread.

Niki gasped, fish gasp, usaless attempt to breethe, and released Spyder’ sleft hand, tangled her fingersin
dreads and sidestepped before she smacked Spyder’ s forehead into the wall. And then they were both
faling, anking to their knees, Niki’sarmswrapped tightly around Spyder, Spyder sobbing loud and



jagged and blood on her face again. What Niki might have seen hanging in the air a second before was
gone, had never been there, nothing now but the weak light above the sink and the sounds of the water
gtill gurgling from the tap and Spyder sobbing like abroken child.

Niki struggled tofill her lungsagain.
“You're not fucking chasng me away,” she croaked, findly. “Not like that.”

Something settled lightly on her neck, weightless presence and nettle sting, and Niki absently brushed it
away, fought for another precious mouthful of oxygen and the stink of piss and toilet deodorizers.

“You're going to tell me, and then I’ m going to understand.”

Through her tears, Spyder said only onething, over and over again, aname, and it wasn't Niki’s.

Heaven was a single long room, a cavernous rectangle of naked stone walls on three sides and the fourth
painted with amura of blue sky and cotton-white clouds, hardwood floor and the rafters overhead. The
bar at one end and the stage way off at the other, two or threetimes as big asthe stage at Dr. Jekyll’s;
Spyder and Niki sat with Claude and Theo on rickety bar stools, watching the show over all the heads
and waving arms. Spyder couldn’t drink alcohol, because of her medication, and so they both nursed flat
Cokesin plastic cups while Theo and Claude drank cough-syrup colored mixtures of cranberry juice and
vodka

Niki’s head ill hurt and Spyder had an ugly goose-egg bump on her forehead, alittle cut that had bled
like something serious; they could both have concussions, she kept thinking, or worse. Niki told Claude
she'd dipped on awet spot on the bathroom floor and when Spyder tried to catch her, they’ d both
fdlen.

“I didn’t used to be such aklutz,” she said, and Spyder had looked the other way.

“Maybe you could sue,” he'd said, not helpful at dl, and Niki shrugged and nodded. “Maybe so,” she'd
replied.

Seven Deadlies turned out to be goth, eight white-faced boys and girlsin gauzy black, guitars and drums
and acdlo, creepysoft renditions of “House of the Risng Sun” and a couple of Leonard Cohen songs
before they’ d drifted on to louder, ragged rock, but everything covers.

“Wake up, dead babies,” Theo sneered in athrumming quiet space between songs. “It can’t be 1985 for
ever.

TranSister was earsplitting grrrl grunge-metd that trebled the painin Niki’ s head, each song separated
from the last only by the grace of the singer’ s mike-shouted obscenities and diatribes against punker boys
and pro-lifers. Hafway through their set, she unzipped her jeans and pulled out atwo-foot rubber dildo
and let it hang there between her legs, swinging like an eephant’ strunk while she gyrated to the guitarist’s
grind and wall. And al Theo had said between two sps of her red drink was, “ These chicks have

issues,” and she and Claude had laughed.

3.

Dariastood in the darkness behind the stage, counting seconds and clutching her bass like something
blessed, tdlisman or fetish, teddy bear or lover or crucifix, waiting as TranSister thrashed their way
through an encore. Keith was right behind her, smoking, comforting presence despite himself, and Mort,
drumming nervoudy aong with the band, his sticks on the black wall.

And none of this seemed asimportant as it should, she knew, hadn’t since that morning on Cullom Stre<t,
the morning they’ d taken Spyder home; the urgency, her scalding ambition that permitted precedenceto
nothing and no one, was dipping away, deserting her when she needed it most. Thefire that she'd used



to keep them all in line, working and dreaming and creeping steadily toward this point, this opportunity or
onelikeit.

It was nothing she could explain, evenif she'd tried, to hersdlf or anyone el se, no more than she could
explain why she' d sarted jumping at shadows, why she d bought anight-light (Donald Duck in hisblue
salor’ s hat) and dept with it burning. When she dept.

Her somach made asound likeair in old plumbing.

Stff Kitten was the second band, so they’ d gotten one free plate of supper each, greasy yellow rice and
gdetortillas, dry black beansand drier strips of chicken, from the kitchen behind the bar. The headliners
got as much as they wanted, and the two bottom bands were |eft to fend for themselves. Darig, Keith,
and Mort had carried their sagging plates and cans of Coca-Colaand 7Up back to the freezing dressing
room and eaten with plastic forks. No conversation, and when Mort flicked a bean at the back of
Keith’shead and it stuck there like arabbit pellet, Keith had only wiped it away and gone back to his
own food.

The sound guy had shown up, finaly, haf an hour late and everyonelooking at their watches and
grumbling. They’ d waited backstage, bundled and shivering, while the headliner finished its check, and
then they’ d taken the stage, taking direction through the monitors. “Gimme one,” the sound guy said, so
they’ d played afew chords of “Imperfect,” and Daria couldn’t hear anything but Mort’ skick drum.
Keith broke a string, hadn’t had another, and so he' d begged one off Shard’ s guitarist.

Thelast cascade of drums and the crowd and the vocaist for TranSister sneered something through the
mike, onelast taunt or jibe, before the lights went down. And instruments revolved, bands revolved, and
shewas climbing the four steps up onto the stage, second time tonight, but thistimefor red. Thistimethe
crowd surging agains the stage and maybe seven or eight security guys between them and the mosh pit,
and somewhere out there, Niki Ky and Spyder and Claude, and the Atlantic rep. Daria adjusted her
mike stand and looked around, Mort sitting down behind his kit, Keith seeing nothing now but his guitar.
And then she looked down at her fedt, ratty shoes and the set list taped to matte-black plywood.

“It'sgonnabe good,” Keith whispered, leaning close, surprising her again. “I1t' sgonnabekiller.” And he
kissed her on the top of the head.

The lights, then, and fresh applause, blue and red gels making violet. Lights of Heaven, she thought and
stepped up to the microphone, just one word, “ Thanks,” breathed through the black windscreen, before
Keth stepped in with thefirst chords of “Gunmetal Blues,” Mort following softly on his snareand
Charleston cymbd. Her fingers, third voice, the steady heartbeat behind it all.

Thiswas one of hissongs. Not that they weren't dl part him, varying degrees of him and Daria, but this
onewas his, picked out one afternoon when Daria had the flu and they had canceled practice. So he'd
fixed and sat donein Baby Heaven, just loving thefed of hisfingerson the strings, just glad there was
this one thing that was his, this one thing that was o right, so pure, it was dmost stronger than the junk,
amost clean enough to redeem. The sky outside had been the color of the music in hishead, the low
clouds moving out before thunder and lightning and he wastherain. He'd played it for Daria, wanting her
to add some words, but she' d shaken her head and he’ d seen the tears straining in her eyes, holding
back, and when she could speak, she'd said, No, no Keith, it sright—just like this—I"d only fuck it up.
So he' d shown her the basslinesin hishead, and it had stayed his song.

Following the notes where he knew they’ d lead, letting Dariaand Mort tag dong, and the restless bodies
gretching out before them, almost logt in the glare. But he was doing it for himself, no deception there,
not like it was any better now than that day on an old sofain their loft above Storkland, or a hundred
timeshe' d sat on the street and picked it out for Anthony Jones or fucking L.J. or anyone who cared to
ligen. Just for himsdlf.



Eyes shut dmost to the end, not wanting distraction, not needing encouragement. But there were afew
barsright at the close that weretricky, alittle teasing trap he' d made for himself, so he had to stay dert
or trip over hisown big fingers on the way out, and he opened his eyes, watching the bruised light, the
darkness on the other side of the spots, and up there something moved. Something hanging upside down,
and a firgt, well, it had to be one of the stupid fuckers from the pit who had somehow madeit up into the
rafters, maybe aboost on the shoulders of his buddies and he might have managed to pull himself up. It
moved again, hauling itself closer, easier to see now, dangling head down, bony-long neck twisting
around for a better view of the stage, of him, and those eyes, one after another, black and wet and
lidless, running round and round its bristling head.

Hisfingers sumbled, missed and feedback whined through the amps.

Or that was the sound it made when it opened its mouth, shifted its bulk and began to drip, leaking onto
the upturned faces and outstretched hands. Leaking dicker and blacker than oil, and Daria had stopped
playing and Mort had stopped playing. Both of them staring at him; he knew they didn’t seeit, knew they
wouldn’t, even if he pointed, and the crowd was howling, pissed and starting to throw crap at them.

“Keith?’ Dariasaid. She wasn't even angry yet, sounded confused, scared maybe, and he shrugged,
tried to smile and make himself look back at hisguitar, at the strings. “ Sorry, man,” he said, but he could
hear it moving around, wire brush on old wood and raw meat, and he couldn’t even begin to remember
whereto put hisfingers,

A painful twinge across the bridge of hisnose, hisankle, the syrupy smdll of cold air, and Keith could fedl
the sweat on hisface, under his clothes, like he hadn’t fixed. Daria slips moved without letting go of any
sound, what’ swrong, and he knew this performance was everything to her and that he was fucking it up,
what’ swrong, Keith, might have aready fucked it up. Because there was no telling what CephusLee
was using to cut his smack these days, no telling what he' d shot into hisarm in the toilet down the hall
from the dressing room, and someone in the crowd threw abeer bottle and it exploded like aglass
grenade at Daria sfeet. Two of the big security guys tackled him and he was gone, and Dariaturned
away, onelast look at those eyesfull of panic and disgust fermenting in her green irises, disgust for him.

Scritch, and hetried to find hisway out of the crackling silence, scritch, crackling around him likethe air
had that morning at Spyder’s, kept his eyes on the strings, hisfingers, the playlist at his feet. Another beer
bottle sailed past, hit the wal behind Mort, and Budwei ser shrapnel rained down around them.

“Will you give usafucking break?’ she growled into her mike, and the crowd growled back.

The next song on thelit...theligt in Daria s handwriting, the precious scrawl she' d photocopied at
Kinko's, three copies and the masking tape beginning to curl whereit didn’t want to stick to the
dtage. ..the next song was “ Su(in)cide” and he fumbled at thefirgt few chords, nothing in the whole
goddamn world but his hands and hisguitar and Daria slist.

Behind him, Mort began to follow, cautious three-quarter cadence, but Dariawas too busy yelling at
someone and it didn’t matter, because hisfingersfelt like he wastrying to play the Gibson with yellow
Playtex gloves on and the cut across his face stung so badly that his eyes had begun to water.

And one oilwet splat, then, one drop from somewhere directly overhead, and he waiched the stain asit
spread, bloomed, and whatever you do, man, just don’t fucking look up, just don’t fucking look up,
'cause you aready know, and he stepped back from the sheet of paper taped to the stage, the acid stain,
and you aready know and there ain’t no point in seeing.

Then Dariawasin hisface, right foot planted squardly on the ruined photocopy and the stain till
gpreading benegath the sole of her Doc, right in hisface and her eyes were as green as summer and he
loved her dmost as much ashismusic.

“Get the hdll off the stage,” she said. “ Just get the hell off the stage.”



Behind the crowd, Niki saw Keith fater and the song ended, nothing now but fading echo whine, static
strips and tatters of sound. And she saw the way Spyder flinched, familiar confusion in her blue eyesthat
said something else was going wrong and she was there so it had to be her fault, somehow had to be her
fault. 1t made Niki mad, mad that anyone, sane or crazy, could blame themsdlvesfor every goddamn
thing that happened.

Wouldn’'t be projecting just alittle tonight, would we, Niki? and No, she answered hersdlf firmly, no, we
wouldn't.

“Oh,” Theo said, “thisisjust fucking wonderful,” and she gave Keith the finger, obvioudy not caring that
he couldn’t see her from the stage. Like she had seen, Daria, through the mike, “...you give usafucking
break?’ and even way back at the bar, the crash of the beer bottle right over Mort’s head.

“Chrigt,” and then Theo was gone, dipped away and into the crowd, heatseeker, and Niki rubbed
unconscioudy at the faint and lingering sting on her neck, the hairline wet that had risen on her throat.

Then Dariawas saying something to Keith, shoved him, and Stiff Kitten wasleaving the stage, sulking
away from the hail of boos and catcalls and flying beer bottles. Darialooked back once, everything but
her face swallowed in the shadows behind the amps, but she wastoo far away for Niki to read
expression or intent or anything else.

“Comeon,” Claude said, then. “Maybe we can at least stop them from killing him.”

“We Il wait here,” Spyder said, stirring at her Coke with onefinger, not looking at anything, and Niki
didn’'t argue.

Out of the spatlight heat and down the black hall to the dressing room, pulled deeper and deeper into the
cold by the gravity of Daria, the furious wake of her. His skin felt sunburned, flashburned, and his nose
hurt, and the place beneath his eyes, like the time when he was ten and he' d snorted green Kool-Aid on
adare. Hefollowed her, because anyone would have, and he knew she hadn’t seen anything hanging
above the crowd, hanging there above his head.

Thelight in the dressing room made him squint, and Keith sat down, him and his guitar and Mort must
have stopped to talk to the manager because it was just him and Daria. She had stopped in the doorway,
litacigaretteand didn’t look at him.

“I’m not gonnaask what happened out there, Keith. | know what happened.”
“Yeah,” hesaid, and she just shook her head then, drew gray smoke and exhaled.
“You'reafucking mess. Just ook at your face in the goddamn mirror. We can’t count on you.”

Hedidn't look in the mirror behind him, but when he touched the place where his face ached, hishand
came away wet, aginger aloy of pus and blood; he wiped hisfingers on the couch, and Dariaflicked her
half-smoked cigarette away into the dark, cold hall, little comet of sparks arcing away into space.

“You'reout, man,” shesaid. “Out of the band, out of my life” Keith sighed and ran his fingers through
hishair, no surprise, nothing he hadn’t known was coming, but it hurt anyway, hurt too much for him to
respond. And then Mort wasfilling up the doorway, red cheeks, and he didn’t even glance at Keith. “I'm
doing what | can, Dar, but this dude' sreally steamed,” and she nodded, and he was gone again.

Shelit another cigarette.

“| can't degp,” hesad. “| just can’'t degp anymore, not since...” and she nailed him silent with her eyes,
stabbed two fingers and her cigarette at his chest, * Y ou’ re afucking junky, Keith. Period. You area
goddamn fucking worthless-ass junky bum, and I’ m tired of listening to your bullshit excuses. We can't



count on you, and it isover.”

Outs de the doorway, the darkness shifted, but it was only Theo, bristling like aterrier on speed, wanting
apiece of him, too, abig, juicy piece, and Dariatold her to fuck off and get in line, take anumber.

“You'reared fuckup,” Theo said to him anyway. “Y ou make me sick,” and then sheleft before Daria
told her to.

“Thisis such agoddamn waste,” Daria said, that sound in her voice that meant she'd cry if she could.

“I can't degp anymore,” he said again, because he had to say something, because he could handle the
junk, and she knew it. “ Just tell me you' re not having nightmares, too,” and the anger getting into his
voice past the pain and loss and self-loathing, and she stared at him, asmoky question mark curling
above her fingers.

“Yeah, Keth, | have nightmares. Isit any fucking wonder | have nightmares? Everything we' ve worked
our asses off for just crashed and burned out there.”

“And it'smy goddamned fault! Yeah. | know, Daria, | know,” and he stood up so fast he dmogt hit his
head on the low celling, the Gibson clasped in both hands like his baseball bat before afight and it
smashed againgt the concrete wall, spinning plexiglass volume and tone control knobs, bent vibrato arm
whizzing by an inch from Daria sface. Busted black pickguard and the neck cracked loud and snapped
off the body of the guitar. He held it out to her, the whole thing bound together now by nothing but the
grings, steel and nylon ligaments binding broken bone, dropped it at her feet.

“I'm sorry,” he said, fury spent so fast and a shudder through him at the sight of the damage, the ruin,
part of himself dead and lying in aheap on thefloor. She didn’t say anything, just stared at the shattered
guitar, and now there were tears, swelling and escaping the corners of her eyes, bleeding down her face,
wet streaks over the shock.

He pushed hisway around her, out into the hall, the darkness waiting for him, confident, and there was
Mort, like ablockade, Theo right behind him.

“Hey, where are you going? Don't you think we ve got some talking—"

“You know | owe you everything, man,” Keith said, “1 owe you, and I’ m never gonna make that up, so
you need to just get the hell out of my way now.”

Mort hesitated, long enough to read the rest of it in Keith’s gray eyes, the threat and regret, before he
stepped aside, one arm protectively around Theo, and let him go.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

L oose Threads
1.

W ord of mouth, questions whispered and answers, and so Byron knew that Spyder and her new
girlfriend had goneto ashow in Atlanta. That the house was empty—no, the house was never empty, but
shewasn't there, and he might not ever get another chance. Knew he only had so much timeleft, histime
dipping away like the crimson sand through the Wicked Witch's hourglass. And the days and nights had
become worse than hisfear of the house, of whatever lay coiled underneath, what he and Robin and
Water had awakened like stupid, noisy children. Worse than hisfear of whatever guarded Spyder and
kept tabs on him, too. The eye-corner lurkers, the dream haunters, and it was better to go and be done
with it. Oneway or another, be donewithit.

He d tried to find Walter for days, but no one had seen him, no one knew anything or &t least they



weren't willing to tell him, if they did. He could hardly blame them, the way he looked, like afucking
Street person, the way he smelled, because he was afraid to go home long enough to shower and change
his clothes. His eyesthe worst, because he could never deep for more than ten or fifteen minutesat a
time before he snapped wide awake and sweating. Anyway, Walter had probably |eft the city, run off
somewhere safe (if anywhere was safe) and left him aone, the way he' d let them go to the house done
the night of the storm and the beginning of the end of the world.

He' d waited until after dark, drinking cup after bitter cup of coffee at the Steak and Egg because Billy
would refill hiscup for free, would dip him aDanish or adice of gpple pie. Hetook pink heartswith his
coffee and waited until there was no day |eft in the Sky, no moon up yet, either. Just Venus and a couple
of stars, the sky so clear and indigo tonight.

“Y ou should go home,” Billy had said, soft concern, honest pity, filling his coffee cup again, and Byron
had nodded his heed, asif he was agreeing. And so Billy had said, “Promise meyou' Il go home and get
somerest tonight, Byron. A bath and a shave would make you fedl so much better. Just promise me
you'll at least do that, okay?” And Byron had nodded again, because it was easier and made Billy smile
cautioudly and go back to work.

But instead he followed the dusk-stained streets up Red Mountain, house by house, toward Cullom
Street. Except hel d learned something, and thistime he wouldn’t be walking up to the front door, bold
and dumb, no way. Thistime hetook Sixteenth Avenue, instead, and findlly left the Street, blocks from
Spyder’ s house, traded asphalt for the dry-cereal crunch of fallen leaves benegath his shoes, twig snap,
and the naked craggy trees reaching for him al around. Safer thisway, because he could hear them
better, dwaysjust out of sight, but their erector-set legs asloud as hisfeet in the woods. He could tdll the
skitterers were trying to keep in step with him, to cover their pursuit in the sound of his own footsteps,
but there were too many legs, too many needle hairsto scrape againgt tree bark, leather bellies dragged,
raked aong, and Byron kept speeding up and dowing down, walking tightrope on falen logs when he
could.

Sowly making hisway up the mountain, rough angle that he guessed would take him closeto Spyder’s
overgrown backyard. The cold air made his chest ache, aching legs, but he kept moving, stumbling over
chert and sandstone boulders like scabs sticking up through the leaf mould, bits of bone showing through
theforest’ sdecay. And the dark asthick asthefrigid air, until the moon dipped up over the ridge and
bled its satin light through the trees, three-quarters full so he could see, could see that he’ d wandered
past the house and would have to double back.

He stood till and stared down, between the trees and briars, at the roof of Spyder’ s house. Off to his
left, something big moved fast, crawling forward three or four quick feet before it stopped and was silent,
too.

“I know you're out there,” he said, loud enough so anyone could hear, and turned around, nothing there,
of course, but he spoke into the woods, anyway, because he knew they heard him, spoke dow and
certain words and the rust-jagged edge of ephedrine and exhaustion and anger in hisvoice.

“Why don’t you just come on if you want me? Areyou afraid? Areyou fuckers afraid of me?” and he
laughed at the skitterers, not an act, redly laughed at them, skulking back there out of sight like roaches.

“Maybe you can’t stop me. Isthat it? Maybe you can’t do anything but creep around and watch.”

And he took a step downhill, toward the house, and heard the nervous whispers and drought rustle of
their bodiesal around himin the dark.

“Does Spyder keep you guys on that fucking short aleash?” and he laughed louder, laughed like a
lunatic, and then he was crying again before he could stop himsdlf, cackling and crying and he took
another step; their legs punched through the ground eight times, sixteen times, twenty-four times.
Thirty-two, and Byron stooped, found arock and hurled it into the night. He never heard it hit the



ground.

“I'mright, aren't 17" Urgent words spit at the skitterers, and “ Y ou're dl bark and no goddamn bite. You
made Robin hurt hersalf, got us so fucking scared she pulled that shelf over on top of hersdlf, and the
goddamn widows and the snow did the rest for you.”

And then he was running, headlong, pell-mel| rush, jumping deadfdl tumbles and ripping hisface and
handsin blackberry thicket briars. Feet dmost tangling, ankles amost twisting, ba ance nothing but
accident, and the roof of Spyder’ s house rising up to meet him. A hundred yards left, now, a hundred
yards at most, and he dmost whacked his forehead on alow sycamore limb as big around as hisleg.
Ducked at the lagt minute, the last minute before he hit something € se, something that was and wasn't
there, and it wrapped around him, tripped him but held him up, let him stumble three or four steps more
beforeit began to diceinto hisflesh, dice through cloth and skin like garroting wire, and dicing, drew him
backwards.

He screamed and kicked, thrashing hislegs, teasing at nothing he could see, could only fed becauseit
was cutting him gpart, snking into him. Gauzy slver hintslike the moonlight, or only the reflection of the
moon off something wet and razor sharp that had no color of itsown.

“Spyder! Spyder, oh god get it off me, Spyder please,” and the scrunch and scritch of them all coming
for him through the trees, through the leaves, dipping between the trees and out of the corners of hiseyes
so that finaly he could seethem. Calling hisdare, caling hisbluff, and drinking him in with eyeslike
Spyder’ sthat weren't Spyder’s eyes. As many eyes asthe night, and a second before the silk cut
through histhroat, sorayed feverwarm blood and left him mute and gasping, Byron felt hisfeet leave the
ground, and he dangled like an angd or afly without wings.

2.

Putting the old mill behind him and its casua three-tiered judgments, Keith walked west, walked toward
downtown Atlanta.and away from far-off morning. Away from Daria. Headful of ashesand smmering
hate for no one but himsdlf, plenty of room left for regret, and he didn’t know the name of this Stret,
didn’t know where that alley led, and that was good, that was how it felt insde, exactly. Anonymous
brick and cinder block like his soul and the expression on Darid s face when he' d smashed his guitar.
Like she hadn’t aready done the honor, like he' d hurt her by making her decision find, irrevocable, her
onewish on the monkey’ s paw and he’' d sedled it tight.

Spaces between streetlamp pools and the eyes that watched him suspicioudly from black faces, the
sound of his boots on concrete cold and hard as the cast of her mouith.

He shivered, zipped hisjacket closed and kept moving; turning here, crossing empty chain-linked lots of
cracked and potholed asphdlt, broken glass, junky little white mousie in the maze—big hollow man
striding under the moon and sodium-arc suns. Hey man, give me abuck, man, and he stopped to look at
the ragpile that had spoken from adoorway, nailshut doorway and glass painted red. Something human
inthere, or just something aive, empty Thunderbird bottle in one claw like alifeline, and he found two
dallarsin his pocket, held the bills out and the ragpile snatched them away and mumbled bitter and
thanklessto itsdf.

Y ou go down, and down, thinking there’ s not abottom, and Keith looked past the ghetto ruin at the
shining new towers, clean light up there, windwhistling Heaven up there and ragpile wino Hell down here,
down and down, and thistime she wasn't gonna be there to haul him back to himself, back to Purgatory.
Onemoreadley, and it was adead end, Dumpsters and the crap that had tumbled out of them,
shitclogged cul-de-sac in the city’ sguts. Keith followed the dley al the way back, kicked atiff,
daysdead pigeon out of hisway and sat down in the trash.

Absolutely untogether, Mr. Barry, and just an hour before he’ d been somewhere else, someone else, a
mile away and the burn and eager need of al those bodies stretched out before him like abanquet, and



Dariathere besde him. Now, just the knowledge that things might have gone differently.

If we hadn’t followed Spyder home, and he knew that wastrue, that it wasn't the H thistime. Rushing to
the door and that damn old lady, whatever he' d touched, whatever had touched him. Something bad left
lying around, and his big feet had tangled in it. Too cold to shiver anymore, Keith closed hiseyesand
tried to think about nothing but the night before, deeping over a Darid s place and her in hisarms,
radiator warmth and their hard bodies straining againgt the things held between them, sex and the musky
safe smdll of her. And afterwards, deepless, he' d read from abook about Vietnam and thought about
Niki Ky while Dariadept, had spent more time listening to the smooth chest rise and fall of her bregthing
than following the pages.

Thelines on her face, the wrinkled place between her eyebrows betraying her nightmares, and he' d put
an arm around her, asif he could drive them off, or at least keep her company down there.

He had enough junk |eft for one morefix, and two Dilaudid he’ d scored aweek ago and been holding
back. Without opening his eyes, he fished a prescription bottle from one pocket and dry-swallowed the
Dilaudids, tossed the empty plastic bottle away. And smelled something, damp dried stench, jasmine and
roadkill, dusty basement air and the cold-rot smell of something left too long in arefrigerator. Wind
swept down the aley, wind that went straight through his clothes, and he was shivering again; wind and
the puke smdll of dl that fucking garbage, and he tucked hisface down insde hisjacket, alitlewarm air
inthere and just hisown rank, familiar sweatstink.

Something bad that cut if you weren't careful where you stepped, as mindless, pointless and mean as
barbed wire wrapped around his ankles and trailing after him. And what he hadn’t said to Daria, bright
dream of the hole torn in a spider’ sweb, and whatever had escaped dying anyway, writhing in grass,
slk-tangled wings and never mind that the fucking spider hadn’t even wanted it in the first place.

“Please,” she said, voice so close, voice that seemed to spring and then roll back on itself, reverb, and he
opened his eyes, nothing but the empty aley leading back to the empty street. A prickling rash of chill
bumps on the back of his neck, kid fear, and he yelled at the nothing, fuck off, go the fuck away, | don't
have any more goddamn money. But he watched the shadows of the Dumpsters, the space between the
high brick walls. And she said, “ Please, wake me up...”

“Fuck off, | said,” and apand truck rumbled noisily past the other end of the dley and was gone.

Keth unzipped hisjacket, bleeding al hiswarmth away into the night, flt for the comforting bulge of his
kit, tucked safely into an insde pocket, hisrosary, trinity of spoon and powder and syringe.

“It'sadream,” the girl said, same voice, same papery wasp-nest voice, and there was aknifein that
pocket, too, just alittle pocketknife, but he took it out and held it clasped in the swesting palm of his
hand.

Something scuttled from one shadow to another, too dark for him to see, just the impression of massand
movement, and he tried to open the knife, but hisfingers were sweaty, too, and it was hard to get agrip
ontheblade.

“It'sjust adream,” and the knife popped open, dull and tiny blade he used for cutting his nails, for
gplicing cable. The scuttling sound again, closer, “...wake meup.”

He wanted to stand, to leave the voice and the rancid smell, what al this meant or didn’t mean, and she
sad, “Please...” before oneleg like agiant’ s beetle-shelled finger reached dowly out of the dark, jointed
leg and hairs more like quills, and another, then, testing the paer darknessthat surrounded him. Keith
wanted to close his eyes, but he watched as she came, dl that was left of her and what there was now,
instead. Enough of her face in there that he knew, the way he knew the pain in that one green eye,
swollen and helpless contrast to the others, her new eyes, bulging, al-seeing pools of pitch and the stingy
hours before dawn. The eye and the voice and the tufts of green hair.



Her lips there between the furred vise jaws, the needle-hooked fangs, lips cracked, and thiswas worse
than anything from the dreams, worse than the thing hanging, dripping, from the rafters of Heaven.

“I want to go home,” it said, she said, too-pink lips, raw, and clumsy mandibles, and now the air wasfull
of drifting threads, gossamer falling around him, settling everywhere like spun sugar or glass, cotton candy
or angdl-hair. Theworld growing too bright and thin around him, before the flash. The strands burned his
skin, and the ground sizzled and smoked where they landed.

“It'sworse” shesaid, “over here,” perfect, beautiful sadness and inched backwards into the shadows,
leaving something glistening wet and dudgy behind. Keith Barry shut his eyes, asthe sparkling silk rained
down like Christmas, and he tried to find the memory of Darid sface through the acid filling hisveinsand
hold it as the world dissolved around him.

3.

From Birmingham to Nashville, Nashvilleto Louisville and on to Indiangpolis, buses and interchangegble
bus gtations, and Walter had no ideawhere he was going, hardly why. Less money |eft every day and no
direction, no solution but this movement that solved nothing, and nothing inside but dread and terror
pushing him farther and farther from that spot on the earth where Spyder’ s house sat festering in his head.
Sometime Sunday morning, and he waited for the connection to Chicago, only haf-awake in the molded
blue plagtic chair and his ass hurting, watching the faces around him, the eyeswith their own smpler
worries. Worriesin the red world, solid world, not the insane things, what he didn’t believe and could no

longer deny.

At the Greyhound counter, a greasy-looking woman in a Pennzoil windbreaker was arguing with the
clerk, something he couldn’t hear, but something to watch anyway, her lips moving and the sneer on her
face, white-trash contempt, the annoyed disinterest in the clerk’ s eyes, and deep moved silently up
behindhim...

...and it sawaysthe same, dways Walter lost in those hours or minutes or days before Spyder comes
down from the brilliant, burning hills to take him home, to lead him back to the World. And dways that
sudden sense of aoneness, severed cord, broken chain, knowing that Robin and Byron are free, that
they’ ve dipped away, escaped, and he' s still cowering in the sulfur rubble on the edge of the pit. He
wants to be happy, to cheer, because they’ re gone, like Dorothy to the Scarecrow and the Tin
Woodsman and the Cowardly Lion, they got away, they got away; Preacher Man, the Dragon, knows a
once, and He roars so loud the world rumbles and the pit rips wider, devours more of thisplacethat is
no place a al. The powderglass ground beneath hisfeet tilts and isturning, accelerating
counterclockwise spird down and down and the pit yawns and bel ches, grindsits granite teeth.

And the Dragon fills up the roiling floor-joist sky, spreads His scrawny hard sermon armswide, his
dragon wings, and the book isablazing red sun bleeding out hisvoice. Ugly black thingscling to His
hands and face, biting things and Walter is on hands and bloody knees now, clambering for any hold,
crawling asthe earth shivers and goes powdery. And he remembers hiswings, his beautiful charcoa
wings, mockingbird boy, and that’swhy Preacher Man hates him, isn’t it, and he tries to stand, spreads
them wide, but the raining fire has scorched them raw, ragged feather scorch, and the Dragon laughs and
laughsand laughs.

“Come back with me,” Spyder says, her hands around hiswrists, but Preacher Man looming over her
shoulder. “It'sgonnabe dl right now, Water,” but the world turns, water down adrain, down that
mouth, and the earth tremoring so he can’'t even stand up.

“Help,” he says, every time, and every time she smiles, soft and secret Spyder smile, nods and puts her
arms around him so that Preacher Man howls and claws the sagging sky belly until it bleeds; the sour rain
sticksto them like pine sap, turning the powdered ground to tar. “Hewon’'t let me leave, Spyder. He



knowswhat |I' ve seen, what | know....”

And sheturns and stares up and into Hisface, like there' s nothing to fear in those eyes, nothing that can
pick her apart, strew her flesh to the winds and singe the bones, and she says, “He snot part of this,”
and “You can't have him.” And the tattoos on her arms writhe eectric blue loaded-gun threat, and now
Preacher Man, who isaso the Dragon, is not laughing. Now He takes a step backwards, puts the pit
between them, His protector, and Hisface isarictus of rage and pain, and Heisfury.

“Lila” He says, “what you' ve doneto me, you'll burnin Hell forever.” Voice of thunder and mountains
gplitting to spill molten bile. “What you' ve done to me, you'll burn until the end of Time.”

And the bluefire flowsfrom her, crackling static cage that He won't touch, and she' s pulling Water from
the muck, hauling him across the shattered plains, days and days across the foothills with the Dragon
howling her damnation, her sentence, but Spyder doesn't look at Him again, ignores His promises. Drags
Water over the pus-seething caleche and stones that shriek like dying rabbits, stands between him and
the rubbing-al cohol wind that whips up dust phantoms and throws burning tumbleweeds.

“Close your eyes, Wdter,” she saysagain and again, and at the end he does, because the long-legged
things are so close, and he knows the climb’ stoo steep, that he’ stoo tired and she' stoo exhausted, and
the jaws of the kitterers drip the shearing sound of harvest...

...and he jerked awake, hard like hitting awall, and the fat dude Sitting across from him was saring.
Walter wiped cold, oily swest from hisface, and the fat dude whispered, “Hey, buddy, if you need afix,
and you sure as hell 1ook like you need afix...” Walter shook his head, stumbled to hisfeet, and the
basement hell was till more real than the predawn fluorescent glare of the bus station. He madeiit to the
men’ srestroom, to asink before he puked, sprayed half-digested McDonald’ s and coffee, heaved again
and again until hisingdes cramped and ached, but his head was sarting to clear and at least there was no
onedseinthereto see.

Heran cold water in the next sink over, cold water in clean porcelain and splashed hisface. Shivered and
theroll of hisstomach, braced himsdlf, but it passed and he splashed more of the gurgling water across
hisface. Looked up into the mirror and the long, bristling legs were draped limply over the door and
sdesof the sdl just behind him. Every detail clear in the hateful light, and something was dripping onto
thefilthy tile underneath. The air smelled like cleanser and vomit and rot. Walter whirled around, so fast
and him il dizzy so heamost fell, but there was nothing there. Four silver stalls and no one and nothing
inany of them.

“Chrigt!” he screamed, dammed the doors open one after the other, commodes and toilet-paper
dispensers and bus-station shitter graffiti.

And the door opened and the fat man was staring at the sinkful of barfed-up cheeseburger and fries,
shaking hishead, “1t' sgood shit, man, and you are hurtin’. | ain't no goddamn DEA man,” but Walter
pushed past him and out the door, across the terminal to the Greyhound counter where the clerk glanced
up a him from hisreceiptsand clam dips. “ Areyou dl right, Mister?” he said, reaching for the phone. “I
can cal you adoctor, if you need adoctor.”

Water shook his head, trying to see through tears, the schedule behind the man’ s head, and he dug his
ticket out of hisjacket pocket, laid it on the counter. “No,” he said. “1 just want to exchangethis. Can |
do that? Can | exchange thisticket for oneto Birmingham?’

“It’ scool with me, man,” the clerk said and took the old ticket to Chicago away.
4,

And the white-haired old woman who had dways lived just across a kudzu patch, downhill and next
door to Spyder, next door to Lilaand her parents, to Spyder’ s grandparents before that: the old woman



who' d lived there nearly sixty years, in the rambling big house her husband built in 1934, before he went
away to Europeto be killed by the Nazis and buried in France: the old woman who' d spent her life
alone, because she could never refill that empty placein her heart or soul, a one and watching the world
fal gpart around her: who had aways kept her eyes open.

She woke up in the hospital-quiet hour before sunrise, same time she' d awakened every morning for
decades, never mind the pills, the medication they gave her to keep her calm and make her deep. She
woke and the moment of disorientation stretched, fog in her head after the dream, and thiswas not her
bedroom, not her things around her. The strange ceiling and tubes leading from her arm and nose up to
IV bottles and bags, wiresto the glow of the machine that told her that her heart hadn’t stopped, not yet,
that made soft green peaks and valleys of her old pulse. In seventy-seven years, how many timesdoesa
heart beat? and she remembered where she was and remembered the squeezing pain in her chest and
sighed, closed her papery-thin eyelids for amoment. But it was al till there when she opened them
again, the hospital room and her memories.

“For the love of Pete, what were you doing in the backyard that time of night?’ her niece had asked,
middle-aged woman who tried to look younger. “What were you doing out in the cold in your gown and
dipperswith that old shotgun in thefirst place?’ Had asked her that question again and again, and aways
the old woman told her that she’ d heard the possums or raccoonsin her garbage again, or maybe it was
dogs, she' d said. Shameful, people letting their dogs run loose and getting into the trash, strewing it al
over, and it's shameful, and her niece kept making that puppy-sad face which meant she was thinking
about nursng homes again.

Why were you out there? and for an answer she stared at the dark curtains, the dark placesin the
corners of the hospital room. Knew shewouldn’t tell the truth, not about the shadows at her bedroom
window or the sounds that had come out of the phone when she' d tried to call the police.

“It'sawonder you're not dead,” her niece had said and Y es, she' d answered, you get thisold and it’s
always awonder you' re not dead.

“That’snot what | meant and you know it.”

She' d been dreaming about Sitting with Trisha Baxter after her husband had died, sitting in the warm May
sunshine outside Trisha s house, drinking Coca-Colaand talking about nothing in particular, just feding
the bubbles on her tongue, the sun on her face, watching Lilaplaying in the dirt with atoy-soldier army.

And when Trishahad gonein to check something on the stove, the old woman noticed the web sparkling
in the sun, beads of dew like honeysuckle nectar on every strand, and the huge yellow and black garden
gpider hanging headdown in the center. Wrapping something in silk, spinning the little insect body around
and around, hiding it away and only bumps and ridges so she knew it was a grasshopper in there; when
she'd turned around again, Lilawas watching her, watching her watch the spider, and there’ d been blood
in the shape of a cross on her forehead.

And Lilahad smiled and held onefinger to her little-girl lips.

The old woman licked her dry lips and thought about buzzing for the nurse to bring her a paper cup of ice
weter.

“| don’t want you keeping that old shotgun in the house anymore,” her niece had said, and she hadn’t
argued, because she knew she wouldn’t be going back to Cullom Street, because the eyesthat had
watched her from the kudzu had only laughed at the gun, anyway, laughed at her, bony old woman.
Laughed harder when she'd tried to aim at the winterbare tangle of vines, her shaking hands and their
eyes she could only see because they were blacker than the dark, because they were placeswhere there
washothing dse.

The old woman closed her eyes, listened to her tired heart, and waited for the suntorise.



5.

Niki and Spyder went home by themselves, Niki driving and Spyder talking for awhile and then dozing
off. Spyder had put on a Doors tape, had seemed in better spirits than on the trip up, asif the mess back
at Dante’ shad cheered her up. It had left Niki confused, embarrassed and fedling useless again, eager to
get out of the way before things got any worse. Claude had gone home with some friendshe' d met a the
club, said he' d get aride back to Birmingham later, and Niki hadn’t seen Dariaagain after they’d left the
stage, had only talked to Theo. Theo like a human teakettle, so pissed she gritted her teeth and spoke
through clenched jaws. Niki knew that Keith had taken off, and Theo said it was dl hisfault, because he
was ajunky, that Daria had finally kicked him out of the band and it was about goddamn time.

Niki blinked, nodded, too deepy, reminding herself to get off at the next exit for coffee, lousy
convenience-store coffee, but maybe it would keep her awake until they got home. Jm Morrison singing
“Riders on the Storm,” and that song always gave her the cregps so she reached over and popped the
tape out of the deck. Looked back at the road, the broken yellow-line tease, and she rubbed her eyes.
Spyder stirred in her deep, dream mumbled, and Niki thought about waking her up, making her talk.

Let her deep. God, she hardly ever just falls adeegp without the pills, and Niki’ s eydlids fluttered, snapped
open and fluttered halfmast again.

And something was in the road, then, something big and dark that seemed to be moving dowly ahead of
them, just inches ahead of the Cdlica s headlights, something too big to be red, but she snapped awake,
full awakein asecond and swearing, cut the steering whedl sharp to missit, and the tires crunched
breakdown lane gravel as the car rushed past and over the spot where the thing would have been, if it
had been anything but her exhausted eyes, anything but her weary, deep-hungry mind.

Spyder opened her eyes and squinted at the road in front of them.

“What happened?’ and Niki shook her head, “Nothing,” she said. “| was half adegp and thought | saw
ananimd intheroad...”

“What kind of anima?’ Spyder asked and pushed the Doors tape back in.

“It wasjust my imagination,” Niki said, but she was sweeting and there were chillbumps under her
clothes,; suddenly even Jm Morrison’s ghostly rumble seemed better than being awvake done with the
cold Alabamanight al around her.

“Stay awake for me,” shesaid. “Tak to me, okay?’ and Spyder nodded, sure, reached over and gently
kneaded the knotted muscles at the base of Niki’s neck with her strong fingers.

“It might have been adeer,” she said, and Niki said, “Y eah, maybe s0,” and kept her eyes open for exit
sgns

CHAPTER TWELVE

TheMules That AngelsRide
1

W ham, wham, wham, and Niki woke up from a soft dream of the French Quarter and a girl telling her
fortune with an oversized, dog-eared pack of tarot cards, pretty girl in goth whiteface and eydiner. And
thiscard, she'd sad, this card, well, you know this card. Woke up, groggy, and she rubbed her eyes,
realized she was cold and the bedspread was gone, and Spyder was gone, nothing left but the sheets.

Wham. Wham.
Therusty old darm clock on the floor said a quarter past three, and she closed her eyes again. Sunday



afternoon; it had been sometime after dawn when she' d finaly dozed off, after thelong drive back from
Atlantaand then sex, good sex even though she' d really been too deepy.

Wham.

“Spyder?’ she cdled, but no one answered her. “Isthat you, Spyder? Christ, what the hell are you doing
inthere? Hanging pictures?’

She wanted to go back to deep, wanted the girl in black lace and fishnets on her dender armsto finish
the reading, turn over al her cards, wanted to fed the warm Gulf breeze instead of the clinging cold of the
bedroom. Wanted the bedspread back and Spyder with it, Spyder warm around her, warm as any
tropica evening.

“Spyder?’
Wham. Wham.

“Shit,” and Niki ran her fingersthrough her hair, shaggy mop she d been thinking of cutting off short
again, kept meaning to ask Spyder if she cared or not. She kicked the sheets away and dipped out of
bed, bare feet on the cold floorboards and she looked around for her socks, none to be seen so shejust
tiptoed, instead. Out of the bedroom and it was even colder in the foyer, tiptoed across to the living room
but still no Spyder. Thetelevision was on, the sound turned down dl theway, silent MTV nonsense,
gangstarap pantomime; she had to pee.

And there was the missing bedspread, a huge white crocheted thing stretched trampoline tight and
hanging in the air in the next room, the old dining room full of Spyder’ s books; she stopped and rubbed
at her eyes again. She could see where two corners had been nailed directly to thewall, big nails driven
into the peding wallpaper and athird corner stretched over to acrooked shelf and held in place with
stacks of World Book encyclopedias. The fourth was out of sight, around the corner, wham, wham, and
sheknew if she stepped out into the middle of the living room she d see Spyder in there, hammering it to
the other wall. But she didn’t, too curious; Niki knew that whatever Spyder was doing, she' d probably
stop the second Niki asked.

“Oh,” Spyder would say, “nothing,” so Niki kept her mouth shut and watched.

Aningant later and Spyder stepped into view, wearing nothing but the Alien Sex Fiend T-shirt she'd put
on after they’ d made love, the shirt she dept in alot but never washed so it dways smdled like sweat
and patchouli. Spyder was holding abowling bal, ablack bowling ball with red swirlsinit, soit sort of
looked like she was holding a strange little gas planet, ebony and crimson Neptune; she held it out over
the center of the bedspread, set it carefully in the middle. The whole thing sagged with the weight of the
bowling bal, sagged in the center until it was only about afoot off the floor, but it didn’t pull loose from
thewalls; Spyder ducked underneath, then came out the other side and she stacked more encyclopedias
to hold up the corner that wasn't nailed. She didn’t notice Niki, sanding doneinthe TV glare.

Spyder disappeared, toolbox sounds, and when Niki could see her again, she had afat black marker in
her left hand, ayardstick in her right; she leaned over the bedspread, measured distance, colored careful
dots, measured, black on the white cotton here and there, beginning near the edge and working her way
in, toward the sucking weight of the bowling ball. Thirty, forty, forty-three dots, and she set the yardstick
and the marker on the floor, then, gone again and this time she came back with ablue plastic butter tub of
ball bearings, different sizes, like steel marbles. She dug around, selected one, asif only that one would
do, and placed it on thefirst black mark she'd drawn. The ball bearing made its own small depressioniin
the bedspread beforeit started to roll downhill; Niki heard the distinct clack of stedl againgt epoxy asit
hit the bowling ball, loud sound in the still, quiet house.

Spyder selected another ball bearing and placed it on the next mark, clack, and she repeated the action
over and over, clack, clack, clack, but never twice from the same mark, choosing each bearing and
taking careto be sure it started its brief journey toward the center from the next mark in. Sometimes she



paused between ball bearings, paused and stared at the bedspread, out the window and then back. Once
or twice she stopped long enough to measure the shrinking space between the floor and the bowling ball
with her yardstick. Spyder chewed at her bottom lip, something urgent in her blue eyes.

Niki’slegswere getting tired, and she wanted to sit down, too afraid of interrupting to even move. Her
kneecaps were starting to ache. She wanted to say, “What the hell are you doing, Spyder?” What
anyone e'sewould have said right at the start, but then she wouldn’t have seen even this much, and never
mind if it didn’t make any sense, that didn’t mean it wasn't important. And if Spyder wouldn't tell her
what was going on, dl she could do wasignore her stiffening legs, be patient, watch, figureit dl out for
hersdf. Like apuzzle, like achild s dot-to-dot. Draw the lines and there sthe picture, Mickey Mouse or
abouquet of flowers or whatever had driven Spyder crazy.

There weren’'t many bearings left in the tub; and Spyder had to lean way over to set them on the marks
now, hardly any time after she let go before the clack of metal against hard plastic. The bedspread was
amogt touching thefloor, and Niki could see where the weave was beginning to ravel from dl that
weight. Spyder worked like she was running out of time, just one or two bearings | eft to go; Niki had to
piss so bad she was afraid she was gonna have to show herself soon or wet the floor.

Thelast ball bearing glinted in Spyder’s hand, dull reflection of the sun through the window, and there
was adow ripping sound. Spyder grabbed something off the floor, amoment before Niki saw it wasa
roll of duct tape, used her teeth to tear off a strip and she was reaching for the rift opening benegth the
bowling ball when the bedspread tore dl the way open, dropping everything out the bottomside. The
bowling bal fell three or four inches, thud and barely missed crushing Spyder’ sfingers. Niki felt the
vibration where she stood watching as the ball bearings spilled out and rolled away in every direction.

“Fuck,” Spyder whispered, and then she sat silently benesth the ruined bedspread and stared at the hole,
the last ball bearing forgotten in her fingers.

One of the slver bdlsrolled into the living room and bumped to a stop against Niki’ sfoot. She bent
down and picked it up, not caring now if Spyder saw her or not, knowing whatever was happening had
happened. One word, printed around the circumference of the bearing, one word that didn’t mean
anything to Niki, but she thought maybe she was starting to understand the whole thing, the dot-to-dot
secret, the marks Spyder had drawn for her, and she wondered what was written on that last one, the
one Spyder 4till held. And then she realized that Spyder was crying, very softly, and went to her.

2.

Monday, another lazy short day that the winter-brilliant sun, warm and washed-out honey, made lazier,
took its own sweet time getting up over the top of the mountain. Filtered down through the treesand all
those TV towers, into the house, first the windows on the east side where Spyder and Niki were il
deeping sometime after noon. Spyder woke first, her arms around Niki, holding her close, and the sun
hung itself on the wall over them, big yellow-orange splotch like asaint’s nimbus or hao, and Spyder
watched it closdly, suspicioudy. Niki was snoring, not aloud ragged boy snore but the sort of sound a
cat makesif itsdeep isuneasy, and Spyder held her tighter.

She could fed theworld still dipping away around her, not thejoltsthat had come at first; adow, steedy
creep now that didn’'t ever stop, or dow down, or get any faster, no matter how hard she held on. No
matter that she' d sealed up the room. No matter that she watched the trapdoor to the basement to be
sureit stayed closed. Spyder looked away from the sun spot on the wall, buried her face in the clean
amdl of Niki’shair. Robin’s hair had dways smelled of ammoniaand hair dye, and Niki’ shair just
smelled clean, like hair and baby shampoo.

“Wake up,” shewhispered, too quiet to actually wake Niki, pressed her lips againgt an earlobe, gently
tested the stedl rings there with her teeth.

“Wake up, Niki,” alittle louder thistime, just alittle, and Niki mumbled something through her deep and



curled into asmaller fetus. Spyder kissed a spot on her cheek, next to her ear, felt the downy hairsthere
brush her own rough lips.

And that sensation again, less and less time between them every day, dizzy naked fedling, like shewas
faling and there was absol utely nothing anywhere benegth her, or above, like she’ d fal forever. Spyder
squeezed Niki, held on, waiting it out, the sensation, the sudden, hollow certainty, perception her doctors
would have called delusion, or just panic attacks, and then tell her to take more pillsto makeit stop. And
shewanted it to stop, but she wanted it to stop because it was over, because she’ d found away back, a
way to put everything back right again, didn’t just want to take pills that made it harder to fed, harder to
trust what she felt and saw and heard, and knew.

And then it was gone again and there was only Niki in her arms and the sun on the wall, theitch beneath
her skin that she couldn’t ever reach.

“Niki,” shesaid. “Wake up, please,” and thistime Niki rolled over and stared up a Spyder. Sleepy
dumb grin, and she rubbed at her eyes.

“Hi there,” she said and nuzzled against Spyder’ s T-shirt, nuzzled in between Spyder’ s breasts. “What
timeisit?’
“I don’'t know,” Spyder said. “Not too late, | don’t think. Are you hungry?’

“Mhmmm,” and Niki kissed her, dipped her tongue quick between Spyder’ steeth, and she was il
surprised, even though Niki had kissed her so many times, and it still made her think about Robin and fed

quilty.

“I meant for food,” she said, and Niki kissed her again, put her hands underneath Spyder’ s shirt, small
cold hands against Spyder’ s chest, waking up her nipples, making them hard. “ Coffee,” Niki said, and
Spyder frowned.

“| don’t drink coffee.”

“Never mind then,” and now her head was under the shirt, making Mr. Fiend' sface bulge way out like
he was pulling himsdf free of the cloth and silkscreen ink. Niki’s mouth, warm and wet around her | eft
nipple, teasing tongue, tooth play, and Spyder kissed the top of her head through the shirt.

Niki sucked her nipple harder, wrapped both arms around firm muscle and the little bit of fat on Spyder's
belly. Spyder let her own hands wander down Niki’ s back, no shirt in the way, just abra strap before
the smdll of her back, skin like satin, so much softer than Robin, no hard edges, no bones showing

through.

And insteed of the bottomlessfeding, Spyder felt something e se, something dmost like the way she' d
oncefdt with them al herearound her, likethings might be dl right, if she could be sanealittlewhile,
careful, and then Niki’ sfingerswere insde her boxers, tangling themselvesin her thick pubic hair, her sex
cupped in Niki’ s hand like fruit. Aching tingle when Niki’ s middle finger brushed her |abia, velvet probe,
and then dipped insde. Spyder shivered and there was smply no way to hold Niki close enough, to take
her in and bind that sense of security, of oneness and belonging, so it wouldn't bleed away, wouldn't
desert her, leave her dangling between the nowheres above and below and within when it was over,
soon, when Niki pulled her hand away, pulled her head from under the shirt and went to make coffee.
Everything was dways dready over beforeit began.

Niki laughed beneath the bulgy shirt and switched to Spyder’ sright nipple.

“Niki,” Spyder said, “you re not gonnaleave, when you get tired of the sex, or...” and then shedidn’t
say anything more, wished she' d kept her mouth shut. Niki’ s tongue had stopped, and she pulled her
head out, didn’t take her hand away from Spyder’ s crotch, though. Her hair stuck out al over, static and
bedhair, her dark, deep eyes, not hurt or pissed, wide and alittle deepy and no deceit in there that
Spyder could see.



“| was't planning onit,” she said and pretended to frown.

And Spyder looked back up at the sun on thewall, an inch or two lower, maybe, like the hand of a
clock, sand in glass, nothing left behind asit passed. Except acooling placeif she put her fingersto the
wal aboveit.

“I'msorry,” shesaid. “1 know you’ re not thinking about going anywhere. Everyone dways actslikeit's
gonnabe forever, but nobody ever thinks about forever. We were gonna be together forever, Niki. |
mean, me and Robin and Byron and Walter, likeafamily. Likeatribe...”

“I'm okay, Spyder,” Niki said, and the way she said it, Spyder could almost believe she knew what she
was talking about. “We re gonna be okay, too.”

“I want to tel you somethings,” and now Niki’s hand did move away, left Spyder empty and damp
between the legs, but she kept talking. “ Not yet, but maybe tomorrow. Maybe soon. They’ re not good
things, but maybe if we both know them...” and then she wastoo afraid to say any more, and so she just
dared at the sun on the wall, dipping down, like the world was dipping down. Faling, like theworld was
fdling.

“Anytime,” Niki sad. “Anytimeyou'reready, I'll lisen. And I’ll fill be here when you' re done.”
“We shouldn’'t make promises,” Spyder said. “It’ sbad luck, | think.”

The second time Spyder woke up, the sun was down, twilight tuned down amost to night, and she could
smell Red Diamond coffee and something cooking. She reached for Niki, but found she was donein the
bed, and the spot on the sheets where Niki had lain curled next to her was cold. Like nothing could be
|eft behind but body heat and the vaguest impression of arms and legs and headsin pillows. Spyder
crawled out of bed and pulled on apair of old Levi’'s, one of the buttonholes on the fly busted so her
plaid boxers showed undernegth.

Shefound Niki Sitting cross-legged on the kitchen floor, some of Spyder’ stools scattered around her.
“Hey, deeping beauty,” Niki said, and Spyder poked her in the ribswith abig toe. Niki dapped her foot
and went back to what she was doing, stripping black rubber insulation from copper telephone wire with
apair of needle-nosed pliers, straightening the strands of wire again.

“I'm pretty surel canfix this” shesaid.
Spyder didn’'t comment, went to the stove and lifted the lid on one of the pots.

“I found abag of pinto beans in the cabinet, and a can of turnip greens,” Niki said, then began twisting
the severed ends of the phone line back together. “Too bad we don’t have stuff to make corn bread.”

“Do you know what you're doing?’ and Spyder tasted the pintos, added black pepper to the pot; Niki
had aready begun covering the spliced wire with eectrical tape.

“I think so,” shesaid. “I mean, it may not be the clearest connection intheworld, but | think it'll at least
work again.”

“I| wasn't talking about the phone,” Spyder said. “ Y ou have to put sdt in these, you know?’
Niki stopped and looked at her.

“And some onion wouldn’'t have hurt, either. | thought people from New Orleans knew how to cook
beans?’

“Y eah, Spyder. Whenever | wasn't too busy listening to the blues or chasing dligators down the street, |
was cooking beans.”

Spyder opened the refrigerator, began digging around behind six-packs of Buffalo Rock and Diet Coke



cans, foil-covered leftovers, for the onion she remembered having seen aday or so before, found alittle
cardboard carton of medlie wormsinstead; shetook it out and set it on thetable. “I thought | threw these
out,” and she shook the carton, shsssk-shsssk rattle of sawdust and grubs. “1 bet they’re all dead by
now, anyway,” and she put them back in thefridge.

“Chrigt, Spyder. Please don’'t put dead wormsin the refrigerator.”

“I'll throw them away later,” trying not to think about what the unused, unesten meslies redlly meant,
what they’ d followed from and signified; she found the onion, white onion amost asbig as her figt, hiding
behind an old carton of buttermilk.

Niki stood up and dusted off her buitt, lifted the receiver and held it againgt her ear. “Wow,” she sad,
proud voice. “1 did t. | fixed the phone.” Spyder shut the fridge and clapped for her, smiled when Niki
curtsed.

The recaiver back in its cradle and immediately the black telephone rang. “ Jesus,” Niki said. “That's
some good fucking timing, huh?” She started to answer it, but “No,” Spyder said. “No, Niki, don't.”

“Why?1 just fixed it. That’s probably someonethat’ s been trying to cal usfor days.”
“| don't care. Just let it ring.”

Niki stared at the phone, strident box of noise on the wall; Spyder carried her onion over to the sink, ran
cold water over the papery skin before she began to ped it. After the eeventh ring, the phone was silent.

“Areyou gonnaanswer it next time?’ Niki asked, sounding confused, disappointed, and Spyder
shrugged, tossed the empty onion skin at the garbage. “Probably,” she said, opened a drawer next to the
snk and rummaged through the jumble of utensilsand silverware ingde until she found the knife shewas
looking for.

She diced the onion on the counter, not bothering to get down the cutting board, not caring if she
scratched the wood. So many scratches there already. Most of them there since she' d been achild, and
she' d never understood why her mother had always been so careful not to add any more.

“| wasjust trying to help,” Niki said behind her. *'Y ou should' ve said something, if you didn’t want meto
fix the phone.”

And thenit rang again, third dice through the onion, and Spyder dmost cut her hand.

“Do you want meto answer it?” Niki asked.

Spyder finished dicing the onion, three more dices, three more rings, rinsed the knife under the tap. She
carried adouble handful of onion to the stove and added it to the boiling pot of beans. And then she
answered the phone, because she knew it was usdless not to, just like she' d known precisaly when the
bedspread was going to tear, which ball bearing she' d beleft holding, just like that.

“Youdon't haveto,” Niki said, but Spyder only stared at her, put the receiver to her own ear, spoke
dowly into the mouthpiece. “Hello?” and nothing at first from the other end except traffic sounds, pay
phone sounds that made her think of Byron, and she almost hung up.

“Spyder?’ Niki whispered, and right after, in her ear, the familiar boy voice, “ Spyder? Isthat you?’

She pretended not to recognize him, watched the pots on the stovetop, the steam rising from the pintos.
“Yegh, it' sme”

“I know you probably don’t want to hear from me,” he said, Walter’ s nervous voice and he was at |least
half-wrong. Part of her wanted to hear him very badly, wanted to cry and smile and tell him how much
she missed him, how she missed them al. Wanted to tell him none of it mattered anymore, not enough to
judtify thelondiness

“Sowhy areyou caling me,” she said, and there was nothing through the line for amoment except the



sound of him breathing, the backdrop of street noise.

“I left, Spyder. | got dmost dl the way to Chicago and came back,” he said. I’ ve been riding
goddamned busesfor days, and | have to know what’ s happening, Spyder. | think it’s not gonna stop it
from happening, or even stop me from going crazy, but | have to know, anyway. | haveto know if dl that
shit Robin and Byron made up still means anything.”

Niki took her other hand, held it tightly, sllently mouthed two words that might have been I’'m sorry.
“Nothing’ s happening,” Spyder said. “Nothing at dl. Don't cal me again, Walter.”

“Please, Spyder. Please don't hang up on me. Christ, I'm fucking seeing things, and | can’t deep
anwymore....”

“I’ve got to go. There' s something on the stove.”
“I'm scared shitless,” he said.

“I’'m sorry,” and she hung up, shook her hand free of Niki’s and went to the back door, out into the
night, down the back steps, and the screen banged shut behind her. Past the place where the kudzu came
down from the mountain and swallowed the edge of the yard. No shoes and the leaf soft ground damp
underfoot, rocks and sticks painful sharp, but she kept walking, climbing the hill, until the dark had
wrapped itsdf al the way around her.

3.

The next morning, Tuesday, Niki sat done on the back stoop of Spyder’shouse. No deep dl night,
though she' d tried for alittle while, had eaten supper by hersalf and then climbed into their thrift-store
bed, pulled the covers around her, Ieft the light in the foyer burning and the bedroom door open so she
wouldn't bein the dark room aone. But there' d been too much emptiness, insgde and out, too much
worry over Spyder and the memorieswaiting for her, and findly she' d started imagining that she was
hearing noises under the floor, scritchy rat sounds and if she listened hard enough, the incessant mumble
of voices, no single spesker, but the softest curtain of indecipherable words and phrases, crowd muitter,
and after awhile she' d gotten up again, drunk coffeein the kitchen until dawn.

Now she stared at the gray tangle of the mountainsde and cursed hersdlf again, for not going after
Spyder right away. For fixing the telephonein thefirst place. For not being perfect, not even close. She
tried to concentrate, watching for any sign of movement, any evidence that Spyder was on her way back.
Shedidn't like those trees, so close together and all those bare limbs that seemed to strain her way,
crooked fingersrestlessin the cold wind, or the vines strung between them, drooping down to the
ground, asea of vinesthat she guessed was a smothering green sea of kudzu in the summer.

Spyder had told her it wasn’t agood idea to go wandering around up there alone, especidly at night or if
you didn’t know the woods aready. Because there were alot of old mine shafts and sinkholes that no
one had marked or sealed up, deep pits|eft from the days when the mountain had been tunneled out for
itsiron-ore bones.

“But they'reredly pretty nedt, if you're careful,” she'd said. “1I’ll show you one sometime. They’ refull of
bats, and I’ll show you whereto catch the biggest sdamanders.”

Niki wondered if Spyder was hiding in one of those old shafts now, or if maybe she’d sumbled into one
of theminthe night, if she’ d been too upset to watch where she was walking and had falen, had broken
her leg or hit her head and couldn’t get back.

“Chrig, thisiscrazy,” standing up, buttoning her army jacket, somping her feet to warm up alittle, to get
the blood flowing again. And then she waked to the edge of the yard, crunching over the frosted ground,
stood ankle deep in kudzu vines and called into the trees, “ Spyder? Spyder, can you hear me?’
Somewhere down the hill adog began to bark, and then another one, farther away.



“Spyder!”

Shelooked back at the house, wanting to beinsde, safe in its comfortable warmth and disorder, safein
bed with Spyder, then turned back to the trees, the vines like adumping wall before the copperhead mat
of leaves began farther in. Took another step, and thistime her leg sunk in up to the knee and she amost
lost her balance; off to her left, something rustled benegth the vines. * Jesus, Spyder, there snotelling
what’ sliving under dl thisshit.”

Nothing to be afraid of, though. Rats maybe, possums or raccoons. Stray cats. Nothing that won't get
out of your way if you just make alittle racket.

“Spyder?1’m coming to look for you, okay?” and that sounded stupid, stupid as she felt wading around
in dead kudzu at seven thirty in the morning.

“It'sokay,” but Niki amost screamed, actually opened her mouth to scream before she saw Spyder
huddled in the shelter of somefalen logs, narrow pocket in the vineslike achild’ stepee of quiltsand
blankets.

“I'mright here”

No coat, short deeves and bare feet, and Niki thought she could see the white glitter of frost on Spyder’s
tattooed arms. “Y ou’ ve got to be freezing to death,” she said and took another step and wentin up to
her waig thistime.

“You can't get across that way. There saditch there”

“Gregt. Fucking wonderful,” and Niki tried to plow her way through anyway, stopped when the vines
were level with her chest and began to trace her way back out again, wishing she could quit thinking
about everything that might be lurking in the kudzu, watching the haf of her body she couldn’t see, beady
mean eyesthat didn’t mind the always-dark down there, red eyes, sharp white teeth.

“So wherethe hell do | get across?’ and when Spyder didn’'t answer, Niki looked over her shoulder,
caught Spyder staring up into the branches overhead, and she followed, like eyes could be apointing
finger, up, through the snarl and strangle, the draping leafl ess kudzu, up and there, maybe seven or eight
feet off the ground, what Spyder was seeing. Niki rubbed at her eyes, rubbed them like a cartoon
character to be sureit wasred, those dangling arms and legs, limp and somehow iff at the sametime,
sunken black sockets where his eyes had been open wide, and his mouth was open even wider than that.

“Oh,” and she fdt like someone had punched her in the gut, had knocked the breath out of her. “ Oh god,
Spyder.”

“How arewe ever gonnaget him down?’ Spyder said, said the words so quietly that Niki amost didn’t
catch them. “I’ ve been gitting here trying to figure that out, Niki, how to get him down.”

Niki struggled, fought her way out of the kudzu and vomited in the frozen grass, puked coffee and mostly
digested supper, and the mess steamed in the morning shadows.

“Fuck,” she said, over and over, and there was no way to stop seeing that face, the most frightened face
she' d ever seen, no way to pretend it wasn't adead face, no way not to see Danny Boudreaux up there.
No way to get back to the moment before she’ d turned around and looked.

No way except straight ahead.

“Spyder,” but then she had to stop, wait until the nausea passed, and then, “1’m gonna go back to the
house and call some help, okay?’

“No, Niki. You can't do that,” alittle louder now, alittle urgent, “No one' s ever gonna understand, not
after Robin. | don't wanttogotojail.”

“Gotojail? Spyder, you didn’t do that!”



Spyder didn’t reply, just gazed up at the dead boy in the tree like she was waiting for him to do
something besdesjust hang there.

“I haveto cal the police, Spyder. He sdead.”

“Then calling the cops won't make him any less dead, will it?'Y ou can come across down there,” and she
pointed to aspot afew yardsaway. It didn’t look any different from the place Niki had tried to cross,
she wiped her mouth, then spat again.

“He sdead, Spyder. He' sfucking dead.”
“Yeah. | thought he' d just | eft town. | thought maybe he' d goneto Atlanta.”
“Okay, wdll, then that’ sal you have to tell the police when they ask.”

“We re not calling the cops, Niki,” so find there was no way to argue, not now, anyway; nothing to do
but go to the place she' d pointed, go to Spyder and get her inside before she froze to death or caught
pneumonia. The wind rattled through the trees, adry, hungry rattle, and she realized the dogs were il
barking.

Her feet only disappeared alittle past the ankles thistime, and the ground cresked beneath her shoes,
tired wood creak, glimpses of weathered planks through the growth, and Niki redlized she was waking
on some sort of bridge, probably rotten, and shetried not to think about that, either. Tried to think about
nothing but getting Spyder in out of the cold.

“Watch out,” Spyder sad. “There’ sastump hole there,” and then Niki was standing next to her, sanding
directly under the body in thetree.

“Maybeif wejust pull onthevines...”
“I think we should go inside now, Spyder. At least warm you up alittle bit. Get your boots and coat.”
“...together. | tried it, but maybe if we were both pulling, the vineswould come loose.”

“We shouldn’t do that,” and she caught a hint of something bad on the air, aripe, meaty smell, and she
told herself that it wastoo cold for the body to be rotting up there, but she knew that was total horseshit.

“Youwouldn’t say that, if he'd been your friend. | can’t leave him there.”

“If hewasmy friend, Spyder...” and whatever she was about to say, whatever was true and wanted to
be said, no need for Spyder to hear it, and instead, “If hewas my friend, I'd call the police.”

Spyder stood, her feet raw, chapped pink, the palms of her hands the same color, the same painful shade
across her forehead, under her eyes, around her mouth. But not ahint of frostbite gray, asfar as Niki
could tdll; that was something, at least, something to hang on to. Oneway this could be worse.

Spyder grabbed on to one of the vines and pulled; Niki heard the limbs creak, the same grating sound the
old boards over the ditch had made, same straining sound that might have been thelast thing Danny

heard after he stepped off the chair in hiskitchen. “Help me, Niki,” and “ Spyder,” she said, “Please,” but
Spyder only pulled that much harder, frowned and chewed her lower lip.

“If | could just reech hisfest,” she said.

The soles of the boy’ s shoes, swaying now because of dl the yanking Spyder was doing on the vines, a
bit of gravel wedged between the treads, ayelow-green wad of hardened gum. The vine felt utterly dien
in Niki’s hands, dried tendons from an alien corpse, the corpse of something big asthe mountain, old as
the world. She pulled and way up high there were popping sounds, rip-pings, and Spyder jerked so hard
Niki could see where the skin on her fingers was cracking open and beginning to bleed.

“And what are we supposed to do with him if we ever do get him down?’

Spyder put dl her weight on the vine, lifted hersdlf off the ground a couple of inches. Therewasaloud



crack then and bits of oak bark fell from the sky and peppered their heads.
“We put himingde, whereno on€'ll see”
Niki followed her example, cringed when the body sank alittle closer to them.

“What then? | mean, you don't think you can keep him in there very long, do you? It'sa corpse, Spyder.
Sooner or later...”

“He' |l haveto be buried,” Spyder said, and Niki didn’t say anything else. Didn’t want to hear any more
of this. Shetugged until her arms ached, white clouds of breath from the exertion, the cold making her
snuses hurt. And then the vinesjust let go, sudden dack in her hands and the body tumbled towards
them, amost landed on top of her; he lay dumped againgt the trunk of the tree, head lolled forward now,
onearm across hislap, legs splayed like the Scarecrow from The Wizard of Oz, and now she recognized
him, the boy she’ d watched across the smoky cave of Dr. Jekyll’s. He' d been so wary that night, so
pretty; the flesh around his eye sockets was tattered, torn and shredded by the careless beaks of hungry
birds, but the face still looked wary. Scared and wary and sad.

“I can't dothis” she said, and Spyder only shrugged.
“Then go back to the house. | can carry himinaone.”

She dmost did, dmost left Spyder to do this crazy, awful thing hersaf, amost |ft her to ded with that
face, the hollows where his eyes had been. Spyder squatted beside him, brushed black hair from hisface.

“No,” Niki said. “I can’t let you do thisby yourself. Let’sdo it, now, before someone sees us up here.”
“Oh, Byron,” Spyder whispered. “I'm so sorry.”
When she was ready, they carried the dead boy across the plank bridge and down to the house.

Spyder laid him on the kitchen table, asked Niki to get awashcloth from the bathroom, please,
something to clean his hands and face with, to scrub away the dirt, the gore on his gray cheeks. Hislegs
hung off the end, deadweight pendulums, but Spyder carefully arranged hisarms at hissides so they
wouldn't flop over the edge. Niki obediently brought her awashcloth, glad for something so smpleto
do, for those few momentsfilled with the imperfect illuson of sanity; Spyder soaked the cloth with warm
water from the kitchen sink, wrung it out and started to clean hisface.

“We haveto cal the police now,” and Niki was standing right by the phone, only had to lift the receiver
and dia 911, but Spyder shook her head and wiped at arust-colored stain on the side of hisnose.

“No police, Niki. Didn't | aready say no police?’

Niki looked at the phone, sick of theflat, heplessfeding, sick of waking on eggshellsfor Spyder, crazy
Spyder, and thiswas going too far, humoring her thistime. Thiswas where she had to do something.

“I’'m not asking your permission,” she said as she reached for the telephone, “I' m just telling you what |
haveto do. Y ou're not thinking straight right now.”

And for an answer, Spyder set the washcloth down and picked up the big carving knife ill lying on the
counter where she' d diced the onion the night before, stepped past Niki and made aloop of the
bandaged phone cord, dipped the knife insde, eectrical tape pulled tight around the blade.

“Put it down,” she said, no mdicein her voice, nothing but promise, and Niki understood the rest, put it
down or there won't be agoddamned telephone to discuss, and the knife aimed straight at her heart.

“Spyder,” and the cord pulled tighter, then, only alittle more pressure and the blade would cut them off
from theworld again.

“When do | ever ‘think straight,” huh? I’ m taking my meds, and aren’t they supposed to make me ‘think



draght' 7’

“That’snot what | meant, and you know it,” but she hung the phone up, stepped back, more distance
between her and the knife, and Spyder glanced down at it. “ Jesus, Niki, isthat what you think? That |
would ever hurt you?’

“Sometimes | don’t know what to think anymore.”

“If that’ swhat you think of me, you don’'t understand any of this. If that’ swhat you think, you should just
get the hell out of here now,” words pushed out hard and fagt, indifferent cold melting away, and she
dropped the cord, hurled the knife at the Sink, and plates, dirty glasses and coffee cups shattered there.

“Everything got messed up, Niki. You weren't here so | don't expect you to know what I'm talking
about. | tried to makeit right again, but | couldn’t. Thisisdl | can do for him. It sthelast thing |eft, and |
havetodoit.”

“How am | supposed to understand when you won't tell me anything, Spyder? Am | just supposed to
stand around and watch you mess your life up worse? Screw mine up with it? 1 do know that none of this
isyour fault.”

“Youdon't know,” Spyder said, like asentence handed down, final judgment, you don’t know, and she
picked up the washcloth again, went to the Sink, steaming water over glass and china shards, the window
over the sink fogged opague, and then she went back to Byron.

“I don’t know how to help you,” and Niki was crying now, hating hersdf for it, but she could not be this
tired and scared, scared for her and Spyder, for them both separate and together, and not cry. Spyder
began rubbing at the stubborn stain again, and dready the kitchen was beginning to smell like degth,
swest putrid degth like bad meat and wilted flowers. Like breakdown, patient decay, disintegration.

“You can't hdp me. Thisisn't aout you. Everything isn’t about you, Niki,” and Niki turned and ran,
through the house and back to their bedroom, threw herself down on the bed and gave in to the tears, the
exhaustion and rage. Her own madnessingde and the certainty that Spyder was right; nothing she could
do but intrude, act more like Spyder’ s nursemaid than her lover, or Sit back and watch, wait for this shit
to play itself out. She found Spyder’ s Klonopin on the floor by her side of the bed, pastel blue tablets
insde amber plastic, had to wrestle amoment with the childproof cap: she swallowed one of the pillsand
put them back, wrapped her armstight around Spyder’ s pillow, heavy feather pillow and its dingy
lemon-yellow pillowcase, asif cotton and the musky stink of old feathers could be Spyder. And she
closed her eyesand cried herself to deep.

4.

A long dream of candldlight on earthen walls and Jackson Square, the girl with her tarot deck again, but
gtill Niki didn’t see the whole spread, that card, dream within adream toward the end, that night on the
beach in North Carolina, the strange girl named Jenny Dare, and Niki woke up dow, drifted up from the
smell of st spray and fish and the girl’ swet clothes. Groggy and her mouth too dry, headache, and then
she remembered taking the Klonopin, that this must be what the doctor had caled “rebound,” likea
hangover from the long benzodiazepine deep. And then she remembered it al and wished she could
close her eyes and forget again. Instead, she sat up, dizzy, and so she leaned against the headboard and
stared at the windows; not dark yet, but dusk, amost night.

Someone had undressed her—no, not someone, Spyder—had gotten her out of the bulky army coat,
and it hung on a bedpost now, and there was quiet music playing on the portable CD player, Dead Can
Dance, cellosand violins, Lisa Gerrard’ s calming, ethered vocdss; the covers had been pulled up around
her.

She could hear the television playing, too, agame show filtered through the walls. She stood up, cautious,
distrusting her throbbing head, her rubbery arms and legs. No wonder Spyder hated taking this shit so



much.

Sheturned off the music, set on repeat and no telling how many times the allbum had played through,
getting into her deep, coloring her dreams. The house was freezing, and she guessed Spyder had turned
off the heat. Niki dipped the coat on, zipped it closed, and went to find Spyder.

Spyder had not put on warmer clothes, too hot from the hours of work and finally she had stripped off
the T-shirt and jeans, sat on the kitchen floor now wearing nothing but her boxers, sweat drying on her
pale skin. Watching Byron on the table, the package he had become, wrapped up tight. She' d started
with plain white thread, four big spools she'd found in an old sewing box that had been her mother’s,
round and round his face after she' d stuffed the empty eye sockets with cotton wads from Tylenol
bottles. And then she used the other colors, black and red and bright Kelly green, and she'd had to
switch to yarn, orange and gold the color of grain around his narrow shoulders, and after that nylon
fishing line and torn bed sheets and tape, whatever she could find, incorporated into the binding.

She' d been thorough, and no glimpse of skin showed through. Hisraggedy, filthy clothes were folded
and placed together neatly by the body, ruined clothes and his shoes. She thought he might be safe this
way, safe from her and the things the house remembered because of her. Safe from the sounds that had
begun an hour ago, the things that made the sounds, bonemeta scrape and papery rustle from the
basement below.

And she'd drawn acircle around the table, as perfect acircle as she could draw in the crystal-powder
white of Morton’siodized table sdt.

“Safefromme,” she whispered and hugged the dream catcher close. Half an hour earlier, she' d pulled it
off the boards nailed over her old bedroom door. Had carefully unwound each black strand of Byron's
hair and laid them on his chest. Now the dream catcher was fraying, undone, lessened by subtraction and
her busy fingers.

“Oh, Spyder. What have you done?’ and Spyder looked up: Niki was standing in the doorway, beautiful
confusion, rumpled clothes and hair, bags beneath her dark eyes, eyes puffy from deep or crying or both.

“If I tell you,” Spyder said, “you have to promise—you have to fucking swear to me—that you' re never
gonnatell anyone else. No matter what happens, you'll never tell anyone elseasingle, solitary word of
it.” But Niki didn’t promise, looked back and forth, from the pathetic cocooned shape on the kitchen
table to Spyder stting on thefloor, like neither could beredl, like there was a choice to make between
them.

“I want you to go back to the hospital,” she said, findly, and Spyder said no, laughed and said no again.

“Please, Spyder. Y ou're frightening me.” Niki took astep closer, moved so dow, one small step and
another, and she kneeled, close enough that Spyder could reach out and touch her now, would haveif it
could have done anything but make things worse; for a second, Spyder thought she smelled jasmine,
maybe, but it was only the cleansers or bug spray under the sink.

“I’'m not trying to scare you. | don’'t want to scare you.”
“Wdll, you are. Y ou' ve got me scared shitless”

“I’'msorry. | am sorry.” Shelaid one hand palm-up on the floor, empty, so Niki could takeit if she
chose.

“It’snot too late to work this shit out, to get you out of here,” and Niki did take her hand, squeezed it,
twined their fingerstogether, weave of Spyder’s pae, chilled flesh and Niki’ s dusky, warm flesh. | think
maybe this house is making you sick, Spyder. Or keeping you from getting any better. Too much bad
shit’ s happened to you here. It'sno wonder you can’t stop thinking about it.”



It'snot even half that smple, but all Spyder said was, “It’ sbeen too late for along time,” and Niki
frowned, heat lightning flash of anger across her face and sudden anger behind her words. “Don’'t give
me that crap, goddammit. | don’'t want to hear it. All you haveto do isget up and let me take you to the

hospitdl.”
Spyder shook her head, let go of Niki’ s hand; the separation hurt, physica pain and pain insde that was
worse, pulling away from thelast bit of warmth in the world.

“Do you ill want to hear what | was gonnasay or not? | won't tell you if you don't.”
“I want to help you, Spyder.”
“Thenligten, ’cause | don't think there’ s anything else you can do.”

Spyder saw the moment clear in Niki’ s eyes, swollen moment of decision; saw it come like the shadows
before a summer thundershower, lingering, sweet rain scent and ozone and the hair on your arms and the
back of your neck prickling from the static charge, and then it was gone, and Niki sighed loudly, sat
down next to Spyder and held her hand again. Decision made, and Spyder was glad for her touch, but
couldn’t look at her face, the fear and regret stamped there, stared over the edge of the sink and out the
kitchen window instead, the cold night gathering around the house, taking its place, and when it had
Settled, when it was comfortable, she started to talk.

Not the night that he cut her face, amonth later, maybe, and the cross scar between her eyesis
bubblegum pink and fresh. And it made no difference a al, because the angels still haven't taken them all
away, haven't taken him away, and that’ sredlly al that matters anymore. But they Sit in the basement,
ingde hischarm, listening to two radios a once, one playing the preaching and the other playing hymns.
The orange extension cords hang in loops from the ceiling so they won't bresk the circle; nothing must
break the circle, ever.

The circle keeps out the mongters, the wicked things that are gonna.crawl up from Hell at the end, will
keep out the radiation when the bombs come down, when the sky burns and falls down to smash them
and everyonein theworld scorched flat. Sheisn't surewhat radiation is, but he saysit will kill her even
though she'll never seeit coming, and she doesn’t want to know any more than that.

And thisisthetime that her mother didn’t go down with them, the only time she said no, and so he hit
her. Her mother aball on the floor, skinny armsfolded like ashield over her head while he punched and
kicked and Lilawatched it dl from the shadowsin the hal. Obedient, good girl standing beside the
trapdoor, waiting, praying that he'll stop, praying Jesusthat he won't really let her mother stay up here
aloneto burn, to get eaten by the radiation monsters. That they’ Il make it down before the black sky
outside begins to smudge and drip, squirming rain blood drops on the window-panes; her mother begs
No, Carl. Please, she' swatching. Please, and he stops, steps back and looks logt, tired and lost and sad.
Her mother holds her ssomach where he kicked her, cries and says words Lila s not supposed to use.

“Please,” she says. “For god' s sake, don’t take her down there tonight!”

And he reaches down, helps her mother up off thefloor. “I’'m sorry, I’'m sorry, my head hurts Trish or |
would never hurt you, but my head hurts. It'stoo smdl to hold it dl in, everything I ve seen, everything |
know.”

“I just can’'t do it anymore, Carl. | just can’'t Sit down there anymore. Please let me take her. Let usgo.”

“No,” he says, turns around and looks at Lila, like she said something and he' strying to think of an
answer, like he' sforgotten who sheis.

“WEe Il go to the church. I'll take her to the church, okay? We' |l be safe there, Carl. Y ou could even
comewith us. It'll be safe there”



“There sonly one church,” he says and her mother starts screaming, fuck you fuck you fuck you you
crazy drunk bastard shit she' smy daughter and there they sit, hein hischair, Lilain hers, her mother’s
chair empty and both radios turned up loud. He' sbeen sitting for along time with hishead down in his
hands, shaking hands, like his head’ sgonnafly apart if he doesn't hold it together, and there’ sa muddy
spot on the floor between hisfeet from the tears.

“They’retdlin’ mewhat | got to do,” he says, and by now her mother’ s stopped banging on the
basement door, she's stopped screaming a him to let her in. So the monsters must have taken her away,
but Lilawould rather believe she ran away to hide in the church, that Brother Taylor and the woman who
playsthe organ are watching over her.

“They'retdlin’ me, and I’ ve beentryin’ not to listen, Lila. ' Cause it don’'t ssemright. It don’t ssemright
a dl.” She can hardly understand him, he' s crying so hard, wet face in the lamplight from crying and snot.
“Butit’ sthe only way, and thisisthe last night. They’ re runnin’ out of patience withme. If | don't listen
and the trumpets start, they won't take uswith them....”

He stops, opens hisred Bible and reads something from the back that she tries not to hear, locusts and
sedls, locusts and sedl's, and then she seesthe jar beneath his chair for the first time when he reaches for
it. Big Mason jar and there’ s something inside, but she can't tell what, except it moves when he picksit
up. Her father holds the Bible up in one hand and the jar in the other, holds them high up, and he stands
so that hislong arms amost reach the celling. She watches hislips, moving and making words but no
sound coming out until finally, Please don’t make me do this. Someone else, Lord. Not me.

“Daddy?’ and there' s asound above them like thunder, and she’' stoo scared to say anything else.

“You are not pure,” he saysto her, hiseyes shut now, shut tight. “Y ou have to be made pure so that the
angels can carry usinto Paradise beforeit’ stoo late. It'snot your fault, Lila,” he says.

His arms come down dow, the Bible and the jar, and it'snot one thing in the jar, alot of small black
living things, nervous things, and he setsthe Biblein hischair. Tells her to go to her cot, and then he
counts backwards, big numbers she hasn't learned yet. And he unzips his pants.

“It’ syour mother. She’ sasinner, and now she' slost forever, ' cause she' stoo proud to listen, too proud
to hear. She wants meto let her drag you down to Hell with her, but | won't, Lila. Thisisbad, butit's
better than lettin’ her have your immorta soul.”

He bends over her, and she can seeingde the jar now, can see the shiny black spiders and the red on
their belies. The bottom and sides of the jar covered with them, clinging to glass and each other; he
hands her the jar, makes her take it in both hands, and now she’ stoo scared to say no, too scared to
scream for her mother who wouldn’t hear her anyway because she's dead or has run away. And her
father puts his hands between her legs.

“When | say, Lila, you openthat jar.”

All she can do is shake her head, no, no, she can't do that, won't let them out; her grandfather taught her
about black widows when he taught her about rattlesnakes and copperheads and poison ivy.

“Don’'t shake your head a me, littlelady. Y ou'regonnado it when | say, and thenit'll bedl right. Then
it'll dl beover.”

He touches her where she pees, didestwo fingersinside her; it hurts, and she can’t help but cry.
“Openthejar, Lila
“Openthejar.”

And hisfingers come out and something else goesin, ripsinto her and she screams and he saysit again,
Openthejar. Now, Lila.



Thelidisn't screwed on tight, makes a gritty sound when sheturnsit, and he drivesthe pain dl theway in
before the lid hits the floor, ringslike bells and the spiders flow out, tickling legs over her hands, down
her arms, onto her father.

“It'samogt over, baby,” her father says, and she closes her eyes and waits for the end of the world.

Nothing Niki could say, nothing for her to do but sit and wait for Spyder to finish. Or maybe the story
was finished and Spyder was waiting on her, for asign, for sympathy or ashred of consolation. Maybe
Spyder only thought she' d finished, and she sat for five more minutes, not speaking, face awhite and
empty canvas, until Niki asked, “ Y ou’ vetold your doctors al this?” and Spyder’ s head snapped around,
puppet-string whiplash, and for amoment Niki was sure Spyder was going to hit her.

“Modlly,” she said, instead of violence, the subtle, ingtant fury on her face, “But what the hell difference
doesthat make? They can't undo it, they can’t fix things so it never happened. They can’'t even make me
forget about it, so what' sthe fucking point?’

And Niki didn't have an answer for that, either.

“My mother ran next door and caled the cops, and when they finaly got here they had to use a crowbar
to get into the basement, because he' d put so many fucking locks on the door.”

Soft scrape againgt the floorboards under them, and Niki’ sracing heart, wanting out; a gentle thwump
against thewall of the house, and she opened her mouth to ask if Spyder had heard that, too, but Spyder
was dready talking again, and she made hersdlf wait.

“| fainted or | wasin shock or something. | don’'t remember that part. | don’t remember anything else
until 1 woke up in the hospital. They had my mother sedated somewhere, and it was aweek before |
even knew he was dead, when my Aunt Maggiefindly told me. It took him three daysto diefrom al
those bites.”

That sound again, thwump, solid basketbal | thwump against the side of the house, the basement
scrub-brush sound right after it, and Niki pretended she hadn’t heard, that there was nothing in the world

now except Spyder.

“It'shard to get ablack widow to bite you,” she said. “Y ou amost have to force them, Niki. And most
people don't die, unlessthey’re dlergic or dready sick from asthmaor aheart condition or something
like that. Something to weaken them enough the poison does more than make them wish they were dead.
He must have spent days and days down therein the dark, catching al those spiders.”

Thwump, and thistime she looked at the wall and glanced back to Niki. “Y ou' re not hearing things,” she
sad. “Unlesswe re both hearing things. | shouldn't betelling you this.”

“It'sprobably just adog,” pretend certain, pretend composure, but Niki didn’t look at the kitchen
window, “or thewind.”

“Thewind,” Spyder whispered and held out her arms, skin and ink, permanent, forever; turned them
over to show her naked palms, unstained space but lines there, too, and she knotted her fingers together,
lace of fingers, cup of flesh back behind her head, teeth gritted.

“They didn’t bite me, Niki,” dmost agrowl, throaty grinding up and out, leaking. “ They’ ve never bitten
rTe”

“Maybe they protected you, then,” and Niki as surprised asthelook on Spyder’ sface, the look that said
How did you know, Niki? How did you know that?, as surprised and she knew how important it was
that she'd said that, even if shewasjust fumbling in the dark and confusion, needing to say something
resssuring, anything right and comforting.



“Likeatotem animd.”

The pain from Spyder’ s eyes, twisting under her skin so her forehead and eyebrowsfolded in like old,
old mountains, so her lips trembled, and she held them open amoment before she could spesk.

“But they won't stop. They won't ever stop. They took Robin because they thought they were protecting
me. They took Byron,” and Niki didn’t look toward the thing on the table.

“Y ou need someone to help you make them stop, Spyder.”

Thwump and the windows rattled; a coffee cup fell off the sink and shattered on the floor. Spyder
covered her ears, hid her face between her knees, muffling what she said.

“Stop playing like you know what' s happening, Niki. Y ou don't know what’ s happening. If | let you
say, they’ll just take you, too.”

“It'smy decision,” and she grabbed Spyder by the shoulders, pushed her back against the cabinet doors.
“Look at me, Spyder. Look at me.”

Spyder opened her eyes, stared out through her dreads, through tears and the roil behind the tears.
“Itsmy call. If | want to be here. If | want to help.”

“It doesn’'t work that way,” Spyder growled. “There s nothing in the whole fucking world you can do,
evenif | let youtry.” She closed her eyes again and began to pound her head against the cabinets, once,
twice, the back of her skull against the wood, hitting hard enough that the cabinet door split the third time,
and then Niki shook her.

“Stop it, Spyder! Stop it right now, goddamnit! Y ou’ re gonna hurt yourself...”

Crack likelightning reaching for the ground and touching, splitting sound that wasn'’t the cabinet door or
Spyder’ s skull; hungry light before Niki could shut her eyes, light that had mass and substance, cold as
zero, broiling. And she couldn’t let go, couldn’t crawl away and hide in shadowsthat didn’t exist in the
blinding-flash moment before it was over and the kitchen seemed so completely black there might never
have been even the glow of asingle candlein al the world. Her hands came away from Spyder’'s
shoulderswith asick and tearing noise, and Niki crawled to the sink, felt for the cold water knob in the
dark and held her scalded hands under the tap, tasting ozone and something like dugt, tasting her own
blood where she' d bitten her tongue.

And there was no sound but the soothing, icy splash of water from the faucet and Spyder sobbing behind
her.

“It' s<till my call,” Niki said, blinking, wondering if her eyes had burned away to steam, if therewas
nothing now but empty red socketsin her face.

5.

Niki found Bactine in the medicine cabinet and sprayed some on her hands, the burns crisscrossing the
backs of both, striping her wrists and forearms. Made bandages from an old bedsheet and then she sat
adonein theliving room, nothing for the pain but four extra-strength Tylenol, watched stcomswith the
sound turned too far down to hear. Her eyesitched and watered and there were il bright purplewhite
splotches that danced about the room when she blinked. But the thwumping on the walls had stopped,
the brushy rustling from the basement, and she could sit on the couch and watch mindless crgp and
amost not think about the familiar pattern the burns had etched into her skin or about what Spyder was
doing in the kitchen or the racket when she wrestled the body off the kitchen table. The sounds the dead
boy’ s swaddled heels made as she dragged him to the trapdoor and down. Not think about what had
happened or what to do next, about the things that had happened in this house, had never stopped
happening because Spyder had been scarred and so the house had scars, too. There would betimeto
think later, when her hands stopped hurting, when the splotches in front of her eyes faded.



The phone began to ring and Spyder et it, seventh ring before Niki got up and went to the kitchen (no
boy mummy body on the table, no salt on the floor, no sign of Spyder, ether) to answer it.

“Hello?" and there was swest, faint music from the other end, the Smiths, maybe, and then Mort said,
“Hey, Niki. You guysdoin’ okay?’

“Yeah,” and insde, No. No, we' re not. Not even alittle bit okay. “We' refine.”

“Well, look, I’ ve got some bad news,” and she thought she heard Theo in the background; Mort paused,
and the music went away.

“It'sabout Keith, you know, our guitar player,” and “Yeah,” shesaid, “Isheadl right?” just asthe
basement door dammed closed. And then Spyder, standing between crooked paperback stacksin the
next room, watching her: dirty hands, red dirt like rust or blood, dirty bare feet. A smear of dirt across
her face.

“No,” Mort said, “He snot,” and Niki listened to the details, stared helplessinto Spyder’ s expectant,
nervous eyes and listened. When it was over, she hung up and sat at the table, just aplain table again, not
amortuary dab, and al the salt and pepper shakers and bottles of hot sauce back in place. The plastic
honey bear and the sugar bowl.

“What' swrong, Niki?" Spyder asked, cautious, sounding frightened again; Niki shook her head, no
words left in her. Shelooked down at her ridiculous, bandaged hands, aready beginning to ravel, and
when she began to cry, Spyder came and held her, wrapped her in consoling smells of mold and earth
and sweet and stayed with her until she could talk again.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Sineaters
1.

T hered funera and the onein her head; Daria, Sitting on her bed, sitting with her back to thewall and
sueezed into the corner like a gunfighter so no more of this shit could come sneaking up on her, the real
shit and the shit in her head; the shit since Saturday night and her laying down the law, the sentence, for
the late and never-to-be-great Mr. Keith Barry, and the other shit like a 1950s Cold War big-bug movie.
That last kept for hersdf, her pearl, more secret than the guilt over Keith. Because she knew it was
crazy, because shewastoo afraid to say it out loud, too scared to say words to set the nightmares loose.

Claude had gone out for more coffee thirty minutes before, only had to walk down to the Bean and back,
So where the hell ishe? and she watched the clock-radio and wished him home, wished hersalf back to
Saturday night and Heaven and the time when there was till opportunity, amillion other waysthings
might have gone down, if she' d let them, and none of the wishes cametrue.

Outside, the sun was going down, aready, going down again, and that meant that she' d lived through
one, two, three, four, and this had been the fifth day since Saturday night: Thursday, Thursday night
creeping up on her like afucking vampire that would take away nothing anyone could ever see, would
leave her alittlelessdive, but ill hurting. Hurting like she d never imagined she could hurt, and empty,
and sck, and she thought she heard thunder.

She knew she looked like cold fucking shit, smelled just as bad or worse, maybe, same grody clothes,
same underwear and no shower, so she smelled like sweat and puke and dried tears, old booze and stale
smoke; mostly drunk since Tuesday afternoon, solid drunk since the funera, drunk since the hours before
hiswake; hidden away in the apartment, sucking down the cheapest wine, the bottles of Wild Irish Rose
and Boone's Farm and M D 20/20 that had been |eft behind after she’ d chased everyone away from the



wake, the precious numbing bottles she' d lugged back from Keith’ s old place in a huge, bulging paper
bag.
Where are you, Claude? and she looked at the window, athough she couldn’t see anything for the

bedsheet she' d made Claude thumb-tack over it, could only tell how soon it would be dark. Y ou fuckin’
promised, man, and Christ, she hadn’t even wanted the fucking coffee.

“But you are going to drink it, and you are going to sober up,” he'd said. “He' s dead, not you. What
happened to Keith, that wasn't about you, Dar. That was just about him, and nobody but him and al the
shit he couldn’t dedl with anymore.” And it hadn’t mattered that she’ d screamed at him for saying that,
had hurled an ashtray across the room at him, dumping butts and ash and putting another dent in the
wdls.

He d gone anyway, thirty-five minutes now.

She looked away from the window, tried not to think about time or the setting sun, bad dreams or the
distant storm sounds; He' |l be back soon, and she looked into each of the room’ sthree remaining
corners, one after the other, corners Claude had cleaned so meticuloudly for her, swept away every trace
of cobweb and sprayed them with Hot Shot; indulging her.

Thethunder again, but no lightning, not yet, and the windowpane rattled alittle. Darialit another cigarette
and waited for Claude, the can of bug spray gripped tightly in one hand, and she watched the empty
corners.

2.

She' d been at the Bean, one hour into her Monday night shift, when Mort had comein,
stoop-shouldered Mort and Theo in his shadow, her eyesred, puffy, and that had been thefirst thing, the
redlization that Theo had been crying, and Daria had just never thought about Theo Babyock crying. The
coffeehouse was crowded, noisy, afterwork crowd, and she’ d been too busy, still furious and pouring it
al into the job, the endless procession of lattés and cappuccinos, double espressos and dirty glasses.

“We need to talk, Dar,” he’ d said, leaning across the bar so she could hear him over the Rev. Horton
Heat and the beehive drone of customer voices.

“I'm busy right now, Mort. Redl busy, soif it canwait...” but he’d shaken his head and reached across
the bar, held her arm so she had to be till and listen. Theo had turned away, wiping a her nose with a
wilted Kleenex.

And she' d seen the red around his eyes, too, and felt sudden cold down in her ssomach, belly cold, had
set down apladtic jug of milk, and, “Yeah,” she'd said, “ Okay. Just give me aminute.” Had asked anew
girl to cover for her, and then she' d taken off her damp apron, followed Mort and Theo, not to a booth
or table (none were empty, anyway), but out the door to stand shivering on the sidewalk.

“What’ sgoing on?’ and Mort had brushed his hair back, rubbed his hands together; Theo blew her nose
loud, like a cartoon character.

“Keith,” Mort said. “He sdead, Dar,” just like that, no words minced; at least he hadn’t fucked around
the point, hadn’t tried to bresk it to her gently. And then he'd said it again, “Keith’sdead.”

She' d opened her mouth, but nothing, no words, nothing but the ice from her somach rising up to meet
the cold air spilling over her tongue. And Theo made astrangled little sound, then, like someone had
sgueezed a puppy too hard, and she walked away from them, fast, chartreuse leather moccasins and the
cuffs of her chintzy agaumarine bell-bottoms showing out from under her long coat.

Dariasaid something: “Oh,” or “Oh god,” “Oh fuck,” something she couldn’t exactly remember, only that
she' d made some sound, aword or two pushed out, and Mort had looked down at his feet.

“Wejust found out about half an hour ago,” he said. “His aunt called me at the garage, and we came



draight here”

She sat down on the concrete, weighted and sunk down dow to cold that hadn’t mattered anymore. No
colder than shefdtinsde, and she said, “How?" and he coughed.

“Thepolicefound himinan dley, | don’t know, somewherein Atlanta,” pause, and “He dashed his
wrists with his goddamned pocketknife,” and then Mort sat down next to her, put his hard drummer arms
around her, embroidered cursive name tag on his gas-gtation-blue shirt and warmth and the safe smells of
worksweat and motor oil mixing with the coffeefunk that never washed out of her clothes.

And she' d leaned againgt him, waiting for it to be real enough that she could start to cry.

The next night, they’ d gone together to the funerd parlor: Daria, Mort and Theo, outsders at theritud,
extringc onlookers lingering among the chrysanthemums and roses. Surrounded by relaivesthat Daria
had never known existed; she' d only ever formed the vaguest sense that Keith even had afamily, much
lessdl those tearful faces, and the fed and magnoliasmdl of Old South money, fdlen aristocracy and
names that were supposed to mean something. Eyes that |ooked back at her through sorrow or
obligatory sorrow or bored indifference, but al of those eyes saying the same thing in dightly different
voices: you don't belong here.

At least the casket had been closed, so she was spared some mortician fuck’ s rouge and powder
imitation of life. Only had to face the expensive-looking casket, dmost buried beneath amound of ferns
and flowers and a Bible on top like aleather-bound cherry, the Bible and a pewter-framed photograph,
cheesy yearbook pose at least ten years out of date. Keith before the dope, long, long time before her
and anything that she knew about him.

His mother, old-young woman in heavy makeup, hugged her just amoment and left amascara smear on
her cheek, shook Mort’ s hand and said how good it was that he' d had friends that cared enough, enough
to come. And the three ministers, Baptist fat and hovering like overfed crows, disapproving glances for
Darid scrimson hair, Theo's clothes, Mort’ ssmplicity. After that she dmost hadn’t goneto the funerd.

“They don’'t want usthere,” she'd said, and Mort said, “But who givesarat’ s ass what they want, Dar.
What do you think he would have wanted?’

“He sdead, Mort. He doesn’'t want anything anymore.”

But that was beside the point, and so she had gone. Borrowed black dress from Theo, something
polyester and a patent black purse empty except for her cigarettes and Zippo, had refused to trade her
boots or take off her watch. And Theo in adress and black operagloves, Mort in agray suit with
deevestoo short.

They’d comein to the memorid service late and taken seatsin the back, Dariawatching her hands until it
wasover, dl that shit would have either made Keith laugh or pissed him off, the hymns and then back out
into the parking lot and the procession to the cemetery, boneyard parade and the shitmobile stuck in the
middlelikean ulcer.

“Y ou think he would have wanted any of this bullshit?’ she’d asked Mort, and no, he said, smdl, far
away no, no hewouldn't have.

And there had been no rain, no clouds even, just that sucking vacant blue of an Alabamallate autumn sky,
and when it was over and they’ d filed past the grave with the others, the hands dropping flowers, faces
staring down that hole, Mort had taken something out of his coat pocket. Something rolled tight that
caught and flashed back the weak afternoon sun, and she' d redlized it was just guitar strings, the strings
off the busted-up Gibson. He dropped them in, funny metal noise before they did off thelid into red dirt,
and aman behind them frowned.



“That was one thing that was wrong with the boy,” the man said, and Daria stopped and glared up a
him. Didn't tell him to fuck off or shoveit up histight white ass, just stared, and Mort’ s big hand on her
shoulder, stared until the man blushed like agirl and looked away. And then she' d followed Mort and
Theo back down the hill to the van.

Wednesday night, after the funera, they’ d finally gone back to her gpartment, after driving around al
afternoon, drinking beer and listening to bootlegged tapes Keith had made on Daria and Claude s stereo:
bestiary of guitars through the shitmohbil€’ stinny speakers: Hendrix and Page, Clapton and dl those old
blues guys she could never keep straight, Chuck Berry and the Eagles “Hotd Cdifornia”

“I tell you what he would have wanted,” Mort had said, finishing another Bud and crumpling the can,
tossing it in the direction of the kitchen sink. “What he said he wanted,” and he told them about one night
the summer before, July and he and Keith walking the rails one, smoking pot and talking music shit.
And they’ d found a cat dead on the tracks, swollen and stinking on the oily ties and granite ballast, and
for awhilethey’'d just walked. And then Keith had said that when he kicked he wanted music around
him, music and booze and people laughing, like they did down in New Orleans, you know. “Think of the
most fucked up you' ve ever been, man, and then get ten times that drunk, and that’ swhat | want.”

“We reworking onit,” Theo had said and belched, still wearing her funera clothes, the gloves bunched
down around her wrists.

“No, we're not. We' rejust sitting around drinking. He meant he wanted a party.”

And they’ d both looked at her, like it was her decision, her call, whether or not Keith got hisféte, his
wake, and she was dready at least twice as drunk as she' d ever been and her head till hurt from al the
crying, and she just wanted to go to bed.

But “Sure,” she'd said, instead, “Whatever you think,” and she' d opened another beer, had lain down on
the floor and stared at abig water stain on the ceiling while Mort started making phone cals.

And an hour later, just before they’ d left for Keith’ s gpartment (she till had her key to the door
downgtairs), the phone had rung and Theo and Mort were aready on their way out the door, Claude and
his latest boyfriend, too, so she answered it, third ring and she' d held the receiver closeto her face, so
drunk she had to brace herself against awall, and said “Hello,” had waited, listening to the nothing from
the other end. Then, “Ah, yeah...I’mlooking for Keith.” A guy’svoice, and she' d amost laughed, had
wanted to laugh, but shewasn't quite that drunk yet.

“Keith Barry?’ he'd said, nervous boy voice, and she rubbed her face. “Y ou probably don’'t know me,
but I'm afriend of Spyder Baxter's.”

“Oh, yeah, uh, just aminute...” and Mort was watching her from the doorway, histired face that said he
was right there if she needed help, needed anything at dl, and she tried to smile, easy nothing' swrong
smilefor him, failed and said “ Keith doesn’t live here,” to the telephone; before the shaky voiceinside
could reply, she added, “Keith Barry never lived here,” and then she hung up.

3.

Hours later and Keith’s gpartment was till empty, asempty asif al his stuff had dready been carted
away, asif most of the people Mort called hadn’t shown: skatepunks and dackers, afew people from
other bands, and amost everyone with a bottle or two, a six-pack or acase of shitty beer. Dariasat on
the old mattress, wedged into the corner and the deeping bag across her lap, five times as drunk now as
she' d ever been, and she' d dready puked once and started drinking again, looking for a place inside that
was absolutely fucking numb.



The deeping bag smelled like Keith, the whole gpartment that same sméll, that fed, and the pain faded
and then welled back up, time after time, ocean tide, and she' d be crying again, and Mort or Theo or
someone el se gtting with her, comforting words and touches that could never reglly comfort, couldn’t
possibly touch the shattered place inside.

A friend of Mort’ s from work had brought a portable stereo and stacks of CDs, four speakers spaced
around the room, and the music blaring so loud that the cops were bound to come sooner or later and
run them al off, arrest them for the veil of pot smoke hanging in the cold air. Daria pulled the degping bag
up to her shoulders and inhaled him, musky ghost, let him fill her up, try to take away some of the
hollowness. And then she was over the crest of another wave, dropping into the next trough, tears hot
and close, and she took another swallow from the bottle of Mad Dog, distant taste like grape Kool-Aid
or cough syrup. A little dribbled down her chin and shewiped it away, asthe forest of legsin front of her
parted amoment and there was Niki Ky, coming through the door, someone handing her abeer
immediately, and Spyder right behind her. Thelegs had closed again and they were gone.

Theo stooped down in front of her, Are you okay, Dar? Do you need anything? and Daria had shaken
her head and smiled her goofy drunk smile, and fresh tears had streamed down her face.

“It' sgonnabeal right,” Theo had said and hugged her, sat down on the mattress, Theo without her
operagloves now, abottle of Sterling in one hand. Darialay her head on Theo' s shoulder: that was what
shewanted to believe, that somehow it would dl beright again, that very soon shewould passout, dip
away, barfing up her gutsin the toilet down the hall while Theo held her head and whispered soothing
words, and when she cameto she' d bein her own bed and al thisjust avivid nightmare that would fade
before she could even remember the detalls.

“Niki and Spyder are here,” Theo said. “Y ou want to talk to them?’

“Yeah,” she'd said, wiping her snotty nose on her shirtdeeve, “ Sure,” and Theo was gone, swalowed by
the press of bodies and back in aminute or two, towing Niki through the crowd, Spyder till trailing
behind. Niki knedled in front of Daria, weepy Buddha-Dar, and said she was sorry, was there anything
she could do? Spyder looked at the floor or her feet.

“Not unless you can make mewake up, girl’o,” Dariasaid, and Niki had said, “1 would, Dar. | would if |
could.”

“Hey there, Spyder,” and Spyder had glanced down at her, shrugged her shoulders and grunted
something for an answer.

“Thisisgood,” Niki said. “This party, | mean. Keepit al out in the open, you know? Clean it dl out.”
Dariaonly nodded and stared up at Spyder.

“Guess we ve both had a pretty shitty month, huh, Spyder?” and Spyder’ s eyes narrowed, drifted
around to meet her own. And Daria had seen the sharp glint there, sgpphire flash of anger, had known
she was too drunk to be talking, that she' d done something wrong.

“I’'msorry,” she'd said quickly. “I’m really goddamned shit-faced, Spyder, so just pretend | never said
that, okay? I’ m sorry.”

And Niki took her hands, and Dariaflinched, hands so cold, freezing; of course, it was only because
they’d just comein, but she’ d looked down and Niki’ s hands were too white, Spyder-pae and livid
welts across their backs, crisscross of raised pink flesh, like fresh burns or keloid scars.

“Chrigt,” she said, “what happened to your hands, Niki?’ but Niki was dready pulling them away,
tucking them insde the pockets of her army jacket. “ Oh, that’ s nothing. | had an accident in the kitchen.”

“Jesus,” Theo said, so Dariaknew she' d seen the marks, too. “Have you been to adoctor?” and Niki
had shaken her head. “No,” shesaid, “It’sredly not that bad at al.”



Someone changed CDs and there' d been afew seconds worth of relative quiet, Darialooking at the
bulgesin Niki’ s pockets where her hands were hiding, aware that Spyder was still watching her, that her
gpology hadn't been accepted. And then the room filled with the sudden whine of bagpipes before
thumping bass again, subwoofer throb, House of Pain, and the crowd began to jump up and downin
unison, unred trampoline dance, and she thought she' d felt the floor sway beneath them.

“I'just misshim, you know?1 just misshim,” Dariasaid, bringing it back to hersdlf, safer territory no
matter how much it hurt. “It’' s such afucking waste.”

“Yeah,” Niki said, and she put an arm around Spyder’ slegs, giving Dariaanother glimpse of her hand.

“| don’'t want to be angry at him,” she said and took another drink from the wine bottle. “I don’t want to
be angry a him for being such asdfish fucking prick...”

“What do you mean?’ Spyder asked, talking loud over the stereo and the pounding feet. “What do you
mean, he was sdfish?’ and Darialooked back up at her, the anger ill in Spyder’seyes, and “| mean it
was a goddamn stupid thing, Spyder. That' swhat | mean. Never mind his friends, you know? Never
mind me. He was afucking genius, agoddamn fucking genius, and he pissed it away.”

“It washislife,” Spyder said. “He could do with it whatever he wanted.”

“Bullshit!” dinging the word at Spyder like abrick, had known that Spyder was baiting her, no ideawhy,
but head clear enough to see she was. Just not clear enough to keep her own mouth shut. “He had no
fucking right to do that to himself, so don’t give me that shit, Spyder. No one has aright to destroy
themsealves by shooting that crap into their body.”

“Y ou don’'t seem to mind pouring that shit into yours....” and Spyder had pointed at the haf-empty wine
bottle; Dariajust stared at her, speechless, and a new wave had risen up before her, towering black
water rising, rising, and thefilthy foam whitecap up there somewhere,

“Spyder...” Niki had said, sounding like maybe she' d been afraid of thisal aong and trying to smile,
holding tighter to Spyder’slegs.

“I’'m sorry,” Spyder said. “It just sounds kind of hypocritica to me.”

And Dariahad tried to stand up then, the floor tilting beneath her, the wall behind the only solid thing, and
“Goddamn you,” she said, “ God-fucking-damn you, Spyder. Y ou don’t even know what the hell you're
talking about,” and Theo' s hands were trying to pull her back down onto the mattress.

“Whatever you say, Daria” And Spyder haf-turned away from her and watched the dancing crowd of
mourners.

“Sheredly didn't mean it that way, Dar,” Niki had said, but Dariahad braced hersdf againgt thewall,
enough support, and she swung a hard punch that missed its mark and smacked Spyder in the throat.

Spyder made astartled choking, coughing sound and stumbled backwards; bumped into the dancers and
one of them pushed her, mosh pit reciprocation, and so she’ d tumbled towards Daria, tripped by Niki’'s
embrace and the corner of the mattress. Sprawled into Daria sarms and they’ d both gone down, furious
tangle of arms and legs, kicking boots, Daria hitting Spyder in the face over and over, Spyder’ sblood on
pale knuckles and the dirty wall. And Theo and Niki trying to pull them gpart, catching stray kicksand
blowsfor their trouble. Some of the dancers had stopped to watch, had formed atight arena of flesh
around Keith’s bed.

Daria sface, lip busted and sneering, teeth stained red with her blood and Spyder’s, * Fuck you, fuck
you, fuck you,” from her mouth, and then Theo was hauling Daria off and the toe of Spyder’ sright boot
had dammed into her unprotected stomach. She gagged, wrestled free of Theo’ s grip and vomited on the
floor, pureliquid gout of alcohol and bile that spattered them all.

“Chrigt,” Theo said, and Niki, leaning over Spyder now, shielding Spyder, had said only “I’'m sorry, I’'m



sorry,” again and again.

“Just get her the hell out of here, Niki,” Theo said, her arms around Daria s shoulders as she' d heaved
again. “Or I'm gonnafinish what Daria started mysdlf.”

“Shedidn’'t mean it—" Niki began, but Theo interrupted her: “Now!” she said, and Niki had helped
Spyder up off the mattress, stepped in the way when Spyder tried to kick Dariaagain and caught the
boot hersdif.

“Get her out of here, Niki!”

And Spyder growling, spitting bloodpink foam, and she'd said, “I’m not done with you, bitch,” last word
like tearing fabric, and Daria could only cramp and listen and stare into the spreading pool of her puke.

“What the hell wasthat,” Theo said, and Daria shook her head, like she had no idea. The fury had
aready |eft her, left her scraped raw with alittle stream of vomit from both her nogirils, her gut aching,
throat and acid-burned sinuses on fire. When she could talk, “Make them al leave, Theo. Find Mort and
makethem dl leave.” And Theo had obeyed, reluctant, but doing it anyway; Daria sat back againgt the
wall again, stared out at the confused crowd through watering eyes. They were trying not to Sare at her,
most of them, afew aready being herded out the door by Mort and Theo. Someone had turned off the
music. And then she'd closed her eyes and waited to be done.

4.

Haf an hour later, or an hour, outside Keith’ s building, locking the door and fedling like crap. Sick and
drunk and bruised. Mort and Theo hadn’t wanted to leave her, had offered to give her alift back over to
Morris, demanded finally, but she' d said the walk would do her good, that the air would help clear her
head. And they’ d gone reluctantly, leaving her to stuff the bottles of booze scattered around the
gpartment, the cans of beer, into a paper bag, leaving her to turn off the lights one last time and lock the
door behind her. She' d stuck a couple of other thingsin the bag, too full, ready to tear and pill
everything, grocery-brown paper, just some guitar picks from the floor, at-shirt and acouple of his
cassette tapes. Random souvenirs.

The key made asound likeice or acameraclick.

And when she' d turned around, he' d been standing across the dley watching her; she’ d thought it was
Keith for aningant, impossible, dizzy ingtant, had dmaost dropped the clinking bag. But it wasn't him,
was't anyone she' d recognized at firgt.

“What the hdll do you want,” she’ d said, sounding as drunk as she was, sounding like adrunken old
whore, and he' d looked both ways, nervous, up and down the dley, before crossing to stand closer to
Daria Tadl, lanky boy with brown hair and a Bauhaus shirt showing under his leather jacket. Someone
she’ d seen with Spyder from timeto time at Dr. Jekyll’s, one of the shrikes.

“Before” hesaid. “When | cdled, | didn’t know,” and then she’ d recognized the voice, too, shaky and
scared, cartoon scaredy-cat voice from the phone. “I’'m sorry.”

“Whatever,” shesad.

“I needed to talk to him.”

“Too latefor that,” and she' d handed him the bag. “Did Spyder send you around to kick my ass?’
Helooked down at the bag, back at Daria, drawing a perfect blank with hiseyes. “What?’

“Do you have aname?’

“Walter,” he'd said, shifted the bag in hisarms, “Walter Ayers. | used to be afriend of Spyder
Baxter's...”

“*Used to be' 7" and she' d started walking, him following afew steps behind, the bag noisier than their



footfdlsinthelong empty dleyway.

“I think that’ swhat she'd say, if you asked her,” he said, walking faster to catch up. “I’m pretty sure
that' swhat she'd say.”

“Spyder seemsto have her little heart set on burning bridges these days,” and she' d touched her swollen
lip, but the pain couldn’t quite reach through the boozy haze, far-off sensation, like the cold dl around.

“Shethinks | had something to do with what happened to Robin,” he said.
“Robin? Spyder’ s girlfriend?’” Daria stopped, and the shrike stopped, too.
“Yeah,” and he' d looked back the way they’ d come, anxious eyes, anxioustired face.

“Did you?’ but he hadn’'t answered, just stared back down the dley like he thought they were being
followed.

“Why’ d you want to talk to Keith?” and that hurt, his name out loud, from her lips, little cattle-prod jolt
of pain right to the fruitbruise soft spot inside her, the place the wine and beer couldn’t numb.

Water shrugged and hadn’t looked at her.

“I thought maybe he would help, because of that night in the parking lot, when he stuck up for Spyder
and Robin. | thought he might know what to do.”

“You'relosn’ me Wdter.”

“Who wasthe girl that left with Spyder tonight?” he' d asked, changing the subject, starting to piss her off.
“The Jgpanese girl?’

“Her name s Niki, and she' s not Japanese. She' s Vietnamese and she' s Spyder’ snew girl. Shemoved in
with Spyder a couple of weeks ago.”

“Issheafriend of yours?’

Daria had thought about that a second, thought about dl the shit that had gone down in the weeks since
Niki Ky waked into the Bean, dmost amonth now, and if she were superdtitious...

“Yeah, she'safriend of mine,” she answered.
“Then you ought to know that she' sin danger.”

And Dariaremembered the welts on the back of Niki’s hands, like someone had begun a game of
tic-tac-toe on her skin with abranding iron, like theink in Spyder’ sskin.

“Spyder’snot right,” he said.

“Spyder Baxter’ safucking froot-loop,” Daria said and now she was staring back down the dley, trying
to see what he saw, what he was afraid of.

“No. | don’t mean about her being crazy. | mean, she' snot right.”
“Walter, will you pleasejust tell me what the hell you' re talking about and stop with the damn tap
And back in the shadows, then, a garbage can had fallen over, bang, and the sound of metal and rolling

glass on asphalt, before something dark and fast had streaked across the aley. Walter dmost dropped
the bag, and she’ d taken it from him.

“What the hell’ swrong with you? It was just acat, or adog, for Christ’ssake....”

“Spyder’snot right,” he said again, like maybe she’ d understand if he repeated it enough times, “and if
you care about your friend, you'll keep her away from that house. Robin knew, and shetried to tell us,
and now she’ sdead. And Byron believed her, and no one knowswherethe hell heis”



“I think I’'m way too drunk for thisshit,” she'd said. and Started walking again. Water hadn’t moved.

“I'll wait aday or two,” he'd said as she’ d walked away. “ Just aday or two, and then I’ ve gottaleave. If
youwant to talk, I'll be around.”

“Y eah, sure, whatever,” she' d muttered, not caring if he heard, just wanting to be back in her apartment,
just wanting another drink.

And thelast thing, before she’ d stepped out of the dley and into the cold-comfort glare of streetlights:
“I'mnot crazy,” he d said. “| swear to God, Daria. I’'m not crazy.”

5.

She' d found Claude in her bed, making time with his boy, and she’ d made them move it to the sofa. Had
found a cleanish glassin the kitchen and screwed the top off abig bottle of Jm Beam, filled the glassto
the brim and set the bottle of bourbon next to the bed.

“Maybe you' ve had enough,” Claude had said, careful, and aglare had been al it took to shut him up.
He' d taken hisboy and they’ d | ft the gpartment, |eft her alone. Her face, her hands fdlt fevery,
wind-chapped, and her side hurt from Spyder’ sboot. A miracle she didn’t have broken ribs; wondered
if maybe she was bleeding somewhereinside, and Dariatook along, burning drink of the Jim Beam and
went to the bathroom to piss. Just beer piss, safe yellow. She' d finished the bourbon, filled the glass
again, and had lain down, head on her own pillow, soft and dightly funky, stared at Claude s big poster
of Billie Holiday through the syrup-colored liquor. The sadness, the fight with Spyder, the weirdnessin
the dley with Walter, everything running together like candle wax, waxen weight pulling down, andina
few minutes she was ad eep.

“I don’'t hate her,” her father says, “I love your mother,” and she looks up from her crayons, her color
swirl under black wax and the lines she’ s begun to scratch into it with her nails. Outside the ky islow
and she can smell ozone and the rain rushing acrossthe Mississippi prairies toward them, can seethe
eectric lizard-tongue flicks of lightning on the horizon. The car bleeds red dust behind them, and shetells
him that she knows that, that she never thought he hated them. Scratches at the rising welts on her arms
and hands, and he puts hisarm around her, pulls her close to him and the steering whed: her crayonsare
in the backsesat now, and she feels cold and sick at her ssomach. The storm talksin thunder, and the
orange speedometer needle Srainstoward ninety.

“I’m gonna get you to adoctor, Daria, and you' re gonnabe fine. So don't be afraid, okay? You're
gonnabefine. | swear I’d never let anything happen to you.”

The world rumbles under the thunder, and the car bumps and lurches dong the dirt road.

“| should have listened to your Mammaw,” he says, and she tries not to think about what happened back
a the gas sation, the old shed and the biting spiders dl over her, in her clothes and hair, and the look on
her father’ sface amost as bad as al those legs on her skin.

“| was scared, Daria, | didn’t know what to do.”

Crack, sky cracking open like arotten egg and blue yolk fire arcing over them. Blistered sky boiling, and
she closes her eyes; the blanket that the man at the gas Station gave her father to wrap her initchesand
shewantsto kick it off, but he's bundled her too tight.

“I'just couldn’t let her hurt you again.”

She shiversand listens to the thunder. And something else, awail like the storm has learned to howl,
opens her eyes and she looks over dashboard faded plastic and the stitchesin the earth laid out before
them, bisecting the dirt-red road, iron spikes and stedl rails and pinewood ties to close some monstrous
wound up tight, and the train, crawling the tracks like ajointed metal copperhead, train so long, boxcar



after boxcar, that she can’t even see the end. Can see the candy-striped gate arm coming down in front
of them ahead, red crossing light flashing its usdesswarning.

Her father presses hisfoot down hard on the accelerator, and now he's praying, praying loud, plesse
God, please God, if we get stuck behind that thing she'll die. And the train bigger than God, the God that
hides behind His storm up above and sticks a the land with hatpin fire.

“Daddy...?" shesays, but he' still praying, and the cyclops eye of the train through the gloom, engine
jawsand spinning silver-whed teeth. And she thinksthat it has started to rain, because something' s hitting
the windshield, ocher drops that the wind sweeps away. Dry, yelow-brown drops before the shark
snout of the Pontiac hits the gate arm and the wood snaps loud, flips up and smacks the windshield,
spiderwebs safety glass asthey fly over therallroad tracks, careening, jarring flight, and thetrainis
everything on her right, her father everything on the left of her, the storm the world above, and they smash
through the gate arm on the other side asthe train roars past behind them.

The car fishtails, spinsto astop in the dust, and her father’ s crying, dumped over thewhed and crying
the way her mother had cried when he' d taken her away. And the broken windshield benesth therain,
ranwith tiny furred bodiesand abillion busy legs.

And another night, Thursday night, Daria sat with her back against thewall, bug spray in one hand and a
cigarette in the other, hours since she' d awakened in the early afternoon pae sun coming through her
window, head throbbing from the bull-bitch of al hangovers and the nightmare memoriesthat still hadn't
faded; waiting aone for Claude to come back from the Bean, Claude who'd listened to everything she
said, who'd fed her aspirin and coffee and cold glasses of tap water. Who' d helped her to the toilet when
she had to puke again but hadn’t thought she could walk that far, and who should have been back haf an
hour ago. Beforeit got dark.

Shetook adeep drag off the Marlboro, exhaled, and jumped when she thought she saw something
move, haf glimpse from the corner of her left eye. Something big leaning over the foot of the bed, but of
course there was nothing there now, nothing but tangled sheets and her blanket, gray powder smears
from where she' d hurled the ashiray at Claude.

“Fuck,” she said, tried to laugh and take another drag, but the cigarette had burned down to thefilter so
she stubbed it out on the bottom of the Hot Shot can, flicked the butt away. “Fuck me.”

Can't even tell the difference between agoddamn bad dream and what’ sredl. Crazy as Spyder fuckin’
Baxter, now.

She'd told Claude about her mother and father, talked for hours, through the pain and dread, about that
day with the spiders and the train and everything that had led up to it. Her father’ s secrets, not other
women but other men, and her mother taking it out on her. So her dad had put her in his Pontiac and
they’ d driven, heading nowhere, just driving, and her not even eight years old. How she dwound upina
Bolivar County, Mississippi hospital with twelve brown recluse bites, and she’ d shown him the ugly scars
on her legsto proveit, the worst of the scarsthat she never showed anyone. Puckered-flesh proof that it
had all happened, touch and go for awhile, and afterwards, the divorce and the years before she ever
saw her father again.

Claude had listened, kind and so good at listening, but he can’t walk ablock down the street and back in
forty-five goddamn minutes. And she hadn’t told him about the other dreams, the dreams since that day
on Cullom Street, not just the familiar race with the train, the threadbare echoes of her father and that one
awful day, but the new dreams of fire and things from the sky, entrail rain and the sllent, writhing angels,
greased stakes up their asses while the streets filled with blood and the long-legged shadows that might
be crabs or tarantulas big as fucking V olkswagens, under asun the color of a nosebleed.

Shereached for another cigarette but the pack was empty, and she wasn'’t about to get up and look for



more. Thunder, right overhead, and the windowpane shuddered.
Andthelightsflickered.
“Chrig, Claude...”

She hadn’t told him that she knew that Keith had been having the dreams too, or about her talk with
dowdy, frightened Walter the goddamned shrike on her way home. Hadn't brought up the marks on
Niki’s hands or the weeping marks on Keith's face and ankles. Connect the dots, Dar, draw your
fucking paranoid’ s connections.

A tickle on her cheek, then, and Daria brushed at her face, brushed back hair and stared at the thing that
had fallen into her lap, eight legs drawn up tight like aclosed umbrela, spider fetd, and she dmost
screamed, thumped it away from her. Touched her face again, and there were others waiting there,
running from her, and she did scream, then, screamed louder when she saw how the walls were moving,
crappy old wallpaper seeping their thumbnail bodies, the floor dive and clumps swelling from the ceiling,
hanging there until their own weight and gravity’ s pull had itsway and they began to fal around her. The
spider clumps made almost no sound when they hit the floor.

Dariabeat a her face, her chest, the scream continuous now, waiting for their jaws, the hypo ting,
waliting to drown beneath them. She remembered the can of Hot Shot and sprayed herself, the bed,
ginking pesticide mist everywhere, wet mist faling with the recluse shower.

“I’m not donewith you....” whispered next to her ear. “I’m not done with you, bitch,” and she screamed
for Claude, for Mort, screamed for Keith. They wereinside her clothes, touching her everywhere, a
every orifice, and soon they would be inside her. So many legs moving together they made a sound like
burning leaves. Daria bashed herself againgt the wall, spidervel vet-papered wall, head thump against the
Shesetrock, and through the pain she saw her silver Zippo lying where she d left it on the table by the bed.

Just like Pablo had taught her years ago, cans of hair spray or whatever and alighter, just for fuckin’
kicks, just to see the noisy rush of fire, Dariaaimed the can of Hot Shot at the foot of the bed, thumb on
the striker whed and fwoomp, bright splash of flame, gout of flame and spiders crisping, curling to
charred specks, charred lumps of specks. The blanket caught, the sheets, and she aimed the
flamethrower at thewall.

The can spat up alast dribble of fire and was empty, but it didn’t matter, because the flames were
crawling away on their own, devouring athousand fleeing bodies every second asthey spread.

And then Mort, reaching through the smoke, strong boy arms, his hands, dragging her off the burning
bed, bump, bump, bump across the floor like Pooh, and she let him, let him drag her al the way across
the gpartment and out into the hal, too busy besting at the spiders still clinging to her to stop him, the
spiders carpeting thefloor. Heleft her lying on the landing, grabbed the fire extinguisher off thewall and
rushed back insde. Muffled sound like a giant espresso machine steaming milk, seaming awhole
goddamn cow, and he was right back, coughing, his eyes watering and black smoke al around them.

“Get them off me,” she sobbed, begged. “ Please, Mort, get them off me,” and he squatted down next to
her, into the cleaner air beneath the smoke.

“Get what off of you, Daria? Tell me what the hell you' re talking about,” but shewasraking at her face,
now, raking at the spiderstrying to burrow their way into her skin to escape the fire. And he dapped her,
dapped her so hard her earsrang like Sunday morning bells, and she fell over; Mort picked her up again,
held her handsin hisfistsand talked dowly.

“You got thefuckin’ DTsor something, Dar. That'sdl. There s nothing here to hurt you. Whatever you
think you're seeing, it ain't red, okay? 1 absolutely fuckin” sweer itain't red.”

“No, let mego,” fighting him, coughing and trying to pull her hands free before the spiderswerein too
deep to pull out again, like they’ d gotten insde Keith. “ Can't you see them?’



“Don’t make me hit you again, Dar. Please god don’'t make me have to hit you again.” And he pushed
her hands, her straining arms, down to her sides and held them there until she stopped struggling. Until
shewas only crying, sobbing, and she could hear thunder and thewail of sirens, end of the world wail.

“We gotta get outta here, Dar. Y ou need adoctor, and | couldn’t get the fire out in there.”

Mort picked her up, carried her down the stairs and out into the freezing clean night air, the water rain
that peppered her skin likeliquid ice, bringing her back. Back to herself and Morris Avenue, the buildings
washed in scarlet waves of fire-engine light, blue and white cop-car light.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Orpheus
1

T hree hours gitting in the emergency room, and if Daria had actualy been hurt, she'd have died along
time before Mort finally lost his patience and demanded that a doctor |ook &t her, yelled at a couple of
nurses and stomped about. Nothing but scratches on her arms and face, though, weltsirritated from the
Hot Shot, eyesred from the smoke. A deepy-looking intern had given her antibiotic salve for the
scratches and a hdfhearted speech about drinking so goddamn much, athough he' d assured her that it
was very unlikely that she'd actudly had DTs; questions about acid and shit and she' d shaken her head,
no and no, not lately or not ever, just booze, and he' d stuck a couple of Band-Aids on her face and
hands and sent her on her way.

Out diding glass doorsinto the cold again, past ambulances and other injuriesto the van, waiting for them
where Theo had parked it: vast and mostly empty parking deck, feeble yellow light and concrete, blocky
red numbers amost black under thelights, to tell them thelevel and row, like they could missthe
shitmobile. Mort helped Dariainside, into the passenger seat, and Theo climbed in the back.

“WE Il gotomy place, Dar,” Theo said. “In the morning, we can have alook at whatever’ sleft of your

gpartment.”

Dariashrugged, yeah, whatever, took adightly bent cigarette from apack on the dash and let it dangle
unlit from the corner of her mouth. Mort opened the driver’ s-side door. “Y ou sure you're fedin’ okay?’
he asked. “What a usdless bunch of sons-of-bitchesin there....”

“I’'mfine, Mort. Can | get alight?’ she said, and he reached in his shirt pocket, passed her hislighter;
orange flicker of butane flame and then the reassuring smell of the Marlboro and she closed her eyesand
dumped back in the sest.

“What timeisit?’ but shelooked at her wristwatch before anyone could answer. Nineforty-fivein
oilgray, but it felt so much later, forever snce Mort had carried her down from the smoke and fire. The
fire and the spiders going dreamy in her head, unreal and far away.

Mort tried to start the van and the engine hacked and sputtered like an old man with double pneumonia,
was dlent. “Fuck, fuck, and fuck,” and he hit the steering whed.

“That’sgonnahdp awholelot,” Theo said. “It'sjust cold.”

“It'sjust aworthless piece of crap,” and he tried again, turned the key and the old man wheezed and
coughed deep in hiswatery stedl chest.

Daria squinted out at the parking deck through cigarette smoke and the van’ s dirty, bugsplotched
windshield. Two or three other cars and the fluorescents lft little space for shadows, for secrets or hiding
places.



“Canwejus St hereaminute?” and Mort Sighed, big, exhausted puff of white breath. “We might not
have achoice,” hereplied.

“I don't suppose you happened to grab my bass on your way out?’

“Therewasn't time, Dar,” he said. “I’'m sorry. Maybeit’ || be okay.”

“Maybe,” and she pulled another drag off the Marlboro.

“Areyou sureyou'refedin’ dl right?’

“Yeah,” shesaid. “Sure. Just alittle freaked out, that’sal.” And quick, before she could talk herself out
of asking, “If you can get the van Started, will you drive me to Spyder’ s house?’

An astonished, disgusted sound from Theo, and “ Christ, why in hell would you want to see Spyder
Baxter?’

“I don’'t want to see Spyder. | need to know if Niki’s okay.”

Mort made a doubtful face, doubt and worry, and he looked as bad as shefelt, dmogt. “Wouldn't it be a
better ideato cal?’

“No, Mort. | need to see her. With my eyes. Just asmple yesor no, okay? | think maybeit’'s
important.”

“I think maybe Mort hit you alot harder than he intended,” Theo said, and Mort glanced back at her,
annoyed you' re-not-making-this-any-easier frown.

“‘Important’ how, Dar?’ he asked. “What are you talking about?’

“Look, it's probably nothing, okay,” and she thought about Walter, again, had been thinking about him a
lot thelast couple of hours: rumpled and bleary-eyed, shivering in the dley behind Keith's, fear like fresh
scarson hispae, thin face. Thethingshe'd said, the things she hadn't let him say. “But | need to get
someres, and | don’t think | can deep until | know Niki’sdl right.”

“ After that scene between you and Spyder last night, it just doesn’t seem like such abright—"
“Please, Mort. | swear I’'m not gonna hit her.”

Mort rubbed at hisforehead above his eyebrows, like he was getting a headache. “1t' snot you I’'m
worried about, Dar,” and he gave the ignition another try. Thistime the shitmobile bel ched and grumbled,
carburetor hack and piston hem, and the engine growled to life.

“Yeah, sure.” He sighed. “Why the hell not,” and Mort released the parking brake and wrestled the stick
into reverse.

“Thanks, Mortie” And she leaned over, hugged him, little kiss againgt his stubbly cheek.

“Yippee,” Theo groaned behind them, “Y ippee-fucking-ki-yay.” The van lurched backwards, tried to
gdl, but Mort pushed the clutch down to the floor. And Dariawatched the beam of the headlights and
the numbers painted on the wall, the banks of phony jaundiced daytime overhead, until they were out of
the parking deck and under the city night again.

2.

Spyder sat on awobbly stool by the bedroom window, no light but a candle on the floor, and she
listened to the gentle, restless sounds of Niki deeping, adeep for hours now, and Spyder had noticed that
she' d been taking pills from her Klonopin script for days. Traffic sounds from outside, another place too
far off to be of consequence anymore, and the noises from the basement, and the noises from the yard.
Her face hurt, swollen lips, black eye, and another pain, inside, pain that meant more than broken skin
and bruises.



“I don’'t think 1 can stay much longer,” Niki had said that afternoon, after they’ d fucked. “1 can't take
much more of this”

“What do you want?’ Spyder had said, knowing the answer, playing the game asif shedidn’t.

“| want you to get help. | want you to tell your doctor what you told me. | want you to tell her about the
body you hid in the fucking basement.”

“Oryoull leave”
“I love you, Spyder. It'snot what | want.”

And then she'd rolled over, and Spyder had gotten up and gone to piss. When she' d come back, Niki
was already adeep, so Spyder had sat down on the stool, thinking about the hospital and its steile,
numbing tortures, idiot questions from people who got paid to listen. And then she' d thought about being
left donein the house, done with the house, and herself, everyone dead or gone away somewhere else.
Nothing left but long days and nights and memories.

Bitch, I’'m not done with you, bitch, her father said, mocking, laughing behind the closet door. What
you' vetold her, what she knows, and she' still going anyway.

“I figured you out, too,” she said and then didn’t say anything else, nothing to be gained from talking with
ghosts or voicesthat weren't there, remembrances like broken toys she couldn’t put away, talking to
hersalf and answering hersaf. Spyder dug down into her jeans pocket for the last ball bearing, the one
there hadn’t been time for before the bedspread ripped open and spilled her life onto the floor. The one
she’' d written Niki’sname on, and she held it in her fist. Held it tightly, and Niki stirred, eydid flutter and
she pushed back the covers, rolled over so Spyder could see her breasts, perfect, smdl, firm, the silver
ring through one nipple and the scar across the other.

If you died now, it wouldn't matter. And her father wastrying hard to sound like he had before he'd
started seeing angels. If you' d died when you were supposed to, we' d have both gone up to Heaven a
long time ago. Buit if you die now, at least no one dsewill get hurt.

Shewon't get hurt.

Spyder opened her hand and held the bal bearing up so he could see it through the closet door. Faint
ged glimmer in the candldight and asound like autumn crumbling or the smdll of tears, and he hissed,
They won't let me come without you, Lila; when she answered, Spyder spoke low, trying not to wake
Niki, just as careful to find the threet.

“Doesit scare you, Daddy?” and she grinned at the cringing shadows on thewalls. “1t should. It should
scare the fuck out of you.”

And when she was sure he had gone, had dipped like cold air back between the cracks, sifted down
through termite rot and dust and rusting nails, Spyder laid the ball bearing on the windowsill, making sure
it wouldn't roll off.

Likeatotem animal, Niki had said, like something Robin would have said, something Robin had
understood. And it didn’t matter if it was factua, because it was true, whether she’ d chosen them or
they’ d chosen her. Somewhere dl those fine distinctions had been logt, her and them, enemy and friend
and lover, past and present, no difference anymore and no one holding on to the leash.

| love you, Spyder, she'd said, and It'snot what | want. The last straw in that contradiction, the last
slver ball before the bedspread had torn, and the rage was coming, rage that had imprisoned Robin and
Byron and Walter in her hell under the floor, the rage that swirled around her, storm rage, virus rage, and
she knew it had touched Keith Barry, too. And now there was no distinction, the rage and the world, and
soon it would touch the girl deeping on her bed, the girl who hadn’t run yet, never mind what she might
do someday. Spyder’ s rage like the vengeance of her dead father’ s god, as bottomless, as al-consuming,



asblind, and it would take Niki gpart, body and mind and soul.

Spyder got up from the stool, went to the bed, and she kissed Niki lightly on one cheek, careful not to
wake her. And then she began to unbutton her jeans.

3.

Mort drove dowly to the dead end of Cullom Street, pulled the shitmobile into Spyder’ sdirt driveway,
and then they sat in the van, watching the dark house, motor still running, headlights shining off the rusty
ass of the old Cdlica. Ungteady glow from afront window, and Daria couldn’'t help that it made her think
of onedull eye open, sentinel eye of something with many eyes but no need to open more than one on
their account.

“They'redready in bed,” Theo said, and Mort looked at Daria, tired what-next resignation on hisface,
tootired to argue. “I'll beright back,” she said. “Y ou guyswait here. There sno need for usal threeto
go tromping up there.”

“Areyou sure, Dar? Y ou messed her up pretty good. | expect she' s il pissed off.”
“I'll beright back. I'm just gonnatalk to Niki and apologize.”

Mort switched off the headlights, Ieft the engineidling in neutral, and Theo grunted, disbelief and
indignation. “Daria, if you go apologizing to that bitch, | ought to kick your ass, on genera fucking
principle” But Daria s door was dready open, the cold getting into the van and she said, “1’d like to see
you try sometime, girl’ 0,” and the door banged closed again.

So much different than the last time she’ d stood in Spyder’ syard, that day in the snow and everything so
vanillaricing white, that day with Keith; a sprawling shadow garden now, bare-tree shadows and
unkempt shrub shadows, amillion weedy shadows crowded around her feet. Standing at the edge of the
porch, she looked back but couldn’t see Mort, nothing but more dark behind the windshield. And at the
farthest corner of her vision, sudden movement, and she faced the porch again, stared into the junk
shadowswaiting for her and nothing else.

Chrig, I'm still wasted, and that was amost reassuring, dmost sufficient, and Dariatook the steps one at
atime.

Back in the parking deck, she d thought about trying to find Walter, finding him and letting him talk out
whatever he’' d wanted to tell her. I'll wait aday or two, he' d said, and then I’ ve gottaleave. If you want
to talk, so maybe they could’ vefound him, if they’ d tried. And she' d decided it was alot sillier than just
having alook for hersalf. Seeing that Niki wasal right and getting some deep, and later they could talk
about Spyder and the marks on Niki’sarms. The marksthat had looked like someone had tried to copy
Spyder’ stattoos onto Niki’ s skin with a soldering iron.

Loud and woodsy porchboard complaints, and Daria stepped over the spot where she' d sat with Keith,
between the broken machinery and cardboard rags to the door. Raised her hand, cold knuckles, and
then the movement again, subtle disruption somewhere past the corner of the porch, something big, there
and gone again before she could turn to see. A rustle in the bushes, and she knocked hard, so hard it
hurt.

But no one answered. No sound of footsteps coming to open the door, nothing but the van grumbling
unevenly in the driveway, and so she knocked again, harder. “Come on, guys. I’ m freezing my buit off
out here,” and that was true, the cold and her teeth beginning to chatter, but she knew it wasdso a
surrogate, a shoddy excuse, not the real reason for the way her heart was beating or the drynessin her
mouth, the dizzysick surge of adrendine.

“Get agrip, chick,” and she hammered at the door until her hand ached and little flakes of paint had



pecled away and fallen at her feet. “Fuck this,” reaching for the doorknob and the movement, again,
closer thistime, as she turned cold metal in her hand and the door opened.

The housewasfull of light, Slver-white light strung in shimmering garland strands or floating lazy onthe
air, lying in tangled drifts on the floor. And Daria opened her mouth, to call for Niki or just in amazement,
and she heard the scrambling, the hurried noises at her back, coming up the steps, crash as something
tumbled over, and she didn’t look thistime, stepped across the threshold and dammed the door shut
behind her.

Mort watched Daria cross the short space to Spyder’ s porch, waved when she paused once and |ooked
back, but Daria made no sign that she' d seen him. And then she went up the steps and was lost in the
deeper night shrouding the porch. Theo had climbed into the front, sat beside him now, holding his hand
across the empty space between the bucket seats.

“Thisisso stupid,” she said, and he nodded in agreement. No doubt about that. He strained to catch a
glimpse of Daria, ahint of her reflected in the faint yellow-orange light from the window.

“I can't see her anymore,” he said. And Theo said, “It’ stoo goddamn dark to see anything out there.
You'dthink they’d put astreetlight up here.”

“Theo, I'm gonnago seeif she—" and aflash of light from the porch, painful bright, Daria sllhouetted
there, paper doll cutout in the brilliance. And then it was dark again, twice as dark as before. Theo
whispered, “ Jesus, Mort.”

He shook his head, reached for his door handle, and then she screamed, screamed and was thrown into
his Iap as something dammed againgt the passenger side of the van, hit them so hard the van rocked a
few inches up onto two wheels before it bounced back down again and the motor sputtered and died. A
scraping, shearing sound, metd raked over metal; Theo scrambled back into her seat, reached behind
Mort and pulled out Keith’s old duminum basebal bat.

“What the hdll are you doing?’

“Mort, you didn't seeit,” and he' d never heard her scared before, wasn't sureif he' d ever heard anyone
that scared. “Y ou didn’'t see that fucking thing!” and it hit them again, Mort’ sside thistime, and he was
thrown, smacked his jaw on the nub end of the bat. Stedl ping and pop, and the wall of the van bowed
inward. Mort tasted blood, bitten tongue or broken tooth, and he wrestled the bat from Theo' s hands.

“Lock the doors behind me and don’t move,” and of course she said no, no and fuck you; Mort opened
hisdoor, did out and amost lost his balance on the loose gravel under his boots, amost fell. He brought
the bat around, everything he had going into the swing, but there was nothing there. Nothing at al, but the
dark and the scraggly bushes and the side of the van gouged in like they’ d been sideswiped by abus.

“Comeon,” hesaid, spitting out blood and library whispering like maybe he was afraid someone would
hear, unable to look away from the dent, paint and rust scraped away to the raw meta undernesth.
“WE re gonna get Dar, and then we' re gonna get the hdll out of here.”

“I"'mright behind you,” Theo replied, shaken, but dmost sounding like herself again, and together they
crossed the yard to Spyder’ s house.

4.

Another bus gation, this bus station again, and Water sat by himsdf in the Burger King kiosk, Spping a
large Peps that had been watery and flat and warm for thirty minutes, but he couldn’t afford another,
watching the clock. Waiting for hisboarding cal and the bus that would carry him north, nowherein
particular, but asfar away from Birmingham and Spyder asthe hundred and fifty billsin hiswalet,
everything he had left, would carry him. Crazy, coming back here to begin with, he thought again, like



anyone was gonnalisten, like Spyder was gonnatalk, but at least it was something. All he could do, and
he’ d doneit, and whatever ese, he wouldn’t haveto fed like agoddamn coward.

He fumbled with the safety cap on the bottle of pink hearts, half empty aready, spilled four of the pills out
into his pam. He swallowed two, washed them down with another sip of the Peps, and put the other
two back for later. All that later Ieft ahead of him, dl that deep |eft to stave off aslong aspossible.
Slipped the bottle back into hisjacket pocket, and that’ s when he saw the spider, hairy brown spider big
asadlver dollar, crawling towards him across the garish walpaper. Just afucking house spider, but he
felt hisstomach roll, grabbed his backpack and did out of the booth, trying not to draw attention on his
way as hewalked quickly past al those facesto the restroom, to cold porcelain, cold water. Privacy if he
was lucky, and he was, no one e se at the row of sinks, at the urina, no shoes or pushed-down, rumpled
pants legs showing from under the stalls. Walter splashed his face and the nausea began to recede,
turning him loose, so he wouldn't have to dry-heave again, nothing in him to puke up but the pillsand
Peps. He pulled a paper towel from the dispenser and rubbed it across hisface, rough brown and the
animal smdll of hisdirty wet hair, wet-paper smell. Looked up & the facein the mirror, hardly aface he
even recognized anymore. He was starting to look sick, like he had cancer, or AIDS, maybe, likehe'd
been sck for along, long time.

Walter turned off the tap, and behind him, the wiry, coarse rasp of hairslike porcupine quills drawn dow
across clean whitetile, labored breath, and it was there in the mirror, squatted between him and the door.
Between him and escape, and he made himsalf ook, made himsalf fucking stare, and one of its
fang-lipped mouths moved, said his name, “Walter,” like something treasured and forgotten and just
remembered.

“Water, Walter,” and there was still enough of them to know, what might have been them once, before
thiswrong and hurting thing, features blurred like melted wax, agreen iris set dlong the rows of glinting
black and pupilless eyes, cupid's bow and prettysharp nose mashed between nervous, restless chelicerae
and mesat-hook fangs. Three delicate and black-nailed fingers at the end of onejointed leg, and the voice,
neither Robin nor Byron, but both of them.

“What do you want?’ he asked, hisvoice so calm, like he didn’t fed the warm piss running down the
ingde of hisleg, like he thought he was gonnawalk away from the thing in the mirror sane.

So much pain in that one human eye and the lips moved, working slently amoment, and hedidn’t turn
around, but didn’t look away from the mirror, either, watched its reflection.

“What? What the fuck do you want from me?’

“Help,” and it coughed something up, and he had to look away, down at the sink, the spotless, safe sink,
or hewould have puked. “Help,” it said again.

“I can't,” hesad. “I've done everything | could do.”

“Pleass, kill her,” it said, phlegmy voice that suddenly didn’t sound like anyone he' d ever known, and
that madeit easier. “Please hdlp...”

“You'renot listening. | didn't say | won't; | said | fucking can't. | can't kill anyone. There' snothing esel
cando. And I'm sorry. I'mredly fucking sorry.”

And he turned the water back on, twisted both knobs al the way so the gush and splash covered up the
soundsit had begun to make.

“Now leave methefuck alone,” and helooked at it one last time, backed into its corner, quivering
bristles and thick tearsfrom that one green eye, before he put hisfist through the mirror. The glass
shattered, big razor shards that rained down off the wall, broke into smaller piecesdl around hisfest,
dicing a hisknucklesand fingers.

He waited dmost five minutes, and when nothing happened and no one camein to see what the noise



had been, Walter turned around and saw he was alone again.
5.

Niki’ssitting with her back to the wrought-iron fence that surrounds Jackson Square like a spiked
bracelet, slent, watching asthe girl turns her cards over one by one. Wind in the pams, the sewer-mud
smell of theriver and the girl turns up the Hanged Man and there’ s only one card left. She points a the
man dangling by one leg from the T-shaped tree, triangle of hislegs pointing toward the earth, cross of his
arms and the glow around his head, saint’snimbus. “Ah,” she says. “That one,” and “ That one can be
trouble.” And nothing ese, no insight or prophecy before she reaches for thefina card, reachesfor the
outcome, before the wind gusts and scatters the spread a ong the paving stones. The girl runs after her
cards, barefoot with slver rings on her toes and the wind making bat wings of her black shawl. Niki
looks &t the sky, clouds so low and black, yellow-green lightning lying up there like eectric serpents, and
she thinks she should get inside, leaves money in the girl’ s cigar box and when she stands, tries to stand,
shefedsthe painin her ankles, the bottoms of her feet, coursing angry and hot up her calves.

She looks down and the stones are breaking up around her, busted apart by the writhing snarl of roots,
roots as smooth as the dick bellies of worms, the red of naked muscle, the blue of naked veins: theroots
that grow time-lapse fast from her legs and feet, holding her to the spat, that bury themselves, hersdlf,
deeper and deeper into the soggy ground benesth the Square, rich black soil and fat white grubs. The
murmuring tourists who point and stumble past with their souvenir New Orleans Jazz T-shirtsand plastic
beads, to-go cups of beer, daiquiris and hurricanes, and she can see the fear and the awe on their
drunken, puffy faces.

And the sky beginsto tear.
Andfal.

Shewoke up, and theroom was till and quiet. A little candle flicker from the floor that made it seem
darker outside, and her head was full of the dream and the confusion the Klonopin left behind. A
stickywet spot on her pillow from deeping with her mouth open. And then she remembered the dead boy
in the basement and the mess at Keith Barry’ swake, the things she' d said to Spyder afterwards, the
burns on her hands, dl the things that she’ d gone to deep to escape. Thingsthat made the nightmare silly,
any lingering dread dissolved by simple recollection, replaced, and she called for Spyder.

No answer and she sat up in the bed, headboard at her back, and blinked at the dim light and shadows.
“Spyder?’ and she saw it, then, afew feet past the foot of the bed, mottled shades of sage and indigo,
hanging down from the calling from taut cords or ligaments the same gray colors, beautiful and hideous
and utterly unreal, and SO maybe the dream wasn't over after dl, just ajump-cut to the next scene, anew
set and she only had to wait for her cues.

“Spyder,” louder now and still no reply from the deeth-still house. And she couldn’t take her eyes off the
thing, dangling like amisshapen butterfly’ s chrysdlis, and she d been shrunk down to nothing. Except that
she was beginning to see the form beneath the glossy skin, familiar lines, curves and hollows, wax-doll
attempt at sculpture, and she heard the sound starting in her throat, small sound. Faint shape of arms
folded acrossits chest, legs up to the straining umbilicus, the ceiling warped with itsweight, the head a
foot above the floor and thrown so far back there' s not much visible but neck and chin. And whether it
was adream or redl, the same thing now, and Niki opened her mouth and let the small sound ouit.

6.

Dariagtood in the acid light, Szzling cold fairy light from the strands filling up Spyder’ sliving room, and
sheonly had to let one of them settle on the bare back of her right hand to know that they cut. Another
gash on her scalp before she findly stopped gaping at her wounded, bleeding hand held up and the light
streaming through insubstantia flesh, x-ray revelaion of bones and veins and capillaries hidden inside.



She pulled her jacket up over her head, ducked and dodged as best she could through the living room,
caling for Niki, curang whenever the strands touched her. Less of the stuff in the next room, but it was
gtill thick enough that she had to be careful, and she stopped, hands cupped around her mouth, “Niki!
Niki, shit...” and she shook one of the strands off her arm, ugly S-shaped incision |eft behind in the
leather.

“Niki!”

There were windows just afew feet away, past alow and uneven wall of paperback books, only patches
of glassy night visible through clots of the stuff, but still another way out, maybe, and better than trying to
go back theway she’'d come.

She heard the front door creak open, turned around and there was Mort, an arm up to shied hiseyes
from the glare, and she shouted, “No! Go back! Don't try to get through this shit,” and he squinted in her
direction, asif he could hear, but couldn’t see. “Mort, just get the hell out of herel” And he did closethe
door, then, backed out and closed it, and she was aone again, aone and the sound of the strands falling
around her was like the night it snowed, heavylight whisper of so many flakes hitting the window of
Keith’s gpartment at once.

Don't think about it, chick. Think about it and you' re fucked. Kegp moving.

Taut and nearly solid web across the doorway to the kitchen and al that left wasthe hall, adarker place
in the blaze, leading back to Spyder’ s room and other unfamiliar doors.

“Héll, I'm probably fucked, anyway,”

She stepped into the hal, narrow wallpaper gullet, wood and plaster, stepped careful over razor drifts
and her hands pulled up ingde the deeves of her jacket so she could bat avay the strands hanging from
the ceiling. Daria saw the plywood covering Spyder’ s door, no time to understand or even wonder
before she dmost walked into the open cdllar, its door laid back and nail studded, nails bent and twisted
at vicious, crazy angles, stairsthat led aimost straight down, and she would have broken her neck for
sure.

“Niki!” Still no answer, just the snow sound, and she peered down into the rectangular holein the floor,
warmer air rising up from the cellar and incongruous scents: mold and earth, jasmine and the sweeter
sméll of rotting meat. And the blackness down there toward the foot of the Stairsimperfect, dim
red-orange glow, and What if they’ re down there? Still feding like ahero, Dar?

Darialeaned over the hole, the smells so much thicker close to the floor, and she dmost gagged,
swallowed and shouted, “Niki? Are you down there?” No reply, acrinkly faint sound that might have
been peopletaking or radio gatic, and she knew if shelet hersalf ook back, she'd never do it, would
choose any other way out of this, and so she put one foot down into the dark, tested her weight on wood
that looked termite-chewed, punky and ready to break.

And someone screamed, close and sexless pain-scream and she amost toppled headfirst down the hole.
In the quiet space after the scream, she clearly heard the top stair crack, split loud under her foot, and
Dariastumbled backwards, away from the cellar. There was no mistaking the laughter filling up the
emptiness benegth her feet, leaking from the open trapdoor, for anything else, no mistaking whether or
not she was hearing it: many-throated patchwork of laughter that waslost and sad and utterly, hatefully
insane. Theway you' d laugh if there was nothing e seleft, if you heard the Emergency Broadcast System
attention signa on television and there' d been no reassuring voicefirst to tell you it wasjust atest. The
way you'd laugh a the very end.

“For fuck’ s sake, Niki, where are you?’ hardly more than a hesitant whisper, and she redlized she was
afraid maybe something besides Niki, besides Spyder, was listening. Cold swesat under her clothes,
chilling sweat and adrendine enough to tear her gpart, and the scream again, but thistime she knew it
was Niki. Thistime she could tdll that it was coming from a closed door directly acrossfrom Spyder’s



bedroom, the plywood where the door to Spyder’ s bedroom should have been. She used the cuff of her
jacket to wipe away aknot of the strands, and it still stung her hand when she tried to turn the doorknaob,
no good anyway becauseit was locked.

She pounded the door and shouted, aready hoarse from shouting. “ Niki! Let mein! Spyder?” and Niki,
then, echo-game mocking her, “ Spyder,” and that was worse even than the laughter from the cellar, no
spook-house creepiness to distract her, nothing but the rawest loss; scream like amissing finger, and
Daria hit the door with her shoulder, hit hard and it shivered in itsframe, but the lock held. She stepped
back, al the way back to the other side of the hall, winced when one of the strands diced into her
forehead, and she let that sharp and sudden pain carry her forward, awish that shewas ashbig as Keith
or Mort, as strong, and she threw hersdlf at the door. The wood splintered, split layers, decades of paint
dtrata, and the door dammed open.

Spyder, what had been Spyder, dangling from the bedroom ceiling, Niki naked and knedling below her,
and Dariaamost turned and ran. Never mind the butchering gossamer or the laughing holein thefloor,
Sunday school demons next to this. A sudden loud rapping at the window across the room, bam, bam,
bam, and whatever new horror she might have expected, might have imagined, it was only Mort and
Theo; urgent motionsfor her to open the window, and he looked over his shoulder at the night waiting

past the porch.

The plaster had started to sag from her weight, cracks and flakesin the old paint where the thing was
attached to the ceiling.

Think about it later. Get her out of here now. Her whole lifeleft to think about it, and she knew that she
would, would see Spyder Baxter every time she closed her eyesfor the rest of her life, that it would
always betherein the darkness, in her dreams, behind every unopened door. But that couldn’t be hel ped
now; maybe Niki could. Sheignored Mort, went to Niki, Niki with eyes shut tight, lips moving like Sllent
prayer, and Dariashook her hard.

“Niki. Niki. Look at me,” and she did, opened her brown eyes, irisesringed red from crying and for a
moment there was no recognition, blank unknowing and Daria thought maybe she would scream. And
then, “Daria?’ one hand reaching cautioudy up to brush Darid s cheek, fevery touch, asif maybe she
thought this part wasn't redl, dl therest, but not this.

“Yeah,” Dariasaid. “It' sme.”
“You seeit, too,” and yes, shesaid, yes, | do. “Let’sget out of here, Niki.”

“I can't just leave her. That'swhat she thought, that | was gonnarun away again. That | wastoo
frightened to stay with her anymore.”

“I don't think you can help her now,” Dariasaid, not knowing if it wastrue, hardly caring. She looked
frantically around the cluttered room, saw Mort again, Mort and Theo both staring in at her: pissed, very
scared. Five stepsto the window and she tugged at the handles, fresh agony from her hand, and it
wouldn’t open anyway, unlocked but it wouldn’t even budge. One of the handles came off in her hand
and she saw the nails, the sash nailed down al the way around the edges, probably painted shut besides.

“Get away from thewindow!” she yelled, loud enough that they would hear, and when Mort and Theo
were clear, she picked up astool by the window, swung it hard and the glass shattered on the first try,
crash and tinkle as the shards rained out across the junk on the porch. The night rushed in, sobering cold,
and the flame on the candle danced and guttered in the breeze, setting an example for the roomful of
shadows. Daria dropped the stool and Mort was back at the window. “Will you please tell me what the
holy motherfuck is happening—" and she cut him off with one finger held to her lips.

“Give meyour coat, Theo. She'll freeze out there.”



“There s something out here, Daria,” Theo hissed.
“Jugt give methe goddamn coat.”

“Daria, something tried to wreck the fucking van,” but she was dready taking off her coat, black vinyl
handed past Mort, through the broken window. Dariatook it and no answer for Theo. No time now for
thoughts of what might or might not come later.

“Do you need hdp?’ Mort asked, and, “Yeah,” she said, “Wait there, and Theo, you go get the van
garted. And be careful.”

“Y eah, fuck you, too,” and Theo was gone. “Hurry, Dar,” Mort said. “ Shewasn't shitting you. There's
something out here...” Dariaturned around and Niki was watching them, wiped her nose with the back
of one hand, an action so smpleit was absurd, and she said, “| need aknife, Daria”

“Put thison, Niki,” holding out Theo's coat. “ Put thison and let’ s get out of here.”
“I need afucking knife. Mort, do you have aknife?’

“Uh, yeah,” but still looking at Daria, helpless, and he reached into the back pocket of hisjeans, pulled
out the big lockblade, opened it for her.

“We can send someone back to help,” Daria said, trying not to show how scared she was, how angry
she was becoming; Niki was aready getting to her feet, stepped around her and she took the knife from
Mort. “Jesus Christ, Niki,” and Dariafollowed her back across the room.

“Shethought | wasleaving,” Niki said, down on her kneesagain. “Just like he did. And that’ swhat she
was mogt afraid of, being |eft alone. Just like Danny.”

“| don't know what you' re talking about,” and a gassy sigh and spit, then, stink like rotting peaches when
Niki diced into it, dit open a drooping thick spot where one shoulder should have been. Darker
membrane undernegth, and Niki cut through that, too; a couple of milky pae dropslesking out, faling to
the floor and skittering swiftly away.

“Niki, wait...” but the blade sank in hilt degp and it split awide, melon-tearing rip down the middle, and
the violent gush of a hundred thousand white bodies pouring out. A hundred thousand tiny specks white
as new snow, covering Niki’sarms and chest, burying her lap and Daria s feet up past her ankles.

“Fuck this” disgust and reflex, and Daria had dready brought her boot down, crushed afew hundred of
the spiders before Niki screamed, screamed for her to stop, please stop, and the alabaster tide broke
and flowed away from them, mercury-smooth movement toward the walls and open door back to the
hall, beneath the bed and everything e se. Niki folded open the husk, released the last wriggling clot, and
Dariasaw or thought she saw the impression of a hand inside, negative of Spyder’ sface, mold reflection,
and shelooked away.

“I wouldn't have left you,” Niki said. “1 wouldn't redly have left you.” And thelast of the spiders
sueezed themsalvesinto the cracks between the floorboards and were gone.

“Comeon,” Dariasad. “There snothing else you can do.”

“There never was much, wasthere?” and Dariadidn’t have an answer, helped Niki up and to the
window. Mort waiting there, and Daria buttoned Niki snug insde Theo's coat while he cleaned the last of
the glass away.

“Give meyour hands,” Mort said, reaching for her. “Wait,” Niki said and bent down, shaky, and picked
up something that Daria couldn’t see off the floor, blew out the candle and then the darkness smelled like
hot wax.

“Now,” shesad, taking Mort’ s hands. “Now, I’'m ready.”



EPILOGUE

BExwvium
“Thisbreathismine
Say goodbye

Fuck off and die
Say goodbye

Say goodbye”’

“Iron Lung”

Yer Funerd

T heweek before Christmas, and they Sit together in another diner, another truck-stop breakfast. Fifty
miles east of Denver and they’ Il see the mountains by noon, Mort says. Niki picks at her waffles and hash
browns, brown foods, getting maple syrup on the shredded potatoes and grease on the waffles. Not as
hungry aswhen she ordered it, not redly hungry at al, anymore.

“Anyone want this?’ and Mort says sure, so she hands her plate across the table to him. Theo forks
away the top waffle, and he scrapes the rest on top of his own breskfast. Daria stops chewing her last
mouthful of sausage and looks at Niki.

“You fedin” okay?’ and Niki nods her head. “Y egh. I'm fine. Just not hungry. I’m going to the
restroom,” and she dips out of the booth, leaves them sitting there under the steer horns mounted on the
wall and the moth-eaten jackelope with plastic holly and mistletoe tied in its antlers. Walks past the men
Stting at the bar, truckers and locals, and they watch her, uneasy mix of disdain and lust on their deepy,
sunworn faces. Past the cash register and gumball machines, the hall that leads back to the toilets. Out the
door into the Colorado morning as clear and cold and dry aswine. Niki puts her hand into the pocket of
the coat that Theo let her keep, shiny black vinyl lined inside with fake fur the color of blue Play-Doh.
Checking to seethat it' s till there, her solid bit of certainty, like she's checked times past counting in the
weeks since they left Birmingham. Her new secondhand boots, agift from Daria, scrunchin the parking
lot gravel, scrunch past pickups and the van, and soon she' swalking on chalky dirt and scrubby patches
of grassand cactus. Thirty or forty yards, and when she looks back, Dariaisfollowing her acrossthe
roadside prairie; she stops and waitsfor her to catch up.

“Whereyou goin’?” and Niki shrugs, lookswest, and the sky and the brown earth seem to go on that
way forever, azure Heaven and the World below and her trapped somewhere between.

“I just needed to walk.”
“Sure,” Dariasays. “Would you mind some company?’

“I’'m okay,” and Daria apologizes, turns back toward the truck stop. “No,” Niki says. “It’ sal right. You
canday.”

“Thanks”
“Y ou know we re amost out of cash again,” Niki says.

“Well al get jobsin Boulder. It sacollege town; I'm sure there are plenty of shit jobs. Don't worry
about the money, Niki.”

“Daria, areyou il scared?” and Darialooks east over her shoulder, the wind through her hair that's
faded cinnamon and grown out blonde at the roots.

“Yeah,” shesays. I don't think it just stops. Y ou wannawak some more?’
“No,” Niki says and takesthe bal bearing out of her pocket. “ Thisisfar enough, | guess.” The congtant



caress of her fingers has dmost worn away the ink, but she can still read her namein Spyder’s
handwriting.

“What isit?’ Dariaasks, and Niki doesn't answer, holdsthe steel ball in her pam. It glintsin the bright
aun like old chrome, and for amoment shejust letsit catch the light, silver and the bright scarslacing her
arm. And then she squats down and digs a shalow hole in the ground with the fingers of her other hand,
putsthe ball bearing inside and pushesthe dirt back into place over it. She stands up and taps the spot
with the toe of her boot until it's smooth again.

“Nothing, anymore,” she says, and Daria puts her arm around Niki, and together they walk back to the
truck stop.

“Heaven'snetiswide;
Coarse are the meshes, yet nothing dipsthrough.”

Lao-tzu, Tao Teh Ching

End Ver 1.0 - Winterborn

About the Author

Silk was Caitlin R. Kiernan' sfirst nove. She has since written six others, including Threshold, Low Red
Moon, Murder of Angels, and Daughter of Hounds. Her award-winning short fiction has been collected
in four volumes—Tales of Pain and Wonder; From Weird and Distant Shores, To Charles Fort, With
Love, and Alabaster. Shelivesin Atlanta, Georgiawith her partner, doll maker Kathryn Pollnac.

www.catlinrkiernan.com
greygirlbeast.livgiourna.com
www.myspace.comv/greygirlbeast



