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The girl from last night is sprawled out in bed next to me, the pale morning light streaming through the window and exposing every blemish on her face, even the tiny peach fuzz on her upper lip. 
I grimace, both from the all too exposed view of my one night stand’s less than flattering features, and the god-awful taste in my mouth. A mixture of stale beer, stale vomit, and sleep breath. 
The girl…what in the hell is her name…oh…right. Her name is January. Like the month. I remember her telling me that at the party last night, and how I started asking her if her sisters November and March lived in the area. She’d remarked that the joke wasn’t exactly a new one—but still—she laughed, didn’t she? 
I glance over at her again. One large, bare breast is poking out from beneath the covers like an overripe melon. The nipple is long and pink, the areola a darker shade of brown. 
This brings back another fragment from the previous evening’s festivities. I remember sucking on her nipple and she said to me, “I’m going give you the best blowjob you’ve ever had, Gabe.” 
Did she keep her word? 
Then another flash from last night: January fumbling with my belt buckle, so drunk that her fingers lack all coordination. After what seemed like an eternity, she finally undid my belt. My pants came loose and slid down my ankles. A moment passed and in the semi-darkness of my bedroom I waited for the oral sex to commence. That’s when I noticed that January wasn’t moving. She’d passed out while sitting on the edge of my bed. A second later she startled awake and resumed trying to take off my boxers. 
That’s when I decided to call it a night. Something about it was just too sordid. 
Taking advantage of a woman who might pass out mid-intercourse just seemed wrong, no matter how horny I might be. 
Minutes later, she was snoring on my pillow and I was lying awake wondering what the hell I was doing taking part in yet another drunken one night stand. 
I’m graduating from Dunbrook in a few months and the relentless partying is starting to get a little old. I never thought I’d say that, but somehow the allure of banging yet another girl at another frat party has lost its luster. I’ve started to want something more than this. 
There’s a loud staccato knock on my bedroom door that jolts me out of my reverie. 
Next to me, January doesn’t even flinch at the sound. The faint square of light from the bedroom window falls across her hand. She’s got her nails painted with the colors of the American flag for some reason. Maybe she’s just really patriotic. 
I get up, still in my boxers, and open the door. My roommate Tyler is standing there with an expression that falls somewhere between annoyance and grudging approval as he takes in the girl lying in my bed. “Fun times?” 
“As much as I can remember.” 
He chuckles. “You were wasted last night. I’m not surprised you’re having memory problems.” 
“No shit.” I run a hand through my hair. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” He stares at me. “You forgot.” 
And then it hits me. “Shit. Trip is today.” I know I should be more excited, but somehow the thought of embarking on the yearly fraternity trip isn’t doing it for me right now. 
I’d never admit something like that to Tyler, as he lives and dies for these occasions. 
“Better get that chick out of here because we need to be on the road in about twenty minutes to pick up Neil,” he says, checking his cell. 
“Yeah.” I blink the remaining sleep from my eyes. 
“You need coffee, Gabe.” 
“God, do I ever.” 
Tyler glances through the open door into my bedroom and suppresses a grin. 
“You might want to put her tit away, too,” he calls out, walking down the hall. 
I wake January up. She seems embarrassed and slightly confused. I go to the bathroom and wash my face, brush my teeth and spray some deodorant on while she’s getting her things together. 
Looking over at the toilet, another fragment from last night resurfaces. 
Me, kneeling and puking up all the popcorn shrimp I ate at TGI Fridays earlier in the evening. The thought of it makes me feel sick and nauseous all over again and I contemplate barfing, but the feeling slowly subsides. 
I glance at myself in the mirror and decide some hair gel is in order. Tyler always has the nice stuff, so I squeeze a quarter sized drop on my palm and run my hands through my hair. 
I’m not too bad looking, I decide, trying to evaluate the man in the mirror as if he were a stranger. Short, but thick brown hair, dark eyes, and a strong chin. Some girls have said I look like a young George Clooney. 
College has turned out to be what I imagined it might be in my desperate high school fantasies. Especially since I got into my fraternity, Zeta Gamma Gamma. I joined late, at the beginning of junior year. 
Tyler was in it first and then he brought me in last year. It feels like a decade. As much as I’ve enjoyed the perks—the parties, the girls, the popularity—I feel like an aging rock star. 
And so even though I’ve only been on one fraternity trip thus far, I wasn’t exactly counting down the days to the next one. Today I’m recovering from a hangover and the last thing I really want to do is spend an entire weekend pouring more alcohol into my already overtaxed system. 
Thinking about the upcoming trip, I feel a growing sense of unease. Could I somehow find an excuse to back out at the last minute? I try to picture myself telling Tyler I just can’t go. Tell him I’m too nauseas, that I just shit my brains out, I feel a fever coming on. 
The fantasy dies as quickly as it’s born. Tyler would overwhelm my feeble excuses with pointed logic and pure verbal aggression. It would take a strong resolve and an even stronger backbone than I currently possess if I was going to stand my ground and blow off trip at the last moment. 
Whatever. I can’t stare at myself in the mirror forever. If I’m going, I might as well get my ass in gear. So I give my hair another quick once over, then leave the bathroom and make my way back to the bedroom. 
When I open the door, I find January kneeling on the floor next to my pants from last night. She’s holding my wallet in one hand, eyes wide and mouth open—like a kid caught with her hand in the cookie jar. 
I still can’t believe I’m seeing what I’m seeing. “What the fuck?” I say, the best I can do on short notice. 
A crumpled bill falls out of the wallet and drifts lazily to the floor. 
She drops the wallet and holds up her hands. “I’m so sorry, Gabe. I just—um—
I’m broke.” She’s standing there wearing only her jeans, and her breasts are bare. The nipples stare at me unabashedly in the pale light. I notice a set of pink scars high up on the wrist of her left arm. It looks like she’s cut herself badly in the past. 
Looking at those scars gives me a strange, uneasy feeling in my stomach. And it’s not just the remnants of last night’s popcorn shrimp, either. 
Who the hell does that to themselves? I wonder. What kind of person is this girl and how was I dumb enough to let her into my apartment? 
“Don’t ever touch my stuff again,” I say finally, both of us knowing she won’t ever be inside this apartment again, rendering my warning moot. 
“I’m sorry,” she repeats, like some kind of mantra. “I’m so sorry.” She puts on her shirt, gathers her things and pretty much runs out of the apartment. 
A few minutes later I find her black lacy bra at the bottom of my bed. 
It’s the final sign. No more drunken nights with easy girls. Time to find someone nice that I can really spend time with and maybe even settle down. 
I try to shake off the bad vibes and quickly get packed up for the weekend. Tyler and I hit the road in his Toyota Rav 4. He just got it last month and it still has that new car smell. 
We spend the first few minutes of the drive discussing January’s burst of kleptomania. Tyler doesn’t think she’s broke. He decides she’s just a “little whore who saw a chance to steal something.” I’m not so sure. Something about the incident leaves me with that gnawing feeling in my gut. Something about January was so desperate and pitiful that it makes me wonder how easily people can fool you about what’s really going on in their heads. 
Last night January was just a wild party girl and this morning she morphed into a thief with self-inflicted wounds on her arms. 
Eventually we’ve said all we have to say about her. 
“You think Neil’s going to be ready?” I ask, switching the subject. Neil is another brother who will make the drive down with us. He’s also notoriously flaky. 
“He better be ready,” Tyler replies, fiddling with the car’s Bluetooth. “I want to make it down in time to claim a good bed.” 
“Always better to get in early,” I agree, even though secretly I couldn’t care less about getting dibs on a bed. All of the beds are pretty much the same at the cabin anyway. I sip the coffee we grabbed at Dunkin Donuts and eat some of a bacon, egg and cheese sandwich. It’s greasy and lukewarm but good right now. I wipe my fingers on one of those little paper napkins. 
Tyler turns some hip-hop on high volume and we’re hitting route 95. The traffic is light, the day slightly overcast, but I’m starting to come out of my beer-induced coma. 
My phone vibrates and I pull it out. It’s a text from Neil. 
Running late. Be out in ten minutes!! 
“Neil just texted and said he’s running late.” 
Tyler glares at my cell as if it’s the phone’s fault we got that message. “You’re kidding me.” 
“He said he’ll be ready in ten minutes.” 
“If it goes even one second past that, we’re taking off without him. I’m not joking, I’ll leave his ass home.” He takes a long breath and we don’t talk the rest of the way to Neil’s apartment. 
Neil sticks to his word, bolting out of his building at almost exactly ten minutes from the time he texted me. He’s a funny looking kid, with long awkward limbs and thin, long hair whipping around his shoulders like some eighties rock god. 
He’s also got Cerebral Palsy, which adds to the strangeness of his gait. He lopes to the car, tosses his tattered backpack in back with the rest of our stuff. Then he jumps in the backseat with a grin. His huge gaping smile is infectious and he makes a noise that falls somewhere between a laugh and a scream. Neil is also mostly deaf and so he moves, looks and talks differently than most guys our age. 
Strangers tend to think he’s either drunk or retarded, and Neil’s always frustrated when meeting new people—especially women—because of this basic misperception. 
“What’s up,” Neil says giving me a punch and then shaking Tyler’s hand. 
Tyler gives him a limp version of our fraternity handshake. “You trying to make us late again, dude?” 
“Nope.” 
“Could have fooled me,” he deadpans, pulling away from the sidewalk and speeding down the road. 
Neil’s eyes narrow a little and color blooms on his cheeks. 
Unlike Tyler, Neil doesn’t do confrontation well. It binds him up even more than usual, as if the works get all gummed. Finally he gets out a thought, but it’s like he can barely say the words because he’s so mad. “I…had…stuff to do this morning…” 
“Oh yeah? What stuff?” Tyler glances at him in the rearview. 
Neil exhales deeply. “I have a paper I need to turn in first thing Monday morning.” His jaw works as if he’s chewing something that tastes bad. 
“And whose fault is it that you waited until the last minute to do your paper when you knew like two months ago about this trip?” 
“I didn’t say it was…anyone’s…fault. It’s my fault. I know that.” His nostrils flare. 
The tension is almost unbearable now. I hate that we’re starting off trip like this. 
But I’m used to it. Tyler’s a moody guy and ever since his ex dumped him a couple months back, he seems to have descended into a near constant state of cantankerousness. 
“Have you heard from any other brothers?” I ask Tyler, just to redirect him. “Is anyone else on the road yet?” 
His shoulders relax a little as he answers. “Vinnie’s group isn’t leaving for like another three hours because Jared has to work until noon.” Vinnie’s group is the biggest, travelling in a van that he borrowed from his dad’s rental company. There will be about six people coming in just that one vehicle, no doubt partying all the way to New Hampshire—most of them will be falling down drunk and stoned out of their gourds by the time they arrive. 
Tyler runs through the list of other brothers coming from various locations, including a group of older alumni. One name sticks out from this group. 
Dale Hetridge. The very mention of him strikes a pang of fear through my heart. 
Hetridge is a small guy with the energy of Russell Brand on meth and he talks a mile a minute. He also does Iron Man triathlons and I heard that he once broke his collarbone during a competition and still finished in the top five. Dale Hetridge is not to be trifled with. 
“Who’s bringing the treats?” Neil asks. 
Tyler almost doesn’t answer him, as if he wants to continue to punish Neil for his tardiness. But then he relents. “I think Randall has them.” 
“How much is he bringing?” 
“I don’t know. A lot, seeing as everyone said they wanted some.” I shake my head. “Not me.” 
“You should do it,” Tyler tells me. “Just have a little bit.” 
“Treats” is the code word we’ve established for ‘shrooms, or rather, psilocybin mushrooms. For almost as long as Zeta Gamma Gamma has been in existence—or at least the last ten years—there have been gatherings of brothers held at a remote location. 
It’s referred to as Trip for more than one reason. Not only is it an escape from college life, or post-college life for some, but also an escape from ordinary reality. 
Hence the use of various stimulants or intoxicants meant to facilitate transitions into other universes. 
“I don’t want to freak out,” I admit. 
Tyler, on the other hand, has no problem imbibing. “You don’t truly get the real trip experience unless you do ‘shrooms. Trust me, it’s worth it.” The drive to Portsmouth New Hampshire is over two hours, and after the first thirty minutes we lapse into long silences broken by occasional chatter about girls we’d all like to screw, or a movie we want to see. 
Tyler keeps his iPod on a steady diet of hardcore rap where faux gangstas describe drive-by shootings and drug dealing. 
After some time on the highway, the tall buildings and city scenery of Boston and the nearby urban communities fall away and soon it’s just highway and trees, a few strip malls, and small towns. Once we cross the line to New Hampshire it will get even more country and eventually the houses will give way to barns and farms. 
“Trip, motherfuckers!” Tyler screams out suddenly, as I stare glassy-eyed at the passing scenery. 
He whips out a large blunt, a hollowed out cigar filled with marijuana. It’s brown and crumbly and smells strongly of tobacco. 
Neil hoots and hollers and soon the two of them are passing the blunt back and forth as the acrid weed smoke fills the car. 
I crack my window. They don’t bother asking me if I want any, since all my close friends know I mostly stick to beer. But I’m probably going to get a contact high just sitting amidst all the secondhand smoke. The car is filled with it. 
“Trip!” Neil shrieks, laughing. 


*** 
About an hour later, we arrive at the cabin. 
It’s very isolated, situated nearly forty minutes off the highway, set far back in the woods. An ideal place for a large group of idiotic men to run around drunk, high, and maybe even hallucinating in the wilderness, without the authorities being called. 
The cabin is also time tested, having been used by our fraternity for nearly a decade. 
Last year, James DeSantos had a bad trip and stripped naked, threw his clothes (including his phone, wallet and keys) into the river, and ran through the woods by the cabin shouting something about the Anti-Christ and trying to kiss other brothers that happened to be unlucky enough to get close to him. 
Eventually James calmed down, but had we been in a different locale, some concerned neighbor would certainly have put a call into the authorities. 
On many different occasions over the years, this has been a safe and remote place for brothers to leave the normal bonds of reality, life and responsibility behind. 
As we get out of Tyler’s car, I deeply inhale the fresh New Hampshire air. It smells of pine needles and mountains and dirt. It smells good and right and clean, especially after being trapped in a car filled with weed smoke for the last few miles. 
“Trip!” I shout at the top of my lungs. The bad vibes from earlier have diminished along with my misgivings about coming here. I’ve decided to enjoy this weekend as my last hurrah before getting serious about life. 
Tyler and Neil join me in my primal scream. The three of us stand there, yelling like numbskulls. When we’re sufficiently exhausted from yelling and acting like idiots, we grab our bags and head into the cabin. 
Hanging on the front door is a sign that reads: 
Drewland: A Special Place. Please Treat Our Cabin with Respect. 
“Drewland, baby,” Tyler whispers reverently. 
We don’t even know what Drewland means. Is Drew the guy who owns the cabin and rents it out to people through the year? 
“Drewland,” Neil and I repeat, like it’s some mystical talisman. 
We enter the cabin, an eight-bedroom affair, with two levels and a large deck overlooking the back yard. 
“I call the master bedroom,” Tyler proclaims. 
Neil and I exchange amused glances. Tyler is your typical alpha male in some ways. He wants to have the best bed, the best girl, the best everything pretty much. So he heads upstairs to claim the master bedroom for his own. 
There are a couple of older alumni brothers who may challenge him on this. 
Claiming beds, like everything else in the brotherhood, is part of the unwritten rules that tend to go by seniority but also status, and occasionally physical toughness. 
Someone who is younger but willing to actually fight for his bed or his place in line will usually win out over the claim of seniority from a weak, timid older brother. 
But I don’t really care about the brother hierarchy, and neither does Neil. Both of us head downstairs and throw our shit on two tiny twin beds. 
Then it’s back upstairs to take in the scenery. 
I go out on the deck, crack open a beer—we brought a thirty pack of Bud Light just to start things off—and survey the territory. 
From up here, I can see the winding dirt road we traveled up to get here and some trails sprouting off it that squiggle their way through the forest. That’s probably the most striking thing after being in the city for so long though. Just how much dense forest there is around us. We’re surrounded by eye-popping, lush greenery, for as far as the eye can see. 
Living in the city, you start to believe that the entire country is just full of houses and apartments, buildings, streets, people. Out here you can start to feel just the opposite. 
That human beings are simply little flies on the back of a gigantic beast who barely knows we exist. 
My beer is lukewarm with an aftertaste reminiscent of stale crackers. I don’t actually love the taste of beer, never have, but I don’t mind getting drunk now and again. 
“Got one for me?” Neil asks, walking out onto the deck with his hands stuffed in his pockets. 
“You can’t reach down and grab one yourself?” 
“Huh?” He stares at me with his crooked gaze. 
Sometimes I forget that his hearing is wonky too. 
I point to the carton lying on the deck and he grabs a can out of it, pops the tab and guzzles half in one draught. His long hair blows in the breeze. 
We toast to trip and then he joins me in looking over the railing and taking in the surrounding countryside. Soon Tyler comes out and does the same. 
“Kind of nice, aint it boys?” he says, clapping Neil on the shoulder. 
“Definitely,” I tell him. I’m glad his mood is improving. 
“The calm before the storm,” Neil says. 
I look at him and for a moment a feeling of dread envelops me, but I shake it off and have another long drink of beer. 


*** 
The next car of brothers arrives less than an hour later, screeching to halt in a cloud of dust behind Tyler’s Rav 4. 
The first man out of the car is Dale Hetridge, a bundle of furious energy. He looks just like I remember him from when he pledged me. Short, muscular, his dark hair mussed and his eyes glimmering with mirth and mischief. 
He sees us hanging out on the deck and points up in my direction. 
“Gabe, you are a fucking dead man. Get your skirt off and put on your big boy pants, because I’m coming for you when we play Three Man tonight!” Tyler whistles. “I’m glad I’m not you.” 
“Whatever,” I shrug, but have to admit, Hetridge’s threat, even made in jest, brings back that nervous tension I’ve been feeling. 
The two other alumni brothers travelling with Hetridge shout similar threats about showing us younger guys how trip is REALLY done. 
When they get upstairs, the two brothers introduce themselves to me with our fraternity’s secret handshake. Eli Grover is thin, tall, with soft features and thinning brown hair. I instantly like him. When Hetridge starts trying to talk trash again, Eli quips effortlessly, “Christ, having a Napoleon complex must be fucking exhausting.” Hetridge is about to reply, then seems to think better of it. He leaves to go search for a bedroom to stow his gear. 
Roger Stuttgart—aka Stutty—must be the oldest brother at the cabin. He’s heavyset, with a receding hairline and deep, fleshy bags under his eyes. He’s friendly but a little on the quiet side. His demeanor is almost uncomfortable, maybe because he’s old enough to be our dad. 
But a brother is a brother. On trip everyone is equal (although some are more equal than others). We’re all continuing to drink, but I’m pacing myself because the festivities haven’t really even begun yet. 


*** 
“Three man!” The group of brothers shouts in unison. 
I belch and tip the can to my lips, drinking my beer--which might as well be carbonated water at this point. I’ve stopped tasting it and started guzzling it unquestioningly. 
Hetridge has made good on his word to come after me during the traditional Friday night drinking game of Three Man. It’s a dice game where the designated “three man” has to consume large amounts of alcohol, try not to throw up, and find a way to quickly relinquish his mantle to the next brother. 
Hetridge was the first Three Man in the game, but it lasted all of about five minutes. He quickly rolled a three on his turn and looked at me with his beady brown eyes. “Gabe, I told you I was going to bring the pain,” he said, handing the pair of dice to me with a crooked smile. 
And he has in fact brought the pain. 
Thank god I paced myself earlier because I’m going to need every ounce of my reserves to get through this ordeal. 
Not all brothers are participating, though. Tyler sat out. He’s sitting on a couch chatting with Randall. Randall is more of a pothead than a boozer. 
Randall scored the magic mushrooms for the trip. He keeps dropping hints that these are some seriously good ‘shrooms. But nobody will be able to find out just how good until tomorrow when he starts doling out the medicine. It’s a whole process, a ritual, and Friday night is not the time for hallucinations and madness. Tonight is all about good old-fashioned frat hijinks. 
After finishing my third or fourth beer since starting this horrific game of Three Man, I’m able to roll a three and get rid of my title. I pass the official Three Man hat—a ten-gallon Stetson with a green penis drawn on the front of it—back to Hetridge. 
“I think you broke the record for the longest stint as Three Man in a single game,” he says, with something resembling respect. 
I breathe a sigh of relief. “I’d like to thank the Academy, and everyone who supported me during my…” And then it’s all coming up, out of nowhere. I bolt for the back deck as the other brothers burst into applause from inside the house. 
Just barely making it to the railing, I heave my guts over the ledge. Beer pours out of me in quantities I didn’t know could exist in the human body at one time. It spews out of my nostrils, pours from my mouth. Comes up in a gush, like I’ve struck oil, and the sounds are amazing, as if my body is trying out for a death scene in a zombie movie. 
Primal grunts, howls, barfing sounds. 
I close my eyes after the second or third wave of puking, lay my head on the railing. Suddenly I feel a kick in the ass. And another. And another. 
I turn around to see Hetridge, grinning at me, his eyes wide with delight. “Take that, Gabe, you smarmy motherfucker.” 
I wipe my hand across my mouth. “What’s your problem? Can’t you see I’m sick out here?” 
“Only pussies puke from a little drinking game,” he giggles. “Anyway, we’re going out on the town to get some poontang. So stop your barfing and get some nice duds on to impress the ladies.” He claps his hands like an impatient drill sergeant. 
I’m confused. “Going out? On trip?” 
But he doesn’t answer. He walks back inside. I turn and spit over the railing. 
Brothers are arguing in the living room when I get back inside. 
Tyler is shaking his head, arms crossed. He’s got a huge joint in one hand and it’s smoking lazily as he talks. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he says. 
“I’m not kidding you,” Hetridge says. “Time to get out of this cock cabin and go find some pussy.” 
“This is trip,” Tyler says. “It’s always been just brothers.” 
“Stop being such a little fag.” 
Eli raises his eyebrows at this. “Who are you calling a fag you little gnome?” Hetridge chuckles. “Relax your panties, bitch.” 
“Stop trying to make up for your feelings of inadequacy by fucking every nasty skank in sight and maybe you won’t pick up anymore STDs,” Eli says. 
“I’m certified clean, I’ll get a physical right the fuck now.” Randall coughs. “Okay, okay. Everybody just calm the fuck down.” I belch and for a moment consider running outside to vomit over the railing again. 
But then the feeling passes. Still, I don’t exactly feel up for a night on the town with brothers. 
“I’m going to get some tail,” Hetridge announces. “That’s the bottom line. 
Anyone else want to come with?” 
Tyler stands a few feet away with his arms folded. It seems as though an invisible line has been drawn between the two of them. 
Slowly, almost embarrassedly, a few brothers decide they want to go with Hetridge. 
I’m not totally surprised at who the traitors are. Jared, a freshman with attitude; he’s good looking and always seems to have a new chick on his arm. Dirk, who everyone calls Dirk Diggler because he’s known for having a porn star sized member. 
Reyes, one of the few Hispanic brothers. He’s always struck me as a slightly crazier (and Hispanic) version of Hetridge. And maybe the only real surprise of the group, Stutty. 
He’s the oldest guy here and the least likely to be able to score a chick. 
Plus, isn’t he married? 
The traitorous brothers start the process of getting ready for a night on the town. 
“I’m hitting the shower,” Hetridge says as loud as he can, glancing at Tyler. 
“You do stink,” Tyler tells him, inhaling from his mammoth joint. 
I laugh and Hetridge glares at me. “You going to be a pussy too, Gabe?” 
“Dude, I just puked. I’m not in any condition to pull girls.” 
“You wouldn’t go anyway. You need to stay here and stroke your boyfriend’s ego.” 
“Just get in the shower and shut the fuck up,” Tyler says, blowing the acrid weed smoke out in a huge plume. 
“Maybe when I’m done fucking tonight I’ll let you get my sloppy seconds, buddy.” 
“Like I’d ever be caught dead with a two.” 
“You’re right, Gabe is way better than a two. He’s got to be like a three at least.” Hetridge cackles and walks off to the bathroom for his shower. 
The mood has changed now, and the levity has slowly seeped out of the room. 
A few minutes before the group is set to leave for town, Neil comes over to me wearing a strangely solemn expression. “I’m going with Hetridge.” 
“Why?” 
“I feel like being around people besides brothers.” 
“Whatever blows your hair back.” 
“You’re not mad, are you?” 
“We have every other day of our lives to go out to some dive bar and pick up girls. This is trip. It’s supposed to be about brothers, not getting laid.” Neil just looks away. “I guess you don’t want to come then.” 
“No way.” 
He gives me an enigmatic smile and then walks off to join the others. 


*** 
It’s late when they get back. So late that I’m not even sure what time it is, only that I’ve been asleep for an unknown duration. 
Time works differently on trip. 
It all seems to blend together, day and night, early and late. The mixture of booze and drugs and the excitement creates a haze that sweeps through normal reality and fractures, twists—molding it into something new. 
I startle awake disoriented. My mouth is dry and there’s a rotten taste, like stale beer and putrid meat. 
I hear voices from upstairs, loud and raucous. 
My room is dark and although Neil’s bed is standing empty next to me, there’s a few shadowy forms sleeping on the floor nearby. 
I don’t have any idea what brothers are down here, and as I get unsteadily out of bed, I take care not to step on anyone. I cross the room, pull on my pants and walk out to the hallway. 
Sounds like the boys are back from the bar. And it also sounds like they brought at least a couple of girls with them. 
As far as I know, this is a trip first. Girls back at the cabin? Definitely a no-no. 
I can hear laughter and voices being raised as I climb the steps, moving into the well lit upstairs. 
I enter the kitchen, where the bulk of people seem to be hanging out. Hetridge has taken center-stage unsurprisingly, his arm over Neil’s shoulder as he tells some kind of story. 
I see Neil holding a napkin to his lip, his face paler than usual. 
“I’m like buddy, what is your problem?” Hetridge laughs, making a face. “Just because you’ve lived in the same town your whole life and your dad’s name is probably Jethro or Bubba or something, don’t be such a hater.” The three girls have their backs to me, so I can’t get a good look at what exactly the boys brought home with them. 
Either way, it doesn’t matter much to me. 
Hetridge spots me and grins. “Here’s our boy, right now. Mister Royce Gracie himself. If Gabe had been there, he probably would have wrapped up Jethro Junior in some kind of backward, flying triangle choke. Right buddy?” I laugh and shake my head as if I know what the hell he’s talking about. I wrestled some in high school but that’s about it. I’m certainly not a tough guy or some wannabe UFC fighter. In fact, I’m pretty much the opposite of that. 
“What happened?” I ask as the girls turn and look at me. 
Two of them are your standard townie bar chicks. Heavy makeup, tits on full display, big asses, even bigger hair. 
But one of the girls is actually pretty darn cute. She’s short and petite, dark hair, dark brown eyes, and something about her is just striking. She wears an expression of bemusement but also weariness, as if she’s tired of watching dumb males try and show off in order to get her in bed. 
“Your friends took over The Black Dog and then kidnapped us,” the pretty girl informs me. 
“That’s the name of a bar or something?” 
Hetridge shakes his head. “No, it’s a fucking Jewish Temple.” 
“One of the locals took offence at us basically owning the place and popped Neil in the choppers,” Stutty tells me. Stutty’s eyes are bloodshot and he looks even more disheveled than usual. 
“They always sniff out the weak link,” Reyes adds. 
I glance at him. “Fuck off.” 
I don’t like the way he always picks on Neil. Of course everyone picks on Neil, but with Reyes you get the feeling he’s only too happy to bring up Neil’s various quirks and make them out to be significant deficiencies. 
“You okay man?” I say, giving Neil my attention. 
He nods and smiles, with that mixture of insecurity and bravado I’ve grown so accustomed to. “I’m good. I love the taste of blood.” Hetridge pats him on the arm. “Especially his own.” Jared is trying to sweet talk one of the girls (I’ve started to think of them as the Big Ass Twins). She looks back at her friends as he drags her out of the kitchen by her hand. “Jared wants to show me something downstairs.” 
“Yeah, his cock,” Stutty shouts after them in a slurred voice. 
But she’s already gone by the time the words are out of his mouth. 
“Sorry for the lack of class around here,” I tell the pretty girl. “I’m Gabe, by the way.” 
“I’m Natasha.” 
We smile at one another. 
Hetridge sighs. Then he takes Natasha and me by the arm and begins walking with us away from the kitchen, leading us to the deck and then steps away. “Go on, get to know each other,” he says. “I give you my blessing.” 
“Thanks, but we don’t need your blessing,” I call back to him. He’s already disappearing into the kitchen and doesn’t seem to care. Frankly, I’m just shocked that he seems to be trying to assist me in talking to her. 
But more likely he’s just setting himself up for the easy layup with the Big Ass Twin. 
I turn to Natasha, wondering if she’s wishing she’d never come here at this point. 
“Sorry about all of this. It must suck to be the designated driver right about now.” 
“It’s fine. I’m used to it, living around here. There’s pretty much nothing to do but drink and hang out at The Black Dog.” 
“You hate it here?” 
“It’s just small,” she says, moving to the railing and peering over the side. 
I feel like I want to kiss her. Not sure why, or where this idea comes from, but the impulse is so overpowering that I clam up. How can I kiss her? I only just met this girl a few minutes ago. 
The silence draws out. Natasha glances up at me, then starts looking past me into the house. “Maybe we should go back inside?” 
“Yeah. Sure.” But I don’t want to go back inside. “But first let me ask you a question.” 
“Shoot.” 
“Are you dating anyone? Seeing anyone?” 
“Why do you ask?” 
“Just curious.” 
She purses her lips and thinks about it. “I don’t know how to answer that.” 
“It’s a simple question.” 
But from the look on her face, I can tell that it really isn’t a simple question. For the first time, I see the beginning of a frown--there’s serious tension or worry there. 
“There’s somebody…but…it’s complicated.” 
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you or anything.” She glances over the railing again. Her eyes momentarily search the darkness. 
“I’m not upset,” she says, but she can’t look at me when she says it. She sighs and slides a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’m just dealing with a weird situation.” 
“Bad breakup?” 
“You could say that.” 
I can tell she doesn’t want to go into it. At the same time, I don’t want to just go back inside with everyone else. This might be the only chance I have to really talk to her one-on-one. “I have a little trick I use to get rid of the unwanted stalker types.” 
“Oh, you do? What’s your trick?” 
“Just be boring.” 
She grins. “Be boring. I like it. Very catchy and simple.” 
“Well, my theory is this,” I tell her, moving closer to her on the railing so that our arms are practically touching. “People get wrapped up in relationships because they’re exciting. And what make things exciting is the fantasy of it. This guy—whoever he is—
imagines you to be intelligent and beautiful, the perfect woman.” 
“Are you saying I’m not really all those things?” 
“Of course you’re all of those things. But you can’t let him know that. Which is why you have to learn how to be boring.” 
“And this actually works?” 
“You sound skeptical.” 
“Well don’t most guys just want sex? Even if you’re boring, the guy still wants to have sex with you.” 
“Shit. You’ve got a point. Maybe it only worked for me because girls aren’t all about sex.” 
She looks at me and I look at her. She licks her lips. “You’re a player, aren’t you?” 
“I don’t know what that means.” 
“Definitely. Player.” She holds up her hand as if to push me away and I grab it, teasingly. 
“I’m not a player.” 
“Yes you are. I can spot a player from a mile away.” 
“And what do you do once you spot a player?” 
“Usually I end up dating him,” she laughs. “Because I’m an idiot.” We’re still holding hands. “You’re not an idiot,” I tell her. And then I bend down and kiss her warm, full lips. She kisses me in return and I’m honestly surprised by the intensity of her response. 
I pull her body close to me, feeling her warmth as she presses into me. 
When we break from the kiss, I look around. “Let’s go somewhere quiet.” 
“We are somewhere quiet.” 
“I mean, somewhere a little more private.” 
“Okay.” 
I take her by the hand and we climb down the steps leading off the deck to the back yard. It’s dark and I can see the cars sitting in the driveway; unmoving, hulking shapes. 
We move underneath the deck where it’s even darker and begin kissing again. 
Suddenly her hands are moving under my shirt, touching my stomach, feeling my chest as our tongues intertwine. Then her hands are sliding down to my pants, snaking into my boxers. One hand grabs my penis and begins stroking me. 
“I want it in my mouth,” she whispers. 
I’m surprised. She didn’t strike me as that kind of girl, but you don’t have to ask me twice. So I quickly unbutton my pants and then she’s pulling my boxers down and going to work on me. 
My belt buckle jingles in the silence and then she’s sucking me off like a professional. He mouth is arm and wet and my legs are shuddering. The only sounds are the rhythmic sucking sounds and my hurried breathing. 
“Jesus Christ, that feels amazing.” 
Natasha responds by going at it with even more enthusiasm. 
A few minutes later it’s over. 
I pull up my pants and she stands up, grabbing my hand in the darkness. “I really like you,” she says. 
“I really like you too,” I say, feeling suddenly regretful. Hadn’t I only just determined not to have any more drunken one-night stands? Where is my self-discipline? 
It’s been less than twenty-four hours and I’ve done it again. 
“You’re just saying that.” It’s as if she can read my emotions. The mood has abruptly shifted. And why not? We hardly know one another. 
“No, seriously, I like you too,” I say, desperate to come off as genuine. “It would be cool to hang out again sometime.” 
“When? You’re just here on some stupid frat boy vacation and I’m the little skank who blew you. I’m sure it will make a great story to tell your buddies.” 
“Hey, are you being serious right now? I said I like you.” 
“I’m sure you like having your dick sucked.” The tone of this accusation is flat and angry. 
In the darkness beneath the deck I can’t even see her expression. Her face is a mask of shadows. 
“Why are you mad at me?” I ask. “I mean, you wanted to do that, right—“ 
“I don’t know.” She sighs and it sounds like she’s beginning to cry. “It all happened so fast.” 
“Yeah, but you said you wanted—“ 
“Just shut up, okay?” she cries, and the volume of it frightens me a little. 
What the hell is going on here? 
It’s gotten very quiet and she’s just a shape near me now, not even someone I feel like I can touch. In the space of a few seconds everything’s changed and I don’t understand why, what I did to cause it. There’s a pit in my stomach and I have an awful feeling about this. I need to somehow fix the situation, get her to calm down. 
“I’m sorry. I’m really sorry, Natasha.” 
My apologies sound lame and false in my own ears but it’s the best I can do at the moment. 
She doesn’t answer. She’s shaking and crying. “I want to go. I need to leave now. Get Marissa and Gia. Tell them I want to leave.” 
“Get them? I don’t know where they are. Listen, can we just talk for a second?” 
“No. Get them or I’m going to call the cops.” 
“Why would you do that?” 
“Just shut up and go!” she screams. 
And I do so, quickly walking away from her and entering the basement of the house through the sliding glass door. It’s completely dark inside, but I can hear some kind of noise. 
Someone is moaning. I hear slapping sounds. 
As my eyes adjust to the darkness, I make out two people in the center of the room by the couch. The moonlight filters in through the windows and sliding glass door, just enough for me to see two pale bodies intertwined in the center of the room. As my eyes further adjust, I see that the guy is Hetridge and he’s got one of the Big Ass Twins bent over the couch. He’s fucking her doggy style. 
He glances over at me and I can see the whites of his eyes. He suddenly reaches out and grabs a handful of her hair as he thrusts with his hips. She moans loudly. 
“You want in on this action, Gabe?” 
“Ah…no thanks man.” 
“Dude, she’s tight as shit. You should throw it in her ass. You’d like that, wouldn’t you bitch?” 
She moans and gasps but doesn’t answer. 
“I think the girls have to leave. Natasha told me to come get her.” Hetridge laughs. “I aint done here just yet though. Right, you little slut? You little cum guzzling whore?” 
“Take it easy, dude,” I say, feeling even more uncomfortable. What happens if Natasha and her friends talk afterwards and decide they’ve all been taken advantage of—
even raped? Oldest story in the book. A few helpless girls at a drunken frat house, people would convict us on that detail alone. 
“Don’t you ever talk dirty Gabe?” Hetridge chuckles. “I like the dirty talk and so does my little friend here. Don’t you?” 
“Yes,” she gasps. 
“Say you love it.” 
“I love it.” 
“Damn right you do, little whore.” He pumps away even more enthusiastically. 
I leave the room and start down the hallway. From behind me I hear Hetridge laughing. 


*** 
“Sorry, they were both hanging out with brothers and didn’t really want to leave,” I tell Natasha after failing to retrieve her friends. She’s standing in the driveway smoking a cigarette. 
I didn’t think she seemed like the smoking type. Then again, I’ve known her for all of half an hour and I’m clearly not a great judge of character. 
“Doesn’t matter,” she replies eventually, blowing a cloud of smoke in my general direction. “I already called my boyfriend to come get me.” 
“I thought you didn’t have a boyfriend.” 
“I told you--it’s complicated.” 
“But you drove here.” 
“It’s Gina’s car so I guess she can drive it home herself.” I sigh. “Listen, Natasha. Can we just—“ 
She shakes her head. “Leave me alone, Gabe. You got your dick wet, wasn’t that the whole point?” Her gaze suddenly locks on mine. In the shadowy darkness of the driveway, her pupils are absolutely black. 
“No, that wasn’t the whole point. I didn’t plan for that to happen.” 
“I feel like I got raped. I feel dirty. Like a prostitute.” A visible shiver runs through her body, and she clutches herself. “I…I just want to go.” She starts crying again. 
I look around as if hoping someone sane will try and mediate the situation. But it’s just us out here. Everyone inside is either sleeping, having sex, or too drunk to give a shit. 
And I’m drained. After unsuccessfully trying to round up her friends, and dealing with Natasha’s bizarre personality shift, I’m at the very end of my rope. 
How did this whole thing get so fucked up? I wonder, watching her shake and cry in the driveway. I can’t believe she mentioned rape. What happened between us was about as far from rape as you could possibly get. 
But nobody knows that. There were no witnesses, just her and I outside in the darkness under the stairs. 
And now her “boyfriend” is coming to pick her up. That will go really well, I’m sure. I wonder how she was able to call him. Nobody’s cell phone has been getting reception out here. 
“I really am sorry,” I tell her again, sounding about as lame as humanly possible. 
“You know, someday you’re going to regret treating girls like shit,” she sobs. 
“I didn’t mean to treat you like shit Natasha.” 
“And karma’s a bitch,” she says, and then laughs a little bit amidst her crying. 
“What does that mean?” 
“My boyfriend has a mean streak.” She laughs. “He’s been in jail for assault, too.” 
“Are you threatening me now?” 
She doesn’t respond, turns her back to me. 
“Whatever.” That’s the most I can muster at this point. She doesn’t look at me and I turn on my heel and walk back inside the cabin. 
I go in my room and carefully maneuver myself past the unconscious brothers lying on the floor. Someone’s snoring loudly. It feels like I’m in the belly of some ship bound for a foreign land. The heat and smell of slumbering male bodies creates a strange sauna effect in here. And yet it’s also comforting that at least if trouble arrives, got some backup. The brothers won’t let some townie asshole come in here and punch me in the face. 
When I finally crawl into bed, I realize I’m more exhausted than I thought. 
I drift almost instantly to sleep. I’m completely out cold. It’s one of those nights where there are no dreams at all, more like a medically induced coma than anything else. 
Next thing I know, I’m being shaken. I startle awake, feeling the heaviness of coming to after a long night of partying. There’s a dull pounding behind my eyes and a gurgling, queasy sensation in my belly. 
Neil is sitting on the edge of my bed, grinning. His bottom lip has a dark brown scab on it. “Wake up motherfucker!” he brays. 
The room is empty and sleeping bags, pillows and blankets are strewn across the carpeted floor. 
“Jesus, dude.” I sit up and grimace. The gurgling stomach and pounding behind my eyes only increases. For a split second it seems as though I might upchuck all over this grubby little twin bed. 
“You don’t want to miss the fun. Mushrooms and mushrooms, oh my, oh my!” he sings crazily. 
I sigh as the queasiness fades. “What time is it?” 
“Almost ten o’clock.” 
“Shit. What happened to the girls from last night?” Neil’s grin widens, which seems impossible. And then he makes what appears to be a pre-planned announcement. “Hetridge fucked one girl and then he let me fuck her when he was done.” The wide grin becomes a gaping smile, followed by a loud peal of laughter. 
“Really.” I stare at him, wondering if he could truly be that sick and degenerate. 
Neil just smiles. “I walked in on them and he stepped aside, so I went to town.” 
“That’s fucking disgusting.” 
I think about Natasha going down on me, and the resulting fallout from that blunder. She was already talking rape, what’s going to happen when it comes out that the brothers pulled a train on one of the other girls that stayed here last night? 
It’s enough to make me wish I’d never heard of the brotherhood. 
“Dude, it was totally fine. She loved it,” he assures me. 
“I’m sure she did. I’m sure she did.” I swing my legs over the bed and my feet hit the floor. “And the girls left?” 
“Yup. That one girl…the one you were talking to…” 
“Natasha? What about her?” 
He grins. “Vinnie woke up and went outside to piss off the balcony.” 
“Why didn’t he just use the fucking bathroom like a normal person?” 
“The balcony was closer.” He snorts. 
“Okay, get to the point, dude.” 
“So he gets outside and starts pissing and he nearly peed on that girl!” I run my hand through my hair nervously. “Great. Then what happened?” 
“And then some pickup truck pulled into the driveway and there were like three or four weird guys sitting inside. Natasha got in the truck and they sat there for like ten minutes. Vinnie was watching them, he said they were just sitting there looking at him.” 
“Nobody got out of the truck and said anything to him?” 
“Nope.” Neil laughs. “But imagine if he’d pissed on her when she was standing outside. Like, actually pissed on her head.” 
I don’t even bother responding. Sometimes Neil just says stuff to get a reaction. 
Neil stands up and stuffs his hands in his pockets. “Come upstairs. They’re starting to pick already.” 
“I told you I’m not doing mushrooms.” 
“Suit yourself.” He gets up and ambles out of the room. 
A few minutes later I’ve gone to the bathroom, washed my face, brushed my teeth. 
When I finally get upstairs, everyone is in the kitchen talking and laughing. The room’s so crowded that I can barely even see the table where Randall has laid out an enormous pile of psilocybin mushrooms. It resembles a large mound of gnarled roots dipped in dog shit. 
A handful of brothers have already picked their individual servings from the mass of mushrooms and are now in process of eating them. Eating ‘shrooms is no easy feat. 
People say that they taste absolutely horrible. In fact, roots dipped in dog shit might taste better than psilocybin mushrooms do. 
Tyler sees me and gives a nod. “You want some?” 
“No, I’m good.” 
“Still a lot of good piles left to choose from.” Hetridge claps his hands. “Did you get a good look last night, Gabe? That’s how a real man fucks. You should have taken notes like your buddy Neil did.” 
“Yeah, I heard about that. Real classy.” 
“Sorry to have offended Miss Manners.” He pretends to jerk off and mimes cum spraying everywhere. 
“I’m just glad you had fun,” I say. 
“Bet your ass I did. And now I’m going to get loaded.” Hetridge tosses a mushroom cap in his mouth like it’s a tic-tac, chews and swallows it with ease. 
A few other brothers have stepped in and chosen their mushrooms now. I squeeze in closer just to get a better look at the table. The mushrooms are separated into distinct little groupings. Some are slightly bigger than others. There are twisted and misshapen stems, sporting a rainbow of colors and textures that don’t look like anything you should touch let alone ingest. A few of them appear to have an almost metallic sheen to them. 
But there is something about the mushrooms. Something that calls to me. 
Just knowing that by choking a few of these down, I could be transported to a different reality…it’s definitely tempting. Especially when all the brothers are doing it. 
Who wants to be the one sober idiot? Being sober now would almost make me in charge of the group by default. 
I find myself inching closer and closer to the table. 
The stacks are dwindling and dwindling. 
And then there are only two piles left. 
Neil is finally allowed to pick. He should have gone a while ago, but Tyler made sure Neil didn’t have his turn until the very last. Finding new ways to demean Neil is something Tyler seems to relish more and more lately. 
Neil thinks for a long moment and then finally grabs the bigger pile of the two. 
Then he glances at me. “You know you want to do it.” 
“I’m just browsing, dude.” 
“Huh?” He glances at me quizzically. 
“I’m just saying, I don’t want that whole pile.” 
“You can give me that big cap and the weird stem.” Without stopping to overthink it, I reach down and sweep up the last remaining pile on the table. Around me, the others are all busily chewing and muttering about the disgusting taste. Some of them have spread peanut butter on the dirty brown, crumbly 
‘shrooms and tried to mix the nasty mess with crackers I stare at the fungi sitting in my palm. 
Do I really want to be hallucinating and tripping out of my mind for five hours? 
Neil’s watching me. “Just give me the big pieces.” He holds out his other hand. 
“Fine. Grab the ones you want.” 
Quickly, as if he’s afraid I’m going to rescind the offer, he snatches three giant mushrooms from my pile. Now all that remains are two tiny little caps, a small, twisted brown stem, and some crumbly bits. 
These probably won’t even be enough to get me high. 
With that comforting thought in my head, I proceed to stuff it all in my mouth and chew, swallowing as quickly as I can, but even so the taste is unmistakable. 
My stomach gives me a scare. I think briefly about running to the bathroom and puking into the toilet. But the nausea fades and I manage to keep the mushrooms down. 
A bunch of brothers start getting their coats on and heading outside. 
“Where are you going?” I ask Randall. 
He zips up his jacket. “The woods. It’s no fun tripping inside.” But I don’t want to be outside right now. It feels safer in here. I walk into the living room and sit down on one of the beaten up recliners. There’s no TV or anything, so I find myself staring at a deer’s head that’s been mounted on the far wall. 
Don’t worry, I tell myself. You didn’t consume enough to trip much at all. 
Everyone ate like five times as much as you did. You probably won’t feel a thing. 
I regret doing it just the same. 
My heart’s beating rapidly in my chest and I’m all too aware of every thought in my head, and every nuance of how I’m feeling. 
Walden comes into the room carrying a deck of cards, a big grin plastered on his face. “Trip motherfucker!” he screams, then abruptly sits down on the couch and starts shuffling the cards. Walden has curly blond hair, a thin and well-trimmed beard, and beady blue eyes that sit behind round, wire framed glasses. 
He’s a strange mix between barefoot hippie and beer swilling townie. 
“You feeling it yet?” I ask him. “I’m still not sure if I feel anything.” His grin spreads until it seems impossibly wide. “Maybe.” 
“How long does it usually take to kick in?” 
Walden just shrugs and riffles his cards. This seems funny to me. The look on his face, the way the cards sound. I get a little ripple of laughter that pours out of me, almost unwanted. 
“Shit, I might be tripping already,” I tell him, and then we’re both laughing. 
He keeps shuffling the cards as we laugh, which only makes me laugh harder. I point at him. “Why…why…are you still fucking shuffling…” His face turns bright red as he laughs, but still continues shuffling the deck of cards. “I can’t stop,” he gasps. 
I sit up, my eyes tearing, and look at the deer head. It’s undulating on the wall, shaking back and forth as if telling me that it wants to get down from there. 
“Shit, I really am tripping!” I cry out, mostly to myself. Time warps and shakes, an actual thing in the room. Time. Seconds. Minutes. Hours. 
“How long have we been here?” I ask. The question hangs in the air, the meaning deepening as I think about it. Did I mean just how long we’ve been sitting in this room? 
Or do I mean, how long have humans been alive on this planet? Did I mean our very souls? How old is my soul? 
Walden doesn’t answer any of this. He smiles knowingly and then riffles the cards outward. They fly through the air and shower the floor, some of them face up and others face down. A Queen of Hearts smiles faintly at me. 
Suddenly I feel nervous and claustrophobic. I mean, how can I already be this high when I only just ate the ‘shrooms a few minutes ago? But was it only a few minutes ago? 
Last night is another lifetime and five minutes ago may as well have been a millennium. 
I stand up and walk outside to the deck. 
In the woods, I can vaguely see brothers running to and fro doing god knows what. A few brothers pass a football around. It occurs to me that they’re playing football with the trees and the trees are making interceptions and swatting the ball down. 
I didn’t ever realize that trees like to play football but now it seems so obvious. 
Voices are echoing and bouncing through the air. 
Nothing makes sense and I feel at sea. I run my hand over my face and it seems as though my head has an eggplant shape to it. My head is bigger than I’d assumed previously. 
“Calm down,” I tell myself. “You’re just on a drug. In five hours you’ll be normal again.” 
But what’s normal? How do I know I’ll ever go back? 
Randall throws the football in a huge, looping spiral, and Diggler pulls it out of the air and runs across the driveway, dodging cars, whooping and hollering. 
Shit. I’m way too high. I’m starting to freak out. I haven’t officially gone off the deep end yet, but if I’m not careful, it’s going to turn sour fast. 
I can’t stay outside. The wind is like ice and my cheeks are frozen. 
Heading back inside, I hear music floating through the cabin. 
Walden’s sitting on the floor, picking up playing cards and folding them in half, then into fourths. The pieces of laminated plastic grow smaller and smaller. Eventually each card is nothing but a tiny, crumpled thing, like origami gone horribly wrong. 
Somehow, seeing Walden sitting cross-legged, grinning madly, surrounded by his little scraps of crumpled cards—It’s as if I’m seeing god playing with the universe. 
Maybe god is nothing but a sad boy folding up scraps of paper. 
This disturbs me. A whine starts in my throat. 
Walden glances up at me. “It all makes sense now,” he says, his blue eyes blinking earnestly behind his glasses. 
I quickly leave the room, my heart pounding. I was wrong to come back inside, I realize. The cabin is like a tomb, a place for madmen. The energy is wrong in here. I need to leave. I need to get the fuck out. 
Walking through the rest of the house is like visiting Bellevue, everywhere I go there are insane people giggling, rocking, scratching at the walls. 
Passing by one of the bedrooms, I see Tyler lying on his back in bed with his arms outstretched, as if trying to cradle an imaginary baby. 
His eyes are closed and he’s smiling. 
“Are you okay?” 
He doesn’t open his eyes. “Everything is everything, dude.” 
“Isn’t that a song by that band Phoenix?” 
He shakes his head. “No. It’s an album by Brand Nubian.” 
“Oh.” I slowly back out of the room. Got to get out of here. 
I head out through the sliding glass door in the basement. The same room where Hetridge was fucking that girl. But now the room is empty and the couch where Neil and Hetridge were screwing the Big Ass Twin is just a ratty old couch again. 
I get outside and the wind hits me like an icy slap. My eyes are watering. 
Should have put on my coat, but the fear of going back inside the tomb of madness keeps me shivering, hands stuffed in my pants pockets. Everyone inside the cabin is crazy. Outside there is space, there is wind and clouds and trees. 
There are five cars parked in the driveway. They look shiny and friendly, like warhorses waiting for battle. 
Walking over to Tyler’s SUV, it seems to tilt crazily towards one side. Am I tripping that hard? Why does his car look like that? As I look more closely, I notice that all of the cars are sitting at strange angles. 
Then my gaze moves down to the tires on the SUV. 
“Shit. The tires are flat.” The words sound strange coming out of my mouth. 
When I talk, I sound perfectly normal. It’s just my thoughts that are messed up. 
I look to the next car. And the next. 
Flat. All of the cars have flat tires. I kneel down and examine the SUV’s front wheel and see that it’s been slashed. 
“Holy fuck.” This seems to temporarily bring me back to reality as I try to wrap my mind around the significance of it. Someone slashed ALL of our tires. 
Natasha and her friends. 
I know they had something to do with this. I need to tell the brothers what’s going on. Randall is jogging nearby with a football in one hand. His hair whips around his head. His nose and cheeks are red, but he looks happy. 
“Randall!” I call out. 
He glances over at me. “Catch!” 
He throws it hard at my chest. Instinctively I react and as the ball thuds against my breastbone, I clutch it to me. 
“Nice catch,” he says, holds out his hands for me to toss it back. 
“Someone slashed all our tires.” 
He doesn’t seem to register what I’ve said. “Throw it back, Gabe.” 
“Did you hear me?” 
“You said someone slashed our tires.” 
“Yeah.” 
“Do you think Reyes did it?” 
“Reyes? Why would he do it?” 
Randall suddenly looks scared. He walks toward me, trying to whisper, but he’s whispering so loud it’s practically yelling. “Because. Reyes is fucking crazy. He probably wants to keep us here forever.” 
“I don’t think it was Reyes.” 
“No?” Randall seems relieved. “Black Ops then. Some kind of military training. 
Diggler’s probably in on it. Ask him.” 
Dirk was in the marines, but he’s been back from Iraq for more than two years now and he’s working as a graphic designer in New York. Besides, even if he was still in the marines, there’s no reason for them to be doing black ops at our fraternity cabin. 
I have to remind myself several times that Randall, me and everyone else here—
are all on drugs. Nobody’s going to be able to make sense of what happened to our cars right now. 
I turn away and Randall yells to me. 
Startled, I realize I’m still holding the damn football. I toss it back at him. 
He gives me a thumb’s up and sprints into the woods like a quarterback heading to the locker room for halftime. 


*** 
Tyler is sitting on his bed rolling a joint when I break the news to him. 
It’s been a few hours and the heaviest part of the trip is over for most of us, so I figure I may as well spill the beans now instead of waiting. 
“Someone slashed your tires,” I say. 
He keeps rolling the joint. “When? You never told me that story.” 
“It’s not a story. I’m talking about right now. Your car. All the cars in the driveway. The tires are all flat.” 
He’s got a magazine open across his lap and there’s a pile of green stems in the middle. Pieces of marijuana fleck the pages. Tyler’s fingers have stopped in mid roll and the joint sits in his hands as he stares at me. “Don’t fuck around man. If you’re trying to play some dumb prank on me right now…” 
“I’m not. Come on, I’ll show you.” 
“Why would somebody slash our tires?” 
“I have a feeling it was one of the girls from last night. Or one of the guys who came and got her.” 
Tyler picks up the magazine and puts his joint rolling materials on the bed next to him. “I’m going to fucking kill someone.” 
We go out to the driveway and he kneels down to examine the tires. Tyler’s normally gelled and styled brown hair is in disarray. He’s sweating. 
When he stands again, his lips are pressed tightly together and there’s a cold rage in his eyes. “I’m not kidding. I’m going to go fucking crazy when I find out who did this.” 
“Just calm down.” 
“How am I supposed to calm down when someone slashes my motherfucking tires, Gabe? Huh?” 
“Don’t shoot the messenger.” 
“What does that mean?” 
We’re standing there, staring at each other. It feels like he wants to hit me, which pisses me off, because I haven’t done anything. 
Sometimes Tyler can fly off the handle and when he does, people back down. 
But I’m not going to back down if he tries to take his anger about the tires out on me. 
I’m not sure how long we stand there staring at one another, but the tension is rising out of control. “Don’t look at me like that,” he warns. 
“Don’t try and bully me.” 
And then, before whatever was about to go down has a chance to happen, Neil comes stumbling out of the woods. “I almost got lost out there. I thought I was in The Blair Witch Project for a minute.” 
Tyler doesn’t say anything and Neil’s too lost in his own world to notice the tension. But whatever was going to happen with Tyler and me is over now. He turns and heads back inside with Neil and me following behind. 
Walden is sitting in a rocking chair in the living room, with a green and brown afghan over his lap, staring at the ceiling. “So many fucking peaks and valleys,” he says, marveling. His eyes are wide, his pupils as big as marbles. 
Nearby, Stutty is sprawled across the floor with his shirt off. His back is white and hairy, and I can see the blubbery fat of his belly pressing against the brown carpet. 
He looks over his shoulder at us and smiles. 
Now that looks like a guy who might slash all of our tires, I decide. 
Tyler shakes his head in disgust. “Is everyone too weak to handle their fucking drugs around here?” 
Tyler and Neil are clearly not quite all the way back to Earth yet. Neil is basically not talking anymore and Tyler is just angry. As if his entire persona has burned down to nothing but a malicious voice croaking out of a face pinched with rage. 
And then we find Hetridge. 
He’s in the laundry room, sitting on top of the washing machine Indian style. His eyes are closed. 
“What the hell are you doing?” Tyler says. 
“Everything is circular,” Hetridge replies, his eyes still tightly shut. He has a peaceful smile on his face and his skin looks smooth and unlined. “Have you ever noticed that?” 
“Not really.” 
“Well it’s true. Think about the washer and dryer cycle. Circular. Round and round they go. Where it stops, nobody knows.” 
“That’s a great philosophy but we’ve got a problem. A real life problem to deal with.” 
Hetridge opens his eyes and smiles at us. “You’re all scared shitless.” 
“Somebody slashed our tires.” 
The smile fades. His eyes seem too aware now, like his little philosophical speech just now was all an act. Maybe he never even ate the mushrooms. 
But no, I saw him toss a cap in his mouth and swallow it. 
“Why would someone slash our tires? You sure you didn’t just hallucinate it?” 
“Come on, we’ll show you,” I tell him. 
He hops off the Maytag washer and quickly heads out of the laundry room, through the hallway, exiting out the basement’s sliding glass door. 
Tyler, Neil and I silently accompany him. 
Diggler’s in the driveway tossing the football with Randall. Why Randall is still playing football after being outside for hours, I can’t even begin to fathom. “Hey, did you see what happened to the cars?” Diggler asks. 
“Yeah, we saw,” I tell him, as Tyler stands nearby with a scowl, his arms folded. 
Hetridge gets down on his knees and examines the tires of Stutty’s car. 
“Somebody really had it out for us,” he says, getting up and brushing some dirt from his jeans. “They absolutely shredded those tires.” We all turn and look into the misty forest, wondering who would do this and why. 
“We should call the police,” Stutty says. 
“No cell reception,” Tyler says. 
“Well, what about the landline?” 
“This place doesn’t have a landline.” 
“Great idea to call the cops,” Hetridge says. “With the amount of drugs we have in this place? Underage drinking? Pot? Dudes on mushrooms? We’ll end up doing fifteen years in a state penitentiary,” 
“Shit, he’s right,” Stutty says, and his face pales. “We can’t call the fucking cops.” 
“Listen, whoever slashed these tires is obviously gone,” Tyler says. “Unless one of the brothers did it for some reason.” 
“It wasn’t a brother,” Hetridge says. “Stop being such a pissy bitch.” 
“Go fuck yourself, dude. I’m not putting up with your shit right now. My tires--“ 
“Everyone’s tires are fucked up, not just yours,” Diggler reminds him. 
I clear my throat. “We’re not going to solve any of this by acting like idiots and fighting with each other. We need to figure out what to do.” 
“Go back inside and drink,” Hetridge says, turning around. “I’ll figure the rest out tomorrow when my hangover wears off.” 
I’m still looking into the woods, wondering if whoever did this is watching us right now. It gives me the chills, just picturing that someone might be out there laughing at our predicament. I’m starting to wonder why I even came on this trip. Everybody’s drugged out and stupid, and the situations we put ourselves in are unnecessary. 
I’d just as soon be back in my Boston apartment reading a book or watching something shitty on TV. Didn’t I tell myself I needed to get more serious and stop the partying? Why couldn’t I have stood up to Tyler and made my stand instead of caving in to come on trip? And now look at what I’m dealing with. 
“I saw something out there,” Neil says from behind me, and I jump a little. 
“Shit, you scared me,” I tell him, exhaling nervously. 
“Sorry.” He grins his gap toothed grin. “But I did see something when I got lost in the woods.” 
“What did you see?” 
He shrugs. “I don’t know. People in the woods.” 
“What did they look like? How many were there?” 
“I couldn’t tell. They were kind of far away, but they didn’t look like brothers.” 
“Maybe they were campers,” I suggest, lamely. I don’t believe that and neither does he. 
“Why is Tyler being such a dick to me?” Neil says, changing the subject as if it’s not worth speculating on any further. 
“Because he’s a moody fuck.” 
“I’m sick of him taking his bad moods out on me,” Neil whines. 
I throw my arm over his shoulder. “I know how you feel.” I think about how Tyler seemed ready to fight me over the slashed tires earlier. 
Neil smiles, and I ruffle his crazy long hair. “Look at your beautiful locks, dude. 
Maybe Tyler’s jealous of your mane.” 
“He is going prematurely bald,” Neil agrees. 
I laugh. It’s the last time I laugh for a long while. 


*** 
 Something’s wrong. 
Two of the brothers that went outside earlier haven’t come back to the house. It’s been hours since they left and nobody’s seen them. 
“You think they got lost?” I ask. 
I’m in the kitchen with Hetridge, Stutty, Tyler. Some of the other brothers are on the deck and still others are in the basement. 
Hetridge takes a long pull from a beer. “Relax your balls, Gabe.” He follows that helpful statement with a long inhale from a fat joint. Stutty takes the joint from him, then passes it to Tyler. 
“We’ve got cars with slashed tires in the driveway and Neil thinks he saw people in the woods,” I say, glancing out the window at the disabled vehicles. “Now there are missing brothers.” 
“Not missing, just late,” Stutty corrects me with a self-satisfied little grin that makes me want to wring his neck. 
“How am I the only one who’s concerned right now?” 
“You’re a big pussy, Gabe. That’s why you’re shitting your panties and everyone else knows it’s nothing. Tomorrow we’ll walk to the pay phone by the main road and get someone out here to tow our cars in for new tires.” 
“This is bullshit,” Tyler says. He’s eating pretzels. Crumbs and pieces of salt are falling onto his lap as he chews with his mouth open. “Trip’s become a total mess because brothers can’t handle their drugs.” 
“And what do we do if the missing brothers still aren’t back here in a few more hours?” I say. 
“Look, it’s Eli and DeSantos,” Tyler replies. “DeSantos ran around with no clothes on one year and tried kissing everyone, remember?” 
“Yeah, but—“ 
“Yeah but nothing. They’re probably running around the woods sucking each other’s dicks or something. They’ll come back. Give it some time. It’s not even dark yet.” 
“What if they got lost?” 
“We’re not in the goddamn tundra. If they walk long enough in these parts they’ll come to another house or a cabin or a road. Trust me.” Hetridge laughs as he guzzles more beer. “Gabe, you need to take your skirt off.” 
“I’m just worried.” 
“Of course you are. It’s called being a bitch.” 
“Go fuck yourself.” I’m worried because I can feel it in my bones. Something is wrong. But what can I do about it? 
What really scares me is that I know there’s nothing to be done about any of this. 
We can’t call the police because our cabin is crawling with drugs and alcohol and underage drinkers. And there’s no cell or Internet reception in this area, no landline, no way to make contact with the outside world. 
The only chance would be to take the mile or two walk to the corner store where there’s a payphone, or perhaps to try and find a house. But I have no idea where the nearest houses are from here. We’re isolated, just like we wanted to be. Only now I wish we’d chosen a place a little less separated from the rest of civilization. 
I glance out the window again. 
And then I see it. Or, rather, I see HIM. Eli Grover, the older brother who drove up to the cabin with Hetridge and Stutty. 
He’s stumbling out of the woods holding the side of his head. His eyes are enormous, and his mouth hangs open. It looks as if the side of his shirt is wet. 
And then I realize why it’s wet. His shirt is soaked in blood. 
Eli sees us, but he doesn’t say anything directly to us. He’s half-screaming, half crying as he lurches and stumbles into the driveway. 
I scream, I’m not even sure what comes out. Probably a string of expletives. 
Bolting out of the kitchen to the deck and down the stairs. 
The other brothers follow right behind me as I catapult down the steps. We run across the driveway and put our arms around Eli, trying to support him. 
“Holy shit, get him inside, fast. He’s hurt bad.” We grab Eli and drag him into the basement. 
He has some kind of cut on the side of his head but he’s holding his hand up against it, so I haven’t gotten much of a look at how bad it is. 
Feet stomp down the stairs and before I know it the rest of the brothers are coming into the room with us. There’s a bunch of us now. 
Eli’s crying and yelling incoherently as we try to calm him down and find out what happened. 
“Christ, he’s bleeding like a stuck pig,” Reyes says, but he doesn’t sound that upset by it. 
“Let me look at him,” Randall tells me, moving me aside and prying Eli’s hand away from the wound. 
Blood shoots out and splatters Randall across the cheek. 
“Jesus, what the fuck!” 
“What happened to him?” 
I turn and look at the brothers, they’re in various states of shock at what’s going on. “We better stop this bleeding.” 
“Looks bad,” Randall says, and his voice is shaking. 
Stutty is whimpering. 
“Call the cops!” I tell the brothers standing around staring. “Somebody call the cops now. He’s hurt really fucking bad.” 
“How do we call the cops?” Walden asks. 
“There’s a payphone at the top of the main road. Someone needs to run there like now. Right now.” 
Nobody’s volunteering. Finally, Diggler says he’ll do it. “I’m pretty out of shape but I’ll do my best.” 
“Hurry, man. He’s really bleeding.” 
Diggler takes off out the back door at a fast run. The pay phone is at least a couple of miles away, and I’m assuming that an out of shape Diggler can’t get there in anything less than twenty minutes. 
Twenty minutes, at least, just to make it to the phone. Then assuming the pay phone is even functioning, he’s got to call 911 and explain where we are and then the EMTs and cops have to drive out here. It could be easily forty minutes or an hour before paramedics arrive. 
Eli’s shuddering on the floor. His black boots jitter on the tiles. 
“Grab me a towel,” I tell Randall, who’s seemingly overwhelmed by the amount of blood pouring from Eli’s head. 
“Dude, I think I saw his fucking brain—“ He whispers in my ear. 
“Shut up and get me a fucking towel.” Nobody even wants to touch Eli at this point. 
I wish we weren’t just a bunch of drunken, drug-taking underachievers. Couldn’t we have had one pre-med student in our frat? 
But no. 
None of us has a clue about what to do with anything that doesn’t involve a bong, rolling papers, or a beer funnel. And I’m no different, but I do know that we need to get some pressure on this wound fast if we’re going to slow the flow of blood. 
Eli’s face is a mask of red gore. I can’t even look at him, and I don’t want to see just how bad the gash in his head is. 
While Randall goes to fetch a towel, I take the palm of my hand and press it against the side of Eli’s head, next to his ear. I can feel the wound now, pulsating like a living, breathing gill carved into his scalp. It feels long and deep and very, very serious. 
It occurs to me that Eli isn’t going to live much longer. 
“Eli,” Tyler says. “Can you hear me, man?” 
Eli’s eyes are rolling around in their sockets. He doesn’t respond. 
“Stay with us, dude. You’re going to be fine. Help is on the way.” But Eli’s struggles are worsening. 
“Can somebody take his pulse?” I ask. 
“I can try,” Vinnie replies, getting down on the floor with us and taking Eli’s hand. “Jesus, he’s cold as ice.” 
“You’re going to be fine, Eli,” I say loudly. 
His adam’s apple bobs up and down and there’s a gurgling in his throat, as if he’s choking on blood. 
I look at Vinnie now. “Can you feel a pulse?” 
“It’s racing.” He checks his watch and counts under his breath. “I think he’s at like one hundred and fifty beats per minute. Maybe I’m wrong.” Stutty’s face is ashen and his lips quiver. “Is he going to be okay?” 
“Yeah, he’s going to be fine,” I reply, knowing it’s not true. He’s not even close to being fine. He’s dying. 
Blood is still flowing from the wound. His eyes are bulging and the pupils are dilated. His mouth is open and the tongue slithers in and out of his mouth reflexively. 
There’s blood pouring through my fingers and pooling around us on the floor. 
Bloody footprints are all over the white tiles. 
“How did he get cut?” Randall asks. 
“He just came out of the woods like that,” Tyler says, and I can hear the fear and awe in his voice. He sounds like a scared little kid. 
Finally Randall comes back with a large brown bath towel and hands it to me. 
“That took long enough.” 
“I couldn’t find the linen closet.” 
There’s a collective gasp from the guys in the room when I take my hand off the side of Eli’s head and a huge fountain of blood pumps from the enormous wound above his ear. 
And that’s when I realize that Randall was telling the truth—I can see Eli’s brain. 
I stuff the towel against the wound and press it with all of my might. For the first time, I can feel true panic rising like vomit in my throat. 
I’m focusing intently and after a minute or two I think maybe I’ve staunched the bleeding somewhat. The towel is soaked through but it doesn’t seem to be gushing out like it was before. 
Vinnie takes Eli’s pulse again. He shakes his head at me. “Gabe.” 
“Is it slowing down at all?” 
Vinnie’s eyes are brimming over with unshed tears. “It’s…it’s gone. I’m not finding a pulse.” 
“Try his neck.” 
He leans across Eli’s torso and starts feeling around his neck. 
I look down at Eli’s pale, sunken face. His jaw looks almost unhinged. His eyes stare vacantly at the ceiling. 
No one says a word. Vinnie keeps trying to find a pulse. 
I’m sitting in blood. Sitting in the blood of a dead man. A man I only just met who died in pain and fear and anguish. 
Vinnie sits back and plants his hands on his thighs. “What do we do now?” Hetridge is standing there watching us all with a strange expression on his face. I can’t put my finger on it. He doesn’t look worried or horrified or even sad. 
Then I realize what the emotion is that’s written across his face. Pure, unadulterated anger. 
Hetridge glances around the room at the rest of the brothers. His stare becomes a challenge. “Did one of you idiots hurt Eli? Because you better say it now before I find out on my own. Believe me, I will fucking end your world if you hurt him and you keep quiet about it.” 
“Nobody here did this,” Walden says. 
“How do you know?” 
“Because,” Walden says, taking a pack of cigarettes out of his pants pocket. 
“We’re fucking brothers.” 
It’s a simple statement of fact. 
“We’re brothers, but someone went and slashed all our fucking tires. Someone is trying to mess with us.” 
We all look around the room. Would a brother do these things, secretly try to hurt one of us? To what end? 
There’s been violence on brother outings before. A couple years back, Ricky Daniels got really messed up on weed and coke and started repeating the phrase “why not kill?” like some demented mantra. He kept saying it and saying it and his behavior got progressively more erratic, culminating in his attempting to bite one of the newest members of the fraternity on the face. 
Or there was the time Diggler and Neil got in a fistfight at the brother apartment when Diggler said that Neil was a lazy piece of shit. Diggler held back though. He could’ve really hurt Neil if he’d wanted to. 
Yes, brothers have gone slightly crazy before, yes they’ve gotten weird and violent. But this is something else entirely. 
“I think he might really be dead,” Vinnie says in a choked voice. 
“Maybe…maybe someone had a bad trip and got paranoid,” I offer, my lips numb. “If someone did this accidentally, got scared and hit him in the head or whatever. 
Just tell us. We won’t blame you if it was an accident.” Nobody speaks. Everyone’s just staring at the now lifeless body on the basement floor. 
“He’s not dead. No fucking way,” Tyler says. 
“I can’t find a pulse at all,” Vinnie replies. He licks his lips. “And look at all the blood.” 
“I see the blood, I’m not blind.” 
“You sure about that?” 
“Fuck you, Vinnie.” 
“It’s not my fault he’s dead. Maybe we’ll never know how it happened.” A few brothers have started openly sobbing. Stutty is a blubbering mess. 
“Diggler’s calling the police,” I say. “We need to get rid of any drugs. I suppose we’ll take the hit on having booze here and underage drinking, but we need to make sure that there’s no evidence of drugs, because then we’ll all be fucked for sure.” 
“Who are you worried about here?” Walden says, his beady blue eyes boring into mine. “Eli, or saving your own ass?” 
“Eli’s dead. We can’t help him now. But if cops show up and start to investigate this, we might all end up in the newspapers. We might end up in jail.” This shuts everyone up. 
I feel like I’m in a waking nightmare. There’s a dead man lying at my feet. His blood is all over my clothes. What’s next? Am I going to be a murder suspect? 
“What should we do now?” Jared says. He’s always got a cocky look on his handsome face, but now, for the first time ever, he looks like a timid little boy. Like he aged ten years in reverse over the course of five minutes. “Should we try to clean up the blood, cover him or something?” 
“You don’t disturb a crime scene,” Randall says, putting a clove cigarette in his mouth. 
“This isn’t a crime scene,” Walden mutters. 
“We don’t know what this is,” I say, trying to steady my shaking hands. “I think we should leave his body alone for now. We don’t want to be accused of trying to stage the body or anything that could be misinterpreted by police.” Hetridge snorts. “What are you, some sort of crime scene investigator now?” 
“I’m just saying—“ 
“Eli was my friend, asshole. My friend, my pledge brother—I’ve known him ten years. I know his sister and his mom. So don’t lecture me with shit you watched on TV 
last week, fuck-head.” 
For the first time ever, I’m not intimidated by Hetridge. “Don’t talk to me like that. I didn’t see you doing anything to help him survive. At least I tried to do something.” 
“And a great job you did. He probably died even faster thanks to you trying to play Grey’s Anatomy.” 
“If you could have done better than me, I wish you would have at least tried.” Hetridge stares at me with that weird rage smile. “Keep talking, Gabe. Say another fucking word about what I should have done and watch what happens.” He’d probably love to have a fight right now, I realize. Anything to give vent to his hate and anger and impotence in the face of his dead friend. I’m not going to have a fistfight and roll around in a dead person’s blood. So I just look down and shut my mouth. 
“So what do we do now?” Jared asks. 
Reyes takes out his phone and starts snapping pictures. “We better document this, just in case.” 
“In case what?” 
“In case whoever did this to him tries to tamper with the evidence.” 
“The cops will be here soon.” 
Reyes looks up from his camera with a curiously excited expression. “You sure about that?” 
Nobody answers. So we wait. 


*** 
It’s been over three hours and no sign of any cops or Diggler. DeSantos hasn’t returned either. 
It’s getting dark outside and people are moving around the house in a state of shock, a kind of haze. 
Sitting in the bedroom flipping through an old copy of Sports Illustrated I found in the downstairs bathroom, I try not to let my anxious mind run wild. I’m reading an article about how LeBron James might just be the next Michael Jordan, if only he can conquer his personal demons. 
And I don’t even give a shit about LeBron or basketball in general. 
Neil comes in and sits down on the bed next to me. 
“What’s up?” he says, and puts a hand on my shoulder. 
I lay the magazine on the floor next to me. “Just hanging out. Pretending I didn’t watch Eli die.” 
He shakes his head. “People are starting to talk.” 
“About?” 
“Diggler. He never came back, and there’s still no cops or anybody showing up to help. It’s been hours.” 
“So what’s next?” 
“Everyone’s saying we need to send out a group this time. With some weapons and stuff just in case.” 
“They think someone’s out there? In the woods?” Even saying the words makes my bowels loosen. 
Neil shrugs. “I don’t know. Nobody knows but who wants to go out in the woods, in the dark, by themselves?” 
“Not me.” 
“Me either.” He shrugs, silently acknowledging that neither of us is likely to be awarded the Medal of Honor anytime soon. “A few brothers volunteered though.” 
“Who?” 
“Eugene, Walden. Jared. They’re getting ready now, gathering supplies and weapons.” 
There’s a guilty tug in my stomach. I could volunteer to go with them. Maybe they’d tell me no but at least I’d have put myself out there instead of letting other people do the dirty work on my behalf. “Maybe all of us should go together,” I offer lamely. 
Neil shrugs. “I guess.” 
“We don’t know if anyone’s out there at all,” I say, as if that makes it better for the three people who are potentially risking their lives. 
“True.” 
“Is anybody watching over Eli’s body?” I ask him. 
“No one wanted to stay with him alone.” 
I can’t say I blame them. The thought of standing in that room at night with Eli’s corpse staring at me isn’t much more appealing than running through the woods with nothing but a flashlight for protection. 
A few moments later, we head upstairs to see what’s going on. 
In the kitchen, the brothers have gathered together as the three brave souls get ready to head into the night. They all look scared, too, making me feel like an even bigger coward for not volunteering. 
“If you guys see anything suspicious, or hear anything—come back right away,” Vinnie tells them. 
They’re all dressed heavily for the cold night air, two of them have backpacks and each of them has a different weapon. A baseball bat, kitchen knife, rusty tire iron. 
Looking at their pathetic weapons, my heart sinks. They won’t be any match for someone with a gun or a crew of dudes with machetes. Still, we never heard gunshots. If there is anyone out there, in all likelihood it was a lone maniac who won’t dare to mess with three armed men at once. 
At least, that’s what I tell myself. The truth is none of us has a clue what or who is out there. 
We all shake hands and hug one another and then the four brothers march out the back door and down the deck stairs. We file onto the deck after them, watching them head into the woods. 
“They’re going to try for the pay phone first,” Tyler tells me. 
I don’t mention that Diggler already seems to have failed at reaching that very same destination. 
Instead I nod, deciding to forgive Tyler for the words we had with one another earlier in the day. It feels like a lifetime ago. 
The remaining seven of us stand out on the deck together, shivering in mostly silence as our four brothers fade into the woods. 
It’s a terrifying feeling I have, a feeling that something has gone irretrievably wrong. Worse than simply an accident which cost a brother his life, it feels as though we’re all in danger now. 
You’re just being paranoid, I tell myself. 
“What if someone out there’s watching us, trying to split us up and make us weaker?” I say to nobody in particular. 
“Don’t be such a fucking pussy,” Hetridge replies. 
“I didn’t hear you volunteering to go with them if you’re so tough,” I say. 
“Actually, he did,” Stutty says from near my right shoulder. “He wanted to go but I asked him to stay.” 
I’m too annoyed to give credit where it’s due. “Good for him.” Hetridge just smirks at me. The illumination from the outside deck lights makes him seem pale and even more sinister than he usually looks. 
After awhile, we all drift back inside to the safety of the kitchen. 
Beers are cracked and quickly consumed, mostly for those of us whose nerves have become too frayed. And that seems to include all of us. 
I drink my beer fast, wishing that the buzz of alcohol might take away the panicky feeling I have in my stomach. 
Nobody’s talking much, instead we seem to be counting down the seconds until help arrives. 
All night long, people try their cell phones, sending texts and attempting to access email. We hope that at least one of us might get through at some point, but it seems there really is no service. We theorize how far one might have to get from the cabin before a cell phone would begin working again, but nobody seems anxious to test any of these theories at night in the woods. 
“Can you believe how helpless we are without cell service?” I ask Vinnie as he tries his phone yet again. 
He looks up at me. “We’re the lost generation. Without a fucking GPS, Google, texting—we curl up and die.” 
I laugh. “It’s true.” 
“Literally.” He shakes his head. “I can’t believe he’s dead.” 
“Shhh…” I look over at Stutty. He’s taken Eli’s death really hard, sitting on the couch, drinking and staring into the distance. His jaw is slack and his eyes are far away. 
“He’s lost it,” Vinnie whispers. “Not that he ever had it completely to begin with.” 
“You think there’s really someone out in the woods?” 
“Don’t you?” 
“Maybe it’s just a coincidence. Maybe Eli fell and hit his head out there and we jumped to conclusions. Maybe Diggler just got lost.” 
“Don’t you just feel it in your gut that something’s wrong?” 
“I don’t know.” I’m wishing I’d never started talking to Vinnie. He’s usually a funny guy but this situation seems to have changed him into a doomsday preacher. 
“Look around, Gabe.” 
I do. Stutty’s still staring off into space, Randall and Reyes are whispering in the kitchen, Neil is looking out the back window. Hetridge and Tyler are arguing about how long it should take the group to make it to the pay phone and subsequently for help to arrive. 
“I’m looking,” I tell him. “What should I be seeing?” Vinnie leans closer to me. “Look at everyone’s faces. Look at their eyes. They know we’re in danger. It’s not just sadness about Eli. It’s a sixth sense we have, no different than a herd of elk getting nervous when some wolves are nearby.” 
“Do wolves hunt elk?” 
“It doesn’t matter, dude. I’m trying to explain that everyone here is scared shitless.” 
“I know that, Vinnie. I’m not an idiot.” 
“Well stop trying to convince yourself that everything’s okay, because it’s not. 
Something happened to Eli and Diggler. And now something’s happened to the other guys too.” 
“You don’t think they’re going to make it?” 
“I think if they did we’d know about it by now. The cops would be here.” 
“Christ.” I feel like the wind’s been knocked out of me. I feel like I’m trapped in a small boat that’s in the middle of the ocean in a huge storm, and we’re taking in water. 
My legs are like jelly and suddenly my breathing becomes shallow. I can’t get enough air. 
“Gabe—“ he says. 
“Just shut up for a minute.” I walk across the room, through the kitchen and out to the back deck to get some air. 
The chill air hits my face as I stand on the deck. I feel exposed and frightened but somehow it’s also calming me down. I’m out here and I don’t see or hear anything. 
Nobody’s trying to kill me. I shouldn’t have listened to Vinnie. 
But the longer I stand outside and listen to the wind through the trees and the muted voices from inside the house, the more I start to feel as though I’m being watched. 
The sensation is eerie and makes my skin crawl. I look around, finally grabbing a small flashlight that’s sitting on the railing and turning it on, skimming the woods below. 
Branches, stumps, leaves, the beam of light glances past tree after tree after tree around the perimeter of the cabin. My breathing comes in gasps now. Any moment I’m sure that I’m going to see someone or something in the woods. Standing. Watching. 
Waiting. A lifetime of horror movies floods my memory banks. I picture a gruesome killer with a hockey mask, which then morphs to a maniac with a bag over his head and a chainsaw in one hand. Michael Meyers. Leather Face. 
My hand is shaking. 
Yet after another minute of scanning the woods, I haven’t found any boogiemen. 
As I turn to go back inside, I hear a scream. I can’t say I’ve ever heard a sound quite like it before. Sure, maybe in one of those childhood horror movies. 
The scream is incredibly high-pitched and its distance from our cabin is impossible to tell. It could be a man or woman, although something tells me it’s a man. 
The noise is a primal howl, carrying all of the misery of a wounded animal, a dying infant. 
Immediately, the brothers run outside. 
“What the hell was that?” Tyler asks. His face looks gray. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him scared before. 
“I don’t know.” 
We stand there on the deck, all seven of us that are left. It’s quiet. The silence is making it even worse. 
But whatever the noise was, whoever was screaming, it isn’t repeated again. 
After a few more minutes, Hetridge looks at me. “Did you make that noise?” 
“Why would I scream like that? It sounded like it was a mile away.” He shakes his head and looks at the others. “Who the fuck screamed?” he demands. 
“Dude, calm down,” Stutty says. “Nobody here made that noise.” Hetridge is pacing, his face a mask of rage. “If someone’s out there hurting brothers, I’ll be damned if I’m going to let them do something to me or anyone else in this house. Motherfuckers.” 
Strangely, I find his words comforting. Someone who isn’t afraid, but rather, angry. It ignites my inner rage too. I find myself nodding as Hetridge paces. 
“Why are we just sitting here when someone’s out there, maybe hurt? Maybe needing us to come get them? We’re supposed to be brothers,” I say. 
Some of the others murmur agreement. 
“I will stab someone,” Tyler growls. “I swear to god. Let them test me. I’ll carve a motherfucker up.” 
Vinnie holds out his hands. “Wait a second. How do we know that scream was a brother in trouble? Maybe it’s one of these crazy dudes out there trying to set a trap.” That quiets us down a little bit. 
Even without having seen any direct evidence of a “crazy dude”, let alone multiple crazy dudes, I can easily imagine a group of dirty hillbillies hiding just out of sight, watching us and laying their devious plans. Instead of Freddie Krueger, I now picture the kinds of people seen in films like Deliverance or The Hills Have Eyes. People who’ve grown up in broken down shacks and living in decrepit, abandoned houses with broken windows and rats scuttling behind the walls. These maniacs drink moonshine and eat whatever they can kill or steal. 
Maybe it’s some disturbed, inbred family who’ve decided it’s time to hunt the out-of-towners for sport. 
My rage subsides all too quickly and turns back to self-doubt and then fear. I hate Vinnie a little bit for making that happen. 
“It’s not a trap,” I offer, but my words have no belief behind them. 
“But what if it is?” he insists. 
“We need to do something. We can’t just sit around and twiddle our thumbs, dude. If there is someone out there—or two or three of them—waiting to pick us off—“ 
“I think we stay in the cabin, ready to defend ourselves,” Vinnie says, “but we stay inside. Wait until morning, whenever the sun comes up, so we can see what’s out there. And then we make a move.” 
“Sit here all night waiting?” 
Stutty puts his head in his hands. “Guys, please.” Hetridge strides across the deck toward Vinnie. He pokes a finger into Vinnie’s chest. “You want to sit here, shitting our pants like a bunch of bitches while our brothers are out in the woods, waiting for us to come and get them? How would you feel if you were out there, bleeding to death like a stuck pig—“ 
“Please, don’t—“ Stutty cries. 
Hetridge listens, surprisingly, and stops in mid-sentence. Tyler puts a hand on his shoulder and he shakes him off, walks back inside the cabin. 
The rest of us look at one another. 
“We need to figure out what to do. I’ll take charge and make some decisions,” Randall tells us. 
Tyler snorts and folds his arms. “Why would you be in charge?” 
“Because I have half a brain and I haven’t been drinking for the last fifteen straight hours.” 
“You’ve just been smoking weed the last fifteen hours.” 
“I think better stoned anyway.” 
“I wish Diggler was still here,” Stutty says. “He’s a marine, he could have helped us figure out how to deal with this. He could have—“ 
“But he’s not,” Randall replies. He lights a cigarette and inhales. Everything with Randall is theatrical. “He’s not here, dude.” The wind picks up and blows harder, tousling my hair. I shiver. I’ve been outside too long without a coat. “We should go back inside and talk. Maybe we should have a vote on putting someone in charge.” 
“Why does anyone have to be in charge?” Tyler says. 
“We’re a fraternity. We’ve always had a president because you need someone to take charge and lead. And right now, that’s what we need. Otherwise we’re going to just run around like a bunch of chickens with their heads cut off.” 
“Literally,” Vinnie says. 
“Knock it off,” Tyler tells him. 
We all go back inside, where Hetridge is drinking another beer and eyeing us darkly. “Let me guess. We decided to sit tight and play with ourselves until the cops come rescue us.” 
I look at him. “We’re going to elect a temporary trip president.” 
“Oh, that’s a great idea,” he scoffs. “Just what we need. Fucking elections when brothers are being murdered in the woods.” 
“We don’t know that anyone’s being murdered.” 
“There’s a fucking dead body downstairs, you idiot.” Stutty stares at him. “That’s not some dead body. That’s Eli, you asshole.” 
“My point is that we need to do something. Right now. Not jerk each other off and start writing secret ballots and shit.” 
“Well let’s take a vote on it,” I say. “Everyone in favor of electing a temporary president to help us out of this mess, raise your hand.” I look around. Neil raises his hand. 
Then Tyler raises his hand, and so does Randall. Pretty soon everyone but Hetridge has raised a hand. 
“So who feels like they can help us through this?” I ask. 
“You seem to be taking charge pretty well,” Reyes grins. Reyes and I don’t really like one another, so I’m surprised to see him giving me support right now. 
“I don’t want to be in charge. I just want to get organized.” Vinnie runs a hand through his curly hair. “Maybe that’s what we need.” 
“No. I’ve never held office before and I don’t intend to.” 
“This isn’t holding office,” Tyler says. “We’re just putting you in charge of helping us organize and plan the next couple of hours.” 
“Wait, so I’m going to be temporary president now?” 
“Why not?” Stutty laughs. “I mean, this can’t get any worse. I say give it a shot, Gabe.” 
I sigh. This wasn’t what I’d intended. I’m not really the type of guy who wants to be in a leadership role, which was why I’d never run for Pledge Master or President or Treasurer. I’m more of a behind the scenes guy. But now somehow I’ve stepped into it, and the brothers are expecting me to help think our way out of this. It’s a lot of pressure. 
“Okay.” I look at each brother in turn. “Okay, if you all agree that you want me to try, then I will. I’ll be temporary president for a night.” The brothers all begin clapping, half as a joke, but I can tell that another part of them means it. This is a horrible situation and what feels right is to try and regain some order and control. Now we feel like we’re doing something instead of sitting on our hands. 
“So, Mister President, what’s your plan?” Hetridge asks. For the first time, I notice a slight slur of his words. He’s been drinking pretty consistently for some time and I think he might be getting hammered. 
Everyone’s watching me, waiting for my decision. Seeing the hope and need that they have, that they’ve suddenly invested in this notion that I’ll have some answers, is almost as frightening as watching Eli die in front of me. Because I’m not sure I can do this. In fact, I’m fairly certain that I can’t do it. But I forge ahead regardless. “Okay. 
Well, I agree with Vinnie. We need to hole up inside the cabin for the rest of the night.” Hetridge takes a long swig of beer. “Fucking pussy!” 
“We’re not going to twiddle our thumbs. We’re going to really arm ourselves, set up patrols, make sure that nobody can just come in the cabin and start killing people.” 
“And what about Diggler, Walden, Eugene, all the others?” 
“We don’t have a clue where they are, dude. It’s pitch black out there and if we just go running around in the woods, it’s going to make us more vulnerable. You have to be able to see that.” 
He turns and goes into the kitchen without bothering to reply. Reyes follows him. 
Neil smiles. “Don’t worry, he’s just sexually frustrated.” 
“That’s funny,” Tyler replies. “I thought sexual frustration was your area of expertise.” 
“I got laid last night.” 
“Who gives a fuck?” Randall says. “Let’s keep on track here. Jesus fucking Christ.” 
“We need to really look around the cabin for ANY weapons,” I tell them. 
“Gather the stuff up and bring it to a central location. And then we’ll set up shifts for people to watch the house and make sure nobody comes in without us knowing about it.” Nobody quite listens to me the way I’d hoped they would. Brothers split off and start looking around the cabin for weapons, but they’re listless and lacking direction. 
Maybe Hetridge was right. Maybe we needed to run outside as a group and announce ourselves to whoever is out there in the forest. But if there are people, enemies of some sort, the last thing we want is to be running around blind in the woods. What if they have infrared binoculars, guns? 
Well, why haven’t the attacked the cabin yet? I ask myself. No answer is forthcoming. 
Neil and I are combing through our room for anything that could be used as a weapon. He throws me a can of spray deodorant. 
I hold the deodorant up and read it. “Axe Body Spray. How is this a weapon?” He winks. “Flammable. Make a bomb or some shit out of it.” 
“Sounds like something Tyler would be good at.” 
“Spray a bunch of it on a rag, stuff it in a bottle and light it on fire. Make a Molotov cocktail.” 
“Okay. We’ll make sure to have a bunch of makeshift bombs ready to go.” Suddenly Neil’s expression becomes more serious. “Isn’t it weird? Just down that hallway, Eli’s dead. He’s been sitting there for hours.” 
“I know. I’ve been trying not to think about it.” 
“Do you think the others are dead?” 
“No.” 
“Then how come nobody’s come back? How come the cops—“ 
“Maybe they are dead, Neil. I don’t really want to think about it.” He gets quiet as he continues to rummage through the bags lying on the floor. 
Suddenly his face goes pale. “Jeeeesus,” he whispers. 
“What’s wrong?” 
He slowly pulls out a large hunting knife from one of the duffel bags. “Look at this Crocodile Dundee knife.” 
“Whose bag is that?” 
“I don’t know.” He pulls a bunch of clothes out of the bag. “I can’t tell.” 
“Why the fuck would someone carry a big knife like that on trip?” Neil stares at me. “Maybe because he was planning on killing Eli.” 
“Who?” 
“Whoever’s bag this is.” 
“Come on, we better get everyone together.” I go upstairs to the living room and call the brothers together. I’m holding the large hunting knife in my right hand and it feels heavy and malevolent in my grasp. 
One by one, they straggle into the room. 
“What’s going on?” Vinnie asks. Then he sees the knife. “What the hell is that?” 
“A knife we found in one of the bags downstairs.” Reyes raises his hand. “That’s mine.” He has a small smile playing on his lips. 
“Is there any blood on it?” Tyler says. 
I look closely. “No, I don’t think so.” 
“Why did you have this in your bag, dude?” I ask Reyes. 
“Why are you going through my stuff?” 
“We were looking for weapons we could use,” Neil says. 
“Who told you it was okay to just go through people’s things?” Hetridge replies. 
He’s got yet another beer in hand. 
“We said we were going to scour the house for weapons.” 
“Well, you found one,” Reyes says. “Glad I could help.” 
“Why didn’t you mention this knife was in your bag when we needed weapons to give to the brothers who left on the search party?” Tyler asks him. 
Reyes shrugs, still smiling. “Must’ve forgot I had it.” 
“You’re a dick,” Tyler says. 
Stutty’s face is beet red. “How do we know you didn’t use that knife on Eli? 
Maybe you’re the one who’s doing all this shit!” 
“Calm down, Stut.” Randall grabs him by the arm as Stutty lunges at Reyes. 
Reyes just giggles. “Aren’t you out of my weight class? Not to mention old enough to be my dad.” 
“Fuck you! Fucking killer!” 
Stutty has lost it. Spittle flies from his mouth. His eyes are all white. 
After a few minutes, Stutty calms down. We sit him on the couch and Randall stays beside him, whispering in his ear. I don’t know what he’s saying but it seems to be keeping him relaxed. 
“I didn’t kill anyone,” Reyes says. “Not that I’d mind it if I have the chance.” 
“What does that mean?” 
Hetridge tosses his crumpled beer can on the floor. “It means that if someone is coming after us, he’s willing to do what needs to be done. Same as me.” I heft the bowie knife in my hand and look at the serrated edge. “Well, I’m holding onto this knife.” 
“Fine.” Reyes shrugs. “Do you want some of my underwear too? You and Neil can swap them. I know you’re into that sort of stuff.” 
“What the fuck is your problem?” 
Reyes doesn’t respond. His smirk widens somewhat, like a class clown getting under the teacher’s skin. 
“This is a serious situation,” I lecture, dropping further into my role as Reyes’ 
stuffy teacher. “Don’t you get it? Someone died and you’re acting like a goddamn idiot.” 
“I’m just being myself.” 
“Maybe you could try and think about someone else for a change.” 
“You be you, Gabe. Being self righteous seems to work for you.” 
“You’re such a fucking punk,” I say, breaking down. I can feel heat spreading over my face, prickling my skin. 
“Everyone calm the hell down,” Tyler yells. “What we need to do now is stay put, in this room, and set up for a few lookout shifts through the night.” 
“Agreed.” 
“Count me out,” Hetridge replies, and goes downstairs. Reyes follows him, still grinning like the kid who got kicked out of class and doesn’t really care. 
Randall takes another long drag from his cigarette and becomes philosophical. 
“Seems like Hetridge needs to be in control of everything. This situation is driving him crazy because he’s out of control.” 
Vinnie stares at Randall. “Holy shit. That’s actually pretty deep.” Randall nods as if to say, of course it’s deep. As if everything he thinks and says is profound. 
“Well, regardless—we need to start organizing to defend ourselves. What’s the best room for us to stay in tonight?” I ask. 
“Maybe in here,” Tyler says. “Access to the stairs, to the front and back door, but we stay in one room and set up people with weapons at each entrance.” 
“A bedroom might be better,” Neil says. If someone tries to come in through the doorway, we’ll hack their fucking arms off.” 
Vinnie peers over the bannister leading downstairs. “But we’re sitting ducks in one of the bedrooms. If someone comes in, we’re stuck, no place to run. What if they have a machine gun and just start unloading rounds on us?” 
“Okay, we’ll stay right here in the living room area,” I say. “Set up a watch post at the back deck and the front door. We’ll each do an hour shift through the night. 
That’s seven hours to account for.” 
I’m still holding Reyes’s hunting knife in my hand. It gleams dully in the lamplight. I wonder if at some point soon I’m going to have to use it. 


*** 
It’s late night and I’ve just woken from a restless sleep. 
For a moment I wasn’t even sure where I was. The room is dim, but we kept one light on so that we can still see. 
Vinnie is guarding the back deck and Neil is guarding the front door. There’s the sliding door in the basement too, but that’s where Eli’s body is located and nobody wanted to do be near him. 
Anybody trying to break in through the sliding glass door downstairs should be seen by whoever’s looking out the back deck. 
All of these details go through my exhausted mind as I sit up and try to shake off the cobwebs. Everyone else in the room is asleep. Tyler’s lying on the couch, mouth open, snoring. His snores get progressively louder until he makes a slight choking noise, stirs, changes position. And then all is quiet for a moment before he starts snoring again. 
Randall is splayed out on the floor. 
Stutty is in a recliner, snoring. 
The nervousness instantly comes back into my stomach, the tension, anxiety. It’s still night. Barely an hour has gone by since I dozed off and it won’t be light again for what feels like ages. 
I tell myself everything is fine. Maybe the “search party” we sent out earlier got lost, but eventually they’ll find their way to safety. It’s just beyond belief that someone out in the woods is waiting and killing people as they leave the cabin. 
I stand up and my knees crack. 
I stretch my arms. There’s a crick in my neck. I feel like I’m missing something, but what? Looking around the room, it dawns on me that the hunting knife I was carrying is gone. 
My first instinct is to yell, to wake everyone up. Why someone would have taken that knife unless they were planning to use it? 
Then I consider that there could be a valid reason for the disappearance. Perhaps someone heard a suspicious noise and grabbed the knife just in case. I walk out through the kitchen to the back deck, where Vinnie is standing. He’s carrying a hammer in one hand and a flashlight in the other. 
“Vinnie,” I call, just loud enough to get his attention. 
He jumps and turns to me. His eyes are huge and frightened. “You scared the shit out of me.” 
“Sorry.” 
“What are you doing?” 
“Just woke up. My knife is gone.” 
His eyebrows rise. “Someone stole it?” 
“You didn’t take it, did you?” 
He holds the hammer up for me to see. “Does this look like a knife to you?” 
“Do you think Neil might have taken it?” 
“Ask Neil. I have no idea.” He sighs and turns back to watching the woods. 
“Have you heard anything, seen anything at all?” Vinnie just shakes his head. “No. But being out here gives me the fucking creeps. I can feel that there’s something out there, man. Know what I mean?” 
“Unfortunately, yeah, I do.” I head through the kitchen back to the stairs down to the front of the cabin. 
I find Neil standing watch at the landing by the front door. It’s pretty dark with just the light from the hallway in the basement cascading out to the stairs. He’s got the door open and he’s holding an old wooden baseball bat like it’s a cane, resting the wide part of it near his foot. 
“Yo, Neil,” I hiss. 
He doesn’t even turn his head. 
“NEIL,” I say, louder this time. 
Still no reaction. Christ, I think. This is the guy we have guarding the door to our house. He can’t hear a damn thing. 
I tap his shoulder and he spins. 
When he sees me, a look of relief spreads across his face. Then, tentatively, his usual grin. “Come to watch the scenery?” 
“Not exactly. You didn’t take my knife or anything, did you?” The grin fades. He shakes his head. “You think someone stole it?” 
“I don’t know. Maybe.” 
“Where’s Reyes?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“What about Hetridge?” Neil says. “I saw him going upstairs a little while ago. 
We didn’t talk.” 
“Was he drinking?” 
“Huh?” 
I guess he’s having trouble reading my lips in the dark. “Forget it.” I clap Neil on the shoulder. “Take it easy, I’ll be back in a minute.” I walk the rest of the way downstairs and peek in the bedrooms. Nobody’s in either of them. Now I look down the hallways towards the basement where Eli’s dead body lies just out of sight. 
Shit, I don’t want to go in there. Not in the middle of the night. Just looking down the hallway is enough to send shivers up and down my spine. 
And what if someone’s sneaking around inside the house? 
What if the killer is here—what if it’s Hetridge? I try to wrack my brain and think back to how and when we found Eli. Could Hetridge have somehow killed him? 
But then what about Diggler and the other brothers that left and never came back or sent help? 
I don’t think Hetridge killed all those brothers on his own. 
Maybe they’re not dead. Maybe they just got lost in the woods. We’re surrounded by miles and miles of woods and we just assumed they’d be able to find their way to the main road and a pay phone. In the dark, if they strayed off the path…anything could have happened to them. 
But I know it’s not true. 
There are people out there in the woods right now who intend on killing all of us. 
In my heart, in my bones, I’m sure of it. 
Despite my rising anxiety, I force myself to walk down the hallway. Before I even reach the room where Eli’s body lies, I can smell him. It’s a deeply rotten scent, and unmistakable. Reminds me of that time a few years back when I opened the trunk of my car after accidentally leaving a McDonalds Big Mac in it for two weeks in July. 
My stomach lurches and I pull my shirt up to cover my nose and mouth. 
I can smell my own sweat as I breathe inside my shirt, but at least I don’t smell that disgusting odor of death anymore. 
Finally I turn the corner in the basement. The light was never turned on, so the only illumination comes from the moonlight filtering in through the sliding glass door. 
Which just so happens to have been left open. 
I freeze where I’m standing. As my eyes adjust to the room, I’m fairly certain no one’s lurking in here. There’s just Eli, lying exactly where we left him. The floor beneath him is black. Those tiles used to be white, I think, and my stomach gurgles sickly at the thought. 
“God, Eli,” I whisper. It seems criminal to have just left him alone. But nobody wanted to stay down here with the body and I can’t say I blame them for refusing. Lord knows I didn’t volunteer for that gig. 
It’s bad enough that Eli’s dead, but this room feels unsafe. 
I avoid the body and tiptoe to the door, which I intend to close and lock. 
Just as I’m about to slide it shut, I hear something outside. Footsteps. 
My breath catches in my chest. A shadow appears in front of the sliding glass door. Whoever’s out there must see me. And I don’t have a weapon in my hands. I don’t have anything to defend myself. 
I start to back up and forget that Eli’s body is behind me. My right foot slips in the still wet blood and I tumble onto the floor. My hand slaps cold, dead flesh. 
“Shit!” 
As I scramble to get up and run, the figure outside moves closer and I can finally see who it is. 
“Fucking Hetridge,” I whisper. “You asshole.” 
He’s carrying my hunting knife in one hand. His eyes are dark and focused on me. “What the hell are you doing down here, Gabe?” 
“Looking for you.” 
“Why?” 
“You stole my knife.” 
He laughs and then looks over his shoulder out the back door. “Borrowed the knife. And it isn’t yours, it’s Reyes’s.” 
I get up and try to ignore the slimy wet blood soaking through my pants and shirt. 
Eli’s blood. “Where were you just now?” 
“I found them.” 
“Who?” 
“The motherfuckers that killed Eli. They’re in the woods, right back there, hanging out and laughing it up. Like they’re tailgating at Gillette Stadium or something. 
The only thing missing is the hamburgers and sausages.” I peer out into the blackness. “I don’t see anything.” 
“Come with me, I’ll show you. They’re camped about two or three hundred yards from our cabin. There’s probably three or four of them. Maybe a few more, I’m not sure.” 
“I’m not going out there.” 
“We need to get them,” he says, and there’s an intensity in his eyes that I’ve never seen before. He’s a competitive runner—he’s done more than thirty Triathlons--and maybe that’s the part of him that I’m seeing now. Not the happy-go-lucky binge drinking frat boy, but the guy who runs and swims and bikes miles and miles, pushing his body to its very limits. “We’re going to fucking get them,” he says again. 
“I don’t know about this. Let’s take a second to discuss.” 
“We need to wake everyone up. Round them up. Now.” Hetridge may have totally lost his mind. He looks completely insane right now. 
And he’s brandishing a large hunting knife in my general direction. 
“Okay, man. Calm down.” 
“Calm down? You want to wait for them to come here and slaughter us like they did the others?” 
“We don’t know what happened to the others.” 
Hetridge shuts the back door and locks it. “Gabe, get your head out of your ass. 
They’re dead, just like Eli. Look at Eli’s head, dude. Someone stabbed our brother—my friend—in the head. And they did the same thing to everyone else who tried to leave the cabin.” 
“And you saw them outside? You’re sure it isn’t some random campers?” 
“I’m not going to keep doing this.” He brushes past me and I follow him down the hallway. “Everyone wake the fuck up!” He screams. 
As we go upstairs, Neil looks at us. “What’s going on?” 
“Come on, follow me,” Hetridge says. “Fall in line.” I give Neil a look that lets him know Hetridge has gone rogue. Totally bonkers. 
Neil starts climbing the stairs right behind me. 
“He has your knife,” Neil whispers in my ear. 
“Good catch. I hadn’t noticed until you mentioned it,” I tell him, but he misses my obvious sarcasm. 
By the time we arrive upstairs, brothers are roused and waiting for us, their faces pale and apprehensive. 
“I found them,” Hetridge announces breathlessly. “I found the people that killed our brothers and they’re going to kill us all if we don’t do something right away.” 
“He thinks he might have seen a group of people just a few hundred yards from our cabin,” I tell everyone. 
Hetridge turns on me. “I don’t think I saw them. I know I saw them.” Vinnie takes a step back. “I didn’t see anybody out there and I’ve been watching all night.” 
“You couldn’t have been looking very hard then,” Hetridge replies. “I walked into the woods through the backyard. Maybe you fell asleep.” Vinnie mutters under his breath but doesn’t fire back. 
Hetridge looks at each of the brothers in turn. “Get something to fight with. Get it now and come with me. I’ll go alone if I have to, but I’m not sitting here waiting to get murdered in my sleep.” 
My insides are churning with fear and adrenaline. “Now hold on. We need to think this through.” 
Hetridge glares at me. “You want all of us to get killed just so you don’t have to go outside in the dark?” 
“The brothers voted me to lead us through this and someone needs to stay calm.” Randall steps in between us, sensing the rising tensions. 
“Get out of my way,” Hetridge warns him. 
“Stop freaking out.” 
“I’m fine.” Hetridge shakes Randall off. “I’m fucking calm. But I’m going out there. You all going to let me do it on my own?” He waits for someone to say something. 
“Tell us who you saw,” Stutty says. His face looks like a blob of old clay. 
“Three or four guys, in the woods. Scoping our cabin. I heard them joking around about shooting fish in a barrel.” 
“And you just want to run out there and start hacking away at them with our kitchen knives and hammers?” Vinnie asks. “What if they’re just random campers and we kill innocent people?” 
Hetridge stares at him with something approaching pure hatred. “Yeah, random campers sitting twenty yards from our cabin, talking about how easy we are to murder. 
Makes a lot of sense.” 
“You’re worked up,” Tyler tells him. 
“Yeah, I’m worked up. They killed my friends.” 
“Maybe you imagined some of it or misheard.” 
“Fuck. You.” Hetridge pushes past the brothers and heads downstairs. Nobody follows him. 
“Is he seriously going out there by himself?” Stutty whimpers. His obvious display of weakness makes me kind of sick and disgusted. Maybe because it reminds me of myself. 
“So what next?” Randall asks nobody in particular, fiddling with a new cigarette. 
“We’ve got to stop him,” Tyler says. “We can’t let him go into the woods and try and fight a bunch of crazy dudes on his own.” 
I fold my arms. “If people are out there—and that’s a big if—I don’t think we should try to fight them in the woods at night. The plan was to wait until morning.” 
“What if they attack us first?” Vinnie asks. 
“This was your idea, Vinnie. Wait until daylight so we can see what the hell is going on. Remember?” 
“We need to go with him,” Stutty says, but he doesn’t sound enthusiastic about it. 
“No. We wait until morning as planned,” I reply. “That’s the decision.” Vinnie and Randall are staring down at the floor, their eyes concerned and confused. Neil and Tyler are watching me as if I’ve changed into someone they don’t recognize. Stutty is on the brink of tears. And Reyes… 
“Where is Reyes?” I ask the group. 
Nobody knows. They look around at one another and shrug. He’s not here. 
Somehow we completely lost track of him. Another brother who’s managed to vanish into thin air. 
Everyone’s starting to talk now. There’s a frantic energy in the group that scares me. It’s one thing to be afraid of murderers out in the woods, but now I’m starting to become afraid of the people in this very cabin, the same people I’m depending on to help me survive. 
I try and quiet them but people are talking over one another, arguing about where Reyes is, whose fault it is that we’re dropping like flies, and what we’re going to do about it. It feels like I’ve totally lost control of the situation, if I ever had it in the first place. 
Tyler comes over to me and leans close. “I’m going with Hetridge. Come with me, Gabe.” 
I shake my head. “Do what you have to do.” 
He grabs Neil’s discarded baseball bat and starts out toward the deck. Randall looks at him, then back at me. “Where’s he going?” I shrug. I don’t want everyone to go with him. I think it’s a horrible idea for brothers to simply run into the woods without any idea who or what they’re going to find there. And I don’t trust Hetridge’s story at all. Hetridge has officially lost the plot as far as I’m concerned, and it seems like maybe Tyler has as well. 
“Dude, we can’t let them go,” Randall pleads. 
“I’m not going out there.” 
Vinnie shakes his head. “I must be an idiot, because I’m going too. Fuck it.” And with that, Vinnie and Randall leave together. 
The only ones left are Neil, Stutty and me. It’s not exactly a who’s who of courageous brothers. 
The three of us are standing in the kitchen, staring out towards the blackness of the night. 
“Goddamn it,” I hiss. It doesn’t even sound like my own voice, as if it’s coming from somewhere outside of me. Or maybe I’m outside of my body. I don’t know what’s happening, but maybe this is the beginning of some sort of nervous breakdown. 
“What do we do now?” Stutty whines. 
“I think we hide,” I tell him. 
“Hide? Are you serious Gabe?” 
“I am. There’re only three of us left. If the bad guys win—assuming there are any bad guys out there—we don’t stand a chance against them.” 
“Hide where?” 
“I don’t know. Start looking for a place and make it a good one.” So the three of us begin walking through the house, looking for places to hide. 
There’s a large closet off the main living room area where blankets and linens are kept. “Neil, why don’t you climb in here?” 
He looks at me nervously, licks his lips. “What if they search the closet?” 
“I’m hoping they don’t look too hard. Or better yet, maybe they never even come in here. Just get in. This is a good spot and they could open it and never see you if you stay under the blankets. At least you won’t get too cold.” Neil doesn’t smile. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him go this long without grinning at least once. 
When he looks at me now, his lips are quivering. “Are we going to die?” 
“No. This is just a precaution. Staying back here was the right move.” 
“But what if they need us? Never leave a brother behind—“ Stutty says. 
I spin on him. “They left us behind. They left us.” His shoulders slump. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess they did.” Neil climbs into the closet and Stutty and I pile the blankets on top of him. 
Then I close the door and it’s just Stutty and me standing together in front of the linen closet. Stutty’s trembling and as much as I might hate him for his demonstrations of weakness, at this moment I just feel pity for him. After all, Eli was his friend and Eli’s the only one we know for sure is dead. I met Eli for the first time today, I haven’t really lost someone the way Stutty has. 
“We…we should have gone with the others,” he says, but without any energy. 
“Now we’re alone.” 
“Come on,” I say lightly touching his shoulder. “Let’s find you a safe place, man.” 
He follows me obediently, like a puppy. We go downstairs. It occurs to me that the last place most people would hide is near a dead body. So I head for the basement near the back door. Stutty moans softly. “No, no, no. I can’t be near Eli. I can’t stand it.” 
“It’ll be safer this way. Come on.” 
As we’re walking I hear a series of screams from outside. It’s hard, once again, to judge distance; to tell who it is or what kind of threat it presents. All I know is it doesn’t sound good. Not at all. I start moving faster. “Hurry,” I shout. 
“What the hell was that?” 
“I don’t know, but whatever it is—“ 
More screams. Some of them sound aggressive, for lack of a better word. Almost primal. There’s a fight going on outside, and I can only assume that means the brothers are actually fighting the enemy. Or maybe the enemy is kicking their ass. It sounds like one heck of a struggle. 
When we get to the basement where Eli’s body lies, I point to the large sectional couch against the wall. The couch is only a few feet from Eli. 
“Help me pull it back a little from the wall.” 
He does, and quickly we’re able to adjust the spacing so that Stutty can squeeze behind the couch. I move back a few paces and look at it, trying to tell whether it looks odd in any way. Would someone suspect that there’s a man hiding behind it? 
“I think it looks good,” I tell him. 
“It’s tight,” he gasps, but his voice is muffled slightly. 
“Can you stay back there for a few hours if your life depends on it?” 
“I—I think so.” 
“Good. Don’t move unless you have to. Just stay calm and hopefully—“ Another shout. Another scream. They sound closer now, but I’m hoping it’s just my imagination. 
“We should have gone with them,” Stutty cries again. 
“Shut up and stay put. Don’t come out no matter what you hear,” I say, and move out of the room as fast as I can. I still have no idea where I’m going to hide. I run into one of the bedrooms but find no good places there. No real furniture, no nooks or crannies. Just open territory. 
Panic is starting to overtake me. I have a sense that the danger is impending and if I don’t get under cover soon, I’m going to be the only one left in plain sight. 
I run upstairs to the kitchen and that’s when I hear voices outside. Male voices, talking. Someone screams, a wailing, moaning sound. It sounds like a dog dying after being hit by a car. It’s enough to raise the hairs on the back of my neck. 
Jesus. Jesus Christ Almighty. Now they’re actually coming inside. 
In fact, from the sound of it, they’ll be back in the house in a matter of seconds. I run to the cabinets and on a whim, open one of the larger bottom cabinet doors. It seems absurd to think I could fit in there, but in my momentary insanity I don’t know what else to do. 
I’m out of options. 
Surprisingly, when I peer in there, I see that the space is much larger than I would have thought. It seems to have been a cabinet that housed specialty pots and pans or something, because there’s an enormous pot stashed away in the far back, but that’s about all that’s left. 
I take the pot out and place it on the counter on the other side of the kitchen, then run back and start to contort myself in such a way that I’m able to just barely squeeze inside. I’m guessing that a performer in Cirque De Soleil would have been hard pressed to fit into this space. In fact, it’s so confined that I’m completely unable to move once I cram my body into it. The cabinet door is still open and my hands can’t actually reach it, since I went in head-first. One of my feet is still sticking out. 
I hear the downstairs sliding glass door opening. Feet stomping. Muffled voices. 
I can’t tell who they are, the sounds below are far too obscured by me being upstairs, stuffed in this cabinet. 
Please let it be the brothers coming back. Please god. Don’t let it be some maniacs intent on killing everyone who’s left in the cabin. 
I need to get that damn cabinet door closed and my left foot inside. Right now if anyone comes in this kitchen, they’re going to immediately drag me out and probably stab me to death. 
Meanwhile, my right arm is trapped beneath my torso and is completely asleep already. I scoot my butt back another few inches and slowly drag my foot inside the cabinet. 
Thank God. The vision of someone seeing my lone foot hanging out of that door is almost too much to take. 
Having solved one problem, I’m immediately confronted by another. The door is still hanging open. 
I was hoping it might fall shut on its own, but no such luck. 
There’s a shout from downstairs and some banging and thumping. It sounds like a pretty serious scuffle. It goes on for maybe half a minute, followed by some high-pitched shrieks. 
I wiggle my left arm free enough to reach close to the opening, but my hand’s still a few inches short from being able to reach the door. 
Now I hear steps and it seems like someone’s coming up the stairs. In a matter of seconds they’re going to be here. They’re going to see me. 
“Hey!” The voice yells. 
I practically unhinge my shoulder joint in order to grab the door with the tips of my fingers and close it. 
In fact, it’s not totally closed, but ever so slightly ajar. A small sliver of light pours through the tiny crack. 
There’s the unmistakable sound of shoes on the tile floor in the kitchen. “Hello?” God, I still can’t tell who that is but they definitely saw me. And now I’m defenseless in here. 
Next thing I know, the door is thrown open and the person drags me out of the cabinet by my feet. My left elbow smashes hard against the wood framing and I shout. 
My shirt pulls up to the top of my shoulders. Any moment I’m going to feel the blade of a knife in my stomach. Or my back. All I know is I’m going to die here, now, this moment. It’s over. All I feel is shock. 
No blade comes slicing through the air and when I turn to my back and look up at the figure towering over me, I can barely believe it. 
I practically cry in relief. “Tyler. Jesus Christ, dude. I thought you were one of them. One of the--” 
“You dumb motherfucker.” He shakes his head and his eyes grow colder and colder as he looks at me. I’m still lying on the floor, trying to recover from the shock of it all. His face contorts into a grimace of rage and disgust. He starts kicking me in the ribs and stomach. “You little bitch! Hiding in the fucking kitchen?” The kicks are vicious and I feel a stinging pain in my balls as he connects with them. Another kick lands across my cheek. For a moment, I lose consciousness. When I come to, it’s just seconds later and he’s staring down at me, his face red. He’s got blood splattered on his hands and neck. 
I roll onto my back. “Please. I’m sorry.” 
“You’re sorry? You hide in here while we fight for our lives in the woods? Is that what you’re really made of?” He sneers and spits on me. 
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” It’s all I can say. I don’t even move. 
“You’re sorry. Would you be sorry if we died out there defending ourselves?” 
“Yes. Of course I’d be sorry.” 
“No you wouldn’t. As long as you stayed safe, right?” 
“Can I get up now?” 
He gives me a long, cold stare. “Yeah, why not. You’re not even worth the effort.” 
He turns around and starts to leave the kitchen. “Where’s everyone else?” I ask him. 
Tyler looks over his shoulder at me and stops momentarily. “We got them by surprise, luckily. But one of them stabbed Vinnie in the throat. He’s dead.” 
“No. No way, dude. He can’t be.” Vinnie is like my little brother. Images of hanging out with him on campus, laughing over cereal at the dining hall, shooting the shit about girls, flashing through my mind at light speed. 
“Maybe if we’d had two or three more brothers with us it wouldn’t have happened.” 
I ignore the latest verbal attack. “Did anyone else get hurt?” 
“The fuck do you care, Gabe? You’re safe and sound now.” 
“I care. Just tell me if everyone—“ 
“We killed three of them but there’s still one guy left. We brought him back with us to the cabin.” 
“Why?” 
“Just leave it, dude. Leave it alone.” 
He walks downstairs again. 
I watch him go with a feeling of disbelief. Yesterday afternoon Tyler and I drove up here together as close friends with nothing on our minds but having some beer and hanging out with our fraternity brothers at this cabin. Since then, people have been murdered and Tyler is acting like he’d just as soon I was one of them. 
Unsure what to do next, I figure I might as well free Neil before the others find him and he gets similar treatment. 
I move to the linen closet and open it. Throw the blankets off Neil. He lets out a strangled shout but I put my finger to my lips. “Shhhhh…I don’t want them hearing you and coming back up here.” 
“What’s going on?” he gasps in a choked voice. 
“I don’t know exactly.” 
He stands up, shakes out one of his legs that must have fallen asleep. When he looks at me again. “Your—your nose is bloody.” 
“It is?” I wipe at my nose and a big smear of blood trails across the back of my hand. “Huh. Well, Tyler kicked the crap out of me a minute ago.” 
“Why?” 
“You couldn’t hear it?” 
“I’m half deaf and I was buried under a pile of blankets,” he says, a touch of his old grin returning. “I didn’t hear shit.” 
“Well, he was pretty ticked off that we stayed back. He caught me hiding in the kitchen.” 
“They came back?” 
“Yes. There was some kind of big fight and the brothers won it, at least that’s how Tyler told it to me. I didn’t get many details, since he was pretty busy beating the shit out of me for the most part.” 
“Is everyone okay?” he says, following me as I head back toward the stairs. 
“Vinnie’s dead.” I stand at the edge of the stairwell and listen, not sure whether to go down there or not. 
“Someone killed him?” 
“Someone stabbed him during the fight. At least, that’s what Tyler said in between kicks to my ribs.” 
“I felt vibrations from the floorboards a minute ago,” Neil says, “and I thought there were people coming inside the cabin. I thought for sure we were going to get murdered.” 
Just then, there’s another shriek from downstairs followed by a ripple of laughter. 
The two sounds are odd coming one after the other like that. I can’t imagine what about this situation could be so funny. 
Neil turns and looks at me. He gulps visibly. “What’s going on downstairs?” 
“Something bad. Something really bad, I think.” 
“Bad in what way?” 
“Tyler told me they brought a guy back to the cabin. There was one survivor and they dragged him back and now they have him down there.” 
“I don’t want to see it,” Neil says, as we both stand at the edge of the stairs. “I don’t want to know what’s happening in the basement.” I go to the living room and sit down on an easy chair. “Fuck it. We’ll wait it out up here.” 
Neil comes in and sits down next to me. “Maybe we make a run for it? Just get out of here and try to make it back to the main road by ourselves.” 
“If we go out there now, there’s still a chance we could run into somebody. We don’t know for sure who’s in those woods. Let’s just hang tight. When the sun starts to come up, we get the fuck out of Dodge.” 
“Okay.” He sighs. 
For the next half an hour or so, we sit there and listen to the muffled sounds of torture from downstairs. I can occasionally make out Hetridge’s voice. Mostly the house is silent, but occasionally the silence is disturbed by a scream of pain, a shriek of fear, sometimes a laugh or what can only be a demand. Everything is muffled, seeping up through the floorboards, and yet enough noise gets through that the imagination conjures up the worst scenarios imaginable. 
Online I’ve seen those famous pictures of prisoners at Abu Ghraib. Men being led around by leashes, stacked like cordwood, humiliated, beaten. If that’s what’s going on in our basement—or worse—than it needs to stop. 
Eventually, I can’t stand it anymore. “I’m going to see what the fuck they’re doing. You coming with me?” 
Neil shakes his head. “I don’t want to know anything. I just want to go home.” 
“Okay then.” I go downstairs on my own. On the bedroom to the left, I see Randall sitting on the ground with his head resting against the wall. He glances at me. 
“Come to see the freak show, Gabe?” He smiles, but it doesn’t touch his eyes. 
I enter the room a few paces. “What the fuck happened?” He opens his pack of cigarettes that lie next to him on the floor and takes one out. 
Clears his throat. “We followed Hetridge into the forest. After a little bit, we spotted three dudes and a chick camped nearby, just like Hetridge told us. One guy had one of those hunting bows with him, one had a machete and the other had a knife. Oh yeah, the girl was that chick you hooked up with.” 
“She was in the woods? Are you sure?” 
He nods. “She’s dead as shit, by the way.” 
“You guys killed her?” 
“They were all armed, so yeah. We had to. We took them by surprise, just bum rushed them,” he says, the cigarette hanging from his mouth. 
“Tyler told me that somebody killed Vinnie.” 
Randall nods and the cigarette shakes between his lips. “The guy carrying the knife stabbed Vinnie in the throat and then Hetridge took him down. Sliced him open from ear to ear.” Randall mimes a slicing motion across his own neck. 
“Jesus.” 
Down the hall I hear someone say, “Answer me or I’ll pop your fucking eyeball.” A strangled, beaten voice moans something unintelligible in return. 
Randall manages to light his cigarette. I notice his hands are trembling. “Me and Tyler cracked one dude in the head and he went out cold. He’s back here now, getting worked over.” 
“Why are they torturing him?” 
Randall shrugs. “Everyone’s gone nuts, I guess.” 
“And who killed the girl?” 
“Who do you think?” 
“Reyes.” 
“Bingo.” Randall points at me, laughs hollowly and blows out a long plume of smoke. 
“I’m going to go see what’s happening in there,” I say, trying to sound more confident than I feel. “We can’t just torture people. Don’t they understand that?” Randall coughs. His eyes are haunted, with dark hollows under them. “Good luck trying to convince them. If you’re not careful you might be next in line.” 
“That’s not funny.” 
“I wasn’t making a joke.” 
I move out of the bedroom and start down the hallway. My heart’s beating rapidly. I don’t want to even look at what they’ve done to their “prisoner” but I need to try and stop them from killing him. 
But the scene is even worse than I’d imagined. 
They’ve got a man tied up on the ground, just a few feet away from Eli’s dead body. He’s an average looking guy, with long dark hair that’s gnarled and tangled and sticky with blood. His face is a mask of bruises and cuts, making it almost impossible to see what he actually looks like. The bridge of his nose is sickeningly twisted and smashed, as if someone literally dropped an anvil on it. He’s been stripped down to his underwear and clearly beaten within an inch of his life. 
The brothers are in various places around the room. Hetridge and Reyes are standing over the prisoner, while Tyler and Stutty are sitting on the couch. The same couch behind which Stutty had once hidden. 
For a moment I wonder if the brothers found him or if he came out on his own. 
Tyler notices me, shakes his head. Stutty doesn’t even acknowledge my existence. 
“Come to join the party?” Tyler says. 
“I came to see what all the screaming was about.” Hetridge glances up at me. “Fuck off, Gabe.” 
The man on the floor doesn’t even stir. He’s been cut, slashed, burned, and punched. The fact that he seems to be alive, as far as I can tell, is something of a miracle. 
“You guys planning on killing him?” I ask. 
“Yeah, just like he helped kill Diggler, and Eugene, and Vinnie, and Jared and DeSantos. Those are our brothers, Gabe. And we fought to protect them…and you.” 
“I’m thankful for that.” 
Tyler snorts. “Could have fooled me.” 
“Whatever you think this guy might have done, you can’t just murder him in cold blood.” 
“Can’t we?” Hetridge says. “Nobody’s going to know about it. That is, unless someone rats us out.” He stares at me with a strange look that makes my stomach do a slow flip. 
“Are you threatening me?” 
“Of course not.” He grins. Reyes looks at me with a sly smirk, his hunting knife hanging loosely in one hand. 
Good to see he’s got his knife back, I think, disgusted. 
Without warning Reyes kneels down and takes the point of his knife and uses it to pierce the cheek of the man lying on the floor. His eyes roll back in his head and a spray of blood splatters out like some ghastly movie special effect. Except it’s not a movie, it’s real. 
“Oh, fuck!” I yell. Then, before I even know what’s happening, I’ve vomited. 
It’s not much. It looks like someone dumped a quarter can of chunky noodle soup on the floor at my feet. 
The brothers are laughing now. Hetridge actually slaps his knee. “Gabe, you goddamn pussy. Why don’t you just run back upstairs and let the grownups get back to work?” 
“Listen,” I say, wiping my mouth. “Please don’t kill him. We need to stop now before this gets any worse. At some point the cops are going to get involved. One way or another we’re going to have to tell them what went on here. How are we going to explain the shape this guy’s body is in? It’s obvious he’s been tortured.” This seems to stump them momentarily. 
Hetridge looks down at the man on the floor. Then, without warning, Reyes swings the knife again, slicing in an arc. The man’s cheek completely opens up, exposing gums and teeth. 
I turn my head and try not to throw up again. Try not to picture that cheek flap hanging open like an animal carcass that’s been butchered. 
“Maybe Gabe’s got a point,” Tyler says from his seat on the couch. He sounds relaxed, as if we’re only discussing whether or not our fraternity should get involved in Greek Week on campus, rather than the very real possibility that we’re all going to prison for a long, long time. 
It’s as if Reyes hasn’t just cut a man’s face wide open for no reason. We’re just having a good old-fashioned fraternity strategy debate. Soring through the pro’s and cons like the old days. 
I try one last time to restore sanity to this insane situation. “It’s one thing to kill someone in self-defense and another to torture someone like this.” Reyes is staring down at the man on the floor. “Self-defense?” he laughs. 
Suddenly Reyes kicks him in the ribs. Then he kicks him in the face again and again. 
I look away, but only after I’ve seen teeth flying across the room and part of the man’s jaw cave in. 
“How’s that for self-defense Gabe? You going to tell on us? Or are you going to go hide in the kitchen again? Why don’t you see if you can find a better hiding place this time.” 
I finally look up to find the others staring at me. No one has moved yet but I have this unmistakable sense that they view me as the new enemy. They’ve decided that I’m the one who will expose them to the authorities. I’m the weak link in the group. 
And with so many already dead, what’s one more body to add to the mix? 
“Whatever,” I shrug. I try to make my voice take on the bored tone that the others seem to have cultivated. “I don’t really give a shit what you all do to be honest.” I can feel my whole body shaking, my nerve endings jumping and jiving in the presence of danger unlike anything I’ve encountered in my life. An instinctual, primitive part of me knows that I am just hair away from being attacked and torn to pieces by my former friends. 
But they haven’t moved to action yet. No, they’re just watching me with that strange, curious intensity. Their faces are unrecognizable. 
Hetridge’s face looks narrow and shadowy. Tyler’s mouth has a strange grin and his eyes are too wide, he’s blinking rapidly. 
Just pretend that you’ve given up caring, I tell myself. Don’t let them sense even a shred of fear. Don’t give them any reason to do what they might be thinking of doing. 
At this point, it’s only going to take one tiny mistake. 
One wrong word, one wrong look and I’ll have Reyes’s hunting knife in my chest. 
I let my shoulders sag and I turn and leave the basement without looking back. I hope against hope that they’re not coming after me just yet. All I need is a minute to get outside and make a run for it. That’s all I need. 
Slowly, I walk up the stairs. Any moment I’m going to hear them coming for me. 
Please, I pray. Please, just give me one minute. 
Upstairs, I find Neil standing there, watching me with terror in his eyes. “What’s going on?” he says, his voice choked with tension. 
“We’ve got to leave,” I hiss, trying to be quiet but still convey the point. I reach the top of the stairs and glance back. Still no one there. “Right now,” I say in his ear, so he can hear. “We have to get out of here right fucking now. Reyes just killed someone downstairs.” 
“It’s still dark,” he protests. 
“I don’t care anymore.” I start for the back deck and the stairs. “You coming or not?” I say, turning around one last time. 
Neil shakes his head. 
“You should come, dude. It’s gone bad.” 
Suddenly, I hear a voice from downstairs. “Yo, Gabe! Come back down here man!” 
It’s Tyler. He sounds almost friendly. My mouth goes dry instantly, and my throat tightens. He’s trying to sound casual but I sense instantly that he’s putting on an act. 
“Just a second!” I yell back. 
“We need to ask you a question,” his voice echoes up the stairs. “It’s no big deal, dude.” 
Is it me or does his voice sound a little closer now? He’s at the foot of the stairs, I bet. Maybe with the others right behind him. 
If I make a run for it now, are any of them fast enough to catch me? 
My heart is pounding so hard that I can see my chest moving through my shirt. 
Neil looks down the stairs once and then back to me. The color drains instantly from his face. “Gabe. Gabe. I can see them. They’re coming up.” I start to back away, my feet heavy, like they’ve been weighted down with lead. 
“Tell them whatever they want to hear,” I say to him. 
“Gabe, you coming down or what?” Tyler’s disembodied voice floats up the stairs, sounding louder and that much closer. In a few more seconds this charade is going to end and the brothers are going to charge up the stairs and really come for me. 
Right now they’re still trying to pretend, trying to lure me back downstairs. 
But once they realize I’m not coming, the pretense will give way and I’ll be running for my life. 
I just need to stall them a few more seconds, to give me enough time to get the hell out of the cabin and into the woods where I can disappear from view. 
“I’ll be there in one minute,” I yell, projecting my voice as much as possible. 
“I’m just going to take a quick leak!” 
And then I take four or five big steps backward, my butt colliding with the door behind me. I spin, wrench the door open, and run outside to the deck. I start down the wooden steps and it dawns on me that if they have anyone standing watch by the sliding glass door, they’re going to see me trying to escape. 
I can only hope they aren’t organized. I hurriedly glance over my shoulder, and nobody’s exited the cabin yet to give chase. 
I make it down the steps, my breath already coming in little panicked gasps. 
The night air is cold but I barely even feel it, and even though it’s pitch black outside I can see everything with utter clarity. The frost bitten ground beneath my feet, the tall standing trees circling the back yard and driveway, the silent cars. 
I make a beeline for the woods now. If someone is watching me run, I’ll find out soon enough. 
And then I hear it. The sliding door whisking open behind me. 
“Hey!” the voice calls. “Gabe, what are you doing man?” It’s Stutty. I can hear the fear and confusion in his voice and I turn around, still jogging backwards. Stutty stands in the doorway to the downstairs, his large, stumpy body silhouetted in the light of the basement. “Why are you taking off?” I keep back peddling. “Tell them if they come after me, I’ll fucking kill someone.” 
And then I’m running full speed into the woods. 
As I burst into the forest, branches scratch across my face. I feel pine needles, the smell in my nose, and I hear voices echoing into the night. 
“Where’d he go?” 
“He just ran into the woods.” 
“I think I see him!” 
“He said he’d kill you if you try to go after him.” A chorus of voices seeming to argue. They fall away as I run further into the woods. 
“Gabe, you going to be a tough guy now?” Someone screams. 
The darkness of the woods enfolds me. 
A moment later I see a flashlight beam bouncing through the nearby trees. 
Holy shit. Holy shit. They’re chasing me down. They’re actually chasing me down and they seem to know where I am. 
I’m already gasping for air and my legs are feeling weak. I spin in a circle, trying to get my bearings. I can barely make out the cabin through the trees. I can still see a small twinkle of a light, probably from the window into the kitchen, and the roof peeking through the tree line. 
I start running again, hunched over, trying to make myself smaller. 
Moments later I come to the clearing. 
There’s a smoldering fire pit, and a tent. And next to it, the bodies of four people. 
“Jesus fucking Christ.” I instinctively put the back of my hand to my mouth. 
I recognize Natasha, but just barely. She’s been stabbed multiple times in the face. One eye is just a gash, an uneven black hole. Her mouth is open in a silent scream, neck at a strange and impossible angle. She has another stab wound in the opposite cheek, caving in part of her skull. 
One eye stares at me sightlessly. 
Next to her, the other two bodies are similarly ravaged. 
And then there’s Vinnie. He lies on his back, looking somehow peaceful, almost as if he’s sleeping and needs to be shaken awake. 
In the soft light of the moon filtering into the clearing, the scene is a grisly tableau, something out of a big Hollywood film set, directed by a madman. 
I hear voices again and it seems the brothers are heading in this direction. 
Flashlight beams sweep the trees, and brothers call back and forth to one another. 
They’re setting about their search in a deliberate fashion, with more organization then I’d have given them credit for. 
I need to get far, far away from here. 
But at this point, if I move too fast they’re going to hear me crashing through the woods. It will only become easier to follow me. 
On the other hand, if I just stand still, they’re going to keep searching and eventually someone’s bound to stumble upon me. 
“I think he got away,” someone calls out from just a few feet away. 
My breath catches in my throat and I sink to a kneeling position. 
“No he didn’t.” 
The two voices grow louder as the two brothers enter the clearing. I slowly scoot around the tent so that I have a barrier between them and myself. I don’t think they heard me since they were making so much noise themselves. 
Please. Please. I close my eyes and pray. Maybe I’ve exhausted my prayers over the last couple of hours. Maybe whatever deity or dark god watches over this planet has had its fill of my crying and whining for mercy. 
It might just be that I need to take matters into my own hands for once. 
Either way, I stay as quiet and still as possible behind the tent. 
“Look at this fucking mess,” one of them says. It’s Tyler. I’d know his voice anywhere, even if I can’t see him. 
“Shit, I really did a number on that broad’s face,” the other brother responds. 
That must be Reyes. I can almost picture him smiling at his grisly handiwork. 
“She deserved it.” 
“I should have made her blow me first.” 
There’s silence for a moment and the sound of sticks and leaves being crushed underfoot as they move around the site. 
My belly churns and my balls feel like they’ve drawn up into little nubs. I actually have the sensation of needing desperately to crap. Whenever I’ve heard about people shitting themselves in a car accident it always sounded ridiculous to me. But now here I am, being hunted, my life hanging in the balance, and more than anything I just want to find a bathroom where I can let my bowels loose. 
There’s shouting again in the distance. 
“You hear that?” Reyes asks. 
“Sounds like maybe they found him,” Tyler says. 
“Should we go see what it is?” 
“You check it out. I’m going to check inside the tent just to make sure he’s not hiding again like he did in the cabin.” 
“Okay.” Reyes runs off. Chillingly, he buzzes right past me, not five feet from where I’m hiding, as he tries to find the source of the shouting. 
If he looked to his left he would have spotted me. 
I’d be a dead man. Instead I’m squatting here, my legs trembling, holding my breath, while Tyler unzips the tent and moves inside. 
Maybe the gods are listening. 
I begin creeping away from the tent, trying to stay quiet so he doesn’t hear me rustling nearby. A few more steps and I’ll be free again. And if I can just get a few minutes more between me and them, they’ll never be able to find me out here. 
But I don’t get that far. Near the edge of the clearing I step on a fallen branch and it makes a loud snapping sound. 
“Hello?” Tyler calls from inside the tent. “Who is that?” I hear him rustling and making his way out, and I freeze, crouching down, hoping he’ll think the noise he heard was just an animal or something. 
His flashlight beam shines out and bounces around the clearing. For a brief space of time, it seems that he’s going to give up and assume it was nothing. But then the light swings around again and hits me full on. 
“Gabe,” he says. And then I turn and start to run as fast as my legs will carry me. 
I crash through the brush and a branch whips against my cheek so hard that it draws blood. I don’t care. I don’t feel it. 
“Gabe! I see you, motherfucker!” I hear Tyler screech from behind me. He’s giving chase. 
I glance back like a runner trying to win the marathon, coming down the home stretch, and my eyes are temporarily blinded by the flashlight beam as he tracks me through the forest. 
I pump my legs harder, but I’m getting tired. A minute passes, then two. I turn and he’s gaining on me. The flashlight beam is a bright beacon moving towards me. I realize, with desperate hunted weariness, that Tyler’s faster than me. Even in high school he was a far better athlete, he ran track and played running back for the football team. 
They were a shitty team, but still. He’s faster than I am. 
And the fear has sapped my energy and will to run. 
It’s time to face the music. One thing I do know is that whatever I do next, it’s going to be decisive. If I give him time to yell for help, brothers will join in the hunt and my life will be over. They’re going to kill me out here—I know it as much as I know anything. 
“Stay right the fuck there,” Tyler calls out breathlessly, running toward me. The flashlight beam bobs erratically in his hand. He’s carrying the baseball bat in his other hand. He hefts it, slowing down as he nears me. 
I throw up my hands like a criminal. “Just let me go, dude. I swear I’m not going to the cops.” 
“Bullshit.” He shines the light in my eyes again. 
“Don’t come any closer,” I warn. 
“Or what?” 
“I’m asking you as a friend. Leave me alone.” 
“You aint my friend. And you’re definitely not a brother. Fucking traitor.” He steps closer. “If you run, if you make a move, so help me God—I’m going to crack your skull in half.” He waves the bat in my direction. 
“You going to kill me?” 
“Just shut up. I’m going to bring you back to the cabin. You come with me and you fucking shut your mouth.” 
“Fine.” 
He steps closer again. Raises the bat up like Big Papi getting ready to hit a home run at Fenway Park. “Okay, put your hands behind your head and get down on the ground.” 
“No way.” 
He lifts the bat higher and steps forward. “Get on the fucking ground!” he yells. 
Voices shout back from various places in the woods. Now the other brothers have been alerted. They know something’s going on even if they don’t know exactly where we are yet. How long before they find us? 
“Tyler, it’s me. It’s Gabe. I’m not your enemy, you know me.” 
“I also know that you’re never going to keep quiet about what happened here. 
You think you’re innocent and that we’re the bad guys because we killed those motherfuckers in the clearing. Meanwhile we saved your life.” 
“I believe you.” 
“No you don’t. Now get on your knees, hands on you head.” I take a deep breath. “Fine. Just lower that baseball bat, you’re scaring me.” 
“Too bad.” 
“You scared of me or something?” I ask him. 
“After the way you curled up in a ball on the floor when I dragged you out of the kitchen cabinet? I don’t think so.” He lowers the bat and trains the flashlight on me. 
“Okay. Get down to your knees. Now.” 
I drop to one knee. 
And then, as if in slow motion, I see it all. See exactly what I need to do right this very instant. 
I’ve never been the most athletic guy, and I’ve certainly never been the toughest or strongest. I’m not a fighter and never have been. 
So when I decide to explode from this position, to hurl myself at Tyler with everything left in me, I’m shocked by the amount of force and speed that my body possesses. Maybe it’s nothing more than fear and adrenaline mixed together in a potent cocktail. 
Even a rodent can be dangerous if backed into a corner. 
Tyler’s not expecting it either. Before he can defend himself, I’ve shot in low to the ground smashed into him like a defenseman tackling a receiver on the gridiron, which is ironic since football was always Tyler’s game. 
He grunts as his body crashes into the hard, cold ground. His baseball bat and flashlight go careening off in different directions and I hear them land in the surrounding undergrowth. 
Tyler shouts something, but his voice is muffled by the contortions of our bodies as we struggle against one another in a vicious and brutal assault. I feel his fists crashing into my face, my jaw and eye. 
There’s pain, but it’s distant, secondary to my motivation to survive at any cost. 
I’m in a totally different state of mind than what I felt when he beat me up at the cabin. 
Back then I was surprised, humiliated and ashamed and felt like I deserved a whipping for being a coward. 
This time I’m fighting for my life and I’m determined to do whatever it takes. 
I’ve already got the upper hand since I took him by surprise and threw him to the ground. I try to stay on top of him, putting all my weight on him as he throws punches from beneath me. He tries to scramble away but I stay on him, and now I throw a couple of hard shots to his face. 
The sounds are heavy and thudding and the impact ripples up my arm and into my shoulders. He grunts each time I make contact. 
Suddenly I feel a knee in my groin and the pain shoots through me like a bright burst of electricity. I cry out, and for a moment the agony freezes me. Tyler takes that chance to throw me off him and gain the top position. 
“You had to try and be a tough guy, huh?” he says and then throws an elbow that grazes down my cheek. He leans in and starts trying to choke me. 
His hands squeeze my throat. The brief second that his hands crush against my windpipe is horrifying, and it feels like my eyes are going to pop out of my skull. I quickly push him off and he tries again, then releases my neck and starts trying to attack my eyes. 
His thumb jams me in my left eye and the pain from it is dazzling and blinding. 
Tears pour down my cheek. 
Another punch lands on my cheek. He’s on top of me and my strength is fading. 
I’m going to die. 
This is it. It’s all over. 
That thought gives me one final burst of energy. As he leans down to attack me yet again, I time an elbow strike to his head. It lands perfectly, and I literally feel his skin giving way. Blood instantly splatters me. 
He rolls off, grabbing his skull and squealing. “Shit man, I’m cut!” he says, as if this was just roughhousing that’s gone too far. Now that he’s truly been hurt he wants to call a timeout. 
But there won’t be any timeouts called this time. 
I tackle him and start pummeling him as he curls into a ball and tries to defend his head. My punches increasingly find the gaps, landing on his face, his chest, stomach and shoulders. 
Finally, he tries to fight back. When he opens himself up to attack me, I land three hard punches to his nose and jaw. His arms drop and his body goes completely limp, like a ragdoll. 
Standing up, gasping for air, I watch him and he doesn’t move at all. 
I think he’s dead. I really might have just murdered him. 
I step away, and then I see his chest rise and hear him cough, a sputter. His entire body jerks convulsively and then I hear him suck in a whooping mouthful of air. 
Exhaling with relief that I didn’t actually kill him, I start to head out of the clearing. As I’m running I notice a dark cylindrical shape near my feet. I bend down and grasp the baseball bat that went flying when I attacked Tyler. I grab it and then begin running in earnest. 


*** 
After an hour or two, I realize I’m completely lost. The moon is a faded orb in the sky and there’s the sense of impending dawn, but the trees all look the same and I haven’t seen any signs of civilization or life in a long time. 
Since my run-in with Tyler I haven’t heard or seen another person, and I allow myself to believe that the brothers have finally given up on capturing me. They’d have to comb the woods for miles and miles in all directions to even stand a chance of finding me, not to mention the fact that most of them would end up lost if they did so. 
Any minute now, I’m bound to run across a road or a river or a cabin, a hunter or a hiker. Something. Someone. And I’ll be saved. 
What I don’t expect is that I might run into the very people we’d given up for dead. I see two vague figures sitting next to a small fire with a couple of backpacks, and I immediately wave my arms and call out to them. “Help!” The two figures stand up. “Who is that?” 
I walk closer, expecting the figures to transform into a pair of older hikers or hunters, maybe with a yellow lab trotting into view. But when I start to recognize them, it’s as though my mind can’t accept what it’s seeing. 
Jared and Walden. Two of the brothers who went out on an expedition to get help hours and hours ago. 
“Gabe?” Jared says, laughing. “What the hell are you doing out here man?” Walden adjusts his glasses and grins. “Please don’t tell me you’re lost too.” Despite the shock, I’m so glad to see friendly faces that I nearly burst into tears. 
“Guys. Guys.” I drop down next to the fire and warm my nearly frozen hands. 
“Dude,” Jared says, clapping me on the back, “have some water. You look fucking terrible.” 
I accept the half-empty plastic bottle of water gratefully, drinking three or four large gulps before coughing and sputtering. 
“Better?” Jared says. 
“Yeah.” I put my face in my hands. “Oh man, I’m relieved to see you guys.” 
“What happened?” 
I sigh and look at both of them. “First tell me what happened to you guys.” Jared shrugs and Walden laughs. “You’re looking at it. We left the cabin and started off in the direction we thought would get us to the main road. But we decided to keep off the path because we figured that was how Diggler tried to go, and he didn’t make it.” 
Jared breaks in. “Of course, we didn’t really figure just how dark it was and how bad our sense of directions are. After awhile we didn’t have a fucking clue where we were.” 
Walden grabs a bag of peanuts and takes a few, hands it to Jared. “So we walked and walked and eventually we realized we were just making things worse, possibly getting further away from help. So we stopped and made a fire and decided to wait until daylight.” 
Jared nods. “We decided that once the sun comes up it might be easier to find our way out of the wilderness.” He chucks a peanut in his mouth. 
“What about Eugene, wasn’t he with you?” 
“Eugene didn’t agree with our strategy. He said he was going to try and go back to the cabin and let everyone know what happened to us. I take it he never made it back?” 
I shake my head, wondering if he’s still alive right now. What would the brothers do if he came back at this point? Would they just kill him on sight or wait and see how he reacted to the carnage? 
“So that’s our story, and unfortunately it’s not a very exciting one,” Walden says. 
“What’s yours? Is everyone okay?” 
I take a deep breath and shake my head. And then the tears come. 
Walden and Jared’s expressions turn concerned and slightly fearful. “Dude. Tell us what happened.” 
“I’m not sure I can.” 
“It’s going to be okay. Just tell us everything,” Walden says. 
Something about the calm firmness in his voice gives me the strength I need to continue. “Okay,” I say, after the initial tears have passed. “But I have to warn you. It’s bad. Very, very bad.” 
And then I begin to tell them. At first, the words come slowly to me, but eventually it’s like a confession. They listen raptly and with mounting horror as I describe the events of the past hours. 
The indecision, the paranoia. The eventual violence carried out by our fellow brothers. And how they turned on me at the end. 
By the time I’m finished, I feel drained once again. Physically and emotionally. 
“Holy shit,” is all Jared can say. “Holy shit.” 
“And you’re sure they were going to…to hurt you?” 
“They would have killed me. I’m positive of that.” Jared whistles through his teeth. “Fuck me.” 
“Okay,” Walden says. “Just calm down. We’re safe here. There’s no way they came this far away from the cabin to get you, Gabe. So you can relax now. Me and Jared will make sure nothing else happens. You hear me?” 
“Yes. I hear you.” 
“Rest.” Jared pats my shoulder. “The sun will be up soon and we’ll get the hell out of these godforsaken woods once and for all.” 
“I can’t rest,” I tell him. “We shouldn’t stay here. Even if there’s a chance they might still be searching for me.” 
“I’m telling you man, just rest for twenty minutes. You’re fried and your body is clearly exhausted. Take a load off and let Walden and me discuss what to do next.” I sigh as he slides one of the backpacks next to me. “Lay your head on this. Just close your eyes for a couple minutes. Okay?” 
“I don’t know.” But I do as he says anyway and try to just close my eyes and let go. At first I keep startling awake in fear, my hands clenched, convinced something horrible is happening. But every time I open my eyes, all I see is Jared and Walden talking, their voices low and calm and soothing. 
Somehow I manage to drift into a deep sleep without dreams. As I’m drifting off, I think how amazing it is that I can even shut my eyes after what I’ve been through. But the truth is that at a certain point, the human body can only take so much stress and fear and exertion. 
I’m spent. I’m completely and utterly done in. 
And so I sleep. 
When I waken, it’s light out and for a moment I’m confused and disoriented. 
There are three people standing and looking down at me. 
I blink up at them, for a moment they’re just shadows and I nearly scream. For that brief second I’m convinced that I see the faces of my nightmares. Hetridge, Tyler and Reyes. Smiling wickedly as a scream makes its way out of my throat. 
“Whoa,” Jared says, kneeling. “Chill, Gabe. It’s fine. Eugene’s back.” 
“Shit.” I gulp and stand up unsteadily. 
Walden and Eugene are watching me carefully. “Is he okay?” Eugene asks. 
“I’m fine. I just…got confused. I thought I saw someone who wasn’t here.” They look at me the way you’d look at a relative just released from the loony bin, not really sure if I’m to be trusted. 
I try to smile. “I’m fine, seriously. Just tired is all.” 
“So like I was saying,” Eugene says, ignoring me and looking at the other two. “I think all I did was make a big circle. But I’m pretty sure I know how to get us to route seven.” He points to the east. “Straight as an arrow that way and I’m nearly positive we’ll hit the highway.” 
“How do you know?” I ask. 
He glances at me, his face betraying some annoyance. “Because. At one point I saw the radio tower from a distance and I know that’s right off the junction of seven and Main Street.” 
“Oh.” I fall silent like a kid who’s been chastised by a parent. 
“So, let’s get moving. If I’m right, we’ll hit the road by noon.” We start gathering the supplies, the backpacks, kick the fire out. “Did you tell him any of it?” I ask Jared as we’re about to leave, and Eugene is pissing in some nearby bushes. 
Jared exchanges glances with Walden. “Not yet.” 
“We just told him that you think it’s dangerous at the cabin, we thought it best not to go into details yet.” 
“Yeah,” Jared agrees, and smiles. 
I get a strange feeling in my stomach but I’m not sure why. All I know is that I need to get home. 
Then I remember. Home is an apartment I share with Tyler. I can’t go back there. 
No, I need to go home to my parents’ house. I imagine mom taking care of me like when I was sick as a kid. Bowls of hot chicken noodle soup, mugs of hot chocolate, a little blanket over my legs while I watch movies on TV. 
I feel like I haven’t been truly warm in months. 
As we walk together, I fall into a kind of uneasy trance. 
After awhile the scenery of trees and bushes and the impenetrable sky just becomes a backdrop that never seems to change. It all looks equally familiar. 
I give up expecting to hit the main road. Eugene doesn’t know how to get to the main road anymore than the others knew how to find safety. 
We’re going to wander out here forever, I decide. And I’ll just walk and walk and let the others lead me. 
But after awhile, I get a distinct feeling of déjà vu. I’ve been here before. 
“Are you sure this is the right way?” I ask. 
Nobody answers. We trudge onward. 
Another unknown amount of time passes and the faint yellow sun is higher now in the sky. The wind has died down and the day is clear and fine. My body heats up from the exertion and I no longer feel as cold. 
But the déjà vu persists. The brothers aren’t talking at all. They seem to ignore me when I ask if we might be going the wrong way. 
And then everything changes. 
One moment it’s just like it was, with all of us plodding forward in a group together towards some unknown destination that Eugene seems confident exists. And the next, I have a horrible, intense feeling of dread come over me. 
My stomach’s upset and there’s bile in my throat. I smell death and decay in my nostrils. “Wait a minute,” my voice croaks. “I think—I think I’m going to be sick.” Nobody’s listening. 
I’ve been here before. I’ve seen that twisted tree that tilts at that angle, with the branches heavy, almost touching the ground. I’ve seen the large rock formation next to the tree. I remember this spot. 
Yet I keep walking and moments later we’ve arrived at the clearing. 
The tent is still there. The dead bodies. 
“Oh my god,” I shout, and just as I turn to run I’m grabbed from all sides. 
Eugene and Jared and Walden grabbing me, keeping me from moving. They pull me to the ground. 
I try to fight, scratching, kicking. One arm free, my fist connects with someone’s face. “He hit me!” whoever it is shouts. 
“Goddammit, keep him still,” someone else yells. 
And then a fire blossom of pain in my skull and my eyes go black. 
The world goes dim and there’s a keen buzzing in my ears. 


*** 
When I slowly come to consciousness again, it’s with the dazed stupor that comes after a day of heavy drinking. My thoughts jumble into one another with the pained dullness of a slow motion car wreck. 
I’m tied up. My hands…my arms… 
Can’t move. 
And there are so many people around me. I blink. I try to speak and my mouth tastes of cotton and I can barely breathe. I take a deep breath through my nostrils. 
All of them are here. All of the brothers. The one’s still alive anyway. 
They’re watching me the way a group of scientists stand around watching a dying lab rat. Discussing me in muted, hushed whispers, sometimes laughing, sometimes disagreeing. 
Never speaking to me, never showing any sign that I might have something to say, or that my thoughts might be of importance. 
I try and scream, try to move, but I’m all tied up. Eugene and Walden and Jared are here. Walden takes off his glasses and casually wipes the lenses. 
“So who’s going to do the honors?” Hetridge asks the gathering. 
I turn my head and see Neil’s body not far from mine. He’s been completely disemboweled. His face is bled white. I shriek but nothing comes out, because they’ve stuffed rags in my mouth. 
“Maybe Eugene should do it,” Randall says. “If it wasn’t for him, Gabe would’ve gotten away.” 
“What about us? You think we were going to let him tell the whole world that this fraternity is full of psychopaths?” Walden jokes. 
“You can do it if you’re up for it,” Eugene says to Walden. “You’ve always been better at that sort of thing.” 
“What sort of thing?” 
“You like fishing and all that crap.” 
Walden shakes his head. “Fine. Give me the knife.” I can feel my bowels give way. The smell reaches my nostrils and I find that I no longer care. I’m praying again, only I’ve stopped praying for a reprieve. Now I’m just praying that they make it quick. 
Reyes hands Walden the knife. 
Tyler steps into view. “No, I want to do it.” He takes the large hunting knife and wipes the blade across his pant leg. Examines it in the faint light of the sun. Clouds have cast a shadow over the clearing. 
“Should we let him say his last words?” Stutty asks. 
“Sure. Why not?” Hetridge replies, bending down and ripping the rag out of my mouth. I cough and spit, taking a few deep breaths. 
“Any last words?” Tyler asks me. 
“Why are you doing this to me? I never would have told anyone.” 
“We can’t take that chance,” Randall says. “The brotherhood is too important to risk it all on your phony promises.” 
“The cops will figure it out eventually,” I tell them. “You’re all going to jail for this. I promise that much.” 
“Maybe, maybe not,” Reyes replies. “But either way you’ll be in the ground and you won’t know the difference.” 
Tyler raises the knife and brings it down once, twice, again and again. 
There’s no pain, surprisingly. It makes me want to laugh. I was so frightened of this moment but when it comes, there’s no pain at all. 
I try to laugh, to let them see that it’s not bothering me at all. 
But for some reason, all I can do is scream. 


THE END 
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