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      PROLOGUE

      I still wonder what it was like for him in those last minutes—lying there alone, the nylon walls close against him in the dark,
         the only light coming from the kaleidoscope in his own head. I wonder if he was scared; did he know what was happening to
         him was the end, or was he just too out of it to realize? And if he did know, did he kick himself for it?
      

      His death, after all, can in great measure be chalked up to his own stupidity. You can argue all you want about the fundamental
         nature of justice, you can point out that the punishment didn’t really fit the crime, but the bottom line is that although
         other people were obviously responsible for his death, he damn well helped; somehow, this clueless seventeen-year-old boy
         managed to be both victim and accomplice.
      

      I barely knew him, so it’s probably nuts even to speculate, but at the moment I can’t seem to stop. Maybe that’s because lately
         I’ve come across so many kids just like him, or because I’ve spent so many hours trying to walk in his patched-up Birkenstocks.
         Either way, right now his last hour or so on earth is incredibly vivid in my imagination. And I’ll tell you the truth: I really,
         really wish it weren’t.
      

      But it is. And I picture it like this:

      He crawls into the tent, strips down to the childish white underpants they’ll find him in. He’s full, probably uncomfortably
         so; the coroner will find a gigantic amount of food in his stomach—falafel and veggie chili and peanut butter cups he put
         away a couple of hours before, probably in an attack of the munchies from all the grass he smoked that afternoon.
      

      A different sort of guy might want company, but later his friends will say that wasn’t his style. He likes to be by himself,
         savor the moment—open his mind to new realities, I suppose he’d say. He prefers to lie by himself in the dark and wait for
         the universe to open up and swallow him, to take him on some dopey journey of the imagination; the next morning (or more likely
         afternoon) he’ll tell his friends all about it over a whole wheat bagel with extra honey.
      

      So he pins a sign to the tent that says—no kidding—TRIPPING, DO NOT DISTURB. He zips up the flap and lies on top of his sleeping bag mostly naked, since the late-August heat is all but unbearable,
         even if you’re in your right mind. He pulls his long corkscrew curls out of their usual ponytail and wraps the elastic around
         his flashlight. He lights the candle on the milk crate beside him, but only long enough to let the scent of sage waft over
         to him. He blows it out after a minute or so, not only because he craves the dark but because he knows you’re never supposed
         to have an open flame inside a tent; later, when his friends are called upon to eulogize, they’ll say he was a kick-ass camper.
      

      He’s happy, at least that’s the way I imagine it. He’s utterly in his element, a skinny little fish gliding in his favorite
         pond. Within a few hundred yards are most of the people on the planet who really matter to him—guys he’s been skateboarding
         with since he was ten, girls he’s danced with and gotten high with and screwed, and no hard feelings afterward.
      

      The night feels alive around him; it’s loud with laughter and bits of conversations, all of them important—some pondering
         the next band on the playlist, others the fundamental meaning of the universe. There’s music everywhere, coming from so many
         sources and directions it’s impossible to separate them, innumerable voices and bass lines and drum beats going thump-thump-thump inside his chest.
      

      He closes his eyes, because even before the candle goes out there’s no need for vision. His other senses are on overload,
         and he likes it. If he’s feeling this much even before the drug really kicks in, he knows he’s in for one hell of a ride.
      

      This is the moment he likes best, when it’s just starting and he’s not quite sure which world he’s in. At first, the sensations
         are slow, sneaky, subtle—fictions masquerading as fact. The beginning of a trip is like crossing a river, he’s always said;
         you can try to stay on the rocks of reality, but the closer you get to the other side, the wetter you’re going to get.
      

      I have no idea how long he balances in the netherworld between here and elsewhere; for his sake, I hope it’s a while. But
         eventually, he segues into something infinitely wilder—and since my personal experience with mind-expanding drugs is essentially
         nil (my head being kooky enough without the addition of psychotropics), I have a hard time imagining it. When I ponder the
         usual stereotypes—shooting stars and melting walls and talking rhinos and such—it just seems pathetic, and I know he didn’t
         see it that way. To him it was something profound, something worth stretching yourself, maybe even scaring yourself, just
         for the sake of the experience.
      

      But was it something worth dying for? That much I seriously doubt. But there’s no arguing with the fact that that’s precisely
         what happened.
      

      At some point, quite when I don’t know, things start to go wrong. His mouth goes dry. He gets a raging headache. Maybe his
         stomach starts to hurt; then it starts to hurt bad. He can barely breathe. Eventually, he can’t breathe at all.
      

      I wonder if he thinks it’s all just part of the experience—that he’s taking some dark spirit journey to the edge of his own
         demise. (And, okay, I know that sounds like your typical druggie-hippie crap; it just goes to show you how much time I’ve
         been spending with these people.) How nasty a surprise must it have been to realize that it wasn’t a fantasy version of death,
         but the real thing?
      

      But there’s another possibility—one that’s even more unpleasant, if such a thing is possible. From what I’ve been told, physical
         well-being is essential to the enjoyment of your average acid trip. The symptoms he must have experienced, then, could very
         well have sent him spiraling into the same mental purgatory that keeps cowards like me limited to gin, Marlboro Lights, and
         the (very) occasional joint.
      

      This seventeen-year-old boy, in other words, may not have died in just physical agony; he may have died in mental agony as
         well. Serious mental agony. Through the magic of chemistry, his was an anguish not necessarily bounded by the normal limits of the human
         mind. It’s a horrible thing to contemplate, to tell you the truth. There’s plenty of pain in the conscious world, after all;
         how much must there be when the pit is well and truly bottomless?
      

      When they finally found him, he was in the fetal position—curled up tight, knees against his chest, stringy arms wrapped around
         each other. The doctors say this doesn’t necessarily mean anything about his last moments, but frankly, I don’t buy it. As
         far as I’m concerned, it means he didn’t go peacefully.
      

      Because, after all, neither did any of the others.

   
      CHAPTER1

      August in a college town is its own special brand of torture. The living is easy, the weather is still gorgeous, and the students
         have been gone so long you have a hard time remembering what the place is really like nine months out of the year. You have
         these vaguely distasteful images of crowded restaurants and SUV-driving frat boys and gaggles of tummy-shirted coeds, but
         none of it seems real. You soak up the delicious moments—when you get a parking place right smack in front of the multiplex,
         say, or you go out for a drink without having some postadolescent moron comment on your cleavage—and you fantasize that maybe,
         just maybe, they’re never coming back. Maybe the leaves will stay on the trees forever, and the streets will always be open
         and empty, and the new semester will never come.
      

      But deep down, you know it will. Damn it all, it will—and it always does.

      It used to be that October made me feel wistful, what with impending winter and the smell of decay in the air and the knowledge
         that you weren’t going to get to wear shorts again for a very long time. But since I moved to Gabriel five or so years ago,
         my wistfulness threshold has been pushed back a good two months. Maybe it’s just because people around here are too smart
         to ever really be happy, but we townies tend to start feeling blue three weeks before Labor Day, and we don’t really shake
         it until graduation.
      

      I mention all this by way of explaining that although late summer/ early fall in this ZIP code can be a tough pill to swallow,
         by all that’s holy, last August should’ve been comparatively jolly. I was, after all, celebrating the fact that I had recently
         avoided being killed on three separate occasions within a matter of weeks—rather a nifty accomplishment, if you ask me. The
         newspaper where I work was, for the first time in recent memory, fully staffed. And—here’s the cherry on the sundae—my boyfriend,
         who I’d been fearing was about to move away and break my little heart, showed every sign of staying put. Even the imminent
         return of fifteen thousand undergraduates couldn’t put the kibosh on my good mood.
      

      If I tried to put my finger on when everything went to hell, well…it wouldn’t be too hard. That would be when I walked into
         the newsroom around eleven on a Wednesday morning in mid-August. I’d walked out of there precisely ten hours earlier, after
         covering a particularly pissy county board meeting that went until nearly midnight, then scrambling to slap together three
         (mercifully short) stories by my one A.M. deadline. Then I’d gone home to hold the crying towel for my roommate, Melissa, whose boyfriend had recently—you guessed
         it—moved away and broken her little heart.
      

      So it was without a whole lot of sleep that I went back to work, toting a bagel with diet olive cream cheese and blissfully
         unaware of how much my life was about to suck. I poured some coffee into my big Gabriel Police Department mug, one of several
         recent gifts my aforementioned boyfriend had proffered to celebrate the fact of me not being dead. Then I sat down at my desk
         and tried to figure out which of the county board stories was going to need a follow-up for the next day’s paper.
      

      I’m not sure how long it took me to figure out something weird was up. I do recall that my first clue was that I was the only
         reporter on the cityside desk; come to think of it, I was the only reporter in the entire newsroom. It was way too early for
         the sports guys, but there should’ve at least been someone else around somewhere; as it was, though, the owner of every single Gabriel Monitor byline was nowhere to be found.
      

      To round them up: There’s Jake Madison (aka “Mad”), the science writer and my best buddy; Cal Ochoa, the cops reporter and
         one moody hombre; Lillian, the elderly-but-steely schools reporter; Marshall, the Dixie-born business writer; and—both last
         and least—Brad, an ambitious, scandal-mongering young fellow who’s on the towns beat, and whom I avoid whenever possible.
      

      Where was everybody? In a word: hiding. And if I’d known better, I damn well would’ve been hiding too.

      But there I was, sitting at my desk with the kind of clueless-but-doomed expression you see on a cow peeking out of the airholes
         in a livestock truck. At some point, my catlike instincts must’ve registered the fact that someone was breathing down my neck;
         when I looked up, there were three of them.
      

      Three editors. As any reporter can tell you, there was no way this was going to end well.
      

      “Alex,” one of them said, and way too brightly. “You’re here.”
      

      This from the shorter and rounder of the two women. Her name is Sondra, and she’s the editor of (among other things) Pastimes, the paper’s deeply mediocre arts-and-leisure magazine. Except for the weekly processing of my movie review column, I don’t
         have a lot to do with her; she mostly lives in her own little universe, eternally beset by underpaid freelancers.
      

      She was already making me nervous.

      Standing next to her were both of my bosses—Bill, the city editor, and his own overlord, the managing editor. Marilyn is not
         short, and she’s in no way round; in fact, she has a black belt in tae kwon do.
      

      “Um…,”I said, “where is everybody?”

      “My office,” she said.

      “They’re all in your—”

      “Come into my office,” she said, and turned her well-exercised tail on me.
      

      I followed, with Bill and Sondra bringing up the rear. In retrospect, they were probably trying to make sure I didn’t make
         a run for it.
      

      “Um…,”I said when we’d sat down, “so where is everybody?”

      “Alex,” Sondra said, sounding even more scary-friendly than before, “what are you doing for the next few days?”
      

      “Huh?” I looked to Bill, who was taking a passionate interest in the pointy end of his necktie. “You mean, what am I covering?”
         Sondra nodded and leaned in closer, so I had a clear view right down her blouse to her tattletale-gray minimizer bra. “Today?
         Maybe a couple follows from last night’s board meeting. Tomorrow… I think another stupid Deep Lake Cooling thing. Why?”
      

      “And do you have any plans for this weekend?”

      Uh-oh. Say something clever. Say… you have to donate a kidney to homeless mental patients.

      That’s what one side of my brain told the other. But I wasn’t quick enough on the uptake, so all I said was, “Um…No.”

      Sondra squeezed my upper arm, harder than I would’ve thought she could. “That’s great.”
      

      “Huh?”

      “Alex,” she positively cooed at me, “I was hoping you could do me this teeny-tiny favor….”
      

      Now, at this point my hackles well and truly hit the ceiling. Because when an editor asks you for a teeny-tiny favor, it generally means you’re about to get screwed without so much as a box of chocolates.
      

      “Listen,” I said, “I’m actually pretty busy at the moment, so—”

      “You’re covering Melting Rock,” Marilyn said, sounding nowhere near as nice as Sondra, but considerably more genuine. “Starts
         today. So—”
      

      “What?”

      “Haven’t you heard of it?” Sondra chirped at me. “You know, the official name is the Melting Rock Music Festival, but lots
         of people just call it—”
      

      “Hell yes, I’ve heard of it. But what do you mean I’m—”

      “Freelancer flaked out,” Marilyn said into her mug of terrifyingly black coffee. “Chester says we gotta deliver the goods.
         So go.”
      

      Chester is our publisher—and there are guys in the pressroom with better news judgment. Things were not looking up.

      “Go where? You mean go now? And where is everybody, anyway?”
      

      I must’ve sounded either very desperate or very pathetic, because Bill finally took pity on me. “Here’s the deal,” he said.
         “You know Sim Marchesi?”
      

      “Er…I dunno.”

      “He covers pop music for me,” Sondra offered. “I mean he covered it. Right now I wouldn’t hire that miserable—”
      

      “Listen,” Bill said, “Marchesi pitched us this story, and when Chester got wind of the thing, he ate it up—promoted it up
         the wazoo. Then Marchesi bailed.”
      

      “Bailed how?”

      “He was gonna cover the days and nights of Melting Rock, camp out there with the rest of the freaks and send us dispatches
         from the front. It was on the budget at the cityside meeting yesterday. Remember?”
      

      “Vaguely.”

      “So the thing starts today. He was supposed to get there last night to cover the setup—was gonna file right before deadline
         for today’s paper.”
      

      “And he blew it off?”

      “Blew it off?” Marilyn growled with a whack of mug onto desktop. “Little prick flew the coop.”

      “You mean he hasn’t filed yet? But maybe he just—”

      Sondra waved me off. “He never even came by to pick up the laptop or the cell phone we were lending him. I tried his apartment
         and the number’s disconnected. Then I tracked down the fellow in charge of the Melting Rock campground and… it looks like
         he never showed up yesterday.”
      

      “So spike the story,” I said. It turned out to be a poor choice of words.

      “What are you, deaf?” Marilyn said, segueing to something resembling a snarl. “We can’t spike it. Don’t you think I wish we could spike it? Chester’s really got his undershorts in a twist. He thinks it’s gonna
         be the goddamn miracle cure for our circulation with the under-thirty crowd. He’s been flogging this thing all over cable
         commercials and house ads and mother-humping rack cards. …Don’t you even read the paper?”
      

      “Er…Yeah, sure I do. I guess I’ve been kind of busy.”

      “Okay, here’s how it is,” she said. “Chester’s been promoting this package like it’s the Second Coming, you got it? Marchesi’s
         AWOL, so somebody else’s gotta cover it. And that somebody would be you.”
      

      “Why me?”

      Another arm squeeze from Sondra. “Because,” she said, “you’re a really good feature writer. I mean, I know you mostly cover
         news, but you always have lots of great color in your—”
      

      “Give me a break.” I glanced out the window, which is not the kind you can open. Leaping to my death did not appear to be
         an option. “Listen, like I said, I gotta do some follows on board stuff, so—”
      

      Marilyn didn’t even blink. “Give it to Brad.”

      “Brad? You gotta be—”
      

      “Anything else?”

      “Um…Yeah. There’s gonna be another town meeting for Deep Lake Cooling on Friday night, so I really have to—”

      She turned to Bill. “Who’s weekend reporter?”

      “Madison.”

      “Perfect. He’s been covering the science end anyway. Hand it off to him.” She turned back to me. “That all?”

      “Er…” I racked my noggin for something good enough to spring me, and came up short. “I guess so.”

      “Super. So be a good girl and go put on your love beads and get the hell out there.”

      “But why can’t we just—”

      “Stop whining and hop to it,” she said.

      I’m not kidding. That’s actually what she said. I decided to get the hell out of there before she told me to shake my tail
         feather, or worse.
      

      Bill, being no fool, beat a hasty retreat to his office. I followed Sondra back to the arts-and-leisure desk, which is at
         the opposite end of the newsroom from Marilyn’s domain. The commute took ten seconds, during which Sondra said, “This is going
         to be just great!” more times than I cared to count.
      

      Sometimes I think that journalists, like double agents, should be issued a suicide pill.

      You may be wondering just why I was being such a baby about this. To put it succinctly: The Melting Rock Music Festival is
         my idea of hell. Until I was conscripted by the Gabriel Monitor’s editorial staff, I’d been there exactly once, and for a grand total of four hours.
      

      It was the summer I’d moved to Gabriel five years ago, back when I didn’t know any better. Melting Rock sounded kind of charming,
         and…well… this cute Canadian grad student in materials science asked me to go with him. So I put on a flowy skirt and a tank
         top to get into the spirit of the thing, and proceeded to experience what was, at least at that time, just about the worst
         day of my life.
      

      First off, the guy’s primary purpose for attending the festival proved not so much to be rocking to the groovy beat but hunting
         down his ex-girlfriend, whom he’d met there the year before. He didn’t actually inform me of this at the time, though I had
         a sneaking suspicion something was up since I spent most of the afternoon looking at his back as he dragged me from stage
         to stage.
      

      You might think, therefore, that my negative feelings toward Melting Rock amount to sour grapes. But the fact remains that
         the whole event gave me both a stomachache and a migraine. I’m not quite sure what my personal “scene” is, but I can tell you this much: Whatever it is, Melting Rock is
         the opposite.
      

      So what’s it like? To start with, it’s hot as Satan’s rec room, and sanitary facilities consist of overtaxed Porta-Johns and
         rusty taps sticking out the side of a barn. Consequently, the whole place stinks—not only of urine and sweat but also frying
         foodstuffs, incense, stale beer, and veritable gallons of patchouli. It’s also one of the most crowded events I’ve ever had
         the misfortune to attend, so there’s no escaping the aforementioned aromas. You’re constantly elbow-to-elbow with young ladies
         who’ve never heard the words brassiere or disposable razor and gentlemen who equate their shoulder tattoos with the goddamn Sistine Chapel.
      

      The music is okay, I guess, though I can’t say I paid much attention to it. It all kind of blended in together to make this
         incredibly tedious, drum-heavy soundtrack that was impossible to escape; within an hour I felt like the guy from “The Tell-Tale
         Heart” who goes stark raving nuts because he can’t get the beat out of his head.
      

      After about four hours of this, I decided I’d had enough. I told my quote-unquote date that I needed to go home, whereupon
         he said that was fine with him and went back to searching for his erstwhile lady friend. Which might not have been so bad—if
         Melting Rock weren’t held in a little village ten miles outside Gabriel.
      

      I walked home. Honest to God. It was either that or hitchhike, which is something my mother would not approve of. I got back
         to my apartment after midnight and jumped into the shower with my stinky clothes on.
      

      These memories were, shall we say, plenty vivid as I sat at the leisure desk listening to Sondra prattle on about what a humdinger
         of an assignment I’d just been shafted with. To summarize the various points of my misery:
      

      
      	 I was not only going to the goddamn Melting Rock Music Festival, I was going there for the next five days.

      	 I was actually going to have to talk to people who frequent such events. Then I was going to have to write down what they
         said and churn out stories that presumably made it look like I gave a damn.
      

      	 I was going to have to eat a lot of greasy carnival food. (Okay, maybe this part wasn’t so bad.)

      	 Any plans to spend the weekend in the boudoir of a very attractive policeman named Brian Cody were out the window.

      

      And, worst of all:

      
      	 I was going to spend the next four nights in a tent. Four. In a tent.

      

      I was pondering this litany of misfortune when my newsroom compadres finally started filing in. I was on the point of unloading
         on one Jake Madison when I realized that—big surprise—he was already very much in the know.
      

      “So you guys knew she was gonna sandbag me and you didn’t even give me a heads-up? Thanks a lot.”

      “Hey, every man for himself.”

      “Lovely.”

      Mad took a seat on the edge of my desk and unwrapped his tuna sandwich. “Human nature.”

      “Yeah, maybe yours.”
      

      “Come on, you know,” he said, “it’s like that story about the two guys and the bear.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Two guys are walking in the woods and they see this bear, right? So one of them pulls his sneakers out of his backpack and
         puts them on. And the other guy says to him, ‘What are you doing? You know you can’t outrun a bear.’ ”
      

      “And?”

      “And the first guy goes, ‘Hey, man, I don’t have to outrun the bear.’ ” He smiled his wolfish Mad smile and poised to take
         a bite. “ ‘I just have to outrun you.’ ”
      

   
      CHAPTER2

      Jump forward half an hour. Since one of the two men in my life was offering me zip in the way of consolation, I decided to
         go in search of the other. So there I was, standing in the vestibule of the Gabriel police station, talking to a certain red-haired
         officer of the law. And, okay, I wasn’t just trolling for sympathy; I also needed to ask him to baby-sit my dog and to lend
         me (ugh) a sleeping bag and a tent.
      

      To give you some background:

      Detective Brian Cody is thirty-three, as upright as they come, and the most unabashedly nice guy I’ve ever even considered
         dating. He married his college sweetheart, then got summarily dumped when she decided she’d rather sleep her way up the chain
         of command of the Boston P.D. Ours is one of those patented opposites-attract kind of romances; witness the fact that he carries
         a gun to work and actually enjoys spending the night in the woods sans both TV and air conditioner.
      

      “You know,” he was saying, “camping out can be really fun. I’ve been trying to get you to—”

      “Come on, Cody. If I never wanted to sleep in a tent with you, what’re the odds I’m gonna like sleeping in a field full of dancing hippies?”
      

      “Can’t argue with you there. I guess you just gotta try and make the best of it.”

      “Couldn’t you just pat me on the head and say, ‘Poor baby’?”

      “Poor baby.”

      “What about the head-patting part?”

      “Don’t want to mess with my macho image. They giving you hazardous-duty pay for this one?”

      “Since I’m kind of working night and day, they’re giving me a four-day weekend for the next two weeks, which is nice. Just
         about the only nice thing, if you ask me.”
      

      “Poor baby.”

      “Keep it up,” I said, “and you might get lucky on Sunday night, after all.”

      As it turned out, Cody got lucky roughly fifteen minutes later, when he used his lunch break to squire me over to his apartment
         to pick up his camping gear. It wasn’t until around two that I finally got into my trusty red next-gen Beetle and drove the
         ten miles out to Jaspersburg, the one-horse town that has hosted Melting Rock lo these thirteen years. Even a festival basher
         like myself knows that it’s the quintessential love-hate relationship: The town fathers love the bags of money that Melting
         Rock drops on their doorstep and hate just about everything else about it.
      

      I drove down the main drag in search of the so-called VIP parking lot, which proved to be hell and gone from the campground.
         I, therefore, hauled my tent, sleeping bag, laptop, and backpack full of clothes half a mile through scraggly grass, already
         starting to sweat and realizing that the only way I was going to get clean was to open my heart to the concept of the communal
         outdoor shower.
      

      I stomped around like that for a while before I realized I had no idea where I was going. Eventually, a wiry young man walked
         by toting a load twice as big as mine, and I yelled for him to stop. He did, and when he turned around, I noticed he had a
         ring in his nose—not a wee one through the side of one nostril but a honking doughnut of a thing right through the middle,
         like a prize bull.
      

      “Uh, excuse me,” I said. “Could you tell me how to get to the campground?”

      “Sure, sister. Which one?”

      “Er… The main one, I guess.”

      “Main? You sure?”

      I dug a piece of paper out of my pocket. “Yeah,” I said. “I’m supposed to go to the main campground.”

      He whistled at me, and probably not because I was a vision of loveliness. “Hey, you’re lucky,” he said. “Slots in Main almost never open up.” He gave me an assessing look. “Hey…are you, you know, here by yourself?”
      

      “Unfortunately.”

      “Cool,” he said. “How about I crash with you?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You know, can I crash in your tent? We’d have a blast. I got a ton of buds coming, and they’re bringing some really sweet—”
      

      “Er…I’m afraid not. I’m kind of, um, here on business.”

      “Yeah? Whatcha sellin’? You got E? ’Shrooms? What?” His eyes narrowed. “Listen, I don’t do Oxy—”

      “Oh, er… nothing like that.” He looked rather crestfallen. “So could you maybe tell me how to get to the main campground?”

      “Yeah, okay.” He walked ahead for a few paces and stopped. “Like …you really don’t want me to crash with you? You sure?”

      “As sure,” I said, “as I’ve ever been of anything in my life.”

      MY NEW FRIEND was nothing if not tenacious; he repeated the question at least half a dozen times before we finally got to the campground.
         At one point I tried telling him that I couldn’t bunk with him because I had a boyfriend, but this did no good whatsoever;
         he just mumbled, “But, come on, this is Melting Rock…” and proceeded to tell me I was one freaky chick.
      

      I didn’t contradict him.

      His name, as it turned out, was Doug—a rather conventional moniker for a guy with a pacifier through his proboscis, if you
         ask me. And though I tried to shake him once I figured out where I was supposed to be headed, in the end I was just as glad
         he stuck around; somebody had to get the tent to stand up on its own, you see, and that somebody wasn’t going to be me.
      

      By four o’clock I was settled in my nylon rathole and beginning to contemplate the awful truth, which was that I was going
         to be calling this place home for the next hundred or so hours. In a vain attempt to cheer myself up, I went in search of
         sustenance. You’d think that a place as hippie-dippy as this would be all about macrobiotic tabouli, but a lot of the vendors
         who come to Melting Rock are the same ones who hit the county fair circuit. And to add insult to atherosclerosis, the stuff
         is more overpriced than movie theater popcorn. I settled on a pizza slice dotted with a few pathetic mushrooms and a small
         diet Coke. Although I was plenty thirsty, I was determined to keep my Porta-John trips to a minimum. It cost me five bucks.
      

      Eventually, I couldn’t avoid work anymore; I had to file something pretty soon or Marilyn was going to give me a cellular
         shellacking. Sondra and I had worked out a tentative story budget that had me doing mainbars that would jump off page one
         on Thursday, Friday, Saturday, and Monday (there’s no Sunday paper), plus a couple of daily sidebars on whatever I happened
         to dig up.
      

      That didn’t sound so bad… but neither was it the whole story. Chester, who had recently discovered that there’s this nifty
         gizmo called “the Internet,” had decided that nothing would be cooler than having dispatches from the festival posted on the
         Monitor’s spanking-new Web site six times a day. This meant that I had to come up with six story ideas a day (mercifully, only three
         that first night)—which, in turn, meant that I was what we professional journalists call desperate.

      I decided the first Web piece might as well be on something I was already acquainted with, so I did a little eight-hundred-word
         story on the vendors. This turned out to be a damn good idea, since it got me a complimentary funnel cake as well as a bag
         of curly fries and a caramel apple, the latter of which I stashed away for a future moment of emotional desperation.
      

      Once I finished the piece, I figured I might as well file it. I, therefore, went in search of the so-called “media tent,”
         which I assumed was going to be a pole with a phone line stapled to it. It proved to be an actual army-style green canvas
         tent containing a cable modem on a folding table and two strapping young fellows checking press passes to make sure nobody
         else tried to sneak in.
      

      One down. A feature and a sidebar to go before I sleep. But what to cover?

      I decided a little aimless wandering was in order. So I strolled from the media tent, past one of the minor concert stages,
         and toward the much-ballyhooed main campsite; then I looped around to where the Jaspersburg Fairgrounds ended in an abrupt
         (if climbable) two-story drop to a decent-size creek. I peered down the slope and was greeted by the sight of several dozen
         human beings engaged in some very enthusiastic skinny-dipping. Then I headed toward the epicenter of the revelry, a pancake-flat
         space known as the Infield. It was barely a few hours into the first day of the festival and already the place was packed
         with undulating youth. The Infield stage was set off to one side of the oval of trampled grass; on the other was the geological
         freak-out that gave the festival its name.
      

      The Melting Rock is maybe fifteen feet tall and looks like a blackish-grayish wedding cake that’s been left out in the sun
         too long. It has four tiers, which (in kind of a Mesozoic version of American Bandstand) a few of the aforementioned undulators were using as a perch to boogie and watch the musicians howling from the other side
         of the field.
      

      One of the fans—a guy of about thirty with a bushy beard and an equally bushy ponytail—was wearing a homemade T-shirt that
         said ASK ME ABOUT THE ROCK. I did. He turned out to be a Benson University geology professor, and once he filled me in on the origins and composition
         of the thing, I figured I had a sidebar on my hands.
      

      That was all well and good—but I still had the next day’s mainbar hanging over my head. I decided my next mission was to track
         down someone in charge, if such a person existed. I managed to grab a girl in a tie-dyed T-shirt with the Melting Rock logo
         on the front and STAFF on the back, and she told me I had to talk to some guy named Joe. As it turned out, I had to talk to
         some woman named Jo—a person so womanly, in fact, that she had one fat baby in a sling on her hip and another one threatening to pop right out
         of her midsection.
      

      Jo—short for Joelle—had been in charge of Melting Rock since I’d been in junior high. I interviewed her about how the festival
         had changed over the years, yadda-yadda, and at one point she let it slip that she was in a “committed relationship” with
         the drummer for Stumpy the Salamander, the roots-rock band that was the festival’s headliner.
      

      Jo proved to be a veritable gold mine of story ideas; after sitting on a tree stump with her for half an hour, I found my
         budget was filled to bursting. There was one about a couple who’d met at the festival two years before and were getting hitched
         that weekend; the guy who’d had the festival’s ever-changing logo tattooed somewhere on his corpus every year since it started;
         the bunch of friends from Jaspersburg High who’d been coming to Melting Rock together practically since they were old enough
         to walk—et cetera, et cetera.
      

      I didn’t have a strong feeling about which story to hit first, so when Jo told me that the high-school kids always had a picnic
         by the rock on the first night of the festival, I figured I’d check it out. And there they were, eight teenagers decked out
         in the Melting Rock uniform of grubby T-shirts and baggy shorts (for the boys) and flowery tank tops and foofy skirts (for
         the girls).
      

      They seemed to be having a hell of a good time, kicking back on blankets, smoking cigarettes, and munching on a combination
         of homemade snacks and vendor food. Normally, I would just have walked up to them brandishing a notebook, but something made
         me hang back and watch them for a minute. Maybe these kids were a breed apart from the mainstream, I decided after a while,
         but adolescent group dynamics were universal; this crowd definitely had a caste system.
      

      Maybe because (like most of my friends) I’m a refugee from the high-school unpopularity wars, I’m often acutely aware of who
         sits where on the food chain. At the top of this one was a pretty, round-faced brunette with glitter on her cheeks and a clove
         cigarette between two fingers. She wore her hair loose, with a tiny blue flower stuck over one ear; the hand that wasn’t holding
         the butt had a ring on each digit, including the thumb. She sat in the center of the ragged circle like she was holding court,
         barely paying attention to the guy who had an arm draped loosely around her shoulders.
      

      Like half the menfolk at the festival, her prince consort had his hair pulled back in a droopy ponytail; when he let it down,
         it must be even longer than hers. He kept peeking at her out of the corner of his eye as the conversation ebbed and flowed,
         but there was something unpossessive about the way he was touching her, and I got the feeling they were just friends.
      

      Sitting around them in uneven clusters were three girls and three boys who kept their mouths fully occupied at all times—with
         food, tobacco, chitchat, or a combination thereof. At least half of them had visible tattoos, which kind of astounded me;
         if I’d been fool enough to get myself branded before I was old enough to vote, my dad would’ve made me get it removed and
         cheerfully tithed the doctor bill out of my allowance.
      

      When I got tired of watching, I sidled up to the group and gave my standard journalist’s mating call.

      “Hi, my name is Alex Bernier, and I’m a reporter for the Gabriel Monitor. Would you mind if I asked you guys a couple of questions?”
      

      Unsurprisingly, it was the girl in the center who fielded the query. “Um…You mean you’re, like, from the newspaper?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And you want to talk to us?”
      

      “Yep.”

      She raised a dainty eyebrow at me, though not obnoxiously. “How come?”

      “Jo Mingle said you guys might make an interesting story for the paper—about how you’ve been coming here together for a while
         and all.”
      

      “And you want to put us in the paper? Like, with our picture and everything?”

      “Yep.”

      A smile overtook the lower half of her face, revealing the results of a relative fortune in orthodontia. “Cool.”

      “You mind if I sit down?”

      She scooted over and made room for me in the midst of the gaggle of adolescents, then stuck out a ring-covered mitt. “What’s
         your name again?”
      

      “Alex Bernier.”

      “I’m Lauren Potter.” She turned to the guy next to her. “This is Tom Giamotti.” I shook his economy-size hand, and he favored
         me with wide eyes and a goofy grin; the overall effect was of an adolescent Saint Bernard. Then Lauren proceeded to go around
         the circle introducing the six others, who waved at me with varying degrees of understated coolness. I wrote all their names
         down, with descriptions so I could match them up with their quotes when I put the story together. At first glance, they’d
         all seemed to be cut from the same batik cloth, but once I got a closer look, I realized they were sort of a Rainbow Coalition
         of high-school hippies, drawn from all the stereotypical social subgroups.
      

      Since I spent over an hour with them, I had time to take a lot of notes. Here’s a rundown of the eight kids, translated from
         my bad handwriting:
      

      
      	 Lauren Potter—long legs, pretty, confident, “the queen bee”

      	 Tom Giamotti—bushy hair, sweet, STONED

      	 Alan Bauer—Gap T, clean-cut, major muscles, “the jock”

      	 Cindy Bauer—Alan’s younger sister, purple hair, nice, kinda sad

      	 Trish Stilwell—super thin, rose ankle tattoo, gawky, quiet

      	 Billy Halpern—big stupid sideburns, bigger ego, “the hunk”

      	 Dorrie Benson—crew cut, many piercings, “the freak”

      	 Shaun Kirtz—glasses, goatee, acne, pot-leaf T-shirt, “the nerd”

    

      The kids may have been vaguely freakish, but they were plenty gracious. Over the next half hour, I was offered home-brewed
         beer, chocolate-chip cookies baked by Tom’s mother, umpteen cigarettes, Kool-Aid, dried apricots, limp sweet-potato fries,
         and a pan of very inviting double-chocolate brownies. I was just about to go for the latter when I realized they weren’t hot brownies (as in warm from the oven) but pot brownies, as in laced with marijuana. I took a pass.
      

      “What are you,” said buzz-cut Dorrie, “some kinda Nancy Reagan?”

      “Huh?” I was distracted by the metal tongue stud that flicked out of her mouth with every syllable.

      “Are you, like, all ‘Just say no’ or something?”

      “Me? Not on principle. I just don’t, um, get stoned too often.”

      “Oh.”

      “You know, I’m kind of surprised you guys’ve even heard of that Nancy Reagan thing. That stupid ‘Just say no’ campaign dates back a—”
      

      “Hey,” Alan said as he absentmindedly flexed a well-developed bicep, “we take history.”

      “So how come?” This from Billy, who was stroking his sideburns with what seemed to be great enjoyment. I had a feeling a lot
         of teenage girls might enjoy stroking them too.
      

      “How come what?”

      “How come you don’t get stoned too often? Don’t you dig it?”

      The truth was, I’d indulged in such things a lot more often when I was dating a guy for whom ganja constituted a leafy green
         vegetable. Now that I was with Cody—a straitlaced law-and-order type if ever there was one—ingesting illegal substances didn’t
         exactly make for a typical Saturday night.
      

      “I did a little when I was in college,” I said. “I guess I just kind of lost interest.”

      Billy stopped playing with his facial hair long enough to skewer me with a goggle-eyed gaze. “How old are you, anyway?”
      

      “Twenty-seven.” The assembled masses looked at each other and then back at me, their expressions equal parts horror and pity.
         Wonderful. I decided not to bother mentioning that Billy’s pointy-lapelled polyester shirt had probably been sewn when I was in elementary
         school. “How old are you guys?”
      

      They were all seventeen, except for sixteen-year-old Cindy; Shaun, whose knobby knees and bad skin made him look like the
         youngest of the bunch, was turning eighteen on Sunday. All but Cindy were about to start their senior year at Jaspersburg
         High. One of them (Billy) had been at every single Melting Rock since its inception thirteen years earlier—originally brought
         by his parents who, he reported with some relief, no longer had any interest in boogying on down for the weekend.
      

      “So how come you guys come here every year?” I asked.

      This time, they looked at me like I was the one who’d stuck a damn earring through my tongue. Since the rest of them appeared
         speechless at the sheer idiocy of the question, it fell to Lauren to answer. “Like …it’s Melting Rock,” she said.
      

      “Yeah,” I said, “but what does that mean?”

      More pitying looks. “You know,” said Tom, “it’s the Melting Rock Music Festival.” There was an earnest tone in his voice, like he really cared about sparing me the embarrassment of my own ignorance. I decided
         on the spot that, high as a kite though he may be, Tom Giamotti was my favorite of the bunch.
      

      “I got that. But what I mean is, what is it about this thing that makes you want to come back year after year? Is it just
         that you guys all get to see each other? But you all go to the same school, so you probably see each other all the time, right?
         So why is this place so special?”
      

      Momentary silence, punctuated by the munching of Fritos and the lighting of yet another American Spirit. “You know,” Cindy
         said finally, “I think that’s a pretty cool question.”
      

      “Yeah?”

      “I guess we just, like, never thought about it before, you know? Why do we like it here?…”

      She chewed on her bottom lip, and I took a good look at her. Her spiky hair was an alarming shade of violet, which contrasted
         badly with her pale skin; the effect was something approximating the walking dead. But she had wide blue eyes, and (as my
         mom would say) if she’d fixed her hair and lost twenty pounds, she could’ve been a pretty girl. On the other hand, I wasn’t
         entirely sure she wanted to be.
      

      “I guess,” she went on, “I’d have to say Melting Rock is …It’s like our touchstone.”

      She immediately realized what a lousy pun she’d made, and some life blushed into the pudgy cheeks. Then everybody else figured
         it out too: Shaun made a gagging noise and threw some corn chips at her. She stuck her tongue out at him, then turned back
         to me. “I didn’t mean it like that. Don’t write that down, okay?”
      

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “What I meant is, like, Melting Rock is the thing we always come back to, you know? And we all promised that we always will—no
         matter where we go, we’ll always come back here. Right, Laur?”
      

      Lauren favored her with the zillion-dollar smile. “You betcha.”

      “Even if we, you know, get married and have kids and all, we’ll bring them here and they’ll play together and stuff,” Cindy
         said. “It’s this tradition we’re gonna have for, like, forever.”
      

      Tom shot her a salute and said, “You said it, sister.” He was starting to slur his words, like he’d had one brownie too many.
         “We’re like the sparrows going back to Castipano.”
      

      Shaun tossed some Fritos at him. “That’s the swallows returning to Capistrano, you shithead.” He shook his head and smirked at me. With his little wire-rimmed glasses and vaguely Germanic features, he
         kind of looked like one of the Nazis from Raiders of the Lost Ark. “Dude don’t pay attention in class.”
      

      “Yo,” Tom said, “you’re the one who wants to go to MIT, bro. I’ll be psyched if I get into SUNY.”

      “And we’re not just visitors,” Lauren continued after a vaguely exasperated glance at the two guys. “We, like, sort of help
         organize it too. Tom volunteered to do paperwork in the Melting Rock office over in Gabriel, and Billy and I sat at the promo
         table on the Green this year. Shaun even helped redesign the Web site. Have you seen it?” I shook my head. “It’s really cool.”
      

      “Okay,” I said, “but what is it about the festival in particular that you really enjoy—I mean, besides just being together?
         Is it the music?”
      

      “The music rocks,” said Billy, and nobody contradicted him. “You got Stumpy, the Blowflies, Seven-Fifty-One Man, Krönk, Missy and the Moguls.…”
         He ticked off the bands on his fingers. “You’re talkin’ a shitload of talent, yeah?”
      

      I scribbled down the names, whereupon he instructed me not to leave the umlaut out of Krönk. “So a lot of it is about the
         music, huh?”
      

      “Yeah,” Lauren said, “but it’s not just that. It’s also… kind of an oasis, I guess.” She wrapped her arms around her knees,
         like it helped her focus. “Sort of…a special place that’s apart from everywhere else.” She looked around the circle. “You
         guys know what I mean, right?”
      

      Dorrie nodded, running a hand over her nearly naked skull. The only one clad in long pants, she was wearing gray Carhartts
         and a long-sleeved T-shirt—chemistry apparently having made her immune to the heat. “I think it’s sort of like, you know…
         kind of another dimension.”
      

      Shaun hooted the theme to The Twilight Zone, though no Fritos went aloft. Cindy smiled at him and joined in, and from the way she glanced at him in those two seconds,
         I could tell that—despite Shaun’s status as a Stri-Dex poster child—she had quite the crush on him.
      

      “Anything goes,” Trish mumbled, and I realized it was the first thing she’d said so far.

      “How do you mean?” I asked.

      She turned her attention to her toenails, which were painted metallic blue. “Um… Kind of like, it’s free here. No rules, you
         know? Anything goes.”
      

      The girl was skinny as a greyhound, her pointy knees poking out of what looked to be cutoff army pants. She might be seventeen,
         but—well, I’d had more of a bosom by the third grade.
      

      “And you like that?” I said. “The freedom?”

      She shrugged her bony little shoulders, and Billy jumped in. “It’s kind of like… Melting Rock is this island where the laws
         of the universe don’t have to apply, see? Nobody gets bogged down by petty, stupid shit like they do the other three hundred
         sixty days of the year.” He was really getting into it; I could tell from the flush that was spreading inward from his sideburns.
         “The rest of the world, it’s just out to judge you all the time. You get graded and hassled and all. But at Melting Rock,
         it’s not like that. Get it?”
      

      Cindy nodded her grape-colored head. “It’s like you just get to be yourself,” she said. “You don’t have to pretend to be somebody
         else, like some fake person society wants you to be.”
      

      “Yeah,” Lauren said. “It’s kind of like”—she glanced around the circle, her long hair swooping in a chestnut cascade—“You
         guys are gonna totally laugh at me for saying this, but it’s like… Last summer my mom dragged me to this play in Gabriel,
         The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie. And there’s this part where the teacher talks about ‘the common moral code,’ how it doesn’t apply to her because she decided
         she wants to live outside it. And I remember thinking, ‘That’s kind of like Melting Rock.’ Nobody gets bogged down in that
         stuff, you get it?”
      

      I flashed back to Doug, my aspiring tentmate. “I think so, yeah.”

      “Cool,” she said, and leaned her head back to lower a pale orange French fry into her mouth.

      “Hey, Laur,” Shaun said from the blanket where he was lying flat on his back. “That’s right on, what you just said. ‘Common
         moral code.’ Screw it, huh?”
      

      “Screw it,” Dorrie offered, and a few of the others joined in. This inspired me to entertain myself by contemplating the headline
         possibilities: DISAFFECTED DRUGGIES DAMN DECENCY.
      

      “So,” I said, “do you guys usually spend the whole weekend together?”

      Alan shrugged, still taking what seemed an unnatural interest in his flexing muscles; he’d started with his biceps, moved
         on to his forearms, and was now working on his quads. I was half afraid he was about to start reciting love poetry to his
         own abs. “Kinda,” he said. “Not like we make a big deal about it or anything. Everybody just sort of does their own thing.
         I mean, that’s the whole point, right?”
      

      Tom offered me the brownie pan for the fourth time, and I waved it off. “The guys hang with the guys,” he said with his mouth
         full, “the girls hang with the girls, we all hang together….And, you know, we make some friends.…”
      

      From the way he said it, I had a feeling these blossoming friendships involved a fair amount of latex. At least I hoped they
         did.
      

      “And do you all camp out together?”

      Another shrug from Tom. “Not like all in the same tent or anything, but we’re all in Main ’cause we’ve been coming here so
         long. Pretty cool, huh?”
      

      “I’ve heard it’s a big deal.”

      “It sure as hell is for Shaun here,” Billy said, and not particularly nicely. “How else is a skank like him gonna get laid?”

      “Fuck you, man,” Shaun shot back at him—but wearily, like he was used to his role as the alpha male’s punching bag. “At least
         I don’t hafta pay for it.” He turned to Tom, who high-fived him.
      

      Billy made some condescending kissy noises at Shaun, which I took as some sort of manly provocation. “Hey,” Billy said, “I
         never paid for it in my life. Chicks dig me.”
      

      Frankly, the guy was the dreamboat of the group, what with his movie star chin and well-sculpted bod; I got the feeling he was used to getting
         female attention wherever and whenever he felt like it. But the Steve McQueen sideburns were downright ridiculous—and since
         I’ve never been remotely attracted to younger guys, he didn’t exactly make me wild with desire.
      

      “Yeah, bullshit,” Shaun was saying. “What they dig is the E your fucking cousin sends you.”

      “Hey, man,” Billy said with a grin, “whatever gets your rocks off.”

      For the record, I wasn’t writing any of this stuff down; there was no way their sexual escapades (real or imagined) were going
         to make it past my editor. “Okay,” I said, “let me ask you another couple of—”
      

      “Hold up a second,” Alan said. “I kind of feel like maybe you’re getting the wrong idea about us. We’re not all a bunch of
         wasted drug addicts or anything.”
      

      He seemed to want a response, but I had a hard time coming up with anything conciliatory. “Er…You’re not?”

      “No way. I mean, I wouldn’t even touch that shit. I’m on three-season varsity—soccer, basketball, and baseball. I’m probably gonna get a scholarship too.”
      

      “So you—”

      “Lauren’s practically valedictorian at JHS. Last year she won this big science award. Billy made all-state in swimming and
         he was vice president of the junior class. Shaun’s got a kick-ass summer job working on computers at Benson. Tom can play,
         like, five different instruments. So it’s not like we’re just a bunch of losers, okay?”
      

      I glanced at the brownie pan and realized I hadn’t seen Alan take one—or, for that matter, even smoke a cigarette. “You mean
         you go through the whole festival without doing any drugs?”
      

      His face twisted into a particular look, one I was starting to get used to. “Well, the rest of the year I wouldn’t touch it,”
         he said. “But hey—this is Melting Rock.”
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