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      For Bob, my brother, 
who trekked with me 
the trails of our youth
      

   
      
      

      
      Beware on your journey,
      

      Tread softly with care.

      Beware of the hag

      In her dark mountain lair.

      Speak only in whispers,

      Don’t wander alone.

      Take heed of the shadows—

      Watch out for the crone.

      She waits and she wants you.

      She knows you are there.

      Don’t wander alone,

      Tread softly with care.

    

   
      
      PART ONE

      

   
      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      

      
      Cheryl heard it again – the soft, dry crunching sound that a foot might make in leaves. This time, it was very close.
      

      
      She lay rigid in her sleeping bag, barely daring to breathe, gazing straight up at the dark slanting wall of the tent and
         telling herself to stay calm.
      

      
      It’s probably just an animal. Maybe a deer. A few days ago, camped in a meadow below the pass, they’d been awakened in the
         night by a deer wandering near their tent. Its hooves had crashed through the foliage, snapping branches and shaking the ground.
         Bambi the Elephant, Danny had called it.
      

      
      This was different.

      
      This was stealthy.

      
      She heard it again, flinched, and dug her fingertips into her bare thighs.

      
      Maybe something falling from a tree? Pinecones? They could make sounds like that, she supposed. Plenty of wind out there to
         shake them loose.
      

      
      That’s it. That has to be it. Otherwise, somebody is standing just outside the tent, and that can’t be.

      
      They’d seen nobody for two days. They’d reached Lower Mesquite Lake early in the afternoon. Except for this small patch of woods, the glacial lake was surrounded by barren rock. They’d hiked completely around it. They’d explored the woods.
         They’d seen nobody.
      

      
      Not even when they hiked over a small ridge to Upper Mesquite.

      
      Nobody.

      
      Cheryl took a deep breath, trying to calm herself.

      
      Go to sleep, chicken-shit.

      
      Cheryl consciously relaxed her legs and rump and back, settling down into the warmth, and turned her head to stretch her taut
         neck muscles. She felt like rolling over. She wanted to turn facedown and burrow deep, but she was afraid to move that much.
      

      
      A monster under the bed. Just like when she was a kid and knew there was a terrible monster under the bed. If she lay absolutely still, it would leave her alone.
      

      
      I’m eighteen. I’m too old for this.

      
      Slowly, she started to turn over. Her bare skin made whispery, sliding sounds against the nylon bag, almost loud enough to
         mask the other sound. She went stiff. She was on her side, facing Danny. The other sound came from behind her – a quiet hissing
         sigh, a sound such as fingernails might make scraping along the tent’s wall.
      

      
      She flung herself against Danny, shook him by the shoulders. Moaning, he raised his head. ‘Huh? Wha—’

      
      ‘Somebody’s outside,’ she gasped.

      
      He pushed himself up on his elbows. ‘Huh?’

      
      ‘Outside. I heard him.’

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      ‘Shh.’

      
      Neither of them moved.

      
      ‘I don’t hear anything,’ he said in a groggy voice.
      

      
      ‘I did. God, he’s right outside the tent. He scratched on it.’
      

      
      ‘Probably just a branch,’

      
      ‘Danny.’

      
      ‘Okay, okay, I’ll go out ‘n’ have a look.’

      
      ‘I’ll go with you.’

      
      ‘No point both of us freezing our asses. I’ll go.’ He rose to his hands and knees, still in the double sleeping bag, letting
         in the cold night air as he searched through the clothes and gear at the head of the tent. He pulled his flashlight out of
         his boot. ‘Just be a minute,’ he said.
      

      
      Cheryl scooted away. Danny climbed from the bag and crawled to the foot of the tent. Kneeling there, naked, he pulled at the
         zipper of the mosquito netting.
      

      
      Cheryl sat up. The cold wrapped around her. Shuddering, she hugged her breasts. ‘Maybe you’d better not,’ she whispered. ‘Come
         on back.’
      

      
      ‘Nah, it’s all right.’

      
      ‘Please?’

      
      ‘I’ve gotta take a leak anyway,’ he said, and started to crawl through the flaps. He was halfway out when he stopped. He uttered
         a low groan. One of his feet reached backward.
      

      
      Cheryl heard a wet thud. Spray rained against the tent flaps.

      
      Danny’s legs shot from under him. He bounced up and down, knees pounding the tent floor, flopping in mad spasms that seemed
         to last forever. At last, he lay motionless.
      

      
      Cheryl stared in horror as Danny began to slide through the flaps. His buttocks vanished. His legs dragged along as if he were being sucked slowly into a dark mouth.
      

      
      Cheryl was alone in the tent.

      
      But not for long.

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      

      
      Meg staggered into the living room, a strap of her negligee sagging down her arm. ‘Good grief, hon, what time is it?’
      

      
      ‘Nighttime,’ Karen said.

      
      ‘Tell me. Christ, tell me. Call this a vacation?’

      
      ‘I sure do.’

      
      ‘Yeah, guess you would.’ She flopped into a chair, hooked one leg over its stuffed arm, and stretched to reach for a pack
         of cigarettes. ‘What time’s he picking you up?’
      

      
      ‘Five-thirty.’

      
      ‘Gug. Want me to put on some coffee?’

      
      ‘I don’t want to be peeing.’

      
      ‘Shit. Car full of kids, you’ll be stopping every five minutes anyway.’ She lit a cigarette.

      
      ‘They’re not exactly kids,’ Karen said. ‘Julie’s sixteen. Benny’s thirteen or fourteen.’

      
      ‘Even worse. Christ, kiddo, you’re in for it.’

      
      ‘They’re okay.’ Karen propped the backpack against the sofa and shoved in the mummy bag.

      
      ‘Who’s this other family?’

      
      ‘The Gordons. Never met them before.’

      
      ‘They have kids, too?’

      
      ‘Three.’

      
      ‘Oh, you’re gonna have a swell time. Hope you’re not planning to screw the guy.’
      

      
      ‘We’ll see.’ Karen buckled the leather straps of the cover, picked up the backpack, and carried it towards the front door.
         She leaned it against the wall.
      

      
      ‘Sure sounds like a lot of fun. Wish I was coming.’

      
      ‘You were invited.’

      
      ‘Give me a break. I need a campout like I need a third boob.’

      
      Karen dropped to the sofa and started to put on her hiking boots. They were Pivettas, scratched and scuffed. They had stood
         in the back of her closet, unworn since the summer she finished her MA four years before, but they felt comfortable and familiar,
         like good friends from the past – friends with stories of dusty switchbacks, the cool wind of mountain passes, desolate lakes,
         icy streams, and campfire smoke. She finished lacing them, and slapped her bare knees. ‘This is gonna be great.’
      

      
      ‘You’re a masochist,’ Meg said, and stabbed out her cigarette.

      
      ‘You don’t know what you’re missing.’

      
      ‘Sure I do. Sack time.’ She pushed herself off the chair, yawned and stretched. ‘Well, have fun if you can.’

      
      ‘Right. See you next Sunday.’

      
      ‘Give my regards to the chipmunks.’ With a wiggle of her fingers, she turned away and left the room.

      
      Karen glanced at her wristwatch. Five-twenty-eight. Leaning back, she stretched out her legs. Her plaid shirt was gaping open
         at the belly. She fastened the button, then checked the fly of her cutoff corduroys. All set. She yawned. Maybe she should’ve
         taken Meg up on that coffee. She inhaled, a deep breath that seemed to fill her whole body with a light, pleasant weariness. As she let it slowly out, she
         shut her eyes.
      

      
      A whole week in the mountains with Scott. Kids or no kids, it would be wonderful. They would find time to be alone, if only
         at night. It’d be cold, and they’d snuggle together with the wind whapping the tent walls . . .
      

      
      The blare of the doorbell shocked her awake. She shoved herself off the sofa and hurried to the door. She pulled it open.

      
      Scott, standing under the porch light, smiled at her through the screen.

      
      ‘Take your Watchtower and shove it,’ she said, and shut the door. When she opened it again, his face was pressed to the screen.
      

      
      ‘I want your body,’ he whispered.

      
      For an instant, face mashed out of shape, he looked like a stranger. Karen felt a tingle of fright. Then he stepped back and
         was Scott again, handsome and smiling. ‘Ready for action?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘Yep.’ As she pushed open the screen door, she leaned out and glimpsed his car in the driveway. The headlights were on. The
         car’s interior was dark. ‘The kid’s there?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘Just barely. It was murder getting Julie out of bed. Benny was raring to go. I’m not sure he even slept last night. Then
         he decided he couldn’t live without his binoculars and we coudn’t find the damn things.’
      

      
      ‘Did you?’

      
      ‘We did. But it screwed up our departure time.’

      
      ‘You’re forgiven.’

      
      ‘Thanks,’ he said. He took Karen in his arms. He smelled of coffee and after-shave. With his mouth pushing gently against
         hers, she felt so comfortable that she thought she might doze off. Until his hands were under her shirt. She was wide awake
         as they moved up her back under her armpits and closed gently over her breasts. They circled. They caressed. Her nipples stiffened
         under their touch.
      

      
      ‘Think I’ll send the kids home,’ he muttered.

      
      ‘Mmm. I’ve missed you.’

      
      He kissed her again, hugging her tightly. ‘We’d better get it in motion. You all packed and ready?’

      
      ‘All set.’

      
      She bent to pick up her backpack. ‘Allow me,’ Scott said. As he lifted it, Karen hurried to the coffee table. She grabbed
         her handbag and floppy felt hat, and followed him out the door.
      

      
      The morning air wrapped around her bare arms and legs, seeped like chilly water through her shirt. Shivering, she waved at
         the dim face peering out through the backseat window. In the blue-grey light, she couldn’t tell whether it belonged to Julie
         or Benny.
      

      
      ‘You can get in,’ Scott said.

      
      She shrugged, preferring to wait rather than enter the car without him. They went to the boot. She stood with her shoulders
         hunched, arms folded across her chest, legs pressed together, jaw tight to keep her teeth from chattering.
      

      
      Scott smiled back at her as he unlocked the boot. ‘The heater’s on.’

      
      ‘The fresh air feels good.’

      
      He laughed, and placed her backpack on top of the others. Then he swung the lid shut. ‘Forget anything?’

      
      ‘Probably.’
      

      
      He leaned back against the boot, looking relaxed and warm. Of course, he was wearing long pants and a flannel shirt. ‘Sunglasses?’
         he asked.
      

      
      ‘Got em.’

      
      ‘Jacket?’

      
      ‘In my pack. Wish I had it on.’

      
      ‘Let’s go.’

      
      Karen headed for the passenger door, taking her time, waiting until Scott was in the driver’s seat before she opened the door.
         She ducked inside and smiled over the back of her seat. ‘Morning,’ she said.
      

      
      ‘Hiya, hiya,’ Benny said, winking one eye in time with the words. He raised a closed hand to his mouth as if holding a microphone.
         ‘And a good morning to you and thanks for tuning in. Have we got a shower for you!’
      

      
      ‘Can it, Bonzo,’ Julie said. She gave Karen a quick, tight-lipped smile and turned her face towards the window.

      
      Karen sat down. She pulled her door shut. The heater blew against her legs. She sighed and settled back, enjoying the warmth
         as Scott backed out of the driveway.
      

      
      ‘All right if I drive?’ Nick asked.

      
      His father shoved the station wagon’s tailgate into place. ‘Can you keep it under sixty?’

      
      ‘If you don’t care when we get there.’

      
      ‘Well, our ETA’s two-thirty. I think we can make it without breaking any speed records. You start getting tired, though, let
         me know.’
      

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      They climbed into the car. Nick started the engine.

      
      His father twisted around. ‘Any last-minute pit stops?’
      

      
      ‘Gross,’ Heather said from the backseat.

      
      ‘Vile,’ said Rose.

      
      ‘I think we’re all set,’ Mom told him.

      
      ‘Sunglasses? Hats? Tampax?’

      
      ‘Dad!’ the twins blurted in unison.
      

      
      ‘Arnold!’

      
      ‘High altitudes,’ he said, keeping a straight face. ‘Bleeding occurs.’

      
      ‘Nosebleeds,’ Rose said.

      
      Heather giggled.

      
      ‘Whatever,’ Dad said. ‘Can’t be too careful. “Be Prepared,” right, Nick?’

      
      ‘I’ve got mine.’

      
      His father burst out laughing, and slapped his knee.

      
      ‘I hop you fellows get it out of your system before we meet the O’Tooles.’

      
      ‘Scott’s no prude.’ He glanced at Nick. ‘San Diego Freeway. Runs right into 99 just the other side of the Grapevine.’

      
      Nick pulled away from the kerb.

      
      ‘Everybody buckled up?’

      
      Near the corner, Nick flipped on the turn signal though no other cars were in sight. With his father beside him, he planned
         to drive by the book. He slowed almost to a stop before making the turn.
      

      
      ‘What’s his girlfriend’s name?’ Mom asked.

      
      ‘Sharon? Karen. Karen something. He ran into her at a Sav-On.’
      

      
      ‘A checkout girl?’

      
      ‘No, no, she was in line with him. I think he said she’s a teacher.’

      
      ‘Oh, yuck,’ Rose said.
      

      
      ‘What does she look like?’

      
      ‘A real bow-bow. Floppy ears, hair on her face, a wet nose. Nice tail, though.’

      
      ‘What do you know about her?’ Mom asked.
      

      
      ‘Not much. You know Scott. Keeps his cards close to the vest.’

      
      ‘I hope she plays bridge. June was so fantastic.’

      
      ‘Don’t start on her.’

      
      ‘Well, she was.’

      
      ‘I don’t think we want to discuss that person in front of the girls.’

      
      ‘I don’t know why you’re so angry. She didn’t run out on you.’

      
      ‘My best friend. Same difference. Now I think it would be wise to drop the subject. You have a green arrow,’ he told Nick.

      
      Nick made the left-hand turn and headed down the freeway on-ramp, embarrassed that he’d let his mind drift away from the driving.
         In the past, he’d heard a few references to the O’Tooles’ break-up, but never anything so close to an argument. He was intrigued.
         It was none of his business though. Driving was his business, and he’d better pay attention or his father would take over.
      

      
      Nick liked to drive. He wished they were taking the Mustang instead of this clunker, but it would’ve been a tight squeeze
         with all of them plus five backpacks. Besides, Dad wouldn’t want to leave it sitting out in the middle of nowhere for a week.
         Last year, up at Yosemite, someone had broken a window of the station wagon and had a party inside. They’d come back to find beer cans and a pair of torn, pink panties on the floor.
      

      
      The break-in had frightened Nick, and he felt uneasy thinking about it now. It was bad enough that some creeps had fooled
         around in the car, but what if you ran into them on an isolated trail? What if they stumbled onto your camp?
      

      
      Nothing like that had ever happened to them, but it could. Nick was glad that the O’Tooles were coming along this year. Like
         Dad, Scott O’Toole was a big man. If any trouble came up, they’d be able to handle it.
      

      
      With a feeling of relief, he checked the side mirror, signalled, and slipped into the right-hand lane. He sped up the overpass.
         Before it curved over the Santa Monica Freeway, he eased off the accelerator. He picked up speed again on the way down, signalled
         a left, and drifted across three deserted lanes of the San Diego Freeway.
      

      
      His father leaned across the seat to check the speedometer. The needle hovered between 55 and 60 miles per hour. With a nod
         of approval, he settled back. ‘You get tired, let me know.’
      

      
      Benny leaned forward. ‘Hey, Karen?’ he said to the back of her head. She turned in her seat and looked around at him. Her
         face, so near to his, made him feel funny – excited and warm and a little embarrassed. He stared at her, forgetting what he’d
         planned to say.
      

      
      He’d never seen her from so close. Her eyes were clear blue like the water of the swimming pool. He noticed, for the first
         time, the light golden hair barely visible above her upper lip. His cousin, Tanya, with dark hair, had more of a moustache
         there. Hers looked a little gross, but this on Karen looked so soft and fuzzy that he wished he could touch it. Maybe there wasn’t even enough to feel, not over her mouth
         anyway, but it looked a little heavier on her smooth, tanned cheeks.
      

      
      ‘Do you know how to get down off an elephant?’ he asked.

      
      ‘No, how?’

      
      ‘You don’t. You get down off a duck.’

      
      Karen smiled and shook her head slightly.

      
      Then she turned away. He could no longer see her face. Sitting back, he stared at her. The rim of an ear showed through her
         hair. He wished she would look around again, but first he would have to think of another joke.
      

      
      He’d only seen Karen once before today. Usually, his father drove off to meet her. But last Saturday, she came over for barbecued
         ribs. She’d worn white shorts and a loose shirt of shiny red with green and white flowers, and she’d looked beautiful. When
         Dad introduced him, she shook his hand and said, ‘Very nice to meet you, Benny.’
      

      
      She had a pale scar curved like a horseshoe on her forearm. He’d wanted to ask her about it, but didn’t have the guts.

      
      That day was overcast, so nobody went into the pool and he didn’t get to see her in a swimsuit. She sat across the table from
         him at dinner. It wasn’t dark yet, but his father had lit candles. The light from the flames made her hair shine like gold.
         He thought she was very nice. Julie acted creepy, though. After dinner, Tanya took him and Julie to a movie. By the time they
         got home, Karen had gone. Dad said she would be coming along on the camping trip, and Julie went crazy. ‘What do we need her
         along for? I don’t even like her! I don’t want to go if she’s going.’ Dad, looking unhappy, asked why she didn’t like Karen. ‘Oh, never mind!’ she snapped.
      

      
      ‘I think she’s very nice,’ Benny said.

      
      ‘So do I,’ Dad told him.

      
      Sometimes, Julie could be a real jerk.

      
      ‘Anyone hungry?’ Dad asked.

      
      ‘Me!’ Benny said.

      
      Julie shrugged and kept on reading her book.

      
      ‘Julie?’

      
      ‘I don’t care.’

      
      ‘I could use a bite,’ Karen said, looking towards Dad. Benny saw the side of her face for a moment before she turned forward
         again. He sighed. Gosh, she was beautiful.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ Dad said. ‘We’ll be at Gorman in a few minutes. We’ll stop there and have some breakfast.’

      
      ‘Look out there,’ Flash said, keeping his voice calm but pressing a hand to the dashboard as a semi swung into their lane.
         It was moving up the steep grade towards Tejon Pass at half their speed. They were closing in fast.
      

      
      Nick slipped over one lane to the left, and sped past the truck.

      
      ‘Stupid fucking bastard,’ Flash muttered. He lowered his hand from the dash. Nick was looking nervous. ‘You all right?’

      
      The boy nodded and licked his lips.

      
      ‘That . . . He had no business coming over.’ Flash took a few deep breaths, and slipped at White Owl from his shirt pocket. His
         fingers trembled as he tore open the cellophane wrapper. He plugged the cigar into his mouth and lit it, then cranked open his window to let the smoke stream out.
      

      
      ‘I tell you, Nick, Vietnam was safer than these freeways. Goddamn truckers. Run you down as soon as look at you. Best thing
         to do is stay out of their way.’
      

      
      Nick glanced at him. The boy still looked shaky. ‘Too bad this isn’t an F-8,’ Nick said. ‘We could blow them off the road.’

      
      ‘Thataboy. I tell you, we did our share of that, Scott and me. Nailed whole convoys along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Blasted the
         shit out of ’em.’
      

      
      ‘Arnold,’ Alice complained from the backseat. She’d heard that one. He glanced around. The twins were asleep, Rose slumped
         against the door with Heather leaning against her.
      

      
      ‘I’ll keep it down,’ he said in a quiet voice.

      
      ‘Keep it clean.’

      
      He tapped off a length of ash, and took a long draw on his cigar. Smoke swirled around his face. Smoke filled the cockpit. ‘Blue Leader, this is Flash. Caught a hot one.’

      
      He shook his head sharply, trying to dislodge the memory as his heart began to thunder and his stomach twisted into an icy
         coil. Oh, Christ!
      

      
      The station wagon nosed downward, picking up speed.

      
      ‘Take it slow,’ he warned.

      
      Nick looked at him and frowned. ‘Are you okay, Dad?’

      
      ‘Sure. Fine.’ He wiped the sweat from his face. He started remembering again. ‘Well well well,’ he said quickly to block off
         the thoughts. ‘We’re over the hump now. The old buggy made it over the Grapevine once again. Gonna be hot as blue blazes in
         the valley. Good thing we’ve got our air conditioning.’
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