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	ESCAPE FOREVER ISLAND

	1.

	They should have never trusted the auto-pilot system. But computers had been doing most things needing done for the sum of their remembered lives, and doing so without argument.

	Below deck, Kendrick thumping from a sound system built into the walls and ceiling, nine young adults lounged in various states of intoxication. Twenty-two years old, about to start their fourth-year programs, all but one. 

	Casey Bronson was only nineteen. She wasn’t in university, wasn’t learning a trade, wasn’t taking over a family business. What she was, was lazy, spoiled, and wholly unequipped for existing beyond the scope of her parents’ bank accounts. Casey Bronson’s stepbrother, Logan, was in school—McGill University, Medical. He was driven. He had a future that paved its own way. Stepsiblings or not, they typically had little to do with one another.

	The Kendrick shifted to Megan and five nerdy-looking young women flopped onto the floor, asses in the air like kitties in heat, acting the role…apart from the laughter. 

	“Shouldn’t you be dancing?” Mike Barnes asked. It was his father’s yacht, booze, and gasoline. Mike himself was a future engineer.

	Casey looked up from Stardew Valley, a game she’d given up on months ago but was now the only one that worked. It had been six hours; Casey was the only one who seemed to notice they were without cell signal.

	“Shouldn’t you be steering the boat?” Casey said.

	Mike huffed through a smirk. “A.I., baby.”

	Casey rolled her eyes. “Like you haven’t seen a million videos where A.I. sucks at driving.”

	The smirk slipped a hair. “That’s with cars. Out here, there’s nothing to hit.”

	They’d been clipping along the calm waters for a day and a half, stopping intermittently to swim or fish. The computer had kept them oncourse through the night, wherever that was. The plan, apparently, was to go three days, stop, and turn around. A week, basically, wasted…at least that’s what she argued to her father. It wasn’t until she was on the boat that she learned her father had talked to the others about her. 

	She’d dodged three conversation attempts about what she wanted from her future already.

	What she wanted was for the works of them to fuck off.

	“Besides, if we did crash into an unmapped island or something, we have everything we need to totally build a real civilization. Think about it, I design the buildings, Gwen plays doctor, Roopa figures out what’s poisonous and what’s edible, Tim puts his NFL dreams aside and plays lumberjack, and the rest, like, that’s a bounty of skills and knowledge on top of it all. We’d last forever.” Mike hardened his eyes on Casey, giving her a head-to-toe, toe-to-head twice over. “I doubt you’d last a week.”

	“Fuck off,” Casey said, hurrying upstairs to the bridge to watch on camera. They’d been getting weirder every time she left, as if having to creep up on a line to cross. 

	She tapped a touchscreen twice, then swiped through feed options until she found the den from a bar cam. The others didn’t know about all the cameras; she only knew because Mike had been right: she knew jack and shit that would be useful on a deserted island. She did, however, know about her phone, and its operating system…the very same system controlling everything but the autopilot. That had been added to the yacht in the aftermarket period.

	On screen, the others were still on the floor; they’d ceased wrestling and dancing altogether, were looking at Tim with curious grins. Casey turned up the volume and a tinny hiss came through.

	Roopa, arm around Gwen on the floor, was the first to speak. “That is an experiment I’d love to try.”

	Gwen pushed her away. “Uck, no! I need a bed. I need a shower. I need a roof. At work, it’s different, but at home.” She shook her head and wagged her index finger.

	The group fell into a brief fit of laughter.

	“I totally needed this,” Darwin Koch said into the mouth of a Corona beer bottle, then drank. He’d spent the summer at a law firm where he was worked ragged by a bullpen of lawyers.

	“You know what I need?” Chelsea Horowitz said, then crossed her arms grabbed her shirt by the hem and pulled it up over her head, revealing perfect CC breasts.

	Casey rolled her eyes, unnoticing of the system failure message, unnoticing of the huge, monolithic-esque wall of stone rising in the dark, darker than night. She went to the kitchen. Everything had been stocked. There was enough food to last months. There was also enough pot to last Tommy Chong a week, maybe a week and a half.

	She grabbed the backpack housing the cannabis, the bongs, the papers, all the important bits. She’d never smoke-smoked cannabis before, always vaped or dabbed. She liked the lazy nature of straight cannabis, the vibe of pot. At first, they’d laughingly called it pot—an inside joke about one of their mothers, which left Casey on the outside—demanding that cannabis be referred to like it was in the good ol’ days. The others hardly seemed interested in smoking; on this trip, it was the only part that did interest her.

	Casey returned to the bridge and set out to grind, sprinkle, and roll—having to pat it down with a dismantled pen, then top up because she was far from pro. The joint hung lazily from her mouth. Before stepping outside, she glanced at the camera feed. Everyone was naked and two Twister boards came together, side-by-side. Mike’s furry butthole suddenly filled the screen. 

	“Eww,” Casey said, reshouldering the backpack and stepping out onto the deck. 

	She fished the lighter from her hoodie pocket. She flicked the Bic’s wheel and touched flame to paper. The sizzle was low, the smoke was silky, no backyard boogie, this shit. She inhaled deeply and sighed through the exhalation. The future, the future, the future, her father and stepmother battered her with the question: what are you going to do?

	Now, feeling the warm kiss of the joint burning between her fingers, she kind of saw their point. When she was high, she was so much better of a person, and it made her giggle—though everything pretty much made her giggle at this stage of a pot high.

	She inhaled deeply, then let her arm fall to her side. The running lights at the bow of the yacht reflected against the wall of wet, black stone. A little voice in the back of her head shouted, “Jump!”

	 

	2.

	Mike was over Samantha. Samantha was on her toes and elbows, sweating through a plank that held her in the game. Roopa was in an easy squat, feet and hands on circles. Gwen was already out, sitting crossed-legged next to the spinner wheel. Chelsea was on the couch, tongue-kissing Darwin, who was on the floor in front of the couch, obviously out. Logan was fiddling with the stereo built into the front wall. Tesa was fixing a pitcher of Red Bull margaritas.

	All remained nude.

	Logan half turned to address the others. “How about some country—” 

	The wall before him caved inward, a sliver of polished marble flew, end over end, slicing away Logan’s penis and opening his scrotum. The rest of the wall flashing before him kept him from grabbing at the intense pain. A piece of wood with a bent screw sticking out found the middle of his forehead, instantly lobotomizing him.

	Mike tipped, dropping onto Samantha, then tumbling sideways into Roopa, the heel of his left foot swinging out wildly, nailing Gwen in the throat, her windpipe crushed. Chelsea had flown off the couch into Darwin’s lap, just as a decorative gong flew from the wall where it was hanging, its sharp edge making easy work of Chelsea’s flesh, organs, muscles, and bones, successfully splitting her at the top of her hips. A boiling gore shower coated Darwin, blinding him to one of the speakers falling from the ceiling, the wires long enough to let the recently remixed 2pac verse continue as the edge of the speaker slammed into the top of his head. Skull fractured. Drain bramaged. 

	Water rushed in around them as the batteries in the engine room sparked and smoldered, acid sputtering until the wooden walls lit…alongside the two hundred fireworks they’d brought onboard; a little celebration for when they got where they were going. 

	Thrashing as she launched herself through the salty water toward the strange, explosive lights far above, Casey kicked for the surface. Topside, she gasped a great whooping breath. The yacht was burning. Fireworks sprouted from the wreckage like a flaming lawn sprinkler. Casey scanned the water, looking for anyone, seeing no one. 

	A great pink flower bloomed just above her head, sending out tendrils of light. One touched Casey’s scalp, then exploded. Her hair, though soaked, lit like corn husk—aside from lazing around, Casey was all about dying her hair colors that would anger her father, and Lee-suh. She swam away from the heat four strokes before realizing the answer was all around her. She dunked.

	When she rose again, she was further from the wreckage, the tide taking her toward the impossibly thick shadows of the island they’d struck. She watched and listened. Now and then she called out for her stepbrother.

	The only audible responses were the sizzle of flaming liquid on a slow ocean and the roiling of waves against shore. Casey was too shocked to think—that, and high—but when her toes touched sand, she began to spaceman walk until suddenly the water was only up to her chest. Once the water left her to bare her weight, she dropped to her knees and began crawling. 

	Beyond the rhythmic fingers of the lapping ocean, she lay flat, suddenly exhausted. Heavy on her shoulders was the sodden backpack, a green Golf Wang hoodie like a crusty sponge around her. Her feet were bare. She wore loose cotton pants over a purple Burberry bikini. Her eyelids grew very heavy, her consciousness slipping behind an utterly forgettable dreamland.

	 

	3.

	Casey awoke to a harsh wind blowing grains of sand and flecks of salt against the bottoms of her feet. The sun was not yet high enough to warm her. She shivered where she lay, snuggling into herself for a ten count before recalling the collision, the fire, the explosions. She opened her left eye, saw sand and sky, a tiny crab skittering along the shore. She lifted her head, saw a wall of trees beyond the beach. Her tongue snaked out impulsively, bringing salty sand into her mouth. She spat. 

	“Hello?” she said as she reached for her pocket, her empty pocket. 

	Her phone was gone. The thought of it shot fresh terror through her. It was one thing to survive an accident and wind up on an island somewhere in the damned Pacific. It was another to do that without her phone. 

	“Hello?” she said again, pushing to stand, her hands going into her hair. The right hand found a huge patch of stubble and the tender flesh beneath. That memory came in a flash; she bit down on her bottom lip to keep from breaking into sobs. This was serious and she had to face it with a clear head.

	As she scanned the world around her, she unslung the backpack and began wrestling herself out of the heavy, saggy hoodie. That off, she felt the chill afresh. Her pants came off next. She took her clothes back to the ocean to rinse them out.

	Squatting, she peered into the pale blue waters and the brown eyes of a foot-long fish, a breed she’d never seen before. She thrashed at it with her pants.

	“Git,” she said, then heard a rustling from the woods behind her.

	Casey shot to her feet. “Hello?” she said, squinting to peer deeper into the woods. “Is anybody here?”

	Nobody replied. The rustling did not reoccur. She looked to the wreckage about forty feet down the beach, what remained washing against the rising black rock wall. Probably the others were gathered closer to the yacht. Casey, arms loaded with sodden clothes and a sopping backpack, started over. With each step, the song of the destroyed yacht soundtracked her movements, crashing and clanking. She dropped her things onto a small mound of coconut tree fronds.

	“Hello?” she called through her hands.

	Again, no response. 

	In the water and on the beach were bits and pieces of the boat. Interspersed amidst it all were small food stuffs: personal bags of potato chips, bits of fruit, a rotisserie chicken in a plastic bag, a jumbo bag of peanut M&Ms, and about two hundred white mushrooms. Casey turned up her lip looking at the fungus. 

	“Hello? Anybody here?” 

	She stepped closer to the water, about to shout again. There, half buried by sand was her stepbrother’s bloated, dead face. Casey gasped, launching herself in reverse, landing heavily on her butt when her feet were suctioned in place by the sand. This couldn’t be happening.

	“Help!”

	Casey pushed upright and swam out to the wreckage, battling the gentle roll of the ocean surrounding the island. Two smallish sharks munched on entangled Twister competitors. Casey turned away to search elsewhere. Quickly she found enough pieces of people to assume nobody else had survived. Feet, a hand, Gwen’s ear. 

	She swam back to shore, fighting off panicked sobbing. As she watched the floating debris, reality began to set in. She had no idea where she was. If an emergency call had been sounded, she didn’t know, and had to assume nothing of the sort went out. She was alone and there was no guarantee she’d ever be found.

	“No way,” she whispered, arguing with her thoughts. 

	She sat gazing out from the beach, tears steadily streaming down her cheeks, cutting through the salty crust that had built upon her flesh. A crab hustled out of the sand to her right, breaking for the pile of fronds where she’d tossed her things. She spied the backpack, wondering.

	On hands and knees, she crawled to the bag. She unzipped. Within were two smashed bongs, a small steel pipe, two packs of sopping rolling papers, two red Bic lighters, and a sealed bag of about nine and a half ounces of high-grade pot. Casey tried one lighter, then the other. She shook both, then began blowing on the hood, fork, and wheel of the one that seemed a little fuller. 

	Her thumbs grew tired and sore, but she persevered. A flame crackled, went out, crackled and lit, going out again. 

	“Fucking light,” she said, as if acquiring flame was the answer to all her problems. 

	She swiped her thumb, the spark lit, a flame sputtered and crackled, then rose to dance on the sea breeze. She let the flame die, then tried again. A flame lit first flick. 

	 “So, what’s next?” she said, knowing she shouldn’t pack a huge bowl or two…

	She took the little steel pipe and tipped as much water out as she could. She then used the lighter to dry the bowl. Bag of pot in her lap, Casey tore buds into little pieces, wearing a designer bikini, sitting in the whitest sand she’d ever seen, on a beach as private as it got; in almost any other circumstance, she’d be in paradise.

	She lit the bowl and inhaled deeply. 

	Back-to-back-to-back, Casey smoked three small bowls, a smile creeping onto her face. She suddenly felt very much like Macauley Culkin in Home Alone.

	“This is worse than a comedic home invasion,” she said. 

	The voice in her head did not agree, nor did it disagree. 

	 

	4.

	The pot had Casey energetic and exacting. She started with food she liked, then moved onto diving for anything useful, and finally, she began gathering the mushrooms, just in case it took a few days to find her in all that ocean. 

	Below her when she swam and alongside her when she dived, most of the ocean life clocked her at a trepidatious distance. The sharks ignored her; Casey avoided them in equal measure, smallish or not. If something bit her out here, she might get an infection, and from there…she didn’t want to think much about what the wrong injury might mean.

	“Doesn’t matter; someone’s on their way,” she said as she bobbed about fifty feet from shore. Another fifty feet down was a four-pack of Fiji water, sitting precariously on the ledge of a coral. Below that was something like an abyss.

	“Go before it falls,” said that same voice in her head that told her to jump ship.

	She took a deep breath, but was unable to hold it, falling into a brief bought with coughs. Once settled, she counted three deepish breaths before drawing every square millimeter of lung flesh taut. She dived. The coolness was nice all over, especially at the scalp beneath the stubby patch that had been set alight by a firework. 

	The bottles shined on the crusty orange reef, the lowest thing still reflecting much light. Casey grew scared quickly, but something inside she’d never known was kicking in. Somewhere among the women of her family tree was a warrior fucking princess. 

	Or not.

	About seven feet from the bottles, a giant silky mass came into view…a horrible little eye behind that lumpy snout. Casey pulled up, screaming away what remained of the deep breath. The humpback hit the bottles, sending them cartwheeling down into the depths of the reef’s precipice. Casey kicked around to face the surf and swam with the panicked grace of a universal coward. Two seconds into fleeing, Casey felt a wall forcing her, firing her like a bullet, up through the shadows and into the bright, bright world above. Casey squinted, for some reason expecting the whale to stop like an elevator car reaching her floor.

	Her head breached as the whale birthed her into the brief flying phase of her existence; as the whale rotated its massive body, it swatted its tale in a violent swing that struck Casey’s butt. She windmilled her arms and pedalled her legs, her mouth opened as wide as it went, eyes the same. It was air all around until it suddenly was bits of yacht riding a huge floor of ocean. 

	She rocked back into the Pacific. Her lungs lit as she hacked against a natural attempt at inhalation. Hands to her throat she wrestled the throws of too much hydrogen. She kicked out, jerking her legs in terrified spasms. The toes of her left foot met something soft but firm enough to send her toward the surf. Survival mode engaged, Casey found herself kicking in rhythm, rising, rising, rising. 

	She flung her head back like a shampoo model—ignore the burn stubble patch—then rocked forward, vomiting a thin brown fluid. Seawater and bile. She waded in pace, letting her racing heart slow and panting breaths ease.

	Her eyes played lazily into the waters below her. It was another section of reef that dropped off steeply into the depths. Safe on the shelf were two four packs of one-liter bottles of Fiji water, a mattress with a blue leather cover, and someone’s iPhone, Litwick Pokémon adorning the protective case. As she looked at the phone, she tried to recall which one of them had a case like that. She couldn’t.

	Once it was possible to do so, she dived the short distance to retrieve the water bottles and the cellphone; the mattress might demand some thinking to get it ashore.

	 

	5.

	Casey was sobbing as she packed another bowl, tossing aside a seed she’d discovered in a bud. She’d drank an entire bottle of water and picked at the saltwater-washed rotisserie chicken. It was soggy, but not awful. Her first choice had been the chips, but that same smart voice told her the bags kept those chips fresh and the chicken was going to be maggot food by nightfall.

	She inhaled deeply after sparking the bowl. Sitting on her knees, she looked into the forest. The brunt of the trees had high fronds, so, for the most part, she could see relatively deeply. Deep enough that she was going to walk around the island.

	“Probably there’s a resort like two miles away,” she said, slipping into the still damp sweater. The sun was out now, and high. She could feel the burn sinking into her tan. She stepped into her stiffly dry pants in case she really did find someone. She took a water bottle, a handful of pot in a pants pocket, the pipe, and the lighter.

	Though she didn’t recognize it, she headed southbound. At times the sand disappeared and she was forced to walk on the stiff and pokey fronds. Some of the bushes dropping fronds also had big yellow fruit bulbs growing from the armpits where limbs met trunks. She clocked these but carried onward, stepping over a few grey pieces that appeared to be deep into rot.

	She walked until her feet were too hot and her willpower to continue nonexistent. She flopped down into the shade of a palm tree. Next to her in the sand were several huge melon-like balls, the shells black with rot, others felt like dried hardwood.

	“Do coconuts have a shell?”

	A rustle from behind her, in the forest, stirred at the sound of her voice. Casey spun on her seat, sending a short wave of sand cascading into the den of an underground spider. Of course, she hadn’t noticed the nest, hadn’t even considered that spiders might live in the sand.

	“Is someone there?” she said from her knees as she quickly pocketed the pipe and lighter.

	She scanned between the seemingly endless trees, saw nobody, saw no movement. Properly freaked, she continued down the beach, feet uncomfortable, sweat seeping into the damp crust of the hoodie. By the time she realized she’d been taking a steady turn, she could no longer see the beach where she’d originally awakened. She kept going.

	The beach ran out and she had to crawl over dark rocks that broke up the shore in a stubby maze of jagged teeth. Between the teeth were skittering critters with sleek backs and stringy legs. Often, they touched her hands, forcing her to jerk an arm away as she grimaced. The rocks were cool at least. 

	It quickly became clear that the rocks seemed to go on forever, and Casey was about to turn back until she saw Chelsea’s leg. She recognized the pandas she’d painted onto her toenails. Next to the leg was a third of a Rubbermaid tub, bobbling and knocking as it rode the rising surf. 

	Casey climbed inland, the rocks suddenly hot beneath her touch, though completely lacking the frantic little bugs that skittered down below. She skirted what remained of Chelsea to look at the chunk of plastic. Inside was a single water shoe. Women’s size seven. 

	Wearing one shoe—a shoe about a size and a half too big—was better than wearing no shoes, and still, it felt totally off. 

	She continued to round the jagged shore, seeing a rising rock wall attached to a hillside, wondering if it was what she’d seen last night and this morning, before and after smashing into it.

	Where the rocks sheared off, Casey stopped to pack a bowl with soggy pot. She flicked and flicked and flicked until the lighter decided to cooperate. Then the pot refused to burn. Casey got an idea and sprayed the green in the bowl with lighter fluid, unthinking of how important lighter fluid might come to be in the future.

	The damp pot caught, and Casey sucked down the steamy smoke it produced, finishing the bottle of water she’d brought to chase away cottonmouth. The pipe and lighter went into one pocket, the empty water bottle went into the other, bulging her pants askew.

	“It won’t be the same. It will be a resort,” she said before jumping back into the Pacific to swim around the obstruction as there was no going inward from where she’d been.

	Within seconds she saw the wreckage. Letdown, but knowing that made no difference, she collected a deck umbrella, three pairs of men’s swim trunks, and knife block that had lodged in the fingers of a reef. She reached the makeshift camp and opened the umbrella, saltwater dripping from every seam. She settled in the shadow.

	Crabs were eating her rotisserie chicken. She let them. Likely she’d eat a crab or two until someone came.

	“They probably won’t even start looking until we’re due back,” said that smart voice inside.

	“Shit,” she said aloud, finally looking at what she’d gathered from the yacht in the terms of ration amounts. “Shit,” she said again—so many nasty ass mushrooms.

	 

	6.

	The sun fell quickly; Casey regretted not taking a shit when the urge first arose. Stoned, wandering along the edge of the forest, she sought a felled log that she might perch upon. So intent on the search, she forgot all the trepidation she felt looking into the strange forest. Her eyes adjusted well to the shadows and the sinking sun. 

	A chunk of coconut tree lay over a small gulley in the earth. It was pretty well exactly what she’d gone out there to find—going into the woods so that nobody saw her shit piles when they rescued her. She dropped her pants, then wiggled her bottoms down. She squatted, hovering at first, and finally giving in. 

	Elbows on knees, Casey gave her body time after the initial push; this was not something she wanted to do often. She could only just see her feet. Her bare foot looked normal. Her right foot was in a pile of shit expelled into stacking pucks. It was soft. It smelled. 

	“That’s not very old,” the voice said.

	Casey echoed, “Not very old,” she said drowsily. Then, again, but with vigor and understanding, “Not very old.”

	She shot to her feet and fell flat on her face, the dip in the earth and the pants cuffing her ankles her undoing. She jerked around to look over her shoulder, certain she heard the sounds emitted by a beast so grotesque and threatening that no words would do it justice. 

	No sounds.

	No movements.

	She scanned, her mind drifting to the time she asked her father why he didn’t go hunting like so many other kids’ dads. He was smug and self-important, like he didn’t go fishing all the damned time: “That’s hardly hunting. They go out, get some shady local to show them where to shoot and how to pull the animals off the stocked preserves, onto hunting grounds.” Casey had asked what if she was lost in the woods, wouldn’t it be good to know how to hunt? He’d replied, big grin on his mug, “Let me know when you’re going into a forest so I can call the Historical Society, have them carve a plaque to commemorate the occasion.”

	“What about now, Dad!” she shouted, launching herself to her feet, both hands full of cloth as she pulled up her pants. 

	She didn’t stop at the beach, hopping foot-to-foot, now trying to get her pants back down. She kicked and kicked until her pants finally let go. Her bottoms were about eight inches bellow her unwiped ass, precariously skid free. The hoodie came out with ease, flying high above her before whumping down on the beach. Once into thigh high water, she bent forward, letting the waves work like the bidet she had in her ensuite bathroom at home. 

	Her breathing slowed with her heartrate until she thought that someone was behind her, a search party, a fisherman, an incredibly enterprising peeping tom. She spun around, her feet sending up miniature cyclones, and looked into the endless shadows. 

	“Hello?” she said, then shouted, “Hello!” For about the billionth time that day, tears spilled down her cheeks.

	“You have to build a fire so rescue boats can see you at night,” the voice said.

	“Okay,” Casey said as she swiped a wet arm beneath her runny nose.

	Many of the fronds along the edge of the beach had gone brown. Picking them up made her think of the dead flowers her stepmother was forever refreshing in designer jars from Norway or Iceland or Santa’s Village, somewhere cold and hard to place. They cracked, falling into shards, just as the flowers did after a couple months, proof being the hundreds of little pieces in the family dogs’ shits.

	Casey thought she’d listen to any dumb story about the stock market her stepmother had to throw at her, if she could just be home to hear them. Abruptly she looked to the sky. 

	“Is this like a lesson? Like from a movie!”

	There was no response, though, distantly behind her, she heard a tree branch snap. 

	“Build a wall of fire,” she said and the voice inside seemed to agree by not raising an argument.

	She worked quickly, the last rays of sun a slim crimson line on the horizon. On the beach, back to the ocean, Casey built a half-moon of fronds. Inside the space was everything she considered important: the food, the water, the extra clothes, the umbrella, and, of course, the bag of pot.

	She expected a great whoosh, but the damned fronds refused to light beyond a smoldering orange line. She blew and lit and blew and lit, trying at a half-dozen different spots to get a fire going. Nothing doing.

	The rustling in the forest drew nearer.

	It was imperative that she get these fucking fronds to light on fire. Still, they refused her. Lighting, blowing, she ran from spot to spot, trying to push flame from the cinders. 

	“Godfuckingdammit!”

	Casey grabbed two smoldering fronds and banged them together like foam hands from a hockey game. Sparks flew and the effort worked like a bellows. Fire leapt. Surprised, Casey flung the burning fronds onto the beach, onto the half-moon. 

	Within five minutes she was surrounded by a fire, though she spent almost as much time on the wrong side, gathering more fronds to burn. After about twenty-five minutes of arduous labor, Casey flopped onto her butt, knowing the fire was stupid and unnecessary. Nobody would see it. No animals were coming for her. 

	“If that was even shit,” she said, packing the first of four bowls she would smoke before finally passing out on the beach.

	 

	7.

	The first thing Casey noticed when she awoke was that she was still on a deserted beach; that had not been a bad dream. The second thing was that the fire had gone out. The third was that two dogs had found her. Scruffy mutts, maybe terriers, were sniffing around the food and pot. 

	She sat up. 

	Were these wild dogs?

	Were they violent?

	Even a little dog had pointed teeth.

	And what the hell’s with those freaky tails.

	“Those are rat tails, on massive rats,” the voice said.

	“No,” Casey said.

	They were rats, their bodies slightly bigger around than footballs. 

	“No,” she said again, much louder now.

	The rats spun at the sound. Their beady eyes were black holes, enveloping everything but the gravity of the situation. Casey began screaming. The rats scattered. Exhausted and distraught, Casey kept screaming as she relit the fronds, then gathered more for later. She was almost as angry as she was terrified.

	“Hurry! Come get me!” she screamed at the sky as the half-moon of fronds blazed. 

	She dropped to her seat. She grabbed the third Fiji bottle she’d opened. She took five deep gulps before it occurred to her that she might need to ration her drinking water.

	“They’ll get here tomorrow,” Casey said.

	“Maybe not,” the voice said. “Cap it.”

	 She did little more than dampen her tongue further before resealing the lid. A great huff left her. She needed another bowl.

	By firelight she withdrew a sticky bud. As she broke it apart, two seeds fell into her palm. She tossed them flippantly; they landed somewhere beyond where the fire shined. She packed the bowl and lit the lighter.

	“That’s another thing to ration,” the voice said. “Two things in fact.”

	She inhaled, exhaled, looked at the bag of pot. She wasn’t even using a single bud per bowl, but how many buds were there? If she smoked ten buds a day, the bag would last forever.

	“Not forever. Not even a year.”

	“A year!” Casey said, suddenly wide awake after sinking back into a pot haze. 

	Surely, she wouldn’t be stuck out here for a year.

	“Surely nothing. Mike wasn’t steering, the A.I. wasn’t steering, what’s to suggest Mike put in a proper destination? What suggests any instrument was working before the crash?”

	“Fuck off,” Casey said to the voice as she packed a fresh bowl, tossing aside yet another seed.

	 

	8.

	The rats had come back, eating all but a handful of the mushrooms. Taking stock with a clear head, Casey considered the iPhone. It had been dead, but now maybe that it was dry… It refused to awaken.

	“GPS might work,” the voice said.

	“Right.”

	Casey looked around camp. She needed someplace high to stick the phone; give that GPS all the chances. Some of the tall trees looked climbable, to someone who did stuff like that. Casey was not that kind of someone. That rock wall, that hill, they were one and the same. All shadows and fronds as the trees twisted routes skyward along the forest floor.

	“At least in daytime you can see everything,” the voice said.

	Casey groaned.

	“Take a knife.”

	Casey turned to her left and spied the butcher’s block and the varied handles sticking out. She’d pulled them all free. Each was sharp and of high-quality manufacture. So, should the need arise, she could make a precise cut through a loaf of bread.

	She took the butcher’s knife, stood, then bent to take the oyster shucking knife with its round handle. She pulled a pair of swim trunks over her pants. The knives went into the drawstring waistline of the trunks. After three steps, the shucking knife slipped, sagging the ass of the shorts. She didn’t bother pulling it out, figured she’d remember it back there before she sat down. 

	Pocket full of pot, pipe and lighter in the other pocket, water bottle under her arm, shoe on one foot, swim trunks tied around the other—another thing she absolutely had to remember to remove at the first hint of rescue—Casey took a deep breath and passed between two trees, re-entering the forest. Getting this far was a minor victory quickly forgotten.

	“Only like five groups of ten trees,” she said, breaking down the distance as she would on the treadmill.

	She counted to ten, feeling a bit stronger as she passed the eleventh. 

	“Nine. Ten,” she said, slowing momentarily to consider another shit pile. It was stringy and thin. 

	“That shit yesterday was too big even for those horrible fucking rats.”

	Casey tried to ignore the voice, starting over the count as she passed the next tree. “One.”

	“Looked kind of like pulled pork.”

	Casey stopped to gag. The voice giving advice was one thing, but this? Though, she had to admit it did look a bit like pulled pork. She resumed walking and counting.

	“Rats got on islands like this because ships would stop by to—”

	“God, I know,” Casey said to the voice.

	“Of course you do.”

	Casey had no response. She shot a glance over a shoulder. The grade was slow enough that she could no longer see camp. That was a scary distance, given what she knew.

	“Just think what you don’t know.”

	“Shut up!” Casey shouted as she broke into a run.

	She no longer counted, no longer looked back, head down, eyes clocking branches and dips and shit piles. She heard grunting. Still moving upwards, she began a slow and clumsy turn. The grunting grew louder. She spun faster, her feet tangling, sending her ass over a tree branch.

	She screamed, arms up to cover her face.

	The grunting became breathing, her breathing. She peeked between her arms and saw nothing but trees. She let her arms fall. When she flattened, she felt the shucking knife poke her ass cheek.

	“Get up,” the voice said, “you’re almost there.”

	Casey could feel the pointing of a finger in the words and looked up the hill. All twenty feet of it. She rolled to a crawl, scooped the water bottle, and pushed to her feet. Not running, though far from feeling safe, Casey crossed the shadows and stepped into the small clearing at the top of the hill. 

	She began hyperventilating. There was nothing to see but shimmering horizon in every direction. She might as well be on Jupiter. 

	Dropped to her knees, Casey dug into her pockets. With shaking hands, she packed a bowl. Lit, she sucked deeply, exhaled that same breath. She repeated. 

	Heartrate under control, she unscrewed the water bottle, taking a mouthful, then another. The second stayed in her mouth a few extra seconds. She relit the bowl for the harsh dregs. She began coughing. Her hands automatically unscrewed the cap from the water bottle. The bottle went to her lips, but she stopped herself.

	Upright again, Casey headed toward the highest point. 

	“…down to, Electric Av—” Casey quit singing. “What the fuck?”

	On the ground, written in greyed wood was the word HELLO.
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	That word, written how it had been, distracted Casey enough to get back down the hill without tripping herself up. It appeared old, but what did she know? Maybe wood got that way after a few months of rough weather.

	What if somebody else was on the island?

	What if they were bad?

	“What if they’re good,” the voice said.

	Casey opened a chip bag, selected a chip, and nibbled from the edges. 

	Who had written that word?

	When had they written it?

	“You have more pressing concerns.” Casey wasn’t certain if that was her or the voice in her head. Didn’t matter. As she tried to fall back to sleep last night, she’d promised herself she was going to do something to keep the rats away. 

	She wanted to wait for the rescue that was surely just hours from finding her—especially after she left the cellphone up on the hill…with that word.

	“Hello,” Casey mumbled as she stripped down to her bikini. 

	The first thing on the to-do list was to get that mattress up. She’d found about thirty feet of rope on the beach last night, rescuing it from the fire. It was old and fuzzy, but she guessed she could tie off somewhere on the mattress, swim it out of the wreckage and up onto the beach. 

	The steps had sounded simple in her head, but now, wading above the mattress, rope in one hand, butcher’s knife in the other, she wondered if anything was ever going to be simple again. Was simple over? Had she wasted all the simple in her life, unacknowledged?

	She let out a huff, inhaled deeply, then dived down to the mattress. It was wedged between the prickly fingers of a reef, but the leather had saved the mattress itself. As Casey searched for somewhere to tie, she lifted one end of the mattress and let out a scream, expelling the air from her lungs. She surged up, away from the unexpected octopus. 

	As she kicked, she kept her eyes locked on the creepy thing. Somehow, it disappeared beyond her seeing it. She breached, gasping, scanning the reef below her for the octopus. It was gone, magician doing a stage show, gone.

	She took another breath before diving down anew. At one end of the mattress, the leather overlapped. She cut through the excess leather. She returned to the surface for a breath. At the best of times, she had a minute and a half underwater, but mostly it was safer to stay down only thirty or forty seconds. She swam to the mattress again. The rope went through the hole. She started to tie a knot and thought better than to rely on her Girl Scout skills—as if Casey Bronson would ever. She played the rope through until she had both halves in her hand. 

	Chin above the surf, mattress dragging below, Casey swam toward the shelf where the whale had self-pitch-hit her into the shallower waters. About ten feet shy was close enough. She pulled the rope. The mattress slammed reef fingers, turning them into sandy powder. She yanked harder with each subsequent snag. 

	It wasn’t until she had the mattress free that she recalled keeping reefs healthy was, like, totally fucking important. Too late now. She hooked south and dragged the mattress along the sandy ocean floor. Once far enough to clear the spikiest parts of the reef, she swam toward camp. 

	She reached the beach; the mattress became 1,000,000 pounds. She moved it perhaps a foot before deciding she deserved a pot break. 

	“Bet that pulled pork was from some fruit. What else could they be eating?”

	Casey exhaled a cloud.

	“Fish?”

	The voice did not respond. Fish, maybe, but those melons…

	“Focus,” she said aloud. Before anything else, she had to figure out how to get a decent night’s sleep, free of rats and whatever else might live on the island. “And whoever else.”

	“Whomever,” the voice said.

	“Are you sure?”

	“Hmm.”

	Casey returned to dragging the mattress, her mind blissfully unaware of the eyes watching her from the forest. What she was thinking about was: what did the soggy mattress really get her? 
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	Casey had leaned the leather cover against a tree after wrestling it free of the mattress. It had a hidden zipper she hadn’t seen underwater and now leaned with a wide-open mouth, silently wiggle screaming like an Edvard Munch painting. The mattress itself got as far as the dry sand and no further. Let the sun cook it awhile. 

	She was halfway to the big melons she’d seen yesterday when she thought of the word, as well as the word she should have built in the sand the moment she awoke on this stupid island. 

	There was no shortage of fronds, but they would be tough to shape into a cry for help. The rotten melons on the other hand. She huffed upon seeing the first. Twenty feet away was the perfect patch of beach. If this place was near anything at all they’d charge one hundred years of indentured servitude for a week’s stay.

	But she was nowhere, and the goddamned beach was worthless.

	Casey cringed upon touching the soft shell of the melon, the insides writhing against her fingertips. She dropped the melon a couple feet from the edge of the beach. So soft, the sides of the melon blew out even in the cradle of the hot, white sand. 

	“Uck.”

	She headed back to the shadows. The next melon she crossed was fresh, pale yellow, and wouldn’t show in the sand. Most of the melons bore a hue of brown from one shade to another, thankfully. The next had a stiff shell, she guessed that meant it hadn’t been on the ground for as long. 

	“Should’ve paid attention in eco-science, hmm?” the voice said, tone taunting.

	Casey nodded, high enough for empathy, acceptance, self-awareness. She crouched and set the melon behind the first. She turned back to the forest’s edge, shifting the angle to harvest around a different bush. The next melon had streaks of grey running through the rotting browns. It seemed to pulse at her touch. She moved quickly, feeling as if the thing might come apart in her hands. 

	She knelt, left hand holding it by the stem. The melon fell; the stem remained in her hand. A grimace stretched her face. The stringy meat clung to the stem.

	“You have one bag of chips left,” the voice said. “Those rats survive on something.”

	Nodding, Casey leaned her face, her hand rising to match mouth to fruit. Breadfruit. Perfectly ripe. Her eyes went wide, a smile curling the corners of her expression. It was so, so sweet. She’d had nothing approaching sugar in more than a day, and that had to be some kind of personal record.

	She dropped to her knees and peeled the melon open. She ate around the sand, munchies activated. 

	Spitting sand, she returned to the bushes and worked more quickly, her hands sticky, coated in sand and forest debris. The scent of breadfruit was thick. Energized, Casey made quick work of the rest of the word: HELP.

	She debated grabbing more to add exclamation points, but decided she’d rather take some of the melons back to camp. 

	“You still don’t know how you’ll keep the rats away.”

	Casey groaned. Then it came to her.
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	Casey sat cross-legged, her knees and back pressing against the insides of the leather mattress cover. She managed to drag the zipper up to about two inches from the top. That was after she’d grabbed the water bottles, a chunk of breadfruit, and the pot, lighters, and pipe. Outside she’d lit a stack of fronds, on top of the fronds was a chunk of driftwood she’d found on her way back to camp.

	Now, she was between the fire and the ocean, entombed in thick leather. She packed a bowl and lit. Between puffs, she ate when she normally would’ve sipped a drink, preserving the water as best as she was capable. She was down to the third from last bottle already.

	Through the zipper gap, she could see the flicker of the tall fire, but all was pitch black until she flicked her lighter, or until a full bowl glowed. Almost immediately she hotboxed the space. She didn’t stop, didn’t slow. She needed to fall asleep and stay asleep. She had to forget the real world. She had to forget the rats. She had to forget those stacked pucks of shit. She had to forget that someone else might be on this island.

	She packed another bowl while the steel was still hot. Did the same three more times before a cloud of happiness tipped her sideways, which then tipped the mattress cover. Casey fell asleep watching moonlight play upon the ocean, through the small zipper gap.

	It felt like only seconds had passed. She opened her eyes to a deep black sky, the moon bright and full and hardly obscured by zipper teeth. In fact, the zipper was—three rats skittered around her ankles at the sight of her open eyes. Casey screamed, grabbing for the edges of the mattress cover, spreading them like vagina lips, birthing her on the beach. The rats followed her out but peeled off into the forest.

	“What the fuck!” Casey screamed.

	“Shh, someone’s watching,” the voice said.

	Casey felt the eyes like pinpricks to her skin. More than one set.

	“Rats?” she whispered.

	The voice didn’t reply, wasn’t necessary. Those eyes did not belong to a dumb, necessity-driven gaze. No. Those eyes belonged to someone, more likely to people.

	Casey crawled back into the mattress cover, stepping on the bag of pot. She wrestled the zipper up, having to stand tall to do so. 

	“I just want to go home,” she moaned, tears spilling as she slipped into the fetal position, the cover still standing tall, though was bell-shaped thanks to how Casey lay. Once her heart calmed and her breathing slowed, she reached for the pot. Perhaps, given the situation, she ought to remain sober, attentive, ready to fight. 

	Impossible. That she was marooned on an island, that her stepbrother was dead, that all his friends were dead too, that someone might be on this rat-infested island with her, all that, it demanded she smoke, ease her from the harshness of this reality.

	Bowl packed, Casey lit the lighter. She smoked with her eyes closed. She sipped from a water bottle, absent of worry about water reserves. Bowl empty, she set the pipe aside, watching a final orange ember die. 

	Eyes closed, Casey began to think of her mother. She imagined the campaigns, the TV news, the updates playing like ads in the middle of articles about how fat is too fat when it comes to kids. She’d be maximum botoxed, her face puffy and catlike. Subhuman looking. There’d be zero wrinkles. Casey began to drift off to sleep when she heard:

	“Heaven can wait…” sang a horrid, beastly voice, strange high squeaks accenting every other syllable.

	Casey screamed and screamed and screamed, holding herself as if she might blow to pieces within the less than safe mattress cover. 
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	Distantly, she saw the ship, little more than a shadow on the horizon. 

	She thought of none of the local dangers as she yanked down the zipper and slipped out from beneath the mattress cover. It was the first time she’d slept past the sunrise.

	“Hey! Hey!” she shouted, waving her arms above her head, jumping with widely spread feet. “Hey, goddammit!”

	The ship, at least a mile away, was not going to see her unless she made smoke. She ran frantically, gathering fronds into a pile, then lighting them up—now reasonably capable to do so first few tries. The ship no longer directly in line with the island, based on their travel path, by the time she got the fire going.

	“Light the mattress. It’s damp, it’ll smoke like the first bits of wood you tried to light,” the voice said.

	One corner of the mattress remained on damp sand. It was heavy and soggy on the bottom. Casey flipped it onto the fronds, completely starving the fire and putting it out. She tried to light the mattress’ edges.

	“I guess don’t flop it right on top next time,” the voice said.

	Casey sat down on the damp mattress and watched as the ship went from a line on the horizon to a dot to nothing. The world seemed to shimmer the longer she looked out to the Pacific. The saltwater scent was extra tangy, the tide further from shore, unveiling some of the flora that lived on the reef and all the seaweed that had come in on the tides but had not gone out when they left.

	“I’m going to die out here.”

	“You’re only now missing. If that GPS—”

	“Shut up!” Casey shouted, stamping her heels heavily into the sand. 

	No more fooling around. She had to know who else was on the island, find out if they were a freak, and find out if they had a boat. The first two she planned on doing from a distance, all she had to do was locate the singer—if you could call what she’d heard last night singing. But how would she find him or them? Surely that grating voice had belonged to a man.

	Nothing was coming to mind, so she packed a bowl. The bag looked to have gone down almost none at all, which was good because the rest of her supplies were in a sprint to disappear. As she smoked, she nibbled on breadfruit, now and then taking enough water to dampen her mouth. She guessed there had to be water somewhere, but maybe animals were better at getting water from food than a human was—the kind of thing she would’ve Googled last week.

	Once high, the answer came quickly, obviously. 

	To find, she had to look. She gathered the bag of pot, the lighter, the pipe, the butcher’s knife, and a half-empty bottle of Fiji and started down the beach.

	The sun was closing in on midday high. She felt it on her forehead, neck, and the spikey patch of hair that did little to protect her scalp from burns. If nothing else, given how fucked the situation was so far, she hardly spent time thinking about her hair, her general appearance, that she hadn’t brushed in forever; she had a layer of plaque thick enough that victors’ names might be carved onto her teeth like the Stanley Cup. Sleeping on the beach of a remote island after barely lucking into survival put all the small things into perspective.

	The island had taken most of the day to navigate by following the beach last time. She tried to measure it in her head, thinking, though ovular, it was like walking the track around the football field at her former high school ten to fifteen times. She kind of wished she’d counted steps.

	With the surf out, at least on the east coast of the island, she saw a great deal more sand, and all the bits of plastic and driftwood that had gotten stuck after the tide brought it in. There were also many dead fish, pieces of fish in many instances. Casey wondered why the birds didn’t eat the fish, then quickly decided this kind of middle of nowhere was somewhere even the birds didn’t care about.

	“But there’s rats,” she said.

	“And at least one person,” the voice said.

	“No shit.” Casey let out a huff. Whenever her mind wandered too far ahead of her task—like what did she do when she found the person or persons—her anxiety heightened, and the sum of her conscious mind demanded she return to the mattress cover; better dead than facing this fear. This had her stopping often for breaks or to snack on breadfruit. When she needed to get moving again, it usually demanded that she smoke a bowl.

	Nothing was too formidable once the pot sweetened her system.
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	The ship was most of the way buried. It was old, wooden, a broken mast jutted up from the reef that had grown around it. The entire back half of the ship was gone, likely it had fallen down the chasm once enough deterioration had set into the frame. And it was big. As big as the floating restaurant her parents had taken her to when she was a girl. Bigger than the yacht that had been obliterated against the rising rock face. Much bigger. 

	The wheels in her head chugged slowly through the fog of her high. Had a ship of people wrecked here, then lived out their days?

	“Why wouldn’t they build another boat?” she said aloud where she squatted in skin-high water, inspecting the destroyed ship.

	“Maybe there was only one survivor, and maybe he knows as much about building boats as you do.”

	Casey stood straight, looking back to the forest. “Fuck,” she said through a sigh, then tilted her head, squinting, adding, “Damn.” It wasn’t much of a trail, but there was a trail into the forest. Given where it was, it was likely manmade rather than animal. Probably, the ship had wrecked and the survivor—survivors?—walked a straight line into the woods, likely seeking spring water of some sort.

	Her mind bombarded her with horrid what-ifs—many involved a man with assault on the mind, but others suggested things like jungle cats, a grizzly bear, an old conservative in a rocking chair waiting for a woman to come along and do his wash, cook him supper. The latter was the most revolting of the bunch, likely since it was so easy to manifest the image. An assault was abstract because she’d been lucky on that front, and animals had no nefarious intent, making getting eaten by a grizzly bear feel like a curve to the circle of life.

	Casey packed a bowl. 

	Four minutes later, she began to imagine good things, including an errant radio feed that would explain the distorted sounding singing she’d heard last night. She smacked her sweaty forehead with her palm. A wayward signal made so, so, so much more sense than another person being on the island. Sure, that old ship had crashed, but what if it had crashed way back in 1900s when radios were the thing.

	To assume otherwise was bananas.

	Her steps steadied, even picked up in pace. The melody and hook from an Anderson .Paak came to mind. “…You might never, ever get down…” she sang as she dance-walked along the sandy trail into the shadowy forest. 

	She didn’t have to walk long before she saw the first sign of a life long gone. She stopped to look at the skeleton in the sand, a ring of rocks surrounding it. This was a short person; Casey did not have the tools in her mental bag to tell if it had been male or female. The only thing obvious about the skeleton was that it had been human.

	Below the scattering of toe bones was a single word carved in finished wood: GOD.

	“Pfft, you wish,” Casey said, then carried onward.

	Under the midday sun the forest opened, letting hundreds of star-shaped beams of light play between the various fronds. In her current state, it made her think of Saturday Night Fever. She’d guested on a friends’ reaction channel. But those lights came from everywhere, not just the sky. They also had color. And she wasn’t Travolta. 

	“Uh, uh, uh, stayin’ alive,” she sang, knowing no more lyrics. “Uh, uh, uh, stayin’ alive.”

	She jumped and kicked, going from one star of light to another as she moved steadily northwest, deeper into the forest. Hands up, hands down, she began headbanging.

	“The bodies hit the…door?” Casey stiffened for a moment, then, as if bopped by Fonzie, she sang, “Uh, uh, uh, stayin’ alive.”

	She’d gone sideways as much as she had stayed on the path when she tripped over a log and slipped into a muddy ravine. Black, rotten fruit scented gunk was all over her. Tongue outstretched, expression sour, Casey began scooping the stuff from her arms, tossing it aside. She looked up; it wasn’t that far, but it was above her head, especially since she couldn’t climb up onto her tiptoes or jump. Walking might be trouble, too.

	She pushed to stand; her backside suctioned to the ground, holding her down. She punched the gunk, felt the stringy texture separate and envelope her hand. The stringy texture. She understood then. She was in a pit of rat shit.

	A gagged barreled up her throat, but nothing left her system. She dry-heaved three more times before she had herself under control. Her breathing needed wrangling next; her heart would follow right along.

	“Be calm. You can get out. There’s surely a lower section. Just climb out, jog to the ocean, take a bath, smoke a bowl,” the voice said.

	“Okay,” Casey whispered.

	She slid a hand into the shit beneath her butt. The suction was lost when she tried to stand the second time. Upright, she had a better angle to see to the far end of the gulley. The walls appeared to be much lower than the walls at her end. All she had to do was traverse fifteen, maybe twenty, icky as hell yards, and then she could climb out, jog to the ocean, take a bath, smoke a bowl.

	She felt her pockets; shot a glance into the swimming trunks she’d put on over her pants. The pot was fine. She sighed. It was her rock, her light, her only friend. She let the shorts cinch back, then started to lift her feet. The gunk stole the shorts she’d tied to her foot. She considered wrestling them free but decided against it. Some things weren’t worth the trouble. She pulled her other leg high enough to see the shoe. Amazingly, it stuck with her. 

	“Okay,” she whispered, took a step.

	A dozen sets of eyes opened amid the shit ravine. Mouths stretched. Tails twitched. The rats hissed at her. Casey shook all over. 

	“There’s only one way out…aside from dying in here,” the voice said.

	Casey tried to steady herself, tried to take a step; her body refused her. It was as if the shit she wore had solidified from her bone marrow out. 

	“Rats are nasty. They’ll probably start with your butthole. You want your salad tossed by a bunch of rats?” the voice said, a syrup of disgust thick in the tone.

	Casey said nothing, gaze locked with one of the rats—only the eyes, teeth, and tail were visible amid the black mat of shit. The tails swished now and then, flicking bits of shit debris about. A chunk hit Casey in the forehead and oozed slowly down the bridge of her nose.

	A low groan rumbled in the back of her throat. She had to move. The longer she stayed, the more likely she was to become just more shit in the ravine—after they devoured her, of course.

	She lifted her bare foot and stepped. The rats hissed in chorus. Casey waved her hands gently before her, as if to say easy, easy, down boys. She stepped with her shoed foot. The rats hissed more, their hind ends rising in a cat-like posture…a soon-to-be-pouncing cat-like posture. Those tails stilled. She took another step. And another. 

	A rat popped forward, but quickly retreated, still hissing.

	“I gave you all my mushrooms!” Casey shouted.

	“Gave?”

	The rat directly in her path leapt, but again, this was bite rather than bark.

	“Ugh,” Casey said as she jerked herself sideways, half-assed Neoing a dodge. It was enough; the rat sailed by, claws open, maw gaping. She swung her arms in the air. “Oooh, booo! Geeeeh! Fuck offf!” The rats danced back a step. Feeling a shift in fear—“They fear you as much as you fear them,” the voice whispered—Casey charged two angry stomps. “Git! Go!” She swung and waved, her arms becoming shit-smeared empty threat devices.

	The rats picked up on that. Two of the nasty things hissed from behind her a moment before leaping—one onto her hip, the other into her hair. All thoughts of intimidation or who was winning this skirmish evaporated instantly when she felt those claws break skin, felt those squared teeth rake. 

	“Get off!” 

	Casey spun, her feet sticking as she tried to accelerate her exit over the shorter edge of the gulley, tipping her sideways. The shit was more than a foot deep here and she sank…and kept sinking. The rats piled onto her, their claws lighting fiery pain upon her flesh, their teeth almost comically useless.

	“They can’t eat you!” the voice said, sounding gleeful, then added, “But they might drown you in shit.”

	The shit poured in over her, the rats scurrying away as it did so. Casey tried to breathe, her mouth filling with runny, stringy rat shit. She gagged, coughing, drowning...until the sinking stopped and she was suddenly falling. She felt her organs dip and jump on a rollercoaster route, then felt the cold, cold water consume her.
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	Still unable to breathe, Casey’s body surged upward the moment her feet touched the foamy floor. She gasped and started gagging immediately after. She vomited three rapid helpings of partially digested breadfruit. As she regained herself, she felt into the shorts outside her pants; the big bag of pot still held air.

	She dunked down to wash more thoroughly. She took in a mouthful of water, swished it around, then spat. The taste of rat shit was in no rush to leave her. She kept swishing even as she paused to consider the situation. Consider the old-timey wooden bucket hanging directly below an opening in the chamber’s ceiling, which let in plenty of light.

	“Wait,” she said, then cupped more water into her mouth.

	“No salt,” the voice said. “You won’t die of thirst.”

	The bottle of Fiji had followed her down and bobbed on the surf. She paddled over to it, twisted the cap, and drank deeply. As she tilted her head, she saw the glinting eyes of several big rats looking down from the hole she’d made in their gulley.

	“To hell with them. You have to find a way out,” the voice said.

	“No shit.”

	Obviously following the bucket up was the natural route, but it also meant she couldn’t sneak up on whoever owned that bucket. If they were even still around.

	“What choice do I have?” she whispered; the voice did not respond.

	She looked away from the light. Momentarily blinded, she gaped, suddenly realizing that she might live the rest of her life on this island. Her eyes adjusted; her mind stayed on the possibility that this was forever. She saw the stone steps long before she returned to her physical senses.

	“Focus,” the voice said. “You can smoke up there.”

	That was a hell of an idea. She needed a nap, inside her cozy mattress cover. The steps out appeared simple enough to follow, but once at the top, the hole was not directly over the stone ladder.

	“Worry about that when you’re there,” she said, paddling to the far wall.

	The stone was cool and smooth against her palms as she pulled herself up onto a ledge jutting from the wall. Carved into the wall. The sum of hours to perform such a task seemed impossible for a single person to perform.

	“Nobody ever said single,” the voice said.

	Each stair had a level step; the care and attention that had been taken, on top of the daunting task of carving even poor steps, astounding. 

	There were six risers, each step about a foot and a half apart. Casey ascended quickly, but once at the top, she gaped into the light more than two feet from her reach, never mind that the lip of the rim curled inward. The only hope was the bucket rope. 

	Casey bit her lip in concentration. The rope was right there. She reached, reached, reeeaaached. Her toes slipped from the ledge. She flipped as she fell, hitting the water in a painful, back down clap. She jerked up with a breathless wail dribbling from her crunchy lips. 

	She gained her breath on the ledge below the ladder. Her ascension was slower this time, one eye on her feet and the other on the rope. A new terror was creeping into the periphery of her mind. It was like that room in The Shining with the old bitch in the tub, but the old bitch was her and the tub was this cavernous well. 

	She would have to jump to catch the rope. 

	“Okay,” the voice said.

	“What the fuck do you mean by, okay?” 

	“You heard me.”

	“Bitch! Get fucked.”

	“Breathe. You can do this,” the voice said, convincingly.

	Casey filled her lungs, exhaled, inhaled as she lowered into a springing crouch—the rope was no more than two feet from the wall. She stilled herself, tested her footing, took one last deep breath, and leapt. The rope was in her hands, burning her palms as she squeezed. Her ass hit the bucket, flopping her backward, once again sending a great water clap echoing around the chamber.

	Panting, Casey caught her breath in the cool water, looking up the steps to the platform where she’d have to try again. She kicked angrily at the stone wall. There was no choice; only one way out.

	A strained groan vibrated her chest. The bucket had knocked painfully against her right side after nailing her butt, and now as she pulled herself up, the rock shelf dragged painfully. 

	“No, not until you’re out,” the voice said, reacting a thought as Casey had it: should smoke.

	“Yes.”

	“You’re going to catch the rope high?”

	Casey said nothing as she retrieved the bag and the pipe. Careful not to drop any, she packed the bowl with about a third of a bud. The lighter had come to settle in the seat of the shorts she wore over her pants. She didn’t bother thumbing the wheel, instead, she began blowing into the mechanics. After thirty seconds counted off in her head, she tried it. Nothing. She blew for another twenty seconds. Tried again. No dice. The blowing intervals grew shorter and shorter until finally it was one for one: one blow and one spin. 

	Her thumb ached by the time the fire jumped. It went out as she’d jerked at the irritation. She spun again, lit the bowl, and inhaaaled. She tapped it out after five solid drags. All that she’d retrieved returned to the shorts and she looked up the stairs. They seemed strangely further apart now. Her foot slipped the moment she attempted motion. A giggle burbled up her throat.

	“Get your shit together,” the voice said.

	“Yes, do,” her mother’s voice said.

	Casey blinked into the shadowy cavern. Nothing to do but move. Shit together or not, she climbed to the next step, then the next, next, next, top. She crouched, readying to jump.

	“Need a break,” she said, slipping down to sit.

	“You have to get out of here, soon. If you grow weak—”

	“Popeye needs s’more spinach,” she said, imitating something her father used to say before going to refill his glass.

	“You can’t smoke more, you’ll die down here, you fucking stoner!”

	Casey pulled out the bag.

	Bowl packed, Casey flicked the Bic’s wheel. She inhaled, letting the fire die.

	“You’ll die down here. I can’t believe you’re smoking weed right now,” the voice said.

	Casey inhaled more deeply. The embers glowed, the gentle light banking off the wet stone walls, revealing a bit of fuzzy rope leading down to a smooth wooden handle. She exhaled, reaching through the expelled smoke cloud to grab the handle. She pulled, immediately surprised at the resistance, and the sliver of light that opened overhead.

	“What?”

	Casey lit the lighter and held it up to the wall. There was a pulley system. Casey tried the handle again, this time ready for the weight. As the handle lowered, a door overhead swung open. She pulled it far enough that the door flopped back, open. 

	“And I would’ve missed it if I didn’t smoke,” she said, climbing through the hole to packed brown soil. “Huh,” she said, surprised to see something other than sand.

	She was in the forest, though at the tip of a clearing. At the other end of the clearing was a small building. It looked like someone had lifted the captain’s quarters from a pirate ship and plopped it down in the dirt. Next to it was a small shed made of roughhewn wood. Out front were dual gardens loaded with veggies and grains. 

	A fresh wash of terror played through her system. 
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	She didn’t think of the Fiji bottle she’d left behind down in the cavern. She could grab it later. Right now, she had bigger concerns. 

	She broke for the treeline to her left. The shadows enveloped her. She hid behind a coconut tree, spinning around to look at the cottage. Was that the right word? Cottage?

	“Doesn’t matter,” the voice whispered.

	Casey nodded once, quickly repacking her shorts. She rushed to the next tree, now in line with the end of the gardens. They looked actively tended to. She broke for the next tree. She saw no movement aside from the yawning door that led into the place. Like an invitation. 

	“Find a window,” the voice said.

	Casey ran to the next tree and stopped. She was behind the shed. By the shape she’d assumed animals, but it didn’t smell like animals. It smelled like the rest of the island: a nightmare in paradise. She hurried to the next tree. The side of the cottage had no windows, but from here she could see that a small section jutted upward from the roof. A lookout risen for angle; four windows, all useless to her. Still, she carried on, not stopping tree to tree anymore. At the back, she discovered two more buildings. One was clearly an outhouse. The breeze blew away from her, so she couldn’t be certain, but it smelled unused, at least not used recently.

	She rounded the back and found herself at the side of the cottage. There was a second door, this one broke into two sections like the doors to horse stalls. She approached slowly. 

	A crackling sounded, then she heard, “Heaven can wait, this is paradise…”

	Casey stiffened, creeping forward. She heard a blip and a guhhh.

	“Heaven can—Heaven can—Heaven can—”

	A frown shadowed her expression. She touched a bottom corner of the top half of the door. The hinges were rusty, but not crusty. The door opened smoothly. She saw it then, clear across a well-furnished space was a record player, the needle skipping.

	A sense of relief played down her spine like a mallet riding a xylophone. A moment later, a wave of warning geysered up like an uppercut. Power didn’t just happen on an island, nor did it stay on for the long term. 

	“Maybe the waves power the place,” she whispered, leaning in to further look around.

	She saw no active signs of life, but she saw what appeared to be recent life. There was a table with three spots set. Only one had a plate. On the plate was a recently plucked tomato and a baked potato with a yellow sauce poured over it. Casey licked her lips. Now that she saw it, she could totally smell it. 

	She pulled the hook from the eye on the bottom half of the door. It creaked momentarily as it opened. She slunk sideways, creeping low as she walked. The kitchen was to her right; the table was in the kitchen. Light played in through a skylight, but also from two ancient-looking lightbulbs. The glass of both had gone amber colored. Across the room were three open doors. From where she stood, she could see a made bed through one door. There was a long sofa with red felt cloth, patches of a variety of colors were used to repair holes. Next to the sofa was a slim bookshelf, packed to the ceiling. Tacked to the wooden walls were black and white photographs pulled from old magazines. The floor was worn-soft wood. It smelled lived in rather than musty or stale.

	Scary as it was, knowing someone else was on the island was significantly better than wondering if someone else was on the island. If there was a trap, this was it. The food was something other than breadfruit. 

	Before touching it, she needed to look around. She felt into her short for the shucking knife—the butcher’s knife was history, probably chilling at the bottom of that natural cistern. The shucking knife was there but it had snagged in the lining at her right hip; the blade had poked several holes in the shorts. Casey was only mildly surprised to see all the bloody scratches on her leg or the gently weeping cuts on her thigh and on her hands.

	“Check the rooms,” the voice said.

	Casey looked into the kitchen corners one final time before heading to the first room in line at the southern end of the cottage. She passed the sofa and a low coffee table of interesting design. It appeared to be two chunks of very large tree trunk—very large for the flora on the island—snugged together by two hand-woven ropes. Curious, she bumped the table with her knee. It moved.

	“Huh.”

	“Must be hollow,” the voice said.

	On the table was a thick leather book. She flipped open the cover. Written in blue ink were the words, The Story of My Life on the Island, and directly below that, Stanley G. Bowman. That was something to consider after she knew the place was empty…or wasn’t empty. She let the cover fall closed.

	The first room was a bedroom. Simple. Wood everywhere. No light. The mattress was smooth beneath a thin blanket featuring edges marred by cuts. Probably the blanket was used to patch more important things. This room did smell somewhat musty, however. As if it wasn’t as in use as the rest of the building.

	She turned away. Opening the middle door revealed a small bathroom. It was dim inside, a blackened lightbulb hung from the ceiling, dangling from that was a string. She pulled the string. Unsurprisingly, the bulb did not light. Above the toilet—heavy porcelain, the seat thick and sturdy looking—was access to the windowed peak she’d seen. There was a cabinet above the toilet. She opened it. Among a few toothbrushes in cardboard boxes, a stack of Anacin tins, and a straight razor was part of a steel drum that was sunk into the wall.

	“Wait,” she said, then tried the toilet’s handle. The water was gravity fed and was down to wherever the hell the plumping went on a deserted island in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. She turned to the dull sink, the kind they had in dank little diners in dead little towns. She turned both handles. Only the cold worked.

	“Why would he have an outhouse, too?” the voice said.

	“He?” Casey whispered, leaving the bathroom, already planning a satisfying sit on that there throne. The cottage felt so welcoming, she no longer feared whoever lived here—well, didn’t fear them outright. This was a person who’d probably had the same sort of thing happen. Though, clearly, landing here was much less destructive to whomever…

	“Stanley G. Bowman,” the voice said.

	“Stanley G. Bowman,” Casey said.

	Casey moved onto the final door. The bed was bigger. There was an old, faded dresser and mirror. The mirror had gone wonky, waves distorting its surface. The walls were bare. No bulb drooped from the ceiling, leaving the space draped in shadows. In one corner was a chunk of carved doweling jutting from the wall, wooden-with-steel-hooks coat hangers sat naked, on the floor below was a pile of clothing. 

	Casey started over but stopped short. She spun on her heels, feeling eyes on her. Her attention bounced from corner to corner, squinting to cut through the shadows. All were empty. She continued to the pile of clothes. Men’s stuff mostly, but not only. There was a bra with pointy cups, a dress, a pair of women’s wool slacks, a beige bathing suit.

	Her stomach grumbled. No sense in that food going to waste. 

	Casey returned to the kitchen, but stopped, detouring to the coffee table for the book. She set the book next to her plate. She stared at the food. It might have drugs in it. It might be simply poisoned. 

	“It might just be food,” the voice said.

	“Okay.”

	Casey picked up the heavy steel fork, unfazed by the rusty teeth. She stabbed at the potato. It had been boiled and a golden oil had been poured overtop. She leaned forward to sniff. It smelled like garlic. She reached out her tongue, letting it touch the oil. It was sweet and salty. She filled her fork.

	It was cold and somewhat bland, but not bad. She used the knife—the teeth worn smooth—to tear into the bell pepper. It was too soft, but tasted nothing like breadfruit, making it delicious. She took another forkful of potatoes as she flipped open the book.

	“All right, Stanley, let’s have it,” she said, speaking around extremely mashed potato.

	It begins prior to landing here. I started as an everyday ship builder. I worked as part of a team in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada. The company went under, but I had been smart with my money. I had a home with a shop, I owned a truck, and didn’t owe a penny to a soul. 

	My life changed the first time when a man making a movie needed an accurate pirate ship, one that the actors might spend many months upon. I became a commodity in Hollywood, and the only difference between my props and those of others was that my props weren’t props at all. I built pirate ships upon the frames of reliable ships I purchased second hand at local auctions. 

	It made me wealthy beyond my imagining.

	Casey looked around the room. Wealthy where she was from did not look like this. Her plate was empty. She pushed it aside. From her shorts came the bag of pot. She pulled a bud. Breaking it up, she found a seed. She set it aside rather than tossing it—seemed rude to throw shit on a stranger’s floor. Bowl packed, she lit and continued reading.

	The next great change in my life came when I was invited to San Diego by an eccentric millionaire named Roger Burkhouse…
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	The summer sun was blocked by the roof of Stan Bowman’s Ford Deluxe four-door. The sedan was grey and shiny, having been driven off the lot only five months prior.  Stan had been courted by Roger Burkhouse on account of a ship he’d seen in a Tyrone Power picture about a swashbuckling hero who saves a lost-at-sea dame from a ship of pirates.  He’d built that ship over a ship that had come from the company he’d been working for prior to going solo.

	Roger Burkhouse had convinced Stan to come to San Diego, but what kept his attention once he’d arrived was a girl named Aileen Habscheid. He was smitten from the moment he laid eyes on the girl. She was the daughter of the Royale Hotel’s live-in house detective.

	“You’re very pretty,” he’d said, and she’d gone bright pink. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

	She giggled as she shook her head. “Papa says I don’t need no boys sniffin’ ‘round. He says they just want to knock me up and bugger off.”

	Stan nodded, grinning. “Your father is astute. He ought to mind boys and nasty men, but I am neither.”

	They met in the building’s stairwell, and sometimes in Stan’s room. She hid in the backseat of his car and he took them to beaches and vineyards out of town. He wined her and dined her, attending only private establishments, places a little more forward thinking. When she started to show, Aileen’s father told Stan one day in the hallway, if he found out who was diddling his daughter, he’d cut the guys cock off and feed it to him…

	“One shriveled millimeter at a time. She’s fourteen for god’s sake, and dumb as a fucking brick! What kind of sicko sees a girl like Aileen and, and, and—” The men fell into growls, pounding a fist into his palm. “When I find the prick, he’s going to wish he was never born.”

	“Don’t blame you for a second,” Stan said, already edging away from the conversation.

	Stan was nearly done the ship he built for Burkhouse when a notion came to mind. He did not want to wake missing his penis, so instead of spending the day putting the finishing touches to the ship’s cosmetics, he visited a hardware store, a farm supply store, a local electrician, and a farmer who’d taken out a classified ad in the San Diego Californian, had donkeys to unload. That afternoon while Aileen’s father was flirting with one of the cleaners, he went to the suite Aileen shared with her father and told her to pack a bag, they were getting married and going on a honeymoon.

	That afternoon, after Roger was done inspecting the day’s work, seemingly unnoticing that Stan hadn’t worked on the ship at all since yesterday, Stan loaded his supplies. He loaded Aileen and her things. 

	“Get settled in, get used to the waves; I have one more thing to grab,” he said as Aileen looked around what would prove to be her home for the rest of her life. “Maybe get acquainted with Curly.” 

	He stopped by a bookstore to purchase the books the electrician had told him to buy; on top of that, he bought three cookbooks, one book on hobby fermenting fruit and veg into liquor, and a massive tome that covered all facets of a woman’s duty in the home, including servicing her man. He made another stop at a pharmacy, stepping into the booth to call a couple actors he knew with serious heroin addictions, demanding that they take every buck still offered to them.

	Once returned, he parked down the block from the marina entry. He’d never need the car again. He carted the books aboard and found Aileen listening to a Glenn Miller record. She was dancing, oblivious to his presence, swinging her dress around her trim hips, hands waving gently from left to right and back again. Stan was so full of love in that moment he thought he might burst.

	Under the cloak of night, they set out, sailing, yes, but also making use of the ship’s hidden engine. They reached harbor in Los Angeles and spent the night aboard the ship. 

	A little after breakfast, the actors appeared, both dressed for their parts: Dean Atkins was dressed as a priest and Bug Milton was carrying a leatherbound prop that read: Official Marriage Book in gold gilt lettering—it had come from a Mickey Rooney picture about a girl finally, finally, finally getting every girl’s dream: a golden wedding to a handsome, broad-shouldered, swell-looking man…played by Bug, a gay heroin addict.

	As far as Aileen figured, she was a married woman, and that meant the baby could come at any time. But it didn’t come, as it never would. A week into their expedition westward, she miscarried. Learning that she couldn’t read was quite a blow, but they had time, the rest of their lives. She’d learn, oh yes.

	The first island they’d stopped near was too small and had no running water. The second was too close to a local fishing route. The third was infested with spindly-legged insects and the ugly spiders that ate them. 

	“We must go further,” Stan said as he stepped back aboard.

	Aileen’s hopeful expression dropped, and she sobbed into her palms.

	Two weeks later—now three months from the day of their marriage—they reached the island where they’d settle forever. It had a freshwater reservoir, soil, natural fruit, and very few pests, just a few large rats.

	—

	Casey’s eyes began to swim from the pot and having read nothing of substance in days. Had that happened even a single day since she’d learned to read? Unlikely.  

	She wanted to keep reading, but that comfy-looking toilet seat was calling to her. The story could wait, her bowels could not.
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	Casey took the book to the larger bedroom and set it on the dresser. There was no window, so all she had to do was barricade the door and she could sleep inside a building, in a motherfucking bed. There was nothing to block the door, nothing she could move. She went out into the main space, taking inventory of everything available. 

	The perfect thing was right there. The open door at the front of the cottage was doing so thanks to a wood chock. She hipped the door wider, eyes scanning the busy front yard and seeing no movement. She grabbed the chock and ran back to the bedroom. 

	Once she decided she’d kicked the chock far enough beneath the edge of the door, she emptied her shorts—aside from the knife stuck in the damned netting—and left them in a heap at the foot of the bed. Her pants came away next. 

	Bowl packed, she lit and inhaled, Casey lay back on the stiff bed, instantly relaxed. She took another drag, wondering if it was some old as hell dude who lived here. Right now, it didn’t matter, she would sleep, get back to reading the minute she woke up.

	—

	Everything slowed. Aileen talked endlessly of when they returned, refusing to comprehend that life was the island until Stan sank, then partially dismantled the ship, using Curly to drag the pieces ashore.

	Aileen became pliable as putty for the following three years. She learned to sew, learned to garden, learned to massage him, did anything demanded of her. She rarely spoke by the third year. 

	One morning while eating breakfast, she turned to Stan and said, “Hello. It’s so nice to meet a new person!”

	Stan frowned. 

	Aileen shook her head and apologized.

	It happened twice more the following week. Aileen had begun to laugh about it—she hadn’t laughed since year one—but Stan was worried.

	The trouble progressed. The morning of three weeks before their fourth anniversary on the island, Aileen chattered endlessly: “Hello! It is so lovely to see a new face. Me? My name’s Hello. Hello’s your name too? This must be fate.” 

	Stan sneered, shrugged, rose from his seat on the couch, took a handful of Aileen’s hair, and dragged her outside.

	“Hello! Hello! Hello!” she screamed. “It is so nice!”

	Stan dragged her across the lawn, then tripped her in front of one of the sheds. He dropped to his knees and took her face in both hands. “Stop acting insane!” he shouted, his spittle dappling her smooth face.

	“Hello! It is so nice to—”

	Stan slammed the back of her head against a large stone they used to split coconuts. Her skull opened and all that made Aileen, Aileen spilled from the back of her head like an uncooked roast. 

	Breathlessly, Stan sat next to the corpse, looking into Aileen’s bulging eyes for a sign of life after death. When it didn’t come, he got the shovel from the shed, as well as a small stack of cut-off scraps. Curly carted Aileen up to the peak. Stan had to dig. The ground was stony, tough to dig, but it wasn’t as if he had a schedule to keep.

	The sun was nearly down by the time he dragged the sod back over the burial patch. Sweaty, beat, Stan tried to arrange the bits of wood he’d brought up into Aileen’s name, but there wasn’t quite enough.

	“Was your name at the end anyway,” he said after driving the wooden stakes into the pieces of wood, spelling out the word HELLO.

	—

	“What the fuck,” she said. “Fucking, no way.”

	“And it’s his place you’re in,” the voice said.

	Casey flipped closed the book, finger inserted to hold her place. Inside the back cover was a folder. Within was an envelope. STAN was written in all-caps on the front. Casey flipped it upside down. A birth certificate and driver’s licence fell to the bed. Stanley Glenn Bowman was born in 1910. The year the licence had been issued was 1939—unfortunately there had been no photo with it.

	“Dude has to be dead.”

	Casey nodded. The explanation had to be in the book—a singular thought suddenly blindsided her: SOAP. The shower had tempted her little, the water was gravity-powered, but soap with the water. 

	“God, yes,” she said, yanking the chock from beneath the door. She’d heard nor saw anything since barricading herself inside. Now, looking out onto the main space, she saw that someone had fixed her a fresh meal. “Fuck it.” She broke for the bathroom. 

	The chock went in beneath the door. Casey looked inside the shower stall. Bar soap on a dusty shelf. She turned the handle and lukewarm water pattered from the rusty showerhead above. Even if it was like that crusty artisan shit celebrities always pretended to use, it was better than what she’d had—greasy funk.
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	The soap kind of sucked, as did the pressure and temperature, but taking a shower revived her. She felt steady and strong, ready to face whoever lived here, young or old—her preference was very, very old. 

	Casey took a deep breath. She was in a crouch, unwedging the chock. She popped upright and backward, grabbing the rope that acted as a handle, yanking the door wide. The main space was empty. The breakfast remained untouched.

	“Okay,” she said, taking two steps toward the table before spinning on her heels; whoever lived here wanted her to know the history. Knowing couldn’t hurt. Cooperating was an olive branch. 

	Breadfruit…but cooked.

	“At least it’s something new,” the voice said.

	Casey tore at the stringy mass with her fork. She ate. Different. She shrugged and collected another forkful as she flipped open the book where she’d folded the page.

	—

	The time directly following Aileen’s demise were lonely times, so Stan dove into the list of plans he’d made for the coming years. He chiseled a ladder and door into the cistern wall. Always, there by his side was Curly…

	—

	“I trust by now you have read to the point where God grew lonely and built of Himself and His friend.”

	It was the same horrible squeaking voice that had sang to her at the beach. Casey registered the fact for but a blink before a more pressing issue rose to surface.

	“That’s a costume, right? That’s a costume, right?” The words ejected her mouth in a rush, motorboating her lips in a not so different technique from what Brock Taylor had used while performing cunnilingus on her one evening the summer before she started twelfth grade.

	The thing lifted an arm to its hideous face. It had fingers that ended in blunt black blocks. It wore a shirt and trousers with suspenders. The stuff was dated and patched, yellowed by sweat. 

	“That’s a costume, right?” Casey said again, eyes wide, butt against the wall where she’d come to freeze after standing. Terror had her legs like jelly. Those hands were awful, but they were cute when compared to the thing’s face. It looked like a man had fucked a donkey and sired an abomination. And those pointy ears, greasy and yellow with oozing wax.

	“Oh, goodness. I am sorry. Please, continue reading, all will make sense,” the thing said, then turned and strode quickly outside through the back door.

	Casey did not move. 

	“Better read,” the voice said.

	“That was a costume.”

	“Read.”

	—

	Eight months after Aileen’s passing, Stan Bowman began fucking his donkey, Curly. He found it so enjoyable that he often mounted her ten to fifteen times a day. 

	Eight years later, Curly died as she birthed proof of his act. As Stan aged, so did the foal-children. One male and one female. Ron and Janeane. They were four when they began mating. Jeneane gave birth to one male and one female. She died in the process. Ron survived twelve years before passing. Chuck and Coconuts continued the cycle.

	—

	I know now that someone discovering my atrocities is part of my penance. I apologize to God above with the total sum of my heart for my use of my donkey. I take full account, but I must make it clear for the record: Curly was a cock tease.

	“What the fuck,” Casey said, backing away from the book.

	The donkey man was in the house again. He moved like a ghost despite his formidable frame. She finally saw his feet as well. They were huge, hoof-shaped feet, all pink with sparse black hairs decorating the knuckles of his toes.

	“Did you read of God’s grand creation?”

	Casey cringed at his voice. “I read that a dude murdered his wife, then fucked a goddamned donkey. That’s a costume, right?”

	The donkey man looked to the ceiling. “God, I performed the Fable of the Guest and she remains hostile. Please, send me a—”

	“The fucking what?”

	Those huge brown eyes fell on her. Too big for his face. Like those creepy paintings that dude pretended to make but really it was Amy Adams all along.

	“The Fable of the Guest. A host must set three places at the table, offer three chairs to choose while sitting, and finally the choice of sleeping space. Since I’m the only adult, it seemed,” he suddenly looked to the ceiling again, “it did not fail because I did not fill three plates?”

	“That’s Goldilocks,” the voice whispered. “Calm him down. There’s nowhere to go.”

	“It’s okay. I liked the…the potatoes,” Casey said. She still couldn’t move.

	The donkey man smiled a mouth of massive square teeth. They were filthy, bits of rotten food nesting where soft and hard came together and all the nooks and crannies they created. The gums were pale pink, the same color as his flappy lips. “It was Jug Mug’s recipe.”

	“Jug…” Casey said, barely above a hiss. This was all too damned much. 

	“We learned many words, passing down God’s wisdom from generation to generation, but we don’t know many names. I am the eldest of our kind. I have survived two generations, and there would be another adult male, but when Sugar gave birth to quadruplets, and died as was her destiny, my son, Lumber, was so aggrieved that he sacrificed himself to the hungry beach.”

	Casey tilted her head, frowning in utter confusion.

	“I have been curious, does that cocoon have Godly powers? It is the only reason I can imagine that the beach does not eat you alive, as it is wont to do.”

	The frown deepened.

	“I think he means the mattress cover. He’s totally nuts,” the voice said.

	The awful, toothy smile returned. “It does not matter now. As promised, God offers one bride per lifetime and I am now well into my second. It will be interesting to mate someone who is two parts human.”

	“Mate,” Casey said.

	“Of course.”

	“Wait,” Casey said, hands up to stall the donkey man’s forward motion. “God did not send me, it was Satan. I’m all full of diseases.”

	“Satan? Diseases?” The donkey man continued toward her.

	Casey matched his pace, sidling around the table, keeping it between them.

	“Umm, I’m…I’m…” She’d gone around the table and the front door was suddenly at her back. All she had to do was get to the beach. Likely the Stanley Bowman guy told the first donkey kids that the beach was dangerous after some boat passed by too closely. “I’m…I have to do a special ceremony before, uh, doing—engaging in sex.”

	The donkey man’s nostrils were flaring. The bulge at the front of his trousers was impossibly packed. It looked as if the freakshow was smuggling a watermelon.

	“Okay,” he said, nodding.

	“No, but, it’s a secret. All women—two-half human women have to do the secret ceremony before… You also can’t hear it, so, face the wall and sing to me.”

	The donkey man smiled, doing as told. He started into Glenn Miller anew. Casey heard but a few seconds of it. She raced across the island, and was staggering by the time she got back to the mattress cover. 

	Zipped inside, steamy beneath the midday sun, she packed a bowl.

	“Yes, smoke. Smoke it all,” the voice said.
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	She found two more seeds. She did not toss them.

	“Thinking long-term, good, but shouldn’t you be thinking short-term right at this moment?” the voice said.

	“I’m multi-tasking,” Casey said as she pulled apart a bud. 

	She’d retreated directly to the mattress cover. Inside but not zipped away, she popped back out to grab the biggest knife remaining from the block. Once behind a zipper, she’d smoked three bowls and was now lighting her fourth.

	The shock of seeing that thing was too much after an already impossibly bad day. And his voice. She pulled deeply from the pipe. She leaned back as she exhaled. She’d now smoked enough that the THC might carry her away from this horribly nonsensical place and into a dreamland where she’d exist in a world where the only constant annoyance was her parents wanting her to do something with her life.

	If the pot could take her back there, she’d hold on so tightly the universe would have to physically dismember her to pull her away. 

	She slipped into a sweaty dream about having to poop through pool noodles because a Taco Bell employee would be another four hours mopping the floor. She didn’t hear or feel the lassoed rope thump forty-nine times on the beach, nor the twelve times it struck the mattress cover without settling over it. She didn’t feel the world tip sideways. She didn’t feel as she bumped over varied terrains. She didn’t hear the zipper spreading its jagged jaws.

	She opened her eyes to the donkey man’s gaping mouth, a rivulet of drool stretching closer, closer, closer, onto her lip. He had her arms over her head, tied together around the bedframe. Casey let loose a scream, then fell into a coughing fit. The donkey man grabbed her right leg and pulled a rope around a bedpost. Her legs stretched apart.

	“No! No!” she screeched, swinging her free leg in a herky-jerky dance of self-preservation. 

	“Stop this! You are a gift from God to me for getting so old.”

	“You’re a fucking bad creature feature joke!” Casey went into offense, stilling her leg at her chest before firing her heel into the donkey man’s jaw. The rope around her ankle loosened, and she pulled her knees together, scooching her body higher up the bed. This gave her some slack, but not much. She fingered the strangely loose knot at her right wrist.

	The donkey man stood, blood dripping from his wide nose. One of his front teeth was broken. “I see now. You’re a test of my mettle. I can only have you if I am fit enough to wrangle you.”

	“Tame her!” came a tiny voice.

	Casey looked to the doorway and there were four little donkey people. Their arms were interlocked, heads pressed together, little knees quaking. They were terrified of her. They were so strangely skinny and weak looking, she didn’t blame them; if she could, she’d stomp them to death.

	“Oh, you would not,” the voice said.

	The donkey man dropped his pants.

	“No!” Casey said, tone almost insolent rather than terrified.

	The donkey man stepped around the side of the bed, his erection reaching from his groin like a toddler arm.

	“No!” Now it was pure terror.

	The donkey man breathed in grunts. Every now and then, his squeaking high and grating as he stood over her, looking down into her shadowed face.

	“I don’t want to hurt you. But I will,” he said.

	Casey stilled her legs, her abdomen leaned to her left, away from the freak. 

	“It’s not his fault. He didn’t fuck a donkey,” the voice said.

	That was true, but hardly helpful. 

	The donkey man put a knee on the bed. “Let’s get these off you,” he said, pulling down the shorts she wore over her pants and swim bottoms. A confused crease darkened his brow. “Something caught in here,” he said, looking at the knife still snagged in the mesh.

	There was no clear thought to her action, but that little something kicked in once again, and she swung up her leg before slamming her heel into the donkey man’s clumsy hands. The knife blade pierced the donkey man’s right eye, the tip of the blade lodging in an orbital bone. 

	“Ow! Hee-haw! Hee-haw! I can’t—hee-haw! I can’t see! Hee-haw!”

	“I can fix it, but you have to act immediately!”

	The donkey man spun, a sprinkler wash of eyeball juice playing over Casey and the worn blanket beneath her.

	“Untie me and I will make you whole. I am a gift from God. I have powers!”

	The donkey man jerked around to the kids—foals?—at the door. “Muffin Pan, free her hands, and be quick.”

	A donkey girl, Muffin Pan—nude, she was noticeably lacking—hurried forward, her over-sized feet moving silently over the wooden floor. She climbed up onto the bed. She took a knife from the dresser. 

	“Hurry!” the donkey man shouted. “Hee-haw! Hee-haw! Hee-haw!”

	The donkey girl, said, “I am—hee-haw—trying!”

	Casey remained still until she felt the rope go slack. She sat up quickly, and in a take-charge voice, she said, “Sit on the bed. On your hands. I don’t want you getting in my way.”

	“Yes. Of—hee-haw, hee-haw—course.”

	Muffin Pan had backed to the wall. 

	Casey held her hands an inch from the donkey man’s face. Pink fluid squirted constantly from the wound. His other eye wept at an even greater rate. 

	“Still yourself,” Casey said, grabbing the knife through the shorts now hanging down the donkey man’s left cheek. She yanked it free with a squishy goosh sound. She then began slamming the little blade home about the donkey man’s neck and face in lightning strikes that pulverized the leather of his flesh; he took several defense wounds to his palms before the reaction of an earlier strike showed itself. 

	The bed was sopping in blood by the time a panting Casey let go of the knife. She turned to look at the trio silhouetted at the doorway, then into the shadows; Muffin Pan was around here somewhere.

	Casey let out a growl and stalked, pure venom in her expression. The little freaks broke for the front door, taking wide, poorly coordinated turns out of the bedroom. For a heartbeat, Muffin Pan centered the doorframe’s opening like a soccer goalie between their posts. 

	“Soccer it is, then,” the voice said as Casey reared back, then followed through in the most perfect arc that had ever been kicked.

	Muffin pan was launched, her little body cartwheeling as she soared fifty, sixty, seventy…four hundred-ninety feet, over the trees, over the beach, into the pacific. She landed with a splash that rang the dinner bells of two nearby predators.

	From the doorway, Casey watched the rest of the little freaks disappear. She turned around, and what light the living room bulbs cast was enough to reveal a mess she’d have to clean up. But first she needed to smoke.

	 

	20.

	She found the mattress cover and, more importantly, her slowly dwindling bag of pot and pipe. She didn’t stop to smoke a bowl; knowing it was all right and accessible was enough for now. She was too hyped, too angry to smoke now anyway.

	Unconcerned about shadows or rats, or those weird little donkey kids, she charged straight to her camp. The mattress was stained and crusty where it had been singed, but it was now dry, and she had the perfect place to stick it. She simply had to drag it through the woods.

	As if that was nothing.

	“Sucks to be you,” the voice said.

	“Ugh.”

	She had fully calmed after a few minutes and was now mildly afraid of the rats and the shadows where they hid as she dragged the mattress over the sandy terrain until it became dirt. She had a corner pressed against her blood-smattered chest, yanking it along with the power of her hip. 

	Three weeks ago, a friend had dragged her in a similar way one night after the club. Turns out Casey had attempted to go home with some squeezy old woman out trolling for drunk girls with tight skin that she could remove and wear like a suit after she stretched and cured it…at least Casey’s friend said the woman had that written all over her face.

	Now, Casey tried to use the same move her friend had demonstrated the morning after. She walked normal with her right leg but had to sway with her hip and kicked out heavily with her left, the weight of it all throwing her gait askew. Twice, she let the mattress fall to lean against a tree so that she might catch her breath.

	Once to the backyard behind the cottage, she dragged the mattress into the clearing and let it flop flat. She had to do three things before dragging the mattress inside: the cover had to go back onto the mattress, the donkey man’s corpse had to come out, and she had to clean up his mess, and she had to dig a grave, and, of course, she had to smoke a bowl.

	“That’s five things,” the voice said as Casey flopped onto her butt.

	She retrieved an uncracked bottle of Fiji. She drank deeply, savoring the fact that water was no issue—though, all the immediate problems worked to keep her from thinking of the main issue at hand: was she stuck on this damned island forever?

	“Stanley G. Bowman was a ship maker, maybe he had a book about it. Can’t Google that shit out here.”

	“No doubt,” Casey said as she rolled the lighter’s wheel beneath a callused thumb. 

	 

	21.

	A shovel leaned against a corner in the backyard shed. She started into the barn, but heard movement and decided the little freaks were probably hiding in there. They couldn’t do anything to her, so, for now, fuck ‘em. They were a worry for later.

	“Did you see how fucking far you punted that kid?” the voice said, astonished.

	“Donkey.”

	As she dug into the soft, sandy soil, she hum-sang the parts of songs she could remember. She filled in gaps with words that followed any rhyme schemes the song flowed upon, more or less keeping to the melodies. She heard nothing from the donkey kids. 

	The trench was about three feet deep—the freak deserved less. She figured that depth would probably keep the smell down. 

	She hadn’t thought to cut the sod, leaving an ugly brown blotch. She shrugged, as if her shoulders knew something she didn’t, grabbing those first fast raindrops. 

	The shower began heavy, then pushed into monsoon territory. She wrestled the cover over the water-resistant mattress, then broke for the indoors, dragging the mattress behind her, then leaning it floppily against a wall just beneath the roof’s overhang. The lights above flickered as the clouds turned day to night, strangely glowing brighter rather than dulling. Rain blistered through the open windows; doors banged in the wind. 

	Casey stood in the middle of the living room, mind blank.

	“Ah hm, don’t you think you should shutter the windows?”

	Casey glanced at the pipe and the bag of pot.

	“One thing needs done; the other can wait. Look at all this water. No maid’s coming.”

	Kicking and huffing, Casey stomped out the front door. The gardens had been planted in raised dirt. The heavy drops had negative impact, but nothing flooded. The freaks knew a hell of a lot more about gardening than she did. At least the dead one buried in the backyard had.

	The shutters were like what they had on old movies. They were simple bits of plank cobbled together with wooden pegs. They were heavy as hell. 

	Casey jerked the first shutter up onto her knee. The gusting window threw her like a kite, slamming her into the side of the cottage. She let go of the shutter to shake out her hands, send off the pain.

	“Guuhhh!” 

	She slammed her palms down on the shutter, yanked it up to her hip. She walked it to the window and the brackets fastened to the wall. She glanced inside before dropping the shutter into the wooden holds; Stanley’s book was soaked and a dish had fallen to the floor, breaking it into a handful of pieces. A full-bodied roar filled her chest as she charged around front to do the three small windows. 

	Adrenaline hulking her arms, at least in her head. She lifted, slammed, lifted, slammed, lifted, slammed the shutters in rapid succession. She continued around to the side of the cottage to the split door. Before she stepped inside, she paused briefly to consider a footlong coiled fan jutting from the side of the cottage like a barber’s pole.

	She spun on the wet floor, her bare feet squeaking. Hook and eye locks hardly seemed enough, but that was what was there. Across the room, the front door had a simpler lock: a paddle of wood on a rusty screw. She turned the paddle; now, the door would have to be forced open. It really didn’t feel like locked, but it was the best she could do.

	Overhead, the lights flared brilliantly.

	“Maybe better turn them off. They look ‘real old as it is,” the voice said.

	Casey didn’t argue. She flicked the switch. The lights, though duller, continued to glow. 

	“Better unplug that shit.”

	Casey, huffing, stomped from a side wall. There were three cabinet doors built onto the front wall. She checked the first, finding a dozen or so candle nubs. Information logged, she moved onto the second. She found a series of copper coils on spools. They continued behind the third door as well.

	“Now what?” she said.

	“How do I know?” the voice said.

	Casey shook her head, drinking in the organized chaos of wires. Panic began to build, pushing her heartrate faster and faster and—

	“Oh,” Casey said, then flipped a switch labeled ON and OFF.

	The lights cooled and a modicum of natural light played in around the shutters and doors. The wind whistled endlessly. 

	“At least you know where the candles are.”

	Casey sighed.

	 

	22.

	The Mattress was in the middle of the floor in the main room. Casey swiped the pillow from the smaller bedroom. Knowing she’d shared a pillowcase with that freaky donkey man put her flesh into a fit of shivers. She lay on the floor, on the mattress. The leather was sticky and stinky. She couldn’t sleep.

	She smoked a bowl.

	Then another.

	And another.

	“Guess you better see if one of those books is a plant book. You’ll need to plant those seeds. Even a freezer bag of pot doesn’t last forever,” the voice said.

	Casey thought of the bag. For the first two days it seemed endless, but now she could see the dint she’d made. And just what if this island was forever?

	She rose from the bed and shuffled in the dark over to the bookshelf. The lighter was in her pocket until it wasn’t. She shined it slowly to keep the flame lit. There were collected omnibuses of HG Wells and Jules Verne. There were several map books. A twelve-part medical encyclopedia shared a shelf with a stack of Dime Detective magazines. On the bottom shelf was a massive, red leather Holy Bible in untouched condition. Next to that was an eight-volume series on plants and gardening.

	The storm had slowed drastically over the last hour or so. She guessed it would be okay to turn on the lights, she wanted it to be okay, anyway. She shuffled into the kitchen, bumping two chairs as she moved to the shadows that had swallowed the front wall. She felt around for a switch.

	She flailed her free arm in tight strokes, her body shaking minutely as if electricity coursed through her. Her tongue stretched out; her eyes rolled. A steady hum vibrated the back of her throat. 

	“You know, I know you’re faking,” the voice said. “Don’t lose your mind, now.”

	Casey stopped screwing around and felt until she found the switch. She flicked it and a metal plate touched two posts with a small flash. No heat lingering in the bulbs meant they were no help until she flicked the other switch. She shuffled through the kitchen. The floor was slick and soft. Twice she kicked through small puddles.

	Lights on, she returned to the mattress. She placed the plant books in a stack next to her as she flipped through, not exactly certain of what she was looking for until random flipping took her to a short section titled: CANNABIS. Three pages, tight with words around colored pencil sketches of the plant in various stages.

	“There are cups on that kitchen shelf. Do like it says with some of the seeds, then finish cleaning before that blood draws the rats around,” the voice said.

	Casey cringed as she glanced to the closed bedroom door. She’d been planning to clean in the morning, but she was still too hyped to sleep. Why not just get it over with?

	After dropping the seeds she’d collected at the bottom of the bag into a couple millimeters of water in a chipped teacup, she located a small steel pail in the bathroom cupboard. With it were a stack of yellowy bars of soap; the same kind that was in the shower stall. The pail was a hair too big to fill in the sink, so she used the shower head, letting the water fall and patter, by and by creating a sudsy offering. In a quick search of the bathroom, she discovered four ragged cloths beneath a single, threadbare beach towel.

	She took it all to the master bedroom. Not nearly enough light got in to clean more than half-assedly, so she fetched six of the candle nubs she’d discovered. The candles went around the mess like she’d sacrificed something to a pagan devil from the pages of a moralist Christian pamphlet. 

	Once, when she was twelve, a pervy teenager with a leather case had given her a pamphlet, promising that his god was watching every time she touched herself. Casey guessed the guy probably set world records with the number of times he beat his meat over the course of a day. Religious obsessives were always overcompensating, hiding little secrets that nobody else cared to know anyway.

	Casey scrubbed for about three minutes, then wiped away the excess water. The bloody splotch was huge, and only slightly pinker than it had been.

	“You can do better than that.”

	Casey groaned. Her mother this time, telling her she wasn’t good enough, even now, a million miles from anywhere. 

	Casey lowered a rag back into the bucket, then began sloshing soapy water over the mess. Within twenty minutes, Casey was sweaty, the pail was empty, and her mother was nodding her stupid head in agreement—the latter happening only within Casey’s grey matter.

	“I suppose that will have to do.”

	“Fuck off,” Casey said, jaws clenched as she rubbed her dishpan hands against her thighs.

	“Yeah, fuck off,” the voice said, as if unwilling to give up her spot on the top line. 

	 

	23.

	The first four months went by quickly. She’d learned the ins and outs of the cottage. She found a massive oil lamp and a steel container of kerosene. After filling then lighting the lamp, she understood immediately why both remained functional. The kerosene stank. Still, it seemed good to have.

	Until she figured out the outdoor stove and the system Stanley had rigged. All it took to light a flame was to flip a paddle down to a connector. Power from the batteries traveled to the stove, and, voila, hot electric coils. Someone had made a collection of coconut shell fur, and the stuff lit in a short-lived ball of flame, which in turn lit gathered wood. 

	She read on gardening, on cooking, on how-to do anything needing done around the cottage. She read every novel, finding the Jules Verne stuff to be her favorite—once she got over all that racist shit about savages; it helped to tell herself Verne wrote about hot air balloons and rockets to the moon because sightseeing the world in the 1800s wasn’t as simple as opening an app, booking a flight, and popping a sleeping pill just before boarding. The detective comics were good but made her paranoid about those weird little donkey people.

	She’d stopped referring to them as freaks in her head after one night, while especially high, she came to the conclusion that she’d colonized the island. And just how different was calling a group of people freaks from calling them savages. Part of her hoped they’d show themselves so that she might clear the air about what happened, maybe treat them a little like pets.

	Time on the island really began to slow after Casey’s bag of pot was empty. She had plants growing all over—even the seeds she’d tossed had taken root. Luckily for her, these were genetically modified—like just about everything else in civilization. Auto-flowering seeds. For some reason, the plants that grew on the beach had all turned male but netted her more seeds. 

	The first day after running out, she plucked a bud from a plant. She broke it up. It was soft and not very sticky, smelling of fresh cut lawn. It burned slowly and gave her no more than a slight, humming buzz. No, she had to wait to smoke. However, the tea she made was drinkable and, though it tasted pretty foul, it gave her a necessary body buzz, which helped fight thoughts of jumping off the high rock face to splatter in what remained of the boat wreckage.

	By the fifth month, the only uncertainties were the weather, what might reach the island on the tides, and what food the donkey people took from the gardens. Casey didn’t mind; the food was theirs, technically, and they never touched the pot plants.

	“Only nine more days,” Casey said, re-counting the slashes she’d made on the wall. The first plants had been harvested, dried, and now she was counting down to cured.

	“Nine more days,” the voice said.

	“Or you could just not smoke pot all damned day, Casey,” her father’s voice said.

	Voice deep and sing-songy, “Eat a diiick, daaa-deee,” Casey sang. 

	 

	24.

	Why even bring a phonograph if you only had nine records? Six of them were singles, one song, same on both sides. Weird. And meh. The most meh music that had ever mehed. They were made instantly better when she threw the switch marked RPM down. The beats were faster, the singing snappier and higher. Still shit, though. 

	Most times she sang, making up words where gaps existed in her memory. “All night, all night long, light my bong.” she sang for an entire week when a remembered Lionel Richie snippet earwormed into her brain. “Light! My! Bong!” 

	Most times it was Top 40 stuff, but sometimes some weird ass Bjork line would come to mind and she’d belt, “As fast as your fingernail grows, the bowl blackens oh whoa, whoa,” as she danced in her filthy bikini and, assumedly, Aileen’s shoes—snub-nosed grey leather with a rusty steel buckle. Maybe half a size too big. Damned near perfect.

	Sometimes it was two or three words and longs stints of humming: “I float, hmm, hmm, hmm, I float…” All the while a joint rolled in the finger of a fresh pot leaf bounced in a corner of her mouth. 

	The pot didn’t always work. She spent days in a row at times doing nothing but crying and smoking. Sometimes she’d find a funk and it would stick around the periphery for a week or two. Most times, the pot kept her trucking.

	“What else would you do?” the voice asked.

	“She could get a job!” her father said.

	“And, god, what are you wearing?” her mom said in unison with Casey’s stepmom—even their faces seemed to meld, Casey not always certain who was whom.

	For a lack of something else to do, Casey began going up the hill to smoke joints by Aileen’s grave. She made a proper grave marker with the limited info she had. She made flowers of cut fronds and pot leaves to place. Anything to do was something to do. Strangely, she never heard Aileen’s voice when she heard the voices of so many others. 

	Sometimes she’d hear the voice of her senior-year gym teacher, egging her on, always positive. Other times Tom Hanks from Cast Away would show up, agreeing or disagreeing with how she did things: “Perfect. That’s exactly how I did it,” or “Well, huh-uh, that’s one way to do it.” It made Casey feel a little bit crazy; she almost couldn’t wait to go fully mad and see all the people who owned those voices.

	Casey inhaled deeply, bending backwards, her long hair dragging in the sand behind her. She held it five seconds, then exhaled, singing, “And I float hmm, hmm, hmm.” In the west the sun was going down in a gorgeous pink-orange wash over the endless blue of the Pacific. Casey danced to the tunes in her head, anything to keep thoughts of loneliness at bay. 

	 

	FOUR YEARS LATER

	 

	25.

	The cannabis had spread like weeds—as one of its nicknames suggested it would. In the book for housewives, she’d discovered weaving instructions. After that, she made nearly full use of the plants. She smoked buds, which she rolled in leaves, and stripping the stalks gave her the necessary materials for weaving. 

	It began with chair that crumpled the first time she sat. It was a long shot anyway; the chair’s instructions were meant for wicker. The second chair had triple the materials, the weaves were tighter; it held when she sat, hardly shook when she stood and hopped. It felt like an achievement unlocked. To celebrate, she burned one.

	She only stopped smoking to sleep.

	The slow island life had become dull and routine, and weird. Every week she scrubbed the cottage, floors, walls, ceiling. She’d read about maths and science, about the climate in her approximate location—Stanley had left notes. She made up songs to the old-timey tunes. When one of the lightbulbs blew, she held a funeral for it. She weaved effigies to represent her father, mother, and stepmother. They were light and she had to bring them along for her mind to supply their halves of the conversations.

	She had plans to populate the entire backyard with all the people she’d ever known. It didn’t matter that all the woven dolls looked pretty much the same. Now, sitting in the backyard with her family and one of the Jules Verne collections in her lap, she looked at her creations.

	“Have I gone crazy?” she said.

	“Prolly,” the voice said. “Just kidding. You’ve absolutely lost your fucking mind.”

	“Don’t listen to her, hun. Now, how about you pass that over here?” her mother said.

	“How do you know?” Casey said, ignoring her mother.

	“You know how to do all this stuff now, but you don’t think about getting off the island,” the voice said. “You’ve accepted your fate.”

	“Anybody see those little donkey things. I saw some shit earlier. Fresh,” her father said.

	“Eww, yes to the shit,” her mother said.

	“Like moon pies,” her stepmother said.

	Casey jerked to her feet. “Enough!” She charged across the yard and into the trees, joint in her mouth, book held tight to her chest. Whenever she needed to be alone, she went to Aileen’s grave. She lay with her head in the grass, looking down onto the rest of the island. 

	It had been a long time since she’d seen the donkey kids. Still, every day or two, food was missing from the stocks, which was fine. She could never eat all that she grew, especially not alongside the natural bounty of the island. She wished they’d talk to her. She’d called to them often, years ago, but after receiving no response, she gave up. 

	Casey thought that maybe if she could interact with other living beings, she might tether herself to sanity. 

	“You think talking to donkey kids is going to make you feel sane?”

	Casey exhaled, speaking through the smoke, voice going throaty, “And what am I supposed to do instead.”

	The voice seemed to click her tongue. “Why have you read Five Weeks in a Balloon three times in the last month?”

	“I’ll die.”

	“Maybe.”

	Casey groaned. “Fine.”

	“Good.”

	Casey stayed where she lay until she was done the joint. She blew the last exhalation of smoke at the dirt. “See ya later, Aileen,” she said, rising to head back.

	—

	The first step was to weave the basket. A basket big enough to hold her, a few supplies, and the fuel she’d need to feed the balloon hot smoke. She’d stripped the stalks from the most recent harvest—the plants grew when they did as Casey planted seeds as soon as she got them. At any one time, she might have twenty plants ready to harvest. She had a mountain of bud in the spare bedroom.

	She weaved in the backyard, the voices of her family had gone silent, but she could feel their accusing eyes. She was going to kill them, that version of them. Sometimes she sang, sometimes she only smoked, her fingers dancing the thick threads into shape.

	—

	She cut down the next crop early. She needed the stalks, not great buds. After the basket came the ropes. She figured she’d need, at minimum, 100 feet of rope. It was a place to start. 

	Knife against the stalk, stalk between her legs, she sliced away medium thick threads. It took just a day to strip the plants. It would take many days to braid the rope. Days she had plenty of.

	As she reached the 100th foot of rope, her father spoke. “What moron would leave paradise?” The first peep any of the family trio had made in many weeks.

	“Zip it,” the voice said.

	Casey nodded once. “Don’t worry, Dad, I’m taking you all with me.”

	“Really?” her stepmother said.

	“Sure,” Casey said, rising and crossing the yard to the father effigy. 

	“Wait!” he said as Casey dug a finger around where the seams came together. “No, Casey. Honey, please!”

	Casey put her joint between the doll’s stiff lips. 

	“You gotta help me!” her father mumble-yelled around the joint.

	“Casey, you aren’t planning on taking us all apart, right?” her mother said.

	“I am, indeed. Unless you can hold these,” Casey said, her father’s head now had a crater in his skull.

	“Hold what?” her mother said.

	“Deez nuts,” Casey said, inadvertently giving it a 1992 Warren g pitch.

	“How dare you!” her stepmother said. “She’s your mother!”

	—

	The final step took months. The balloon had to be huge to hold her weight, as well as all the fuel she had to bring. Meaning, on top of weaving fine strands of stalk—almost like silk—she’d need more rope. She’d taken apart everything she’d ever woven, and trusted nothing from the cottage. It was all so old and worn. Plus, if someone else happened to get stuck on this damned island they should have supplies—also, it would be good to have if she somehow wound up back here, should she survive balloon failure.

	When her fingers got tired, she harvested bud. She waited as long as was possible before cutting down the plants; it wasn’t just about the stalks. One night when she was high, trying to remember Christmas as a child, her brain launched her into a scene she’d never experienced. The clothes were old-timey, all the light came from the roaring fireplace, and there was her family. Each member had a bowl of popcorn and a needle and thread.

	Casey had jerked stiff upright after connecting the vision to a question she’d harbored. Now she had it. She’d string buds, as many ropes as the available bud permitted, then let it dangle from the basket; it didn’t have to be inside until it was time to burn. Meaning the basket could be smaller, as could the balloon itself; though, when it came to the latter, she was in no rush to trim corners.

	—

	As she waited for the final patch of plants to reach a mature height, she filled jars with sundried breadfruit and coconut chips. She made potato chips, seasoning them with sea salt—these were her favorite food available on the island. The Fiji bottles were all filled from the reservoir, as was a large, steel thermos she’d found in the shed.

	Everything ready but the balloon itself, Casey began gathering fallen fronds from around the island, piling them on a trailer she dragged through the sand. Almost certainly that wackado, Stanley Glenn Bowman, used his donkey to carve the trail and drag anything needing dragged. She’d be a donkey for a few days—the balloon would require a great about of smoke to fill up.

	—

	Everything harvested, balloon crafted and ready to go, Casey lay in the backyard next to the balloon, paranoid rats might suddenly cause her grief—they ate fish and breadfruit; she and them hardly crossed paths anymore. When they did, the rats hid. The only things she saw less of were the donkey kids.

	“Maybe they died without a parent to guide them,” the voice said.

	Casey sighed. “Don’t put that on me.”

	“Just saying.”

	“Keep it to yourself,” Casey said.

	She lit a joint and tried to imagine tomorrow and all the ways it could go wrong. Aside from the balloon simply not working, she thought she’d made everything well enough to withstand whatever the world would bring.

	“You hope.”

	“So should you,” Casey said, closing her eyes after tapping out the roach of the joint she’d been smoking.

	 

	26.

	The morning was finally here. She was leaving the island in a pot air balloon.

	At first light, Casey grabbed the kerosene container and dumped all but the last little bit onto a small pile of fronds. She then took the cannister into the cottage, better safe than sorry, no need to burn a reserve by accident; maybe torch the whole cottage in the process?

	She unhooked the batteries on her way out. She wondered briefly if those donkey kids would move back into the cottage.

	“If you didn’t kill them,” the voice said.

	Casey shook her lighter. She’d used it only sparingly over the last two years. If she wanted it to go, she had to shake it. She lit the kerosene and fronds. The flame danced quickly, the smoke thick and black. Casey worked efficiently, building up the fire like a lasagna: layer of fronds, a couple chunks of tree trunk, more fronds, and so on. 

	She had to keep the balloon close to the fire without setting it alight. Two thirds of the smoke was escaping. Casey plucked a singed frond from the pile and waved the smoke into the gaping maw of the balloon. 

	Once the fire was going well enough, Casey crawled beneath the deflated balloon and grabbed the rim of the opening, holding it above the fire. She was exhausted long before the balloon’s weight was off her shoulders. She held on, pausing now and then to relight a joint.

	She was drenched in sweat by the time the balloon began rising high enough that she no longer needed to stand beneath it. There was no time to screw around. None. She loaded more fronds onto the pile, building the fire as high as she dared—the balloon and basket weren’t as flammable as fronds, especially not as flammable as buds, but they’d light, given any little reason to do so.

	Casey checked the basket and forty, sixty-foot strands of bud she’d strung together in the days preceding. Running, drenched now, she plucked a rolled joint from behind her ear. She lit it off the frond-bonfire, then ran to where she’d left the jug of water, sweetened by chunks of overripe breadfruit. 

	She sat a moment, huffing, puffing, blowing, catching her breath and senses as she sipped, watching the balloon lifting and taking shape. This was it. She was terrified, giddy, ready to die, if it came to that.

	“Fuck this place,” she said.

	“Indeed,” the voice said. “How fat do you think you’ll get, scarfing pizza and burgers and chips and chocolate and Coke.”

	Casey groaned, grinning around the joint between her lips. She inhaled deeply, then exhaled around the words, “I fucking can’t wait to—”

	The yard was thick with smoke, but not thick enough to mask the eight huge rats charging her way, nor the three adult-human-sized donkey people. Two were male and the third was female, fat with pregnancy. One of the men led the trio, the other brought up the caboose—limping some, as if a broken leg hadn’t set well.

	“Get fucked,” Casey said, rising, shooting a look at the balloon: not ready.

	The rats reached her well ahead of the others. Casey grabbed the stem of a four-foot frond and swung. She had no time to aim, but swinging fire was nothing like swinging a Louisville Slugger. The rats met the burning fronds with an incredible wail of agony.

	“There’s more where that came—” Casey began to shout, accidentally spitting her joint into the grass; words stopped short by two rats scratching their way up her legs, into her loose bikini bottoms like squirrels scaling trees for winter eats, despite that she had no nuts to pluck. She reached into the front of her bottoms, dropping the frond. Two more rats reached her.

	The balloon was all but full. Casey saw this and knew her window was shrinking. She did not want to weave so much as a drink coaster ever again. Forget the massive undertaking that was getting a balloon ready for flight.

	Casey grabbed the rats seemingly trying to burrow into her two lower-half entries/exits. Once, as she vomited in the dark on the periphery of a keg party, a boy named Mike Turner had attempted to grope her; Casey had grabbed him by the balls and squeeeeeeezed. She did the same now, even as two more rats rushed up her bare legs.

	The rats screeched, their eyes bulging, a spray of shit firing from their dying backsides. A maniacal laugh barreled up her throat as she grabbed for other rats.

	“God gave us this land! Hee-haw! Hee-haw!” 

	One of the male donkey men lunged at her, headbutting her, whoofing the air from Casey’s chest as she dropped onto her ass. The rats she’d held went flying before scurrying away.

	“Hee-haw! Hee-haw! This is our land!” the pregnant donkey shouted a moment before dropping to her knees, a machete gripped sloppily in her hoof-hands. She brought the blade down with all her weight, aiming for Casey’s head.

	Casey saw this. The donkey man trying to pound the life out of her did not.

	Still wheezing from the impact, Casey jerked sideways, bringing the donkey man on top of her—the rats running about her body had been scared or confused enough to retreat the first moment they could. The blade came down, into the donkey man’s head, spilling a deluge of hot, hot blood onto Casey’s face.

	The donkey woman screamed. Casey screamed. The third member of the donkey family had yet to make an appearance, though Casey was too preoccupied to consider why.

	She shoved the dead donkey man off her, the machete still wedged in his scalp. Casey grabbed the sticky handle and reefed the machete free. The donkey woman began to backpedal, a look of terror making her already hideous face even more grotesque.

	“It’s our land,” she said, whimpering and squeaking. “Hee-haw.”

	“And you can have it all to yourselves in a minute,” Casey said, feeling no threat, turning back to the balloon.

	The basket was off the ground now and would take off if not for the single rope tethering it in place—one she didn’t make and was going to leave behind for the next tenant of the island…or these weird ass donkey peop—

	“Oof fuck!” Casey shouted, spinning, raising the machete. 

	The donkey woman had leapt onto Casey’s back, arms clinging around Casey’s neck. Had she not spent almost five years doing for herself, this donkey woman would’ve destroyed her, simply buried Casey beneath her weight. 

	Casey dropped the machete, grabbed both the donkey woman’s rear legs, then jumped, landing back down. The Donkey woman made a strange, high-pitched noise a moment before a gush of fluid sprayed. When Casey looked down, she saw a foal or kid or whatever the hell crawling back along the wash of amniotic fluids she’d ridden free of her mama’s womb. 

	Behind and underneath Casey, the donkey woman moaned. Casey ignored the little freak between her legs and jerked around with the machete. The donkey woman was wide-eyed, but defeated, the life oozing from her eyes.

	“Did that other freak say they all die while giving birth?” the voice said.

	Casey pushed to her feet, took a step, and dropped. The donkey baby had its square teeth clamped onto her ankle. The bone smarted something awful. Absently, Casey swung the machete, slicing the little donkey person asunder down the middle. The mouth let go.

	“Fuck,” Casey growled, eyes on the balloon now several feet off the ground, the rope holding, though was now taut with pressure. 

	“Time to go,” the voice said.

	Casey took a step and stopped. The joint she’d been smoking was still lit, smoldering at the tip in the sandy dirt. She picked it up, brushed it off, took a hoot—and felt a familiar pain in her ankle.

	The half-donkey kid had crawled to her, entrails dangling like soda cans bouncing behind a borrowed Cadillac on a wedding day. The pupils in its eyes were massive. Casey wondered if turning half the island’s flora into pot fucked up this fucked up little creature worse than it had been, then recalled that it was cut in half and currently chomping at the flesh of her ankle, its grey tongue like a big, wriggling slug. Everywhere it touched left a subtle slash of blood.

	“Goddammit!” Casey shouted through clenched teeth, joint bobbing. She reached to her ankle. With a tiny pop, then squelch, Casey inserted her thumb into its left eye. “Hey!”

	The rope had broken. The balloon was fucking off without her.

	“No!”

	Casey popped to her feet, tossing aside the halved half-creature; it brayed its outrage behind her like an echo of her existence on the island. The balloon was on its way up the hill, dragging the bud ropes and occasionally bumping the earth, slowing it.

	The slope slowed Casey some as well, but she inhaled deeply from the joint at the corner of her mouth. The pot knew what her blood didn’t; they had to move! Her legs kicked into overdrive, her arms pistoning at her sides like those of a teenage boy home alone on a Wednesday afternoon, Incognito browser open. 

	The balloon was near the top.

	Casey took another deep breath through the joint, exhaling into an, “Ow!” a moment before falling face first into the grass. 

	The rats, those still alive, had redoubled for a second assault. Casey grabbed the first to reach her hip. She squeezed its head, then the body, dislocating something in its spine as she reefed her arms in opposite directions. The creature screeched motionlessly as she swung it like a mace. The rats she didn’t hit thought better of this battle and retreated.

	Casey looked. The balloon was just tipping over the edge of the hill and rock face.

	“No!” she shouted with her entire mouth, the joint finally flying free, landing ember up against the L in Aileen’s updated grave marker, burning into the dirt like the worms were taking a hit.

	Casey sprinted, passing the grave, and the moment her toes touched rock, she leapt, arms out, reaching, reaching, reaching while she flew, flew, fell. She missed the basket. She missed the dangling ropes. 

	Her arms pedalled miserably against the emptiness as the Pacific raced toward her.

	Before she landed, the rockface exploded out on a great billow of smoke shaped like a hand. It caught Casey and lifted her high, then tossed her into the basket while her arms and legs pinwheeled helplessly. She thumped into stiff the weave, landing on the bottles of water.

	“What the fuck was that?” the voice said.

	Casey launched herself to the other side of the basket, looking back to the island. There she was, Aileen, in billowing smoke form. Casey watched the ghost bend to pick up the joint and take a drag, which strangely made Aileen seem much more whole.

	“Huh,” Casey said, falling back against the basket.

	Which was losing sky already.

	Up and moving, Casey lit the tweaked kerosene lamp, the flame big and hungry, drinking up the breadfruit oil she’d learned to extract thanks to Stanley’s library. She reeled in three ropes of bud, began feeding the first to the flame below the balloon. Some of the smoke escaped, and within minutes it was as if air had no effect against a hotboxed basket. 

	Casey stuck her head out beyond the smoke and saw that she was already into the clouds. She’d fed two ropes in a row and could go easier now. The air was thin and cold up here and a little heat went a long way. 

	She sat back with a sigh. She uncapped a bottle and took a sip of island water. A liveable island with good water and lots of pot…what if she came down on another island, a worse one. Casey lifted her face to inhale some of the last lingering clouds, push away the awareness that a pot air balloon was probably a very bad idea.

	As she sat coming to terms with her forthcoming demise, Casey looked at the stupid rope that had failed. She rose. The basket shook and swung beneath her, though never badly enough to send her sprawling. She figured after spending a day or two in the basket, she’d be a pro.

	“Ah, the third one,” the voice said. 

	Over the side of the basket was the donkey man with the bum leg. He was clinging to the rope that hadn’t failed but had been cut.

	“Oh, fuck that,” Casey said, making eye contact with the freak.

	“Hee-haw! Help! Hee-haw! Please! I fell out—hee-haw, hee-haw!—when it tipped. Hee-haw, hee-haw!”

	Casey looked back into the basket.

	“Hee-haw! I’m not—hee-haw, hee-haw!—like the others. Hee-haw!”

	Casey picked up the little oyster knife, the only one remaining from the yacht’s block. 

	“Sorry, bro,” she said as she cut into the rope.

	“Hee-haw!”

	The rope was down to a few snapping twines.

	“Have a good trip, see you next fall!” she said as the donkey man fell.

	“You—hee-haw, hee-haw—are a—!”

	Gone.

	The balloon was already rising from the change in weight. Casey continued to feed the balloon, partly to go higher and partly to inhale the runoff smoke.

	—

	Four days after departing the island, she burned the last rope—most of it. Keeping half an ounce to smoke didn’t feel like it would make much of a difference anyway. She’d burned more than she cared to consider, and it hadn’t taken her anywhere but into the clouds.

	That was twelve hours ago. She’d been falling at a steadily quickening clip. She tried to stay fried enough that she couldn’t think about it, but the voice refused to lose track of reality. The goddamned voice that had kept her alive her whole life. She’d never be in this if she didn’t listen to that smarter part of her brain when it chimed in.

	“True. And dead is better?” the voice said.

	Casey picked the skin from a stalk, peeling it like an orange. She broke up some bud into the stiff paper, leaving herself enough space to roll over the seam by a half. Leaned into the flickering flame of the lamp, she lit the joint. 

	“Well, I guess this is it,” the voice said.

	Casey said nothing in response, instead thought, I’m going to die alone.

	The balloon had picked up pace in its descent toward the Pacific. The balloon would soon deflate altogether and send her into a freefall like a maple pod. The wind rushed around her as she leaned out of the basket, arms spread. She was going to d—

	Just as the ocean came back into view through the clouds, a great growl of power thrust from behind, nearly sending Casey over the side. She reeled herself in, joint between her lips, turning to put her back to the painfully powerful wind. 

	There was a jet. A private jet. Her basket and balloon had caught on the wing. The balloon had gone around and under, was currently whipping the basket from below.

	A pilot came back to look out one of the four windows. Casey dropped to her knees, only her head was above the basket. Snoop Dogg appeared in the window following the pilot’s. 

	“Of course,” Casey said, sliding down to her butt. 
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	Everybody was super happy to see her. Until the cameras left. Another twenty-eight months and her parents would’ve been $1,000,000 richer on account of a life insurance policy. 

	Casey exhaled the smoke from a fruit punch flavored pre-roll—the novelty of options! She’d been home nine days, and she was starting to miss her island. The freedom. That feeling, when it came, passed quickly. 

	She scratched away the roach’s ember on the cement step below the back door. She stepped inside, dropping the roach in the kitchen garbage on her way by the sink. Her stepmother was scrolling on her cell at the kitchen island.

	“Do you have to smoke so much of that garbage?”

	Casey frowned, slowing, trying to calculate what was said. “Garbage?”

	“Marijuana,” her stepmother said, whispering, as if conspiring about something exotic, illicit.

	“Get fucked,” Casey said and continued down to the basement. 

	They’d given the maid her room, and when the woman tried to give it back, Casey decided she’d rather have deep darkness at any time of the day.

	She closed the door on the former maid’s living quarters. She lay down on the soft mattress and streeeeeched, toes twinkling. Okay, being back was so much better than being on the island. Casey closed her eyes.

	—

	“Yeah?” Casey said after hearing the knock. She’d fallen asleep.

	The door opened and there was her father. He’d turned sixty-four last month and looked all of it now. And in a way he never had before.

	“How you feeling?” he said.

	“Fine. I was taking a nap.”

	He sniffed, twice. “Hun, what’s it been, six years since you graduated high school?”

	Casey sat up, head tilted in confusion. “Why?”

	“Just how long?”

	Casey caught on then. “I was on a fucking island in the middle of the fucking ocean for the last five years!”

	Her father rolled his eyes. “Four and a bit. And we all have stuff, Casey. The rest of us still have to do something with their lives. Money doesn’t just fall in your lap.”

	Footfalls thundered down the steps. Tabby, the Pilipino maid who’d been with the family since Casey was ten, appeared in the doorway with the cordless phone in hand. Casey’s father tried to take it, but she yanked it away.

	“It’s for Casey.”

	Casey sat the rest of the way up. “Hello?”

	“Is this Casey Bronson? The Casey Bronson who survived alone on—”

	“How’d you get this number?” Casey said. They’d had to change the landline number. Casey asked why they needed it anymore anyway and, despite that none of them could think of a reason to do so, they kept it.

	“I’m…not…I’m… My name’s Claire Abrahamson. I’m calling on behalf of Raven Banner Entertainment.”

	“Fuck off, for real?” Casey looked at the call display. Unlisted.

	“For real. We’d like to work with about bringing your harrowing journey to the screen. We were thinking Sydney Sweeney, Sadie Sink, someone of—”

	“Who?” Casey said, then quickly covered the mouthpiece. “Dad, gotta take this. It’s the movies.”

	He opened his mouth, then snapped it shut with a toothy clack. She waved him away as she listened to Claire from Raven Banner. 

	He nodded, then whispered, “You know, we’re all so proud of you.”
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