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Gary stared anxiously through the humidity-
smeared rear window of the station wagon. The 
grill of the white Cadillac trailing behind them 
twinkled in the heat, the chrome glinting like a 
metal mouth bearing down on the rear bumper 
every time the brakes squealed them to a stop. 
Gary stared absently at two shadowy figures, black-
ened and hazy, hovering behind the Caddy’s slop-
ing windshield like strange voyeurs from another 
world, a world in which things like air-conditioning 
and tinted windows proliferated. 

Martha had a tendency to brake hard and turn 
hard, forcing Gary to use the palms of his hands to 
balance himself against the hot plastic of the car 
interior with every change in direction, digging the 
heels of his bare feet into the rough fabric of the 
wagon’s rear bed at every all-too-brief red light. To 
make things worse, Gary wore nothing but a swim-
suit, and the sun coming through the large wagon 
windows was sliding across his skin in slanted hot 
white quadrangles, smearing like hot butter across 
his small frame with every twist of the road. He felt 
like a bug trapped under the concentrated bright 
eye of a magnifying glass. 
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Despite the front windows being down there 
was little ventilation in the rear, and though the ride 
was short his skin was already moist with sweat. 
Particularly annoying was the purple sugar spilled 
across his chest and the back of his hand from the 
ripped-open pouch of Lik-M-Aid Fun Dip, which 
had coughed out a puff of powder when Martha 
barreled over a particularly large pothole. The 
crashing bump had briefly levitated him before 
slamming him down against the wide floor of the 
wagon’s rear hold, making him bite his tongue 
while simultaneously creating the Fun Dip fiasco he 
was currently saddled with. 

“Sorry!” Martha said, floating a hand in the air 
without turning her head. Then to herself, “Been 
more and more of those lately... damn roads.” 

“Mom, god,” snapped Abby, her voice chiding 
but her eyes never leaving the notebook where she 
was scribbling love letters in bright green ink to 
Timmy Northrup, her teenage crush. “You made 
me mess up,” she mumbled. 

“Sorry,” Martha repeated, her tone more weary 
than sorrowful. “Didn’t see it.” 

Abby turned her head absently toward the rear 
of the wagon and caught Gary’s eye. She smiled, 
her expression one of amused surprise, as if he had 
just now come into existence. 

She lifted a hand to her mouth, pantomiming a 
cup, and pretended to drink from it. She followed 
this with a cross-eyed look and a wobbling of her 
head. Gary knew she was pretending to be drunk, 
and almost laughed, but when he shifted his eyes to 



Philip Fracassi 
 

 9 

the back of his mom’s head his smile disappeared. 
His mother did drink. He knew that sometimes she 
drank a lot. It was one of the reasons their father 
had left them, at least according to Abby. 

He looked back at the still-smiling Abby, and as 
the sun hit her face, he thought for the millionth 
time how very pretty she was. She had black hair 
and blue eyes like he did, like their mother, but her 
complexion was more olive, like their father’s. Gary 
knew boys thought she was cute—enough of his 
friends had told him so—and he certainly held no 
argument with it. He wished he was more like her, 
and often imitated her expressions, her manner-
isms, in the hopes of being thought of as highly as 
she was by other kids. But he was small, he knew, 
and thin, and paler than she. He was skinny and 
boney like his mother, who they called Martha at 
her request but never felt right about it. Martha was 
quite pale, quite thin, having become more so since 
their father left. But she, also, was quite beautiful. 
He knew that. He knew she had been. 

Abby snapped her fingers, bringing Gary back. 
He looked into her eyes, tried to smile. She re-
turned his smile and then she gave him “the wink.” 
The Wink wasn’t a quick, darting wink, but a heavy, 
prolonged, wink—the kind where her whole face 
got into the act—a snarl of her lips and a crease in 
her cheek and forehead, her eyelids squeezed to-
gether in a passionate, overlapping embrace of 
lashes. 
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Gary loved that wink, and it always made him 
smile. It was the one Abby always gave him when 
things seemed bad but always ended up okay. The 
one that said: “Don’t forget, don’t worry. We’re in 
this together.” 
 
 
 
 

They arrived at the pool. 
Martha dropped down the rear gate of the wag-

on and grabbed a large canvas bag filled with tow-
els, sunscreen, snacks, and water bottles. Gary 
clutched his own towel and his blue swimming 
goggles tightly to his chest, waiting for Martha to 
hurry it up so he could slide out the back. 

“Do you want your sandals?” Martha asked, 
grabbing a smaller mesh bag that carried Gary’s 
sandals, t-shirt and the tattered paperback she’d 
been reading for the last month. He saw a flash of 
something monstrous on the cover of the thick lit-
tle book, its hateful black eyes staring out at him 
from within the dirty white crisscrossed plastic 
mesh of the bag. He hated that book and didn’t 
understand why his mother was reading it. He pre-
ferred Encyclopedia Brown himself, or his books 
about the nice fat lady, Ms. Piggle-Wiggle, who always 
knew the right things to do about bad, nasty chil-
dren. In the last one he read she had made a boy 
stay locked inside his dirty room until, one day, the 
room was piled so high with filth and garbage that 
the boy was trapped, and he couldn’t eat or sleep or 
get out of the room and he likely would have died 
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had he not realized, at the very end, that in order to 
survive he must be clean. So the boy cleaned every-
thing up and never dirtied his room again. Gary 
thought that was a book worth reading. 

“Gary?” she said again, now holding his small 
flip-flops between her fingers, jostling them for his 
attention. “The pavement’s hot.” 

“Okay,” he said, just to keep things moving; an-
ything to get out of the hot, stuffy wagon and into 
the cool, clear water. He slid his bottom onto the 
hard plastic shell of the dropped gate, sat patiently 
while Martha slipped the blue plastic sandals onto 
his feet. He could hear laughter and joyous scream-
ing coming from just over the high brown-brick 
wall that separated the pool from the parking lot. 

His mother finally took a step back and allowed 
Gary to slip to the ground. Abby walked ahead, 
weaving carelessly between parked cars toward the 
black-glassed double-doors below the entry sign 
reading Akheron Community Center, a low-slung 
beige-bricked building that served as a portal to the 
recreation center sprawled beyond. He clutched his 
towel tightly and ran to catch up with her. 

“Watch for cars, please!” Martha yelled at his 
heels. “Even parked cars move sometimes, you 
know!” 

Abby turned, hearing the slaps of the sandals 
on pavement. She smiled vaguely, then turned back 
and kept walking. Gary could see the straps of her 
bikini through the sunlit white-and-green-striped 
cotton dress she had pulled over it. She also had on 
flip-flops, silly ones with sparkly stones all over 
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them, and carried her own bag with things Gary 
couldn’t imagine needing at a pool. He knew what 
was in there because he snuck a look when they 
were waiting for her that morning. 

Sunscreen and a magazine made sense, but she 
also brought make-up and a hair brush, plus a cou-
ple other “girl” things he didn’t understand. A pa-
per-wrapped tube, weird clips that he supposed 
were for her hair, and a small canister filled with 
pills he didn’t think were aspirin. 

He also thought it was a fake canister, that the 
pills were hidden. But he loved Abby, and would 
never tattle on her. 

When he caught up to her she absently dropped 
a hand down and grabbed his. He had to shuffle his 
goggles to his other hand quickly so as not to drop 
them, but he didn’t mind. 

“Stay with me and you’ll be safe,” she said, not 
looking down at him. He nodded and looked down 
to watch his feet cross the black asphalt of the 
parking lot, only looking up when they reached the 
dark double doors. 

They passed through together, hand-in-hand. 
 

 
 
 

Tyler Lippon hated his wings. He was almost eight 
years old now and he told his mother again and 
again that he could swim just fine. She knew he 
could because she’d come to see him do the classes 
at the YMCA. He didn’t even use the float board 
for the kick exercises because he didn’t need it, not 
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really. Plus, he knew how to hold his breath for a 
really, really long time. 

“You’re still too small, and there’s a hundred 
crazy kids in the pool bigger than you,” his mother 
said, pushing one tight blue inflated ring over his 
narrow bicep, the rubbery surface irritating his skin. 

“This is ridiculous,” he said, working hard to 
pronounce the last word, recently learned, filled 
with its host of syllables and mysterious angry 
meaning. 

His mother smiled and kissed him on the fore-
head and he knew he’d lost. 

“Next year, old man,” she said, tapping his nose 
lightly with the tip of her finger, her red nail polish 
matching her one-piece suit and lush ginger hair. 
Tyler hated the nickname, something his parents 
called him as a tease because he was smarter than a 
lot of kids, and had what his Grandpa Sam referred 
to as an “old soul.” But he didn’t think his soul was 
old at all. He figured it was right around eight, just 
like he was. 

Escaping his mother’s warm hands, Tyler spun, 
checked once for oncoming kids, then made a run-
ning jump into the pool’s shallow end. Kids 
splashed mercilessly around him but he didn’t 
mind, part of him actually grateful now for the 
wings that kept him easily aloft, although he’d nev-
er admit it to his mother. As he was prone to do, 
he put his face down into the water and opened his 
eyes, ignoring the dull sting of the chlorine. 

The underworld of the pool was beautiful. It 
was cloudy and blue, filled with hips and legs of 
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kids jumping, spinning, walking and kicking, all of 
it in a dreamy slow-motion. When the water over-
lapped his ears the sounds of the surrounding chil-
dren became muffled and far away and he felt 
alone, like an angel floating around heaven looking 
at the saved ones fighting their way up, up through 
the clouds. He smiled under the water and kicked 
his legs. As he swam out of the shallow end, he 
spread his buoyed arms wide to either side and 
watched gracefully as the coarse white concrete 
bottom of the pool dropped further and further 
away from the surface, giving him the delicious im-
pression he was spreading his angel wings and fly-
ing higher and higher into the sky toward God. 
 
 
 
 

Martha watched her children enter the recreation 
center and sighed. It was so fucking hot. She won-
dered if she had time for a cigarette, then remem-
bered the pool passes were in her purse. She pic-
tured the kids standing by the bored clerk, Gary’s 
feet parading up and down in a frenzy of impa-
tience while Abby sulked gracefully, one hip jutting 
out, her lips in a pout and her wide blue eyes bat-
ting mercilessly as she waited for her poor, sad, old 
mother to arrive with the passes so the kids could 
go play. 

Normally Martha just dumped the kids off, 
went and met up with Suzanne for an afternoon 
martini at the Chi-Chi’s by the mall, but today she’d 
decided to join the little monsters, get some much-
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needed sun. She felt run-down, pale and out-of-
shape. She wanted to go out more, to work out 
more, but she was always so damned tired. It had 
been a long week with work and the kids, who were 
always a handful in the summer without the time-
suck of school. The late-night drinking had kept 
her from sleeping well, and on top of everything 
she had the weekend to contend with. She dreaded 
the thought of seeing Dan and his stupid, smug, 
smiling, benevolent face walking up her driveway in 
some combination of khakis and Brooks Brothers 
oxford - his typical lawyer weekend wear. 

She and Dan were still thick in the middle of 
the legalities, and even though he’d blamed her 
drinking for his leaving, it was his affair with Ab-
by’s eighth-grade teacher of all fucking things that 
gave her primary custody of the children. Small 
blessings, she thought to herself, then smiled. Mr. 
Clean. Mr. Holy. Mr. Better-than-fucking-thou was 
caught red-handed bopping Ms. Kulowsky, former-
ly of Middlemarch Middle School, now full-time 
fuck-buddy to a civil lawyer on the wrong side of 
forty in the middle of a nasty divorce. Who was 
balding, she couldn’t help but notice the last time he 
had come for his weekend with the children. 

Fuck ‘em both, she thought. They deserved what 
they got, and she’d be more than happy to spend 
his hard-earned money for the next ten years or so 
until the kids were out of school. And then... well, 
yes, and then. 

And then you’ll figure it out, she thought, and 
smiled even wider as she opened the door to the 
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rec center. Her skin collided with the chilled burst 
of air-conditioning and she nearly gasped with the 
shock of it. She removed her sunglasses in the 
darkened interior, saw the kids waiting impatiently 
by the clerk, and reached into her purse for the 
pool passes, silently thanking Holy Dan for the 
money he provided to pay for them. 

“Coming,” she said, thinking once more about 
stepping out for a smoke once the kids were set up 
by the pool. Hell, she thought to herself cheerfully, 
if it stayed this hot she might even take a dip her-
self. 
 
 
 
 

Gary split up from his mother and sister, detouring 
into the boy’s locker room—a wet, steamy, germ-
fused abyss where he would have to pass through a 
gauntlet of naked and half-naked men and boys, 
through the communal shower room, past the 
bathrooms and finally out into the bright, golden 
nirvana of the pool deck. He always went through 
the locker room with his eyes lowered and pointed 
straight-ahead, not wanting to see more than he 
was forced to, and always traveled to the pool in his 
suit so he would only have to spend a few dashing 
moments traversing the locker room area. 

When he was younger he would come with his 
dad, who always changed in the locker room and 
always made Gary wait with him while he did. It 
was a torturous, horrifying passage of time, espe-
cially when his father would see someone he knew 
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and, always a chatterbox, stop in mid-dress to talk 
about things Gary neither understood or cared 
about, all the while keeping him from his time at 
the pool. But now his father didn’t take him 
swimming anymore, because now his father lived in 
a different town that had no pool, and despite the 
sadness caused by his parent’s break-up, this was 
one of a few small blessings for which Gary was 
grateful. 

Finally making it through the hellish, flesh-
writhing, overly-heated swamp of the shower room 
and the adjoining, foul-smelling toilets, Gary 
stepped out onto the white concrete pool deck, the 
fresh chlorine-scented air and sounds of laughing 
children washing away the grim experience of his 
passage. 

He turned to his left and saw his mother and 
Abby stepping out as well, apparently in some sort 
of heated discussion. Abby looked at Gary and 
rolled her eyes, and Gary waited until he felt the 
worst of the interaction had passed before ap-
proaching them. 

“Martha,” he asked, “can we camp by a wall?” 
Gary greatly preferred to set up their “towel 

camp,” as his mother called it, against one of the 
high brick walls, so that while the afternoon wore 
on they had a better chance of being overtaken by 
the elongating slice of shade the wall would pro-
vide, assuming they picked the proper position. 

“Sure,” she said curtly, already scanning the pe-
rimeter for a clear patch of concrete. 

Gary looked out over the pool, gauging his 
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eventual position in the water, weighing his options 
for entry, figuring the best course of travel once 
submerged. The pool was a large blue rectangle 
with a buoy-filled rope separating the deep end 
where the diving boards were stationed, the moder-
ately-deep section and, beyond that, the shallow 
end. If you scanned all the way to the left, you 
could see a circular set of stairs traipsing down 
from a curved corner that designated the entry for 
the very shallow end, no more than two feet deep, 
for children who might not be able to swim. Gary 
remembered the day he first ventured out of that 
safety zone. He and his friend Jerry had, under mu-
tual agreement, ventured deeper, letting the rough 
pool bottom separate from their heels, then their 
tip-toes, and then, in a rush of adrenaline-fueled 
buoyancy, they were floating. Jerry had swum a few 
strokes out, but the heavy splashing of some teen-
agers had sent him back to where he could stand 
on his toes while, at the least, he could lift his 
mouth just above the surface of the water. He had 
turned to Gary, who had not swum out with him, 
and smiled, water slipping past his lips and into his 
mouth with each passing ripple as he spoke. “I 
think this is deep enough,” he said, sputtering the 
words through quick breaths. Gary nodded and 
they had both stood in that spot, bouncing on their 
toes, smiling like fools, their heads tilted upwards 
to avoid swallowing water, the sun bright and warm 
on their faces as kids pranced around them like ma-
licious mermen. 

“Gary,” his mother said sharply, catching him 
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“dazing” as she called it. Startled, Gary saw his 
mother was already moving through prone bodies 
toward a clearing. 

Abby, waiting for him, rolled her eyes—
playfully this time—and ruffled his short black 
hair. “You are such an airhead,” she said, and put 
her arm around his shoulders. 

Gary knew a lot of kids would be embarrassed 
by this, and he also knew most siblings hated each 
other. He’d heard enough war stories from his own 
friends to realize this was the norm. But even 
though Gary was only twelve and Abby three solid 
years and two grades older, he loved her very 
much, and he was always careful never to be an an-
noying little brother. When Martha was out and 
Abby snuck a boy over, Gary was always diligent 
about staying out of the way, finding a book and 
huddling in his room while giggles and thick silenc-
es permeated from the living room. He had even 
discovered (he wouldn’t use the word “caught,” 
because he wasn’t sneaking or anything) Abby and 
a boy named Jackson sipping from Martha’s bottle 
of Vodka once. But she had just shooed him away 
with her hand and he had gone quietly, never say-
ing a word about it. Because in this world, if he 
didn’t have Abby as an ally, he didn’t have anyone. 
His parents were too worried about their divorce, 
and his friends had their own problems. So Gary 
stuck by Abby, and together they could float above 
the broken house, the disjointed parenting, the 
drunken mother. Together they could pull through. 
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Side-by-side the kids followed their mother, 
navigating to a clear patch on the far side of the 
pool, near the deep end. 

 
 
 
 

Tyler lifted his face from the water and waded, his 
legs cycling beneath him, his arms splayed outward. 
He looked around to get his bearings. He was clos-
er to the deep end divider than he’d realized. He 
twisted his body, turning to look for his mother, 
who he was certain would be nervously scanning 
the pool for his whereabouts. 

He couldn’t see her. There were too many 
heads between him and where they had lain down 
their towels and one of the lifeguard towers was 
blocking his view. He wondered how deep he was 
and felt a snake-like cold squirming in his guts he 
didn’t recognize—being just a little kid—as the 
first signs of true panic. 

Something brushed his leg. He looked down 
and kicked, a small cry escaping his mouth. Water 
leapt inside and he coughed, spat. A slithering dark-
skinned creature had swum by, a creature he recog-
nized, after a beat, as a boy swimming the width of 
the pool underwater. Tyler smiled, thinking he was 
being—what was it—ridiculous. He looked again for 
his mother and was heartened to see a flash of the 
familiar red swimsuit. 

He began kicking his legs in that direction but 
stopped short when a large kid jumped in the pool 
just a few inches away. The splash covered his face 
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and the wave from the impact tossed him off-
balance. 

Thank god for the wings, he thought. 
He turned his head in time to see the big kid 

emerge. He was thick, pimply and ugly. He had 
long black hair, beady dark eyes and a thick eye-
brow that ran from above one eye to the other with 
only the slightest thinning at the bridge of his nose. 
Tyler was staring at him, without realizing it. 

“The fuck you looking at?” the big kid said, his 
mouth carved into a scowl. 

“Nothing,” Tyler replied lamely. He looked 
around. None of the other kids were paying any 
attention. 

Before he could look back, something wet and 
flat and hard smacked him in the side of the face. 
Stunned, Tyler looked back at the big kid, who was 
smiling now, and touched his cheek gently with his 
own wet fingertips. Tyler realized, with no small 
amount of shock, that the big kid had slapped him. 
Tyler had never been hit before—not ever—and 
his mind could barely process what had happened. 
After a moment of staring at the kid’s snarling, poi-
sonous face, he felt something shift. Deep down 
inside him, something had... dislodged, had slid out 
of place, passing through his stomach, his legs, and 
then... out of his body, into the water. Gone. 

What it was no longer mattered. Where it had 
lived, deep inside of him, was empty. 

The pain in his cheek flowered, distracting him 
from his shock. Tyler felt the heat of his face and 
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knew it must be reddening. Tears burned at the 
back of his eyes and his bottom lip began to trem-
or, but Tyler held the wave of emotion back, know-
ing that crying now would be something he would 
regret for a very long time. 

The big kid looked even more amused. 
“Gonna cry, baby? Gonna cry?” He squealed 

and grunted like a pig, then tried imitating Tyler’s 
shocked face before finally transforming his ugly 
visage into that of a weeping child, rubbing at his 
eyes with fat-fingered fists. 

Tyler turned away, praying the kid would be 
done with him, that one of the many other kids and 
adults around them would notice, would scare him 
off. He dipped his face into the pool and kicked 
with his legs, pushing this time with his arms as 
well to create distance between himself and the bul-
ly. After a few moments, he stopped, lifted his 
head, looked back. The kid was gone. Tyler jerked 
his head left and right, waiting to be flanked, to be 
attacked once more, but saw no danger. Just more 
kids—so many kids—swimming around him. 
Laughing. Yelling. Oblivious. 

Tyler felt himself relax, the threat of tears now 
well put away. He looked toward the shallow end, 
saw his mother sitting on her towel, her face in a 
book. He looked up to the lifeguard sitting at the 
top of the tower and noticed he was staring right 
down at Tyler. Unflinchingly so, Tyler thought. 

Feeling safer, watched, Tyler sighed, knowing it 
was going to be okay. 
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Not wanting to feel like he was running back to 
his mother after the bully had scared him, he just 
floated a while, kicking slowly. He tilted his face up 
toward the sun and closed his eyes. 

Beneath him, less than a foot from his dangling 
feet, a thin, crooked black crack drew itself along 
the pool’s bottom, stretching, within seconds, from 
one end to the other, length-wise, passing effort-
lessly through the tiled demarcations that lined the 
surface every five yards. Tiny fragments of old plas-
ter along the length of the crack rose into the water 
and danced. 

Because Tyler was a practical boy, if he had 
seen the crack develop, he might have wondered if 
it was something the people responsible for such 
things should be concerned about, or whether he, 
himself, should be worried. 
 
 
 
 

As Martha, Abby and Gary settled onto their tow-
els, Gary made a point of scanning the pool area, 
identifying as many kids as he could. The concrete 
deck was packed with families and small, tight 
groups of kids, usually all-boys or all-girls. The 
girls, Gary noticed, tended to be placid, sunning 
themselves with little interest in their surroundings. 
The boys, especially the ones in packs, seemed very 
aware of everything around them. Like Gary him-
self, they were constantly studying faces, hoping to 
identify targets for potential companionship or just 
to satisfy their own curiosity as to who was about. 
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Perhaps to compare themselves. Most likely to 
compare themselves.  

Gary saw a few kids from his grade, but no real 
friends. He knew he would not see Jerry, who had 
been forced to go to summer camp, something 
Gary knew he hated. Last year had been Jerry’s first 
summer away. He had written Gary a few times, 
scribbled notes on the back of dingy postcards, the 
backs typically showing nature photographs, like a 
dense tree-line or a frigid-looking lake. One had 
shown a girl shooting a bow and arrow, a feather 
stuck into her headband as if part of the camp ritu-
al was having the kids play Cowboys and Indians, 
killing each other ritualistically until only one group 
survived, the group that got to return home to their 
parents, to civility. 

He noticed his friend Billy Marks on the far side 
sitting with his parents. A couple groups over from 
him was his best friend from first grade, Sam Beck. 
They weren’t so close anymore, but still saw each 
other around, and Gary wouldn’t mind saying hello, 
maybe seeing if he wanted to buddy up for the day. 
He kept scouting, but didn’t see any other kids he 
really knew. He recognized many, if not most of 
them, but they were either younger than Gary or 
much older, and those social circles didn’t overlap. 

For now, Gary decided to play it solo. “Mom,” 
he said, “I’m gonna go in.” 

His mother was in her suit and sitting on her 
towel, rubbing lotion on her legs. “Okay, hon. You 
have sunscreen on, yeah?” 

“Yeah, we did it at home.” He turned to Abby, 



Philip Fracassi 
 

 25 

who seemed engaged in Gary’s previous activity of 
scanning the pool deck for accomplices. “You 
wanna go in, Abby?” 

Abby didn’t look at Gary, but stood and began 
walking toward what he assumed was someone she 
had recognized. “I’ll catch you later, Gary,” she 
said over her shoulder, and was gone. 

Gary didn’t like that they had camped by the 
deep end. He would now have to walk across the 
hot concrete the entire length of the pool to get to 
the shallower end where he liked to swim, at least 
to start. He sighed deeply, touched the goggles 
strapped to his forehead to make sure he hadn’t 
forgotten them, and began the long walk. 

By the time he made it past the 4 1/2-foot 
marker the bottoms of his feet were feeling the 
heat. He pulled his goggles over his eyes in prepara-
tion for his entry, transforming the world into bril-
liant blue hues, and, with joyous relief, did a two-
step leap over the pool edge and plunged down in-
to the cool water. 

Submerged, Gary let himself sink, deciding to 
stay under a few moments, relishing the feeling of 
his skin temperature dropping, the heat of his in-
sides settling, cooling, relaxing his mind and mus-
cles. After a few more moments, he pushed against 
the bottom and surged upwards, breaking the sur-
face in a rush and sucking in a deep gulping breath 
of warm air. He wiped wet hair from his vision and 
surveyed the area. A multitude of heads and arms 
broke through the surface of the water as if de-
tached from any particular body, wiggling and 



ALTAR 

 26 

laughing or gliding atop the water like dancing 
zombie limbs pushed through the sod above their 
graves. Gary shook off the image and began to 
swim, exhilarated by the exertion of each fervent 
stroke. 

He’d made it all the way to the other side when, 
breathing heavily, he broke upward and clung to 
the pool’s pocked concrete ledge. He secretly 
hoped Martha or Abby might have noticed his he-
roic crossing, and looked for them in the throng of 
sunning bodies along the wall. 

He saw Abby. She was talking to two other girls 
by the locker room doors, next to a play area des-
ignated for small children who weren’t yet ready for 
the large pool. A yellow, rust-tinged metal sign that 
read Kid Zone! in sun-faded red letters was bolted 
above a small gate that led into the cordoned-off 
toddler-friendly space. 

Gary had spent many hot days in the Kid Zone! 
and thought of it, for the most part, quite fondly. 
The fenced-off grid had a soft, plush flooring and 
harbored three large creatures that children could 
climb on top of or crawl beneath. There was the 
elephant, who shot water from a fountain in its 
trunk straight up into the air, a turtle that trickled 
water from its belly so that when you crawled be-
neath it you were given a light shower of warm wa-
ter, and a giant frog who squirted a limp stream of 
water from a small hole set within its closed mouth. 
Gary loved the elephant and the turtle, but didn’t 
care for the frog. Likely because it was the frog he 
had slipped off of when he was small, hitting his 
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mouth on one of its hard feet and chipping a baby 
tooth. It wasn’t that big of a deal, he knew that 
now, but at the time the pain and the blood had 
sent his innocent senses screaming through his 
brain. He recalled looking at the frog’s dumb 
mouth with its stupid stream of warm water and 
would have sworn the creature was smiling at him 
while he bled and cried. At the time, Gary was con-
vinced the frog had enjoyed his getting hurt, rel-
ished the smear of watery blood that soaked into its 
porous wet webbed foot. For months afterward he 
dreamed of that accident, and every time the frog 
was there, impossibly turning its giant green con-
crete head, the water squirting from its mouth 
transformed into a black, saliva-dripping tongue. 
And it was always, in every dream, smiling. 

He turned away from his sister and the bad 
memory and swam back toward the middle of the 
pool. He almost knocked into a little kid with blue 
floaty wings on his arms but was able to quickly 
adjust his path and swim around him at the last se-
cond. He silently cursed the kid for being so oblivi-
ous to the others around him, noticing his face was 
stuck down into the water like a snorkeler, but then 
dismissed it. He floated, treading water a moment, 
then noticed Sam jumping into the deep end. In-
vigorated with decision, he lowered his head and 
swam toward his old friend. 
 
 
 

Martha tried to relax. The towel was a poor buffer 
between the prickly concrete and her bare skin, but 
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she was enjoying the warmth of the sun and des-
perately needed a little tanning. Looking down at 
her old black one-piece and skinny white thighs she 
cursed herself for not wearing a bikini, and prom-
ised she’d buy herself something a smidge sexier 
before their next public outing. If she didn’t tone-
up and tan a bit she’d never get laid, something that 
hadn’t happened well before Dan... 

She shook her head, took a few deep breaths 
and closed her eyes behind her large dark sunglass-
es, trying to empty her mind. She didn’t want to 
think about her asshole husband, or her kids, or a 
drink. A drink. 

She forced the thought away and took another 
deep breath, let it out. She tried to zone out the 
sound of children screaming, splashing. The warm 
sun caressed her skin, and she let it. 

Unbidden, thoughts of Dan came rushing into 
her mind like a cold wave. Thoughts of Dan with 
her. Martha shuddered and tried to block the on-
slaught of imaginary visuals that flipped through 
her mind’s eyes like a scrapbook of sex. The two of 
them together—in a motel; in the teacher’s house; 
in the teacher’s classroom, the kids watching... in 
her house, in her bed, she being forced to watch... 

“Fuck it,” she said, rubbing her eyes beneath 
the sunglasses, forcefully ripping the thoughts from 
her brain. Her breathing quickened, her mouth in-
stantly devoid of saliva, her dry tongue sticking to 
the roof of her mouth, her teeth feeling loose, brit-
tle. She sat up, found the can of Coke she had 
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stashed in her basket. She pulled the tab, took a 
long swallow. 

She kicked herself for not bringing a shot of 
something. An airplane bottle of rum would really 
hit the spot with the warm soda. She looked for the 
kids, but couldn’t spot them. Well, the lifeguards 
were on duty, weren’t they? That was their job, to 
watch out for all the brats in the pool, right? Mar-
tha sighed, put down the can and laid back down, 
closing her eyes once more. 

It was her damned imagination. Always perco-
lating unwanted images and ideas into her mind, 
creating nonexistent worries and delusional situa-
tions for her to fret over. Dan had called her—
what was it—touched with fire. A mad artist. Ex-
cept she wasn’t an artist. She was a housewife on 
the aging curve bending downward toward forty, a 
failed writer, a lazy piece of shit was what she was. 

So she drank, and forgot. And then he forgot 
her. And her world became one of forgetfulness, a 
misty blanket of malaise that covered everything 
around her. The opposite of rose-colored glasses, she 
thought. Blood-colored more like it, a bit of black 
mixed in... 

“Jesus,” she said out loud, and laughed at her-
self. She forced herself to “zero-out” as her thera-
pist put it, to create a white page in her mind on 
which no writing was allowed. She breathed deeper, 
slowed her mind, closed her eyes. After a few mo-
ments the screams became static, the images 
slowed their hectic pace, the mist in her mind 
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thickened into a comforting blanket, and she drift-
ed away. 

 
 
 

Gary splashed toward Sam, who was now sitting on 
the edge of the pool, looking off toward something 
that had captured his interest. 

Gary grasped the rounded edge and pulled him-
self out far enough from the water so that his el-
bows rested on the warm concrete. 

“Hey,” he said, lifting his goggles onto his fore-
head. Sam continued to look away from Gary, dis-
tracted. “Sam,” Gary said, a little more loudly. 

Sam turned, looked down at Gary, a strange 
look on his face. 

“What’s up?” Gary continued awkwardly. 
Sam looked away, then back. For reasons Gary 

did not yet understand, Sam looked... nervous. 
“Gary,” he said. “Ain’t that your sister? Ain’t that 
Abby?” 

Gary lifted himself a little higher to peer around 
Sam’s legs toward the locker room entry doors 
where he had last seen Abby. 

He saw her standing with just one of her friends 
now, a brunette girl named Sarah who was wearing 
a white bikini. Gary knew Sarah, she was the one 
that would always tell Gary how cute he was when 
she came by the house. She’d pinch his cheek and 
pretend to kiss him, but slide her own hand be-
tween their mouths before making contact. He 
knew she would never really do it, but he still en-
joyed the game. It excited him being so close to a 
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girl’s mouth, to smell her skin. 
Gary focused his attention on Abby. She was 

still wearing her cotton pullover, so she hadn’t gone 
swimming yet. Sarah, he noticed, looked angry, but 
Abby was smiling. Not a normal smile, though, a 
sort of mean smile. It was then that Gary finally reg-
istered the two boys standing in their dripping 
swimsuits next to his sister. One of them was very 
fat and pale, but tall, and Gary thought his eyes 
looked dull, stupid. Gary didn’t recognize him at 
all. 

The other boy he did recognize. The one with 
the long black hair, small black eyes and menacing 
eyebrows that met and arched downward above his 
nose, a malicious ‘V’ that gave his face a pointed, 
serpentine look. That was Ted Mattola, a senior at 
Abby’s high school who even Gary knew was an A-
plus asshole. Ted had a reputation for terrorizing 
the younger, smaller students at the school, and last 
year things had turned ugly when he had been ar-
rested for stalking one of the sophomore girls in 
Abby’s class. The girl—Betty or Betsy, Gary 
couldn’t remember—had accused Ted of some 
horrible things. There was a restraining order, 
which he had violated by following her and her sis-
ter into a mall and harassing her at the food court. 
After that, Ted had been held by the police for a 
couple days and the school had suspended him. 
The girl, Betty he thought it was now, had moved 
away. Some thought because of Ted, others said it 
had to do with her father’s job. Either way, every-
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one went from thinking Ted was a bully to thinking 
he might be something far worse. 

Gary watched him as he stepped closer to Ab-
by. He saw Sarah say something, really pissed now. 
The other kid, the big fat kid, put a hand on her 
shoulder and she slapped it away. 

“Geez...” Sam said, watching the scene play out 
along with Gary. 

Gary pushed himself out of the pool, stood and 
watched, his body tensing, shaking from the chill of 
the cool water dripping off his skin and suit, ignor-
ing the slow heat pushing up through the concrete 
to tingle the pads of his bare feet. 

Sarah, in a rage, stuck her finger in Ted’s face, 
said something, then stormed away from Abby and 
the boys. Going for help? Gary thought, hoped. Abby 
watched Sarah leaving, a glimmer of concern on 
her face, followed quickly by a frown, a widening 
of her eyes. Ted’s hand was on her hip, another, 
like a striking snake, went to her chest. Ted was 
saying something to her and she paled... 

The other kid, the big fat kid, looked around, as 
if making sure no one was paying too much atten-
tion to them. Abby took a step backward toward 
the boy’s locker room. The kids in the small water 
park area were laughing, running, their mothers 
transfixed by their activities, not seeing what was 
happening behind them. 

Gary felt a spasm wrack his body when Ted 
grabbed his sister’s arm, hard enough for Abby to 
wince, to spit something at him, her face filled with 
fury and hate. Ted pushed her back through the 
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locker room door. She disappeared and the big fat 
kid followed. The door smoothly settled shut. 

Sam was suddenly standing next to Gary, and 
Gary noticed his small hands were clenched into 
fists, and, despite the horror of the situation, felt a 
surge of affection for his old friend. 

“What should we do?” Sam said, his voice 
shaky. Gary tilted his head toward the sky. Far off 
in the distance, dark gray clouds were pushing their 
way toward them. It was strange, Gary mused, that 
the day would be turning, quite suddenly, into a 
storm. 

“It’s okay,” he heard himself saying quietly, 
calmly. He touched Sam’s arm lightly. “I’ll check.” 

Sam nodded, but stayed tight with anticipation, 
wired with a young boy’s fear of violence. 

Gary walked toward the locker room, not caring 
about the day’s dimming sun. 
 
 
 
Tyler felt something rising from underneath the 
water to meet him. 

It pushed him upward—a firm, rising pressure. 
He stopped kicking, lifted his head from the 

water, turned in time to see a bubble break the sur-
face. A bubble as big as a beach ball. It swelled and 
burst, spraying him in the face with water. He saw 
that another boy, a much older boy, was also look-
ing at where the bubble had surfaced and popped. 
Their eyes met for a moment, neither of them smil-
ing. 



ALTAR 

 34 

The air became pungent. A sour waft of some-
thing earthy filled Tyler’s nostrils, as if the pool had 
passed gas and he was the lucky recipient of its foul 
discharge. 

He shook his head with surprise and disgust, as 
if the smell were a mosquito that had flown up his 
nose and settled. 

Curious as to what could have caused such a 
thing, he pushed his head under the water and 
opened his eyes. 
 
 
 
Gary pushed open the door of the locker room. As 
he turned toward the bathrooms, two kids—one 
younger, one a little older, likely brothers—walked 
past him quickly, saying nothing but obviously hur-
ried. 

Otherwise the bathroom appeared empty. 
Gary heard the showers going, just a little bit 

further back into the locker room area, even heard 
the low mumbling of voices, as if two adults were 
discussing a baseball game or the stock market 
while drying themselves with colorful beach towels. 

There was a loud bang followed by a grunt 
Gary recognized as coming from his sister. He 
walked toward the sound, past the urinals on his 
right, the sinks with the scratched metal plates that 
served as mirrors on his left. To the stalls. 

He saw the fat kid standing in front of a stall, 
his hands limp at his sides. He spun on Gary, his 
cow eyes screwing to find purchase on how to deal 
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with the tiny intruder. 
Behind the fat kid Gary saw two sets of bare 

feet under the stall door. There was another bang 
—someone had hit one of the walls hard enough 
to shake the entire row of connected metal stalls. 

The fat kid looked behind him, toward the stall, 
then back at Gary. 

“Fuck off,” he said lightly, in a toneless, high-
pitched voice. 

“Abby?” Gary said. 
The shuffling feet within the stall stopped. Gary 

realized, with some surprise, that he was crying. 
There was a loud, muffled sound from inside 

the stall. Then a loud thump and the walls shook 
once more. 

“I’m going to tell!” he yelled suddenly, spitting 
out the words, bracing himself to attack, or flee. 

Someone mumbled something through the 
closed door, and the big fat kid took a bored, lum-
bering step toward Gary. 

He fled. 
 
 
 
 

Martha woke from a dream. She had been run-
ning... somewhere. Toward something. Dan was 
there. They were young, happy. He said something 
to her while they ran and although he was smiling it 
seemed to her a strained smile. 

The children, he said, save them. She tried to see 
where they were running but could see nothing be-
cause it was dark, so dark. You always hated the chil-
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dren, he said. Martha started to say something back, 
but then Dan was gone, pulled away from her. She 
started to laugh at the whole thing so preposterous 
when something reached out from the dark and 
grabbed her, something slick, wet and firm with 
taut muscle, rough skin. It sprang at her... 

She jerked awake, raindrops hitting her legs, her 
stomach, spotting the wide dark lenses of her sun-
glasses with small wet dots. The dots made her 
think insanely of stars. Were there stars in the dark 
she had been running through? She didn’t think so. 

A young boy could be heard yelling over the din 
of the people around her. One of the lifeguards 
was blowing his whistle. 

 
 
 

Gary ran outside and through his tears and panic 
he was shocked at how gray everything was. And it 
was—yes—it was raining. Only lightly, but he saw 
the spots dotting the white concrete, slowly filling 
in the lighter color with the quick-spreading dark 
wet acne of rain drops. 

He didn’t think to look for Martha, but ran to 
the first person he could see who symbolized au-
thority – represented safety, normalcy, help. 

He ran to the lifeguard. 
“Please!” he yelled up at the guard, a skinny 

white man with short-cropped, frizzy yellow hair 
and a deep tan. The guard looked down at Gary 
over the edge of his platform, his large hazel eyes 
seeming almost predatory, as if he were ready to 
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pounce from his perch rather than help. 
Gary took a step backward. 
“What’s up, little man?” the lifeguard said. 
Gary pointed to the locker room door. He 

smelled something funny, but didn’t have time to 
process the cause. “My sister,” he said, talking 
loudly over the screams, loud screams, of children. 
“They took her in there and now they’re hurting 
her!” 

The lifeguard looked from Gary to the locker 
room door. Gary looked with him and saw a very 
normal-looking man walk out, holding his son’s 
hand. They seemed happy, laughing about some-
thing. There didn’t seem to be violence from where 
they had come from, there didn’t seem to be horror 
on the other side of that door. 

“Your sister’s in the boy’s locker room, huh?” 
the lifeguard said, a small smile creeping onto his 
lips. “That isn’t allowed, is it?” 

Gary looked up at the guard, his mouth hanging 
open in disbelief. What was happening here? Why 
wasn’t this man leaping down and running into the 
locker room to help his sister? He pointed with ac-
cusation. 

“They’re hurting her, god damn it!” 
The lifeguard’s smile vanished, replaced by a 

flash of anger and then, perhaps, uncertainty. His 
eyes flicked to the door again. 

“Well, I can’t leave my post,” he said stubborn-
ly, but his eyes now lingered on the door, the con-
cern more apparent. 

“Please!” Gary wailed, beside himself with ter-
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ror, his feet dancing up and down in frustration. 
Other people were watching him now, a few kids 
holding frozen drinks had stopped to check out the 
kid making a scene. “He was hitting her!” 

At those words the lifeguard’s amusement dis-
appeared completely. He looked from the locker 
room to Gary. His eyes brewed like the storm 
clouds that were filling the sky above him. He 
shook his finger at Gary, angry now. 

“Are you shitting me? No lies now, kid,” he 
said. Gary shook his head, crying in relief and frus-
tration and guilt. He had no more words, he just 
whimpered and pointed and prayed it wasn’t too 
late. 

The lifeguard nodded and stood up decisively. 
He put the whistle hanging around his neck to his 
lips and blew, loudly, twice. A signal, Gary realized 
through the haze of his distress. 

He was so relieved he didn’t notice that the life-
guard hadn’t leapt down, hadn’t run to the locker 
room to save his sister. 

He had also not heard the lifeguard speak, so 
great was the distraction of his sister’s danger. He 
never heard the words “Sweet Jesus” come out of 
the lifeguard’s mouth, right before the world 
opened and hell broke free. 
 
 
Under the water, young Tyler saw something his 
brain simply could not process. 

There was a hole. A hole in the bottom of the 
pool. And now, now that he saw it, he noticed a 
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long, jagged black cracks running from each side of 
the hole, like thin tentacles, racing to the far-off 
pool edges. 

As he stared at the hole, currently no bigger 
than a softball, it fell inward upon itself, widening its 
mouth to over a foot across. Tyler could actually 
feel the suction of the water as it raced downward... 
downward to where? he thought. 

With his arms and legs he pushed back from 
the ever-widening darkness, but not so far that he 
couldn’t see, and not so far that he would miss 
whatever was going to happen next. 
 
 
 
 

Martha sat upright when she heard the whistle 
blow. Once. Twice. Quick, staccato bursts. She 
took off her sunglasses, looked toward the sound. 

My god, she thought, when did it get so dark? She 
looked up and saw the gray, ominous storm clouds 
above, resurfacing the sky. A cumulonimbus cloud city, 
as if seen from the bow of an approaching ship, she 
thought, a fragment from a story she read long ago, 
in a different life. She shook when she heard a low, 
deep rumbling coming from the clouds... thunder? 

She rose to her feet, suddenly anxious, suddenly 
wary. She searched and spotted the young lifeguard 
who had blown his whistle. She waited to see if he 
was going to dive into the pool, save someone. 

Gary, she thought with a stabbing panic. She 
took two steps but then saw Gary standing under a 
different lifeguard stand—a small frail boy looking 
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up at the blond lifeguard who wasn’t looking back 
at him. Gary was crying, she saw that. Had he fall-
en? No, he was scared. Terrified. A mother knows.  

Abby. She tensed again. What the hell was go-
ing on? The lifeguard was staring at the pool, his 
eyes wide in shock. She looked at the water, expect-
ing to see a floating body, a cloud of blood, some-
thing horrible, something to give her nightmares. 

“Gary,” she said out loud to no one. “Abby,” 
she said as weakly, as inconsequentially. 

She saw that a few of the children were scream-
ing, splashing away from... something. Something 
in the middle of the pool, she couldn’t see. Other 
parents were yelling now, waving for their kids. 
Another lifeguard, this one much closer to her, 
blew her whistle and yelled something, the panic 
obvious. 

Martha watched with wonder, stupefied, sense-
less. The children in the water were flowing in a 
circle, their arms thrown out toward their scream-
ing parents, flailing to swim to the edges of the 
pool. 

How are they moving like that? she thought. A few 
adults were running and then—at that moment—
instinct took over, and she darted toward her son, 
not noticing when she knocked down another 
woman who was kneeling and tugging at her hair, 
not hearing the new screams, the screams of terror 
that were replacing the sounds of life like a spread-
ing fungus, like the way the clouds had stretched 
across the once-sapphire sky, a gray-fisted storm 
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consuming the sun. 
 
 
 
 

Gary turned toward the water, saw only twisted 
shapes of peach and brown stuck within a smeared 
pallet of blue. The world was blurred with his tears. 
 
 
 
 

Tyler was spinning now, dizzily so, along with eight 
or nine other kids. A couple of them, he noticed as 
he spiraled around, were laughing. He tried to turn 
his body away from the whirlpool as the water 
drained, but was suddenly jerked backward, as if a 
giant invisible hand had grabbed him around the 
mid-section and tugged. 

His body twisted and he was underwater. He 
clamped his mouth shut, saving breath. There was 
a chaos of limbs and bodies. He noticed with no 
sense of wonder or shame that one boy’s suit had 
come off, the bright yellow cloth sucked down into 
the hole like the last inch of spaghetti when you 
sucked it into your mouth, something he used to 
do as a game when his parents took him to the Ol-
ive Garden on the occasional Saturday night. 

The swirling current held him tight as he circled 
and he couldn’t breathe but was holding his breath 
okay, for now. He saw the water wasn’t all that blue 
anymore, not by the hole, not by the funnel. It was 
dirtier, like parts of what was below were mixing 
with the water. He saw a large boy, likely trying to 
impress his friends, actually swim toward the hole. 
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He was within a foot when he went head-first into 
it as if yanked on a rope. The suction was tremen-
dous but it abated as the boy’s large body got 
wedged in the gash, his legs kicking, his torso be-
yond sight. Blood spat upward from the jagged 
edges of the hole, mixing with water and dirt as the 
boy thrashed wildly, as if he were being eaten alive 
by something down below. 

Tyler, feeling the pull of the current lessening, 
ripped off one of the blue wings keeping him 
afloat, then the other. He let them go, watched 
them swirl away, then kicked as hard as he could 
for the surface. 

He broke free and the world exploded into his 
senses. Rain poured from the dark sky and it 
seemed the air itself was screaming, the cries of 
kids and parents reaching a crescendo of terror. As 
he gulped in oxygen he saw kneeling bodies lining 
the pool, arms reaching inward. One lifeguard dove 
into the water, began swimming toward them. 

Tyler began kicking for the edge, hoping the 
body of the boy jammed into the crevice would 
hold a few moments longer. 
 
 
 

Gary heard laughter behind him. He turned and 
saw Ted and the fat kid leaving the locker room. 
They were alone. Ted was tying the string of his 
suit, a giant smile on his face. Both of them walked 
to the edge of the pool and looked in. Ted, not re-
alizing who Gary was in relation to the violence of 
what he had just done, nodded toward him. 
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“The fuck’s going on?” Ted said. 
Gary looked at the swirling water, then at the 

two kids. The big fat kid with the cow eyes looked 
nervous now as he stared at the siphoning water. 
No, he looks scared, Gary thought. Scared enough to shit 
himself. 

“Not sure, you should check it out,” he replied 
evenly, raising his voice over the screaming of chil-
dren and the parents ringing the pool, some of 
whom had dove in, frantic to reach their own. “Un-
less you’re scared,” he said. 

Ted looked stunned for a moment, then 
laughed loudly. But the big dumb kid backed away, 
his eyes never leaving the dark funnel of water in 
the middle of the pool. Without a word, he turned 
and walked. After a few steps, he was running. 

“Pussy!” Ted roared after him, then took a step 
toward Gary, meeting his eyes. His smile was gone, 
and for a moment Gary thought he was going to 
say something to him. But then he just smiled that 
dangerous smile, and jumped in. Gary watched 
calmly as Ted waded deeper into the pool, then be-
gan swimming hurriedly toward the center. 

The wind was picking up, whipping Gary’s hair. 
The rain fell harder. Thunder rumbled overhead, 
high above in the pulsing deep of the gray heartless 
sky. 

Gary heard the locker room door open and 
close behind him. He did not turn around. 
Tyler swam harder than he’d ever swam in his life. 
The effort seemed impossible. He reached for the 
edge, now only a few feet away. The pull at his legs 
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was strong once more, and he felt as if he were 
kicking in thick, heavy syrup. It had nearly exhaust-
ed him. He looked up, panting, saw a man he didn’t 
recognize. A stranger. The man was wearing sun-
glasses with yellow-tinted lenses. He was bearded 
and had a large, black head of hair streaked with 
gray. He was holding a hand toward Tyler. 

“C’mon kid!” the stranger yelled. “Grab my 
hand!” Tyler lifted an arm out of the water, reach-
ing.  

Behind him came a sound like a crack of thun-
der followed by a whoosh sound, as if all the life and 
energy around him had been snatched away by 
God's hand. The world went mute. 

Tyler spun around one last time, hoping to see a 
glimpse of his mother’s red suit, her face... 

He didn’t see her, he couldn’t see anything but 
water and terror and chaos. He tried to scream but 
water filled his lungs and he was sucked backward 
and down. 

The hole had opened. 
 
 
 
 

Gary watched blankly as the funnel in the pool fell 
open into a black abyss. He saw the willowy un-
derwater forms of two kids get simultaneously 
sucked through the dark drain of the whirlpool and 
disappear. He looked up at the lifeguard, who 
stood rigid, motionless, his mouth slack and open. 

What had only moments ago been slowly draw-
ing children toward it, creating a whirlpool effect, 
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had torn completely open, like someone had 
punched a hole in a bag of grain, emptying its con-
tents in one great vacuous, volcanic downward ex-
pulsion. 

Gary could only look on in numb horror as a 
pretty blonde girl held tightly to the buoy-lined di-
viding rope. The rope—as old as the pool itself, 
Gary imagined—frayed, then snapped. The pretty 
girl yelled something to someone, a last torrent of 
words he could not hear, as she and the end of the 
rope vanished. The rest of the long rope quickly 
followed, the buoys slipping down into the funnel 
like a long centipede burrowing with naked speed 
through a hole into the earth. 

The air filled with the smell of thick, rancid sul-
fur, and Gary could not turn away as several more 
bodies struggling in the swirling water were simply 
sucked away. Down, down into nothing.  

The waterline was getting noticeably lower. The 
opening was now the size of a small car. Gary 
heard horrible cries from around him and someone 
knocked him down. He hit his head on a step of 
the hard white metal pole that held the lifeguard 
stand aloft and a flash-bulb popped like a pistol-
shot in his brain. 

Lying on the ground, he forced his eyes open. 
Blood from the cut in his forehead slid into one of 
his eyes, turning the world a blurry crimson as he 
tried to blink it away. 

A wave of nausea swept over him and it felt like 
some invisible force was squeezing down on his 
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chest. His eyes rolled back into his head and he felt 
his body lift off the ground, rising into the air, 
higher and higher, shooting like an arrow into the 
sky. Or was he falling? The earth and the sky had 
switched places, and Gary wasn’t sure which direc-
tion he was looking anymore. Up at the pool, now 
so very far away? Or down at the stormy, dark gray 
clouds, rushing up at him from below? 

He tried to tilt his perspective, look down at the 
pool. He saw it now as a bird would, the entire blue 
rectangle, a cancerous hungry sphincter wide and 
open in its middle, sucking everything down into it. 
He watched tiny bodies disappearing into the dark. 
In the next instant, the hole doubled in size, de-
vouring everything within its reach, including Ted, 
who went down screaming. 

Gary continued to watch from high above and, 
as the mouth widened, his vision sharpened. He 
could see, miles below the surface, a large stone 
slab, rough and stained. The bodies of children 
were splattering against it, and crouched down in 
that darkness was a creature, a large black beast 
with stiff limbs, each long and bent but quick. The 
creature’s elongated, twitching head danced atop its 
insect-like torso as it skittered from one end of the 
slab to the other, gathering the broken bodies of 
the children as fast as they were falling, enwrapping 
them, keeping them alive, keeping them for its own 
sake. 

Some of the bodies the thing caught before 
they struck, some he caught as pieces. Others, Gary 
felt sure, it was somehow pulling down from the 
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surface, ethereal tentacles reaching miles upward to 
claim fragile souls. 

Gary’s stomach lurched and bile roiled into the 
back of his throat. He felt cold rain on his skin and 
felt something shaking him savagely. 

He heard his name, “Gary!” and tried desper-
ately to open his eyes, to focus. 

His mother’s drawn face filled his vision, her 
expression a mask of terror and pain, madness. She 
clutched him to her, and he was limp in her hard, 
bony arms. Over her shoulder he could see the 
hole had doubled yet again, the waterline of the 
pool visibly lower as the water was swallowed, suc-
tioned down and down into the earth. He watched 
as two more bodies slid away down the funnel. 
Some of the kids, those in the shallow end especial-
ly, were now standing on dry ground, their parents 
or the parents of other children holding them, 
clutching them tightly, lifting them out of the pool. 

Gary’s mother pushed him to arm’s-length, 
looked at his face. 

“My god, you’re bleeding!” 
Before Gary could respond, she shook him, her 

eyes wide, her hair falling wildly. He noticed her 
suit had broken at the strap and one of her breasts 
was exposed. He wanted to be back in the sky. 

“Gary, where’s Abby? Where’s Abby?” his 
mother yelled, right into his face, shaking him 
again. 

Remembering his sister and the events that had 
transpired prior to this new madness, he turned and 
looked toward the locker rooms. 
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Abby was walking toward them. 
Her dress was gone, but her suit was still intact. 

She was limping slightly, Gary noticed, and she had 
a large smear of blood on her leg and a cut on her 
face that leaked even more blood down her cheek 
and neck. 

“Abby!” Martha screamed. But Abby kept walk-
ing, calmly, her head held high. Gary thought she 
was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. The 
rain spattered against her skin, the wind rippled her 
hair. She continued on straight, determined, taking 
no notice of her family or the chaos around her. 

She walked until she reached the pool. At the 
edge she paused, took in a deep breath. She looked 
downward into the maelstrom. Then, softly, she 
turned her head and looked right at Gary. Met his 
eyes. 

“Abby,” he said. 
She smiled crookedly, and gave him the Wink. 

Then she jumped head-first into the pool. 
Gary heard Martha’s scream but couldn’t see if 

Abby had actually made it to the hole or just hit the 
bottom. 

He yanked himself free of his hysterical mother 
and, kneeling, looked down into the hole. Abby 
was gone. 

A few feet of water remained, and now many of 
the kids still moving around inside the basin had 
stopped, breathing heavily where they sat or stood, 
their parents yelling, beckoning. 

One younger boy dangling at the edge, who had 
been desperately holding on to his mother’s hand, 
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appeared to simply... let go. As the churning water 
carried him, he turned to face the hole as he slid 
toward it, and then he lifted his arms. Like a 
waterslide, Gary thought. 

The boy disappeared feet-first. 
Gary looked up in time to see his friend Billy 

Marks, whose birthday party was next week, the 
invitation for which was taped to the fridge at 
Gary’s house, run to the edge of the pool and leap. 
He didn’t quite make it to the opening, smacking 
against the concrete a few feet from the jagged 
slurping edge. There was a loud snap as one, or 
both, of his legs broke beneath him. The water, 
racing downward, acted as a lubricant for Billy, 
who was now crawling toward it, dragging a bleed-
ing, bent leg behind him. Finally, mercifully, the 
water built up around him and carried him down. 

Gary felt light as air, his vision turned hazy. In 
his decaying vision he saw other kids jumping, div-
ing, running for the hole. Some lay unmoving 
where they land, having hit wrong, the water now 
so shallow. Others were caught in the remaining 
current and taken down. Insane mothers and fa-
thers clutched at their children, no longer protect-
ing them, but subduing them, holding them back, 
keeping them from following the others down into 
the abyss. 

The sounds of the world sharpened and con-
densed to a high-pitched throbbing tone, and Gary 
could now hear what the other children were hear-
ing—that ancient voice—and he knew what lurked in 
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the deep, gloomy below, where the voice kept 
house, waiting for them. He knew he was already 
gone, already broken, but it was sweet. So very 
sweet... 

Martha wrapped Gary in her arms and he jolted 
against her, writhing. Desperate to follow, his arms 
reached for the edge, for purchase, his feet kicking, 
the pads of his feet and bones of his ankles scrap-
ing and pushing against the concrete, smears of 
blood from his ripped skin mixing with the gray 
rain, snaking out in crimson rivulets. 

Martha screamed and held him. With everything 
that remained inside of her she squeezed his wet 
thrashing body to her naked chest and wailed into 
the driving wind for all that had been lost as the 
rain fell in torrents and the children strived for es-
cape. The pool swallowed all those willing. 

And the living knelt along the edge, their arms 
frantically reaching, screaming prayers. 
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