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            For Steve, who sees.

            And for Anne, who believes.

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            The nice part about living in a small town is that when you don’t know what you’re doing, someone else does.

            —ANONYMOUS

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

            The People of Bone Gap

         

         The people of Bone Gap called Finn a lot of things, but none of them was his name. When he was little, they called him Spaceman. Sidetrack. Moonface. You. As he got older, they called him Pretty Boy. Loner. Brother. Dude.

         But whatever they called him, they called him fondly. Despite his odd expressions, his strange distraction, and that annoying way he had of creeping up on a person, they knew him as well as they knew anyone. As well as they knew themselves. They knew him like they knew that Old Charlie Valentine preferred his chickens to his great-grandchildren, and sometimes let them roost in the house. (The chickens, not the children.) The way they knew that the Cordero family had a ghost that liked to rifle through the fridge at night. The way they knew that Priscilla Willis, the beekeeper’s homely daughter, had a sting worse than any bee. The way they knew that Bone Gap had gaps just wide enough for people to slip through, or slip away, leaving only their stories behind.

         As for Finn, well, they thought he was a little weird, but that was okay with them. “Yeah, that boy’s nuttier than a honey cluster,” they might say. “But he’s a fine-looking nut. A sharp nut. Our nut.” Finn, they were sure, had his heart in the right place. Just the way they did.

         Eventually, though, they found out that there was a good reason for Finn’s odd expressions, his strange distraction, that annoying way he had of creeping up on a person. A good reason he never looked anyone in the eye.

         But by then it was too late, and the girl they loved most—and knew least of all—was gone.
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Milk Moon


         

      

   


   
      
         
            Finn

            Roadkill

         

         The corn was talking to him again.

         It had been a warm winter and a balmy spring in Bone Gap, so everyone with a field and a taste for corn had plowed and planted earlier than they’d ever dared before. On the last day of his junior year, exactly two months after his life had burst like a thunderhead, Finn walked home from the bus stop past plants already up to his waist. It was his favorite part of the afternoon, or should have been: the sun bright and hot in the sky, the plants twitching their green fingers. Corn can add inches in a single day; if you listened, you could hear it grow. Finn caught the familiar whisper—here, here, here—and wished it would shut up.

         His friend Miguel would have agreed. Miguel hated the corn, said the plants seemed … alive. When Finn reminded him that, duh, of course the corn was alive, all plants were alive, Miguel replied that the corn sounded alive alive. As if it wasn’t just growing, it was ripping itself out of the ground and sneaking around on skinny white roots. Scarecrows weren’t made to scare the crows, they were made to scare the corn. It was enough to give a person nightmares. Otherwise, why would so many horror movies have cornfields in them?

         Finn had nightmares enough, but not about cornfields. His dreams used to be filled with the typical stuff: getting naked with this girl or that one. Evading psychos with hatchets and roller skates. Showing up in class wearing nothing but a snorkel and a single plaid sock. Flying so high that not even the clouds could keep up.

         Now? He couldn’t close his eyes without seeing Roza’s slim hands slapping at fogged glass, the gleaming black SUV swallowed up by the gathering dark.

         He didn’t sleep if he could help it. And he didn’t listen to the corn anymore. Why should he, when it wouldn’t stop lying?

         Sweat prickled on his scalp, and he stopped to switch his backpack from one shoulder to the other. The cornfield stretched out for miles, but standing here, on a hazy back road in Illinois, you wouldn’t know it. The pavement in front of Finn ended in a wall of sky, as if it had been sliced off by the swing of a scythe.

         He might have stood there for a while, considering the cutaway road and the perfect metaphor it was, if a murder of black crows hadn’t shown up, cawing their stupid heads off.

         Finn wasn’t impressed. “What are you guys supposed to be? Set decoration?”

         They’ ll pluck out your eyes before they peck you to death, Miguel would have told him. Haven’t you ever seen Hitchcock? But Finn didn’t like movies, and he thought the crows were nothing but jokers and thieves.

         Which is what he called them. “Jokers.”

         The crows said, “Coward!” They cackled and flapped, the sun shining blue on their glossy wings, beaks sharp as hay hooks.

         So maybe Miguel had a point.

         Finn kept walking, feet heavy in the heat. His temples throbbed, sandy eyelids scratching his corneas. When he spoke, his voice creaked like an old door the same way Charlie Valentine’s did as he yammered on about his granddad’s granddad’s horse farm, or how the railroad used to have a stop right in the middle of town, or the time he trapped an eight-foot-long beaver, as if the giants hadn’t been extinct since the last ice age. Like Old Charlie Valentine, Finn wished he could turn back the days as easily as a farmer turning a page in an almanac. He wished that the people of Bone Gap could forgive, and that he could forget.

         He hiked up his backpack, worked on forgetting. Think of something else, anything else. Like his chores, which his brother would want finished by dinner. Like studying for the college entrance exams, exams he would need to ace if he had any hope of going away, getting away, though the thought of going made his stomach clench. Like the Rude boys, all five of them as mean as yellow jackets, boys who liked to hurt people who got in their way, and people who didn’t.

         The very same Rude boys who appeared on the road in front of him.

         Finn froze up like a monument to cowards everywhere. Was it them? Was he sure? Of course he was. Finn could always tell, even from this far away. All five of them were short and bowlegged, making them look like a chorus line of wishbones. The Rude boys walked as if they were permanently saddle sore.

         The boys hadn’t been on the bus, they hadn’t bothered to come to class. Finn had no idea where they’d come from or how he could have missed them. He was always missing things. Luckily for him, the Rudes were walking in the same direction and hadn’t noticed him yet. He could turn the other way. Or, if the corn were higher, he could vanish into it, go missing himself. 

         But then, there was no use running, no use hiding, and he had nothing left to be scared of. He dragged his heels, and pebbles rocketed across the pavement.

         One of the Rude boys turned around. “Hey, look. It’s Moonface. Trying to sneak up on us again.”

         “Whatcha doing, Moonface?”

         “Mooning at the moon?”

         Mean as yellow jackets, dumb as dirt. He sighed, the sharp exhale like the hiss of the plants all around.

         “Who you laughing at?”

         And easy, too. “I’m not laughing.”

         “Yes, you are.”

         “Okay, I’m laughing.”

         “Not at us,” said one.

         “Not if you’re smart,” said another.

         “Haven’t you heard?” Finn said. “I’m not so smart.”

         Easy and easily confused, eyebrows scrunching like inchworms. The Rudes didn’t know what he was going on about. Neither did he.

         “Never mind,” Finn said. “Just talking to myself.”

         “Yeah, well, you just keep talking to yourself, because we got stuff to do.”

         “Later, Moonface.”

         Later, Finn thought.

         And then, Nothing will be different later.

         He hadn’t been laughing, but the crows? They were laughing. The corn kept whispering. The sun was a yellow eye scorched in a blanket of blue. He looked at it too long, and it ate holes in his head. Just that morning, he’d gone to Roza’s apartment and found all her stuff gone, the air a fog of Pine-Sol. Sometime in the night, God knew when, Finn’s brother had cleaned things out, scrubbed things down, as if a girl could be washed from memory just by washing the floors.

         More pebbles shot across the road, more words shot out of his mouth. “Now that you mention it, I was chatting with the crows earlier. They were wondering why you guys walk like you’re wearing diapers.”

         The Rudes had him surrounded before he could think of a way out. Not that he wanted one. They circled him, old names and new ones dropping like crab apples.

         “Spaceman! We’re talking to you!”

         Finn said, “What?”

         “Whatcha got in the bag?” They ripped the backpack off him, searched it. The pack went flying into the field.

         He could still turn this around.

         “Hey! Shithead! Are you listening?”

         He could dive into the corn—backtrack, sidetrack.

         “Why do you have so many books when you can’t read?”

         Finn said, “Funny coming from guys who can’t tell the difference between their cows and their girlfriends.”

         The first blow knocked the air from his lungs. He bent at the waist, trying to catch his breath. He didn’t even know which one had hit him—Derek, Erik, Frank, Jake, or Spike. None were more than eighteen months apart in age, all blond and freckled and sunburned, and who could tell one from the other?

         Finn took a couple of rabbit punches to the kidneys before one of them grabbed a handful of his hair and yanked him upright. Finn blinked at the boy in front of him, his eyes zeroing in on that famous Rude underbite.

         They weren’t even trying.

         He said, “Listen, Derek, if you thought that—”

         “Are you messing with me?”

         “No, I’m—”

         “He’s Derek,” the boy said, pointing to another boy. “I’m Frank. And you’re Roadkill.”

         The Rude boys suddenly forgot about the stuff they had to do, because they took their time and gave it their all, their knuckles almost as hard as their boots. And though Finn was tall, his arms and legs ropey with farm muscle, the Rudes were wider and stronger, and there were about four and a half too many of them.

         When they were done, the boys gathered around and peered down at Finn, sprawled on the cracked asphalt. “You know,” said one of them, “anytime Sean wants some real brothers, we could make room for him.”

         If Finn’s teeth hadn’t felt so loose in his head, he might have laughed again. Everybody loved Sean, even the Rudes. When someone needed help, Sean was the guy who showed up, sirens blaring, arms pumping, black bag swinging in his big capable hands, sharp eyes taking it all in. And though Sean sometimes had to ask questions, he never asked too many, and never the wrong ones.

         But it was more than that. The people of Bone Gap loved Sean because of Roza. Because Sean loved Roza.

         Above Finn, somebody muttered something about being hungry. Somebody else said, “Shut it.” Somebody’s cell phone pinged. Somebody nudged Finn with his foot as if Finn were a possum. Only pretending to be dead.

         He wanted to shout so that everyone could hear: I loved her, too. And it was true. But it had done none of them any good.

         Finn spat the blood from his mouth. “I’ll tell my brother you said hello.”

         
            *

         

         The boys left and Finn was alone. After a bit, he decided that he should get up, just in case Old Charlie Valentine picked today to take his ancient Cadillac for a spin. He hauled himself up and off the road, fished his backpack from the field. He wouldn’t leave his test prep books behind; even used, they cost a fortune. Sean would kill him. 

         No, that wasn’t right. His brother would drive Finn back to where he’d lost the books. He might even help Finn buy new ones and put them in a brand-new backpack they couldn’t afford. And somehow, that would be worse.

         He hobbled the rest of the way home. Finn and his brother didn’t have as much as some, but they had more than others, including a peeling white house, a matching garage, and a red barn permanently slanted to the left. Finn let himself into the house and dumped his backpack on his bed. Then he rinsed his face and inspected his wounds. (Split eyebrow and split lip. Mangled nose.) He pulled a small box off the bathroom shelf and rooted around for a bandage. The box, which had belonged to his mother, was gilded, jeweled, and far too fancy for bandages and swabs, but Sean said the jewels were fake and the box not worth a damn anyway, so they might as well use it for something. Finn shoved the box back on the shelf and slapped a bandage on the split eyebrow, which was stubbornly weeping blood. Then he went outside to the garden.

         Calamity Jane, Finn’s tiny striped cat, slunk under the fence and twirled around his legs. Her belly was swollen with the kittens she’d have in just a few days.

         “Don’t look now,” he said to her, “but there’s a mouse behind you and he’s got a crossbow.”

         She mewled and made another run around his ankles. Her name wasn’t a compliment so much as a joke; as a mouser, she was a calamity. Sean said they would let her have one litter and see if her kittens could earn their keep even if she couldn’t.

         Calamity followed Finn as he weeded and watered their puny half acre of new vegetables—asparagus, kale, onion, beans, carrots, spinach, beets, broccoli, tomatoes. Sean and Finn were raised in a farm town; they were no strangers to growing food. But Roza, Roza had magic in her fingers. Because of what Roza had taught them, Finn and his brother could eat what they grew and still have some to sell at the farmers’ market. With all the warm weather, the plants should have been thriving. Yet the vegetables seemed sad, strangely wilted. He pulled limp leaves and filled the holes left by squirrels and rabbits. As he did, he told Calamity, “You know, you could help with the squirrels and rabbits.” In response, Calamity head-butted his leg, turned toward the house, and meowed.

         “What?” he said, brushing the dirt from his hands. She head-butted him again and stuffed herself under the gate, which couldn’t have been easy considering the load she was carrying. She looked back to see if Finn was behind her.

         “All right, I’m coming.” He got to his feet, stopping only to clutch at his bruised ribs, and then trailed the cat to the back of the house. She trotted right by the door to the kitchen and kept going until she sat in front of another door. The door to the apartment. Roza’s rooms.

         Finn said, “She’s not here. Nothing is here.”

         Calamity meowed again, twirling in frantic circles in front of the door. While his brother was on shift, Finn would sometimes get the spare key from the kitchen, unlock the door, and sit in Roza’s tidy apartment, inhaling the faint scents of mint and vanilla, leafing through the books, admiring the framed sketch of a pair of clasped hands on the nightstand, lifting the little flowerpots on the sill—all the things she’d left behind. He would imagine that she was coming back any minute, and would be surprised or maybe even annoyed to find him sitting in her old flowered chair by the window. He would say to her, “Where have you been?” And she would say in her deep, accented voice, “It matters why?” Finn would speak for himself and for Sean: “If you’re back, it doesn’t matter at all.”

         Now the door was unlocked. Though he knew what he would find, or what he wouldn’t, Finn once again pushed open the door. Calamity shot past him into the empty apartment, sniffed. She let out a howl like the wail of a coyote, the sound more of a punch than anything the Rudes could ever manage.

         It was too much. The whole day, the whole sleepless spring. Finn left the door open to the breeze and the dirt and the frantic, inconsolable cat and stomp-limped to the ramshackle blue house across the street. He had just raised his hand to knock when the front door flew wide. The man standing in the doorway had long gray hair. A long gray beard. He looked like the wizard from the Lord of the Rings, except for the T-shirt that said BORN TO BE WILD.

         “So, what ran you down?” Charlie Valentine said. “A herd of cattle?”

         “You could say that.”

         Charlie pointed at the jeans ripped in both knees, the white shirt so stained with blood and dirt it would have to be tossed. “If I know what’s what, you’re going to be pissing red. Better get Sean to look you over.”

         “Sean isn’t home. He’s never home.”

         “I’m not either,” said Charlie. “I was on my way to a date.”

         “Sorry,” said Finn, not sorry.

         “Eh, no need. She’s already mad at me anyway. Women are always mad about something. Did I ever tell you about the time I was traveling alone across this beautiful country of ours and met a beautiful woman with flaming hair? Her name was Esmeralda. Empira. Empusa. Something with an E. I thought we’d had a fine time of it, the two of us, until I woke up and found her trying to gnaw off my arm. Had teeth as sharp as a shark’s, that one.” 

         “Sure,” said Finn, following Charlie into the house. He had no idea why he kept coming here when the old man was so full of shit.

         “It’s the dairy farming, you know,” said Charlie over his shoulder.

         “What?” said Finn. “What is?”

         “The Rudes. They have all those cows. Cows will kick the crap out of you if you don’t get up to milk ’em early enough. And that awful smell alone would make anyone itch for a fight.”

         Finn didn’t mention how cows were okay if you knew how to handle them and how Charlie’s living room stank with all the chickens wandering around inside. Maybe the old man noticed it, too, because he opened a window and pointed to a nearby pasture.

         “There’s a fine-looking horse right there. Did I ever tell you that I spent some time on a horse farm?”

         “You mentioned it,” said Finn, though Charlie had told him a million times, and would tell him a million more. Charlie Valentine’s grandfather or granduncle or whoever once had a stableful of huge draft horses called Belgians. The horses were used to drag ice that was cut from the lake in winter. People put the ice in deep pits and covered it with sawdust. Then, in the summer, the ice was sold to the iceman. In the fall, the horses were leased out to loggers. Everyone had heard these stories, because Charlie Valentine had been in Bone Gap longer than anyone else could remember, before Bone Gap was Bone Gap, as Charlie would say.

         “Now they’re doing that again,” said Charlie Valentine. “Using horses instead of trucks to move the lumber. Saw it on the TV. Calling it ‘green logging.’ Can you believe that?”

         Finn folded his arms across his chest, then winced as a bolt of pain rocketed around his torso. “Sounds like a good idea.”

         “Of course it’s a good idea!” said Charlie Valentine. “That’s why they should never have stopped doing it! People forget everything that’s important. Like how you have to talk to your animals. They’ll listen if you just talk to them. We used to ride bareback. Didn’t need any fancy saddles or anything.” He eyed Finn with suspicion. “You’re not taking riding lessons, are you?”

         “No.”

         “Good,” said Charlie. “The way you learn to ride is by riding.”

         “I know how to ride.”

         “You don’t have a saddle, do you?”

         “I don’t have a horse.”

         Charlie Valentine thrust his top dentures from his mouth and sucked them back in again, his favorite gesture of disapproval. “So, how many eggs, then?”

         “A dozen.” 

         “Any particular color?”

         “Surprise me.”

         Charlie Valentine had ordered his chickens thinking they were a special breed that laid blue eggs. The chickens had laid blue eggs, but they also laid pink and green and brown eggs, too, like every day was Easter. He was going to ask for his money back until he discovered that people driving through town on their way back up to the city would pay a fortune for a dozen Easter-colored eggs. But Charlie charged the locals a fair price, and charged the brothers even less. He said Finn and Sean were his favorites. And they had been, Finn guessed, until Roza.

         Finn said, “Sean cleaned out Roza’s apartment. It’s like she was never there at all.”

         Charlie scooped up the nearest chicken and sat in the only chair in the room. “Valentine’s not my real name.”

         “I know,” said Finn.

         “I’m not going to tell you my real name, so don’t even ask.”

         Finn tried not to show his impatience. “I won’t.”

         Charlie stroked the golden chicken into a trance. “Do you know how I got the name Valentine?”

         “Your great love for mankind.”

         “Who told you?”

         “Everybody.” 

         “Who told you first?”

         “Sean.”

         “Sean is a smart young man.” Charlie leaned sideways and rooted around in a large basket sitting by his chair. He counted out a dozen eggs, which he set gently in a cardboard carton. “A good man. Gave up a lot when your mom left.”

         “I know.”

         “Not so easy to please, though,” said Charlie Valentine.

         Finn sighed loudly enough to reinjure his ribs. This was not what he came for. But then, he didn’t know what he’d come for. What could Charlie say that he hadn’t already said? What could anyone say? Two months ago, Roza had been kidnapped. Finn was the only witness. Nobody believed his story. Not Charlie. Not Jonas Apple, the part-time police chief. Not even his own brother, who found it easier to pretend Roza had never existed.

         Charlie Valentine said, “My old man was a bit like Sean. When I was young, I used to try to figure out the one thing that would make him proud of me. Or at least make him smile once in a while.”

         Finn said, “I figured out that much.”

         “They all looked for her. Your brother, Jonas, everyone. They hung those sketches in every town from here to Saint Louis. They called up to the cops in Chicago. There was no man matching the description you gave.”

         Finn knew what Charlie meant. He meant that Finn hadn’t seen what he thought he’d seen. “Roza wouldn’t have left us.”

         Even a man named Valentine had his limits. “Sean’s right. She was a fine girl, but now she’s gone. It’s time to stop mooning.”

         Charlie Valentine handed Finn the carton of Easter eggs. “Go out and find a chick of your own.”

         
            *

         

         Finn went back to his house and stood under a hot shower, even though it stung the cuts on his face and washed off his bandage. He dried off, pulled on fresh clothes—or the freshest ones he could find in the pile on his floor—and headed for the kitchen. He put up a pot of water to boil and rummaged in the cabinet for a box of spaghetti and a jar of sauce. Since Roza, they’d been back to eating a lot of things that came in boxes and jars.

         Sean got home just as the water was beginning to boil. He stood in the doorway, nearly filling it to the top. Then he stepped inside, moved to the sink to wash his hands. He didn’t even look at Finn when he said, “Rudes?”

         Finn cracked the spaghetti in half and jammed it into the pot with a wooden spoon. “They say hi.” 

         Sean said, “You’re going to need stitches in that eyebrow.”

         “I don’t want stitches,” said Finn.

         “Didn’t ask you what you wanted,” said Sean. “I’ll fix you up after we eat.”

         Finn said the only thing he could: “Okay.” He got a couple of pops out of the fridge and plunked them on the table. Ten minutes later, the pasta was cooked and the sauce hot in the pan. Five minutes after that, they were done eating. Finn washed the dishes, Sean dried. Then Sean motioned him to sit back down while he got his bag.

         Sean had been an EMT since he was eighteen. At twenty-one, he was an emergency room tech on his way to medical school when their mother, Didi, took up with an orthodontist she’d met over the internet and announced she was moving to Oregon. The orthodontist didn’t like kids, especially boys who would surely run around getting drunk and high, knocking off convenience stores and knocking up girls, or worse, sitting around the house and getting in the way. Didi told her boys that they were old enough to look after themselves. Hadn’t she given up so much already? Didn’t she deserve to be happy, too? Since Finn was only fifteen at the time, Sean opted to stay with his brother until Finn finished high school. 

         That was two years ago. Sean hadn’t mentioned becoming a doctor in a long, long while.

         Now Sean cleaned out the wound, numbed Finn’s face with a shot, and sewed it up with a vicious curved needle clamped in what looked like a pair of scissors. Sean wasn’t even supposed to have these things; EMTs didn’t suture in the field. But Finn knew not to flinch.

         Sean leaned back and inspected his handiwork. “You still might have a scar.”

         “Whatever.”

         “Did you at least hit back?”

         “There are five of them,” said Finn.

         “You want me to make a call?”

         That was the last thing Finn needed, his big brother to rescue him. His sad and disappointed big brother, with his stupid faith in the power of Pine-Sol. “No, I don’t want you to call.”

         “I’ll call.”

         “No.”

         A tiny muscle in Sean’s neck twitched, the only visible sign that he was angry. “You haven’t been beaten up since you were a kid. This is the second time in a few weeks. You can’t let them get to you.”

         “I’m not letting anyone do anything,” Finn said.

         “You’re walking into it, then. What’s that about?”

         “You cleaned out her room. What’s that about?” 

         Sean didn’t answer. Finn hated it when Sean didn’t answer.

         “It’s been two months today,” said Finn. “Why aren’t you out there looking for her?”

         Sean trashed the used bandages, then closed the black case with a snap. “If you care so much, why aren’t you?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Roza

            Run

         

         I’ll be back.

         Roza stood at the large picture window in the quiet suburban house and mouthed the words over and over, as if giving them form could make them true. But that was foolish. Also foolish: waiting at the window, hoping to see the yard teeming with police officers. Staring at the ceiling, listening for the sound of helicopters and the pounding of combat boots on the roof.

         No one had come. No one was coming.

         Except for him. He would come, as he came every day, to ask the same question: Are you in love with me yet?

         At first, she’d answered his questions with questions: Who are you? Who are you really? What do you want? What is this place? What’s wrong with you?

         But he would smile that bland, pleasant smile—the smile of an uncle, a teacher, a clerk, all those men with all those teeth—a smile that just made him all the more terrifying. “You’ll love me soon. You’ll see.”

         This was not the first place he’d brought her. The first place was a cavernous room so cold and empty and dark that she could not find the boundaries of it—it was the size of a cornfield, it was the size of a country—and all she could do was wander screaming through the blackness. Then, one morning, she woke up and found herself in a giant bed in a sunny room with plush blue armchairs and a cherry armoire. He was sitting in one of the armchairs, looking pleased with himself. “I was wondering how long you’d sleep.”

         She gathered the sheets up to her neck and scrambled backward so fast that her shoulder blades hit the headboard with a crack.

         “Don’t worry. I won’t touch you until you want me to,” he said, as if he should be congratulated for such scruples. “Come, let me show you the house.”

         She must have been drugged, because she couldn’t imagine how she’d gotten there, and because she did let him show her the house. It was a large frame house, with miles of slippery wood floor, a kitchen clad in stainless steel so shiny it burned, a living room with a fireplace and giant TV. A picture window faced the street, where other houses—identical except for their color—sat in a line like chastised children.

         “Do you like it?” he asked. “I built it for you.”

         Built it for her? Full-grown trees hunkered alongside the house, birds perching in the limbs as if posed. Had the trees been here first and the house built next to them? Or had he paid to have them transported and planted?

         How long did it take to build a house?

         “There are clothes in the closet upstairs. A very nice saleslady helped me select them, but if you don’t like them, we can always get more. And the TV has every show, every movie. Watch anything you want.” Again, the pleasant smile in that pleasant, even handsome, visage. “The kitchen is stocked. You’re looking a little thin. You should eat something.”

         A long time ago, back in Poland, a horse had kicked a boy in the head, rendering him senseless and strange. This man had the same expression. Cheerful. Empty.

         He gestured to a painting hanging over the fireplace. It took her a moment to understand that it was a portrait of her. She was standing in the middle of a verdant field, one blossom threaded through her fingers, another threaded in her long, coiling hair. A ring of girls danced around her. In the picture, an invisible wind pulled at her white gown, outlining her body so vividly that she didn’t seem to be wearing any clothes at all. Roza edged away from the fireplace, from the horrible painting over it, like an animal sidesteps a snake.

         He didn’t notice, or if he did, he didn’t care. He peered down at her from his great height, those icy eyes on fire. She fought for breath, as if that stare was incinerating all the oxygen in the room, as if she would be consumed along with it.

         He said, “You’re very beautiful.”

         Roza had heard this many times before, but it had never scared her so much.

         “I want to marry you.”

         Her lips worked. When she finally spoke, she didn’t say, “No one is so beautiful.” She didn’t say, “You’re a kidnapper and a criminal and madman.” She didn’t say, “I’m in love with someone else.” She didn’t say, “Please don’t hurt me.”

         What fell from her numb lips was what she’d said to a foolish boy she’d left in Poland. “I am only nineteen. I am too young to get married.”

         “Oh,” he said, head tilted, considering this new bit of information. “Well, I guess we’ll have to wait till you’re not too young.” He turned and swept from the room. He opened the door to the garage, stepped through the doorway, and shut the door behind him. She heard the clicking of the lock, so loud that it could have been a cannon. The garage door opening. A car engine whirring to life. She ran to the front door, to the pane of glass in its center, and watched as a black SUV turned out of the driveway and drove past the house, disappearing from view.

         Roza was Halina Solkolkowski’s granddaughter, not easily cowed by anyone—hadn’t her babcia once chased a bear from the kitchen using only a broom? Roza tried the door to the garage. It didn’t budge. She aimed a kick before she remembered she wasn’t wearing any shoes. She walked around the entire house, patting down every window frame for latches that weren’t there. She grasped the neck of a floor lamp with the intention of swinging it at the picture window, but the lamp was somehow stuck to the floor, and she couldn’t lift it, or any of the others.

         She circled back to the front door, heavy wood painted white. She jiggled the knob. Yanked at it. Braced a foot against the jamb and pulled so hard her hands slid off the knob and she went sprawling. Like a cat, she launched herself at the offending wood. For a few wild minutes, she flailed at the door, pounding it with her fists, scratching at it until her fingernails were bloody. Then she stood, panting, staring at her wrecked hands until the sun set and the stars winked slyly in the purpling sky. 

         That had been weeks ago. Or what felt like weeks ago. Time moved so slowly here, or was it quickly? She had become unmoored from the present, loose and untethered, her mind rolling back into her memories, rolling forward into the future, anticipating, and then dropping again into this torturous, unbearable present. Here, there, everywhere. She still hovered in the window every day, mouthing the words I’ll be back, her prayer, her incantation, but her prayers weren’t working. She saw no police cars. She found no phones or computers in the house. Once, she had tried to light the kitchen curtains on fire, hoping that the flames would spread, engulf the house, and bring the trucks and the firefighters, but a hidden sprinkler system doused the flames before they even had a chance to catch. The curtains were barely scorched, and the man had replaced them without comment. Sometimes, she saw vans driving up to the other houses, sometimes mothers and fathers and children spilled from the vans, like now. She pinwheeled her arms and jumped up and down, stopping only as they vanished inside their house. No matter how much Roza shouted and waved, no one ever seemed to hear her. No one so much as glanced at the house on the other side of the street, at the girl trapped like a mannequin behind the glass.

         Roza was tired of standing, of flailing, of praying. She moved away from the window and slumped on the couch, putting her bare feet up on the coffee table. He’d left piles of clothes in the closet and the armoire, but no shoes anywhere. He preferred her barefoot, he said. She had such lovely feet.

         Roza didn’t agree. What was lovely about feet that could not take you anywhere?

         What was lovely about feet that could not run?

      

   


   
      
         
            Finn

            Showdown

         

         The horn and hoof showdown was less a showdown than a show: steers and heifers, sheep and goats, even dogs and cats displayed and judged in tents around the fairgrounds. A few days after the Rude boys left him smeared on the road, Finn wandered among the tents, stopping to look at this sheep, that pig, this dog, that rabbit. And if the owners of the animals used the dumb nicknames, if they asked about his split eyebrow and split lip with a weird mixture of pity and satisfaction, Finn didn’t much care. First, because the lack of sleep was making him delirious, and second, because a crazy goat had chewed free from his tether and was following Finn around, trying to gnaw off his back pockets. 

         “Will you knock it off?” he said.

         “Meh!” said the goat.

         Finn kept walking. The question Sean had asked him rattled around his brain. Why aren’t you looking for Roza? But the truth was, Finn had never stopped. Right after she disappeared, he got Charlie Valentine to drive him out to the muddy fields where it had had happened, and made Charlie wait for hours as he scoured the ground for footprints and tire tracks, cigarette butts or fast-food wrappers—any evidence that the police had missed. He’d endured all of Jonas Apple’s endless, repetitive questions: “Now, I have to ask you if you can describe him one more time. You said he was tall. Tall like you? Tall like your brother? Are we talking six foot two or three or four? You said he was wearing a dark coat. Was that a black coat? Could the coat have been dark blue? Could it have been dark green? Did he have a beard or a mustache? Did he have a beard and a mustache? Never mind how he moved, Finn, I have here that she didn’t scream. Why do you think she wouldn’t scream? Why do you think she wouldn’t kick or run? You think maybe she knew this guy? You think maybe she wanted to go with him? Are you sure? How can you be so sure?” And Finn had borne the weight of his brother’s clenched fists, his long silences, his unspoken blame.

         Even now—after the people of Bone Gap had decided that Roza left the same mysterious way she had come, as if she were some shining gift that no one could claim, and that they would never have the privilege of understanding her past or being a part of her future—Finn was scanning the crowd for Roza’s glossy coiling hair, the lively bounce of her step, the smile so sunny that it seemed to blaze with a light of its own. But the people here didn’t bounce or blaze, they only pointed and whispered.

         “Meh!” said the goat.

         “Don’t you have a bridge to cross or something?”

         The funny thing was, the people of Bone Gap shouldn’t have taken to Roza at all. She was a stranger who had appeared out of nowhere and wouldn’t say where she’d been, a girl stranger taking advantage of those “poor motherless boys.” Sean told Finn and Roza not to be surprised if the people judged, as the people always did. And the indignant hum erupted as soon as they’d entered the grounds of last year’s fair. Then the three of them had stopped at the 4-H tents so Roza could admire the calves and the lambs. Old Charlie Valentine leaned down low and whispered something that made her smile. He asked her which lamb was her favorite. When she pointed at the finest one in the bunch, Charlie declared, “Knows her critters.” When she asked him in halting English about the acidity of soil and how it affected the corn crop, Charlie said, “Knows her dirt.” He nodded as if he were making the call for the whole town, which he was. “We got ourselves a farm girl, folks. Make no mistake.”

         And nobody had. Except for one.

         Finn smelled cake and apple pie, and his stomach turned him in the direction of the refreshment stand, the goat trailing behind. “Mr. O’Sullivan!” said the woman manning—womanning?—the stand.

         “Hi, Mrs. L.” Mrs. Lonogan, who had been the principal of Bone Gap Elementary since people first walked upright, wore her gray hair curled and woven in an elaborate updo that made her look like she had a dusty basket on her head. She cut him a brownie the size of a barge before he had a chance to refuse.

         She handed Finn the brownie on a napkin. “How’s that big strapping brother of yours? Still saving lives?”

         He bit into the brownie. He thought maybe somebody had mistaken salt for sugar. “What? Oh, right. Still saving lives.”

         “And your mom? That orthodontist must be coming around to the idea of having sons by now. Your mother has always been able to wrap men around her little finger!”

         Finn resisted the urge to spit. “Not this time, I guess.”

         “That’s a shame.”

         “Is it?” said Finn.

         Mrs. Lonogan raised a brow that looked as if it had been scrawled with crayon. “So, school’s done. Are you and Miguel ready to start fixing that fence of mine?”

         “We’ll be there at seven on Monday morning.”

         “My Lonny’s got the tools you need. You can use his pickup to drive out to the fence. He would fix it himself, you know, but his back isn’t what it used to be,” said Mrs. Lonogan. “And I’m tired of those Rude cows wandering onto my property. The deer, too. And whatever else is creeping around.” She shuddered dramatically, though her hair didn’t move.

         “We’ll take care of it,” said Finn. Repairing the miles of fencing would take him and Miguel all summer, but the Lonogans were paying well enough, and it would keep Finn out of Sean’s way. Maybe Mrs. Lonogan knew this. Maybe that was why she’d asked him.

         “Here’s something else for you.” She pulled a folded piece of paper from her pocket and slid it across the plastic tablecloth. Printed on the paper was this:

         
            
               
                  Reaching for the stars,

                  With hope inside our hearts,

                  We’re growing, changing, yearning,

                  The fire within us burning.

                  To be the people we need to be,

                  To make the changes we need to see,

                  We must keep reaching for the stars,

                  With hope inside our hearts. 

               

            

         

         Mrs. Lonogan said, “It’s a poem. About hope. I found it on the World Wide Web.”

         The goat said, “Meh!”

         Mrs. Lonogan favored the goat with a frown, then turned back to Finn. “Moon—I mean, Mr. O’Sullivan, what inspires you?”

         Was this a trick question? “I’m not sure what you—”

         “When I was a girl, I wanted to raise champion show cats.”

         Mrs. Lonogan had a white Persian named Fabian that she liked to dress in skirts and push around in a baby carriage. “Really.”

         “It’s true. I grew up on a dairy farm, where cats were for mousing and nothing more. My father wouldn’t even let them in the house. He said it was because of the hair balls. But I was determined. I saved up all my pennies and bought my first Persian when I was eighteen. My father told me to choose between living in his house and keeping my cat. What do you think I chose?”

         This was not a trick or a question, it was a speech. Finn stayed quiet.

         “My point is that you have to fight for what you believe in. So what do you believe in? You must believe in something. What do you want to do?”

         It popped out before he had a chance to think about it, before he could remind himself not to. “I want to find Roza. I want to bring her back.” 

         Mrs. Lonogan steadied herself by gripping the table, as if Finn had just declared his intention to train unicorns for the fairy circus. “I know it’s been difficult,” she said, pouring him a cup of lemonade with the concentration of a scientist measuring hydrochloric acid. “Sometimes, people are not who we think they are. We didn’t know anything about her.”

         “Yes, we did. I mean, we do.”

         “Nothing about her past,” said Mrs. Lonogan. “Nothing that might help us find her.”

         He gave up, tossed the rest of the brownie to the goat. “I know that.”

         “Everybody has a story,” Mrs. Lonogan said, her voice dreamy and distant. “Everybody has secrets.”

         
            *

         

         Finn turned away from the refreshment table. He took a long pull of the lemonade, which, thankfully, contained sugar, when he saw the movement, or rather, the lack of movement. A peculiar pocket of stillness in the middle of all that color and bustle. And his gaze traveled upward from legs planted so firmly they might as well have been tree trunks to a torso carved of stone, immovable, ivory arms, up to a blanched face that—

         A hand clamped down on his shoulder. Finn dropped his lemonade, whirled.

         “Dude!” Miguel Cordero said. “You were supposed to meet me by the sheep.” 

         Finn turned back, searched for that pocket of stillness, but it was gone. “Did you see that?”

         “I see you spilled lemonade all over yourself,” said Miguel.

         “No, over there.”

         “What? What am I looking at?”

         How could he describe it so he didn’t sound like a lunatic? “There was a guy. Just standing there. I think I’ve seen him somewhere. Did you see him?”

         “There are lots of guys here,” Miguel said. “Way too many guys. Fewer chicks for us.”

         “Okay,” said Finn, using a wad of napkins to blot the lemonade on his jeans.

         “Chicks, dude. Like that one. She’s checking you out.”

         Finn tried to scratch up some interest. “Who is?”

         “Girl in the green shirt. No, don’t stare! It’s weird when you stare.”

         “People tell me I shouldn’t look at them, and then they tell me I don’t look at them enough,” Finn said. “You need to make up your minds.”

         “I’m just saying that if you cooled it with the moony act, you’d get tons of play.” Miguel didn’t mention the cuts and bruises on Finn’s face, either because he was too good a friend or because he was getting used to seeing them there.

         “I don’t have an act,” said Finn. 

         “You know what Amber Hass told me?” Miguel said.

         “No, what?”

         “That you looked like that actor.”

         “Which actor?”

         “Who cares, dude! Amber Hass says you look like an actor, you go find Amber Hass.”

         “Amber Hass chews on her own hair.”

         “Speaking of chewing, what’s with the goat?”

         “He started following me a while ago.”

         “He’s wrecking your game. Doesn’t he belong to somebody?”

         Finn didn’t have an act, he didn’t have a game. “Probably.”

         “Meh!”

         They started walking toward the livestock tents. Miguel was on the shorter side, but his shoulders were broad as barn beams, and his arms long and muscular. He was so self-conscious about them that he almost always had his hands jammed in his pockets (which caused his elbows to stick out at strange angles and only made his arms look that much bigger).

         “Saw you over by Mrs. L,” Miguel said. “She find something on the World Wide Web again?”

         “She gave me a poem. She said she wanted to inspire me.”

         “Mrs. Lonogan has been inhaling kitty litter for centuries.” 

         “There’s that. You started studying for the tests yet?”

         “You sound like my mother. I want to enjoy my summer, okay? Oh, look at her. No, don’t look look.”

         “And you won’t believe the essays they want us to write.”

         “That stuff isn’t due for months.”

         “The test is in June and September. I might have to take it a few times.”

         Miguel said, “Who the hell wants to take a test more than once?”

         “I thought maybe you’d help me with my essays. Some of the tests make you write them.”

         “I don’t do essays in the summer,” Miguel said. “If you had a geography problem, I might help you with that.” Miguel and his family were into a practice they called “orienteering.” They entered contests in which they were dropped in a strange forest or field or even a city with only a compass and a few landmarks. Finn had no idea why anyone would want to get lost on purpose.

         “There are only three real roads in Bone Gap,” said Finn. “What kind of geography problem would I have?”

         “Well, if you planned to go somewhere else.”

         Finn imagined Roza sitting on a bus or perched in the window seat of a plane, blue sky behind her. “Go where?” 

         “I don’t know. Saint Louis. Cincinnati. Chicago.”

         Finn grunted.

         “What have you got against Chicago?”

         “Too big.”

         “Since when?”

         “Too many people.”

         “What have you got against people?”

         Finn hated crowds. Thousands of people bumping and churning. “Too many opinions.”

         “I went to my grandma’s yesterday. She won one of those exercise video game systems at bingo last weekend. My dad set it up for her and we all played with it.”

         “Okay.”

         “It said I was obese. When I stepped on the console, the little guy that was supposed to be me on the screen blew up like a tick.”

         Miguel was as solid as a fireplug. “That’s dumb,” Finn said.

         “Point is, even games have opinions. But I can’t even put on weight when I want to. The ghost is eating all the cookies.”

         The Corderos lived in an enormous, sprawling farmhouse, with an attic so packed with junk that Miguel’s little brother had once gotten lost for a whole afternoon. (No compass.) Sometimes, at night, you could hear strange noises coming from that attic, and other times, food went missing. The people of Bone Gap said it was the ghost of the old lady who’d died there fifty years before. Miguel thought it was a poltergeist, a sort of mischievous spirit that liked to play tricks on the living. That, or corn on the loose.

         Finn didn’t believe in ghosts, and though the corn wouldn’t stop yapping at him, he was pretty sure it stayed put. “I think your little brother is eating all the cookies.”

         “He says he’s not.”

         “He also said that he didn’t shave your dog.”

         “True,” said Miguel.

         They kept walking. The smells of hot dogs and cotton candy mixed with the ripe scent of the animals. Miguel kept up his steady chatter about girls, but none of them stood out much. A pink face, a brown face, yellow hair, red hair, cutoffs everywhere. Well, Finn did like the cutoffs.

         “That one has nice knees,” Finn said, finally.

         “Knees?” Miguel threw up his hands.

         Someone standing by the live tents said, “Hey! What are you two doing with my goat?”

         Miguel said, “What’s your goat doing with us?”

         A dry coughing noise made them all turn. A rusty moped put-putted past them, a red wagon bouncing behind it, streaming smoke. The driver was dressed in white coveralls and a mesh face mask. Like a fencer. Or a villain in a slasher movie. There was only one person in Bone Gap who drove a moped while dressed like a serial killer.

         “Come on,” Finn said, pointing in the direction of the moped.

         “There are all these hot girls here, and you want to follow her?” said Miguel. “Don’t you know when to give up?”

         Finn was an expert at giving up—wasn’t that why Sean was barely talking to him? But by now there were a few other people chasing after the sputtering, smoking machine. The group followed the moped and its rider all the way past the fairgrounds and down the main street.

         A huge mass of bees dangled like a living piñata from the weathered CHAT ’N’ CHEW diner sign. The loud buzz drilled into Finn’s skull and made his teeth ache. Finn couldn’t imagine how many bees there were. Hundreds? Thousands? Millions? Once, at recess, one of Finn’s teachers—Miguel’s dad, José—had stepped into the nest of some ground bees. By the time Sean arrived in the ambulance, José Cordero had already been stung thirty-six times.

         Now Priscilla Willis hopped off her moped and leaned it against the window of Hank’s Hardware. She plucked a smoker from the wagon. She reached up and gave the bees a few puffs before setting the smoker on the ground. Then she grabbed a white box from the wagon bed and placed it on the curb, a couple of feet beyond the piñata of bees. She got a sheet and tucked one end underneath the box. The other end she tied around the door handle of the diner, the sheet slung between box and door like a hammock. She crouched next to the sheet, waiting.

         The people of Bone Gap crowded behind Finn and Miguel, also waiting. It didn’t take long for their low mutterings to give way to louder commentary. Their voices washed over Finn the way they always did. Like a strange sort of choir music, one voice blending into the next, the refrains so familiar that he could have mouthed the words along with them.

         “Your mom should keep a better eye on her bugs,” said one.

         “Who says they’re my mom’s bugs?” said Priscilla, not bothering to turn toward the voice.

         “Don’t you keep track?” said another.

         “Sure,” said Priscilla. “We beekeepers tag every bee. See that one?” she said, pointing. “She’s number five thousand six hundred sixty-two.”

         “Really?”

         “Each bee also gets a tiny T-shirt with our logo.”

         “No need to get sarcastic.”

         “We own all the bees in Illinois,” Priscilla continued. “Billions and billions. That’s a lot of T-shirts.” A bee alighted on the girl’s hand. She didn’t brush it away. 

         “What’s that box, Priscilla?”

         “Don’t call me Priscilla.”

         “It’s the name your mother gave you.”

         Priscilla didn’t answer.

         “Fine, fine. What’s in the box, Petey?”

         “It’s a hive body with a few frames of comb in it,” Priscilla said, in a tone that said it was the dumbest question in the history of questions.

         “Her mom isn’t as cranky,” a woman informed the crowd. “She probably gets that from her daddy’s side.”

         “Oh, that one! He was a good-for-nothing, and that’s the truth. Ran off with one of those jugglers from the state fair. I remember because she had that red hair.”

         “Stop telling tales. He didn’t run off with anybody. He started walking one day and kept right on going.”

         “She’s better off without him, aren’t you Pris-I-mean-Petey?”

         The girl ignored the comments and let another bee march up her arm.

         Someone sniffed. “You’re going to get stung if you’re not more careful. My niece over in Benton? She got stung on the nose. Yeah. They almost had to cut it off.”

         “You’re full of it. Nobody had to cut nobody’s nose off.”

         “I said almost, didn’t I? And you should watch yourself, Priscilla Willis. I don’t think you would be happy if you didn’t have a nose.”

         “She’s not so happy anyway. Likes those bees better than she likes anyone.”

         “What’s the big deal? I bet those bees probably don’t even have stingers.” Finn recognized that voice. One of the Rude boys. Derek.
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