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            Chapter One

          

          FRANK

        

      

    

    
      Frank Bordeaux awoke in a pool of sweat reeking of fear. A glance at his alarm clock told him something he already knew—three in the morning. For the fifth day in a row he’d awakened from a nightmare he had no memory of, only the resulting fear and, of course, the mess. The lack of memory unsettled him most. One strange night the past November, his memory had been mysteriously enhanced. Everything he’d experienced since that troubling night came back to him in perfect clarity.

      At first, he considered it a real boon. His straight-A average came with almost no effort after that. But in the year that followed, his nightmares also returned with perfect clarity, as well as his regrets and the slights and snide comments. Nothing ever drifted out of his mind. He had days when he thought it might drive him mad.

      Setting what he couldn’t remember aside, he moved on to cleaning up his room. His bedroom had always been a safe place. The neat room was enhanced by the mural of the recent moon landing depicting the promise of his future and his dream to be an aerospace engineer for NASA. The nightmares infringed on his peaceful refuge, and he hated it.

      He untangled the damp sheets, picked his pillows off the floor, and remade the bed. He changed into dry pajamas and considered the recent changes in his life, looking for a possible cause for the nightmares. The new school year started great with Molly and I being moved into an advanced studies program. If I’m honest, being friends with Karri is a little scary, but that’s not giving me nightmares. Something’s waking me up. It lurks in the shadows until three a.m.

      His eyelids grew heavy. Something evil is prowling our town. I can feel it.
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        * * *

      

      He’d barely acknowledged his mother as he gulped down breakfast and rushed out of the house. The town library, like his bedroom, radiated its own calming comfort over Frank. The familiar scent of dust, commercial floor wax, and furniture polish eased his anxiety. He pushed the history of Willowton across the desk to the librarian, Mr. Glicken.

      “Mr. Bordeaux, I can see by the look of consternation on your face I have not been able to help you today. Can you be more specific about what you’re looking for?” Mr. Glicken asked.

      “This thing reads like a how to create a hippie commune, all love and peace and God. I’m looking for the real story. How did they wind up here, of all places? How did they survive? Why did they stay?”

      Mr. Glicken raised a bony hand to his chin. “I see. You want the dirt, the struggle, the ego clashes.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m looking for. The personal hardships.”

      “You might try the Historical Society over on Oak Street.”

      “Will someone be there on a Saturday?”

      “I would think so.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Glicken.”
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        * * *

      

      In the basement of the Historical Society, Frank sorted through the clutter of unorganized stacks of boxes piled on top of boxes. Everything had a thick layer of dust. The dust that ate Willowton. Sounds like one of those movies Billy watches late Saturday night. That day, his friends Molly Houlahan and Billy Hashberger were waiting for him at Molly’s house. But the idea that Willowton harbored an undercurrent of evil not mentioned in the tourism brochures had become his obsession.

      Based on the research he’d done so far, evil appeared to ebb and flow without any pattern—none he could detect, anyway. He believed his friends Billy and Molly had recently been the targets of that sinister force.

      Over the last year, he’d developed a sense of its presence. In the beginning, the analytical side of him disregarded that insight. His recent experiences—at three a.m., soaked in sweat and smelling of fear—convinced him a malignant entity was targeting him.

      He dug through the oldest records of Willowton’s history in an effort to identify the origin of the wickedness. His search led him to the Dutch settlement of New Amsterdam in 1625. When the British captured the settlement, many of the Dutch left, fearing the same religious persecution currently in Britain. One of those bands of intrepid settlers found themselves lost in the mountains, breaking wagon wheels at every turn. They were caught in an early blizzard, stopping their progress in what became Willowton, located in the Adirondack Mountains. The hardships endured by that group during their first winter stranded them permanently. The glossy-paged history of Willowton Frank had read explained how the settlers slaughtered their oxen for food. That left them no way to move on. Frank wanted more than the sanitized version of Willowton’s history.

      When he arrived at the Historical Society, two elderly ladies wearing cardigan sweaters greeted him. After he explained what he wanted, they looked at each other with raised eyebrows.

      “Oh dear, I just don’t know,” said the one in the red sweater.

      “I have never heard of letting someone outside the Society into the archives,” said the one in the blue sweater.

      “How do I go about getting permission? Could one of you watch me while I search?”

      “Oh my, I’m not going down there. I’ve never been,” said Red Sweater. “Have you, Edith?”

      “I have not, and with my sciatica acting up and all that dampness, I won’t be going down there anytime soon,” Blue Sweater answered.

      “I really need to review the material about Willowton’s history.” He foresaw zero progress with these two already. “There must be someone I can talk to, to get permission. Who’s in charge?”

      The two women—whom he renamed Red Fish and Blue Fish, from a book Billy read to his sister—conferred behind the desk in whispered tones. Finally, they each picked up a phone and dialed. Apparently, no one in the Hysterical Society, as Frank came to think of it, could make a decision. Forty minutes later, after much back and forth, Blue Fish addressed him.

      “Young man, it seems the common feeling among the members we could reach is it’s okay as long as you’re careful and do not remove anything.”

      Red fish sniffed. “All Tricia said was, ‘What can it hurt?’”

      After several hours in the damp basement reeking of mildew, his jaw ached, and his chest felt tight. He resorted to breathing through his mouth because of the dust he stirred up. What could it hurt, indeed?

      Frank knew Molly and Billy had expected him hours earlier. The chaotic mess the Historical Society laughingly referred to as the archives had him ready to quit.

      He shook his head at a collapsed box at the bottom of the pile he’d just sorted through. Last one, then I’m gone. Dried-out packing tape fell from its sides like dirty ribbons. He lifted it to the table under the hanging bulb. He hated keeping Molly and Billy in the dark. The three of them had become inseparable after the events of the previous summer. He feared they would criticize his preoccupation about a sinister force inhabiting Willowton. They had their own suspicions, but they didn’t dwell on them the way he did. He needed evidence.

      Brushing years of accumulated dust off the box, he carefully lifted the lid to find a trove of ancient documents. Hand-drawn maps designated homesteads with family names and boundaries. At the bottom, he hit pay dirt. It appeared to be a diary. The pages were old and brittle. The nearly illegible scrawl, combined with the archaic language, made it near impossible to read. He knew a request to take it home to study would never be granted.

      Getting permission to enter what they called the archives had nearly taken an act of Congress. To remove something other than the dust clinging to his clothes would never be granted.

      A quick glance at the diary revealed the writer to be one Jeremiah de Vries, whose name he recognized from the official history of Willowton. He hoped to find some kind of explanation for his current nightmares. He feared whatever he couldn’t remember from his nightmares might be about to happen to him. His greatest fear was that it would keep him from fulfilling his dreams.

      He’d grown up watching manned spaceflight, starting with Mercury, Gemini, and then Apollo. The moon landing was the pinnacle of that mission for him. He wanted to be a part of what came next, maybe designing a reusable vehicle built to take off and land as well as carrying a payload into space. Talks of a space station in his father’s science journals also fired his imagination. He envisioned a space port where exploration vehicles could be assembled and launched, eliminating the problem of overcoming Earth’s gravity and the heat buildup of takeoff and reentry. Of course, they would need some sort of craft to deliver men, tools, and components from Earth. He salivated at the idea of working on a team that designed those things.

      He slipped the diary under his jacket and made his way up the steps, sniffling on the way. When he emerged, the two women looked at him in disgust.

      “Oh my, you are a complete disaster, dear,” Blue Fish said. “Please don’t tell your mother we suggested you go into the basement.”

      “Mother will know.” Frank pulled a tissue from a box in time to catch a sneeze. “Pardon me.”

      “Did you find anything useful, dear?” Red Fish asked.

      “No, ma’am, not yet.”

      He slunk out the door, feeling a little despicable. He intended to return the diary, but deceiving two old ladies seemed low. Aside from the constant sneezing, the walk home cheered him. The scents of early fall, the colorful foliage, and the diary riding in his waistband all contributed to his improved mood. When he picked it out of the box, he’d sensed it had been waiting for him.
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        * * *

      

      “Where have you been?” Frank’s mother asked from the porch. “And what have you got all over your clothes?”

      “It’s just a little dust.”

      “That is more than a little dust. You smell moldy.”

      “I went to the Historical Society to research the history of Willowton.”

      “Are they growing mushrooms over there?”

      “I was in the basement.”

      “Both Molly and Billy have been looking for you. They worried me. Why didn’t they know where you were?”

      “Mother, I didn’t want to tell them what I’m working on yet, with Molly’s grandmother so sick and Billy struggling in school without Molly and I. It’s been hard, being separated, harder than I would have thought. I’ll talk to them.”

      So far, she hadn’t even let him up on the porch. “Walk those clothes straight into the bathroom.” She turned to go inside and stopped. “And don’t touch anything on your way. Your hands must be as filthy as the rest of you.”

      “I’ll be careful not to pollute the rest of the house.”

      “I have half a mind to hose you off in the backyard, clothes and all.” At the foot of the stairs, she handed him a grocery bag. “Stuff your clothes in here.” She waved a hand under her nose as he accepted the bag.

      “Yes, Mother.”

      With the journal safely on his desk and his dirty clothes carefully stowed in the bag, he hopped into the steaming shower. Water coursed down his body, turning it gray as it swirled down the drain. He thought about what to tell Molly and Billy. Normally, keeping anything from Molly was impossible. Her ability to read his thoughts could be inconvenient at the best of times.

      His mother accepted the grocery bag, holding her nose with one hand. “I hope you fumigated the bathroom.”

      “I used Father’s air freshener.”

      “Very good. I will start the washer right away.”

      Frank dialed Molly’s number, knowing Billy would be there.

      “Hello.” Molly’s dad answered in his gruff voice.

      “Hello, Mr. Houlahan. It’s Frank Bordeaux. Is Molly home?”

      “Yes, she is, and her message for you is to get your butt over here.”

      “Yes, sir, I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      “Hold on. Here’s Billy.”

      “Like, where have you been, man?” Billy asked.

      “I had something to look up at the library.”

      “You’ve been at the library all day? C’mon, man, Glicken couldn’t help you, or what?”

      “He sent me to the Historical Society. The place is a dump. It took longer than I expected.”

      “What’s got you so uptight you had to spend Saturday at the Historical Society?”

      “We’ll talk about it when I get there.”

      “Dig it, man. When?”

      “I’m leaving now.”

      “Groovy. See ya soon.” Billy hung up.

      From the living room, Frank yelled, “Where’s Father?”

      The lack of response reminded him of his mother’s new rule: no yelling from one room to another. Pausing in the kitchen door, he watched his mother as she prepared dinner. “Where is he?”

      “He went to have the car washed at the new place on the other side of town.”

      “I have to go see Billy and Molly. I’ll call from there if I’m staying for dinner.”

      “I miss having you kids here for dinner. I understand Molly’s grandmother is very sick, but it would be nice if you were home for dinner once in a while.”

      Frank felt his face heat up. He was embarrassed to admit he’d been missing his parents and his home lately as well. He crossed the kitchen and hugged his mother. “I know. I’ll talk to them.”

      “What about your homework?”

      “I can work on it there.”

      “Tie your shoes before you go running off.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      He laced up his high-tops and sprinted for Molly’s house. The run helped him clear the dust from his lungs and head.
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        * * *

      

      Still catching his breath, he entered the room where Molly’s grandmother slept.

      “Look what the cat dragged in,” Billy said, obviously glad to see him.

      Molly was not nearly as happy to see him. “Yes, and the dog refused to drag out.”

      “How is she?” Frank nodded toward her grandmother.

      “Not great. Let’s hear it. It’s past time you explained yourself. Musical taste notwithstanding, Slugger’s disappointed we didn’t get uptown.”

      Frank recounted his morning, apologizing profusely.

      “You haven’t answered the question, which is why you spent our Saturday in a dirty basement,” Molly said.

      “Yeah, like, I’m missing out on the Pinball Wizard. We’re talking about a rock and roll opera, man.”

      “Slugger’s been trying to sing that song all morning. Annoying for two reasons. One”—she held up a finger—“he doesn’t know the words, and two, he can’t sing! I had to smack him around a little to make him quit.”

      Frank’s peripheral vision revealed Billy shaking his head. “Sorry, Molly, I’ve heard him sing. It’s listed in the Geneva Convention as cruel and inhumane treatment.”

      Frank glanced over his shoulder. “I’ve been having nightmares. I can’t remember anything when I wake up. But I wake up at three a.m., soaked in sweat. Something’s going on, something I can’t explain.”

      “How long?” Molly asked.

      Frank wiped his sweaty palms on his slacks. “Today makes five days in a row.”

      “Not cool, man.”

      “Why haven’t you mentioned it before now?”

      Frank shrugged. “And say what, ‘I had a scary dream I can’t remember’?”

      “Yeah, man. That.”

      Molly held up a finger to say something and stopped with her mouth open.

      “Let it live, man. You’re among friends,” Billy said.

      “Did you find anything?”

      “Yeah, man. What’s the payoff?”

      Frank nodded. “Just before I gave up, I found a diary written by one of the founders of Willowton. It’s like it had been waiting for me.”

      “And?” Molly waved an impatient hand.

      “And nothing. I dropped it off at home, changed, and came straight here.”

      “That’s kind of a letdown.”

      You should have brought it with you,” Molly said.

      “I wasn’t thinking.”

      “More than likely, you thought of keeping it to yourself.”

      Frank broke eye contact with Molly. “Could be some of that too.”

      Molly’s dad grilled hamburgers for everyone. Molly set Monopoly up on the picnic table, and they played by the light from the porch. Billy bankrupted both Molly and Frank by the end of the night. Frank knew their thoughts were on his nightmares. Just before they parted company, Frank remembered his mother’s request.

      “Hey, guys, I promised my mother I’d hang around tomorrow and have dinner at home. You guys are invited.”

      “The old lady wants me to rake leaves tomorrow. But I should be free for dinner,” Billy said.

      “Hold on. I’ll check.” Molly carried the game into the house to talk with her dad.

      “I’m sorry about today,” Frank said.

      “It’s cool. I knew something was up with you. I, like, felt it.”

      “It’s bad. I can’t sleep. I’m distracted in class.”

      “Oh wow, man, we can’t have anything interfering with your schoolwork.”

      Frank laughed as Molly returned. “Tell Mrs. B I’ve missed her, and I will be there for dinner. I can come over after church. And we can check out that diary.”

      “Great. She’ll be happy to see you guys. Until tomorrow.”

      “Dad wants to know if you need a ride home.”

      Frank checked his watch. “Wouldn’t hurt, if he doesn’t mind.”

      “Shotgun!” Billy yelled.

      Three across in Mr. Houlahan’s old pickup, they started down the driveway.

      “Catch you on the flip side!” Billy yelled to Molly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          BILLY

        

      

    

    
      Billy Hashberger made his way through the halls of Willowton High School toward the cafeteria. A month into the new school year, a path still appeared through the sea of students as he approached. They whispered to each other as he passed. His role in the sensational events of early summer still held fascination for the residents of Willowton. He’d hoped it would have died down by then. The Willowton Sentinel seemed intent on keeping the story alive. Every week, the paper released a new detail, fanning the embers back to life.

      He heard the din coming from the cafeteria before he arrived. Inside, bedlam reigned. He made his way over to what had become their usual table and dropped his notebook. He joined the serving line and watched in fascination how the other students responded to the arrival of Molly and Frank. Heads turned, and the ambient noise level dropped considerably, if only for a moment. No one complained when his friends cut in line to join him.

      “So, like, did you find your morning with Willowton’s elite edifying?” Billy asked.

      Molly shook her head. “I don’t know about Brainiac here, but two hours of math is a lot for one day. Calculus is like a thousand suns bleaching the color out of the world, leaving no beauty and no texture in its wake. It reduces everything to pixelated images of gray. They boil it down to symbols and numbers. The professor thinks math is the answer to everything, including the creation of the world. Hello—God, anyone?”

      “Oh wow, man, you’re wound tight around the axle today.”

      “You don’t know the half of it.” Molly narrowed her eyes at Frank.

      Frank grinned. “Solving equations is fun. Each problem is a mystery to unravel. Math is the universal language, spoken in every country of the world.”

      “Do you see what I mean?” Molly smiled her most menacing smile. “Fun would be me beating the math right out of you.”

      “I’m glad you guys are able to share in this mathematical experience. I still don’t understand why there are letters in algebra problems.”

      “Can you guys come over to the house after school?” Frank asked.

      “Nice segue, man. How about signaling before a U-turn? You could give a cat conversational whiplash.” Billy paid the cashier for his lunch and waited.

      “Did you manage to interpret something in the diary that makes any sense?”

      “I got a couple more pages done. It’s getting easier.”

      A roar went up over at the jocks’ table when Josh Clemmons showed up.

      “What’s that all about?” Molly asked.

      Billy sighed. “Apparently, Josh scored a lot of points in their final scrimmage game last night.”

      Frank looked on. “You know this how?”

      “How else, man? I eavesdropped.” Billy pointed his fork at Frank. “The jocks have embraced your buddy.”

      “To think that I worried about him being accepted.”

      Molly gestured toward where Derrick O’Riley sat with his minions. “He’s not scoring points with the gangster crowd.”

      Frank cleared his throat and focused his attention on Molly. “So, about this afternoon. I told Karri about the mural you did in my room, and she asked to see it.”

      “Again with the whiplash, man. Bringing her home to meet the parents—that’s far out.” Billy held his half pint of milk in the air. “To Frank.”

      Frank looked around the room full of witnesses. “Keep your voice down.”

      “I could use a break from home. Mrs. O’Brien will understand. No way am I going to miss the presentation of Karri Curry to Mr. and Mrs. B.”

      “It’s not like that. I told her how great the mural looks and how long you worked on it. She asked to see it. Innocent curiosity. Karri paints watercolors.” Frank sighed.

      “How many places is Mrs. B setting for dinner?”

      “I’m walking Karri straight home after she sees the mural.”

      “A kiss at the door, maybe. What do you think, Mol?” Billy asked.

      “Most appropriate after walking her all that way. I mean, how hard would the walk home from Karri’s be without some kind of thank-you kiss?”

      “You two are impossible.” Frank concentrated on his lunch. “She’s just a friend.”

      “Don’t look now, but your friend is coming this way.” Billy raised his chin, indicating a spot over Frank’s shoulder.

      Karri took the seat next to Frank and across the table from Molly and Billy. “Are we still on for seeing Molly’s mural tonight?” She looked up to address Molly. “He’s told me so much about it. I just have to see it.”

      “I hope you won’t be disappointed. Frank’s devotion to all things NASA is legendary. It makes him blind to the imperfections.”

      “I’ve done some small drawings in art class and some watercolor landscapes. I can’t imagine something on that scale. I mean… a whole wall. So we’re on?”

      “Yes, I just told Billy and Molly you were coming over to see it. They might stop by as well.”

      “Great.” Karri stood up. “I’ll meet you at the gate after school.”

      “Yes. At the gate. I’ll be as quick as I can.” Frank walked her back to the jocks’ table.

      Molly turned to Billy. “Well, I’m anxiously awaiting her critique of my work.”

      “I’m sure it won’t be a critique.” Billy motioned toward where Frank stood. “He’s over the moon when she’s around.”

      “True, she’s been good for him. I’m happy he found someone, or should I say someone found him. The nerd and the jock. An unlikely match.”

      Billy looked over toward where Frank stood smiling broadly. “I’ll return our trays. I’m guessing he’s done.”

      Molly grinned. “Yeah, I think he’s otherwise focused right now.”

      After dropping off the trays, Billy went to where Frank, Molly, and Karri were being entertained by Josh Clemmons.

      “You should have seen me hitting wicked outside shots all night. A sight to behold.” Josh pantomimed shooting a basketball. “You should come to the games. Your girl will be there.”

      Frank blushed. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Come on, man, you can’t spend all your time studying.” Josh winked at Karri. “You have to cut loose.”

      Billy whispered to Molly, “Do you think he’ll flake on us now that he has a girlfriend?”

      Molly shook her head. “I don’t think so. We may see a little less of him. But he belongs to us. We aren’t whole without him. He knows that better than anybody.”

      “I hope you’re right.” Billy watched the way Frank’s attention feasted on every word Karri spoke. I’m not so sure.

      The bell rang, pulling Billy from his thoughts.

      Frank glanced in their direction. “Got to hit the books.” He waved to Karri. “See you later.”

      Karri waved.

      “I guess Josh is doing all right, huh?” Molly asked.

      “Better than all right.” Frank checked his watch. “To hear him tell it, he singlehandedly won the basketball game yesterday.”

      “Who would have thought the jocks would be the ones to circle the wagons around the only Black student in Willowton?” Billy asked. “Far out.”

      “Somehow, I think he knew it all along,” Frank said. “I’m glad he’s doing so well.”
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        * * *

      

      Billy slouched against the stone pillar supporting the gate. He watched Karri as she approached. Her short blond hair bounced in time with the rest of her. She was choice by anybody’s standards. A twinge of jealousy rolled through him. Who would have guessed Frank would be the first to have a girlfriend? She waved and hurried over to where he leaned against the stone pillar.

      “No sign of them yet?” she asked.

      “They never get out on time.” Billy shrugged. “I guess Frank thinks it’s worth it. He, like, never complains.”

      Karri tilted her head. “But…”

      Billy laughed. “Molly will complain all the way to Frank’s house.”

      “Do you mind if I ask you a question?”

      “Shoot.”

      “Can you tell me what really happened last summer?”

      “Have you asked Frank?”

      “Sure. He said he’d rather not talk about it.”

      “I get it, man. When it happened, all we did was talk about it. First to the cops, then the doctors, our parents… oh, then the shrink. Can’t forget the shrink. We still see him. Finally, the prosecutor. The press people pestered us for months, but we didn’t talk to them. Honestly, we are kind of talked out.”

      “So, is that a no?”

      “Yeah, sorry, man, but Frank will spill when he’s ready. Just be groovy. When he decides to tell you, there’ll be no shutting him up.”

      She looked disappointed. “That’s Frankie for you: black or white. No time for gray.”

      Billy chuckled. “True, he’s intense, but he’s the best friend I’ve ever had. I’ll tell you one thing: if he takes you in here”—Billy thumped his chest—“there is nothing that cat won’t do for you.”

      She flashed Billy a thoughtful smile. “ I see that when he’s with you and Molly.”

      Billy thought he detected a little jealousy. “Give him time.” The next several minutes slipped by quietly. Billy considered the possibility he and Molly could lose Frank to this attractive, smart, athletic girl. Maybe she could introduce me to one of her friends. Yeah, right.

      Karri straightened up and waved enthusiastically. “Here they come.”

      Frank rushed up to Karri. “I’m sorry you had to wait so long. Those professors may know their subject matter, but not one of them can tell time.”

      Molly walked straight to Billy with an evil smile. “So, what did you two talk about?”

      “I had so many things to tell her she didn’t know about our Frank. She’s diggin’ it.”

      Frank looked alarmed. “What did he say? It’s probably all made up. He makes things up all the time.”

      Frank walked with Karri while Billy and Molly followed at a discreet distance.

      “So, you’re in a pretty good mood. I’m guessing no math this afternoon,” Billy said.

      “No, thank God. Literature, also boring. You would think no one has written a book since the 1700s, to hear this professor go on. I mean, Shakespeare, sure, but then there’s a bunch of guys I never heard of. You think there might be a reason I never heard of them? Maybe because they’re dreadful. This guy Milton wrote a poem called Paradise Lost. It goes on for ten thousand lines. And we’re going to have to read it. Too bad the poem didn’t get lost in paradise too.”

      Billy chuckled. “That’s a drag. I guess they don’t think much of the limerick form I’m diggin’ on. Five lines.”

      “I don’t think we’ll be reading about a young lady named Sally or a man from Nantucket.”

      “I know the man from Nantucket.” Billy grinned. “Tell me the lady named Sally.”

      “I’m not repeating it. You can read it yourself if you use the girls’ room in A corridor. You’re not considered well-read until you’ve visited the women’s bathrooms.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “See for yourself.”

      “You’re saying there’s raunchy graffiti in the girls’ rooms?”

      “Common knowledge, Slugger.”

      Molly slowed and lowered her voice. “What did you two talk about, for real?”

      “She asked me about what reeeally happened last summer.”

      “What did you say?”

      “Oh man, what could I say? I told her to ask Frank. I assured her he’d spill when he’s ready.”

      “Look at you getting all mature and sensitive right before my eyes.”

      “Yeah, sure… Let me run this by you.” He pulled his thoughts together. “Karri travels in a pack at school. All these popular girls swim the corridors like a school of sharks in a feeding frenzy, but whenever she’s with Frank, it’s just her.”

      Molly looked at him thoughtfully. “What are you thinking?”

      “I don’t know what to think. When I see her during class changes, you’d think we’d never met. Then, by herself, standing at the gate, she gets all chummy.” Billy shrugged. “I don’t know. Seems weird, right?”

      “I can tell you right now if she breaks our boy’s heart, she’ll have me to deal with. I don’t care how many sharks she brings.”

      Not an idle threat. “I guess we watch and see.”

      Molly nodded. “I’m watching. Let’s catch up. I want to be there for the introduction to Mrs. B. What do you think? ‘This is my girlfriend, Karri Curry,’ or ‘This is my new friend, Karri,’ or ‘Hello, Mother. This is Karri’?”

      Billy tugged on his ear. “I think ‘new friend’ all the way.”

      Molly and Billy closed in on Frank and Karri just as they arrived at Frank’s house. Mrs. Bordeaux stepped onto the porch the moment they arrived. It’s like she knows we’re coming before we arrive.

      Molly waved. “Hey, Mrs. B, the flowers still look great.”

      “Thank you, Molly. I fear they don’t have much longer. The first hard frost will take them soon.” Mrs. Bordeaux turned her attention to Karri. “Who is this gorgeous young lady?”

      “This is Karri. Karri, this is my mother.” Red crept up Frank’s neck until his face virtually glowed.

      Karri stepped up on the porch and extended a hand. “So nice to meet you, Mrs. Bordeaux. Frank talks about you all the time.”

      “I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage.” Frank’s mom shot him a withering look. “Please come in. Can I get you anything?”

      Billy watched as Mrs. Bordeaux escorted Karri into the house. Frank stood motionless with his mouth hanging open.

      Molly gave him a shove. “Get moving, Brainiac.” She shook her head and looked at Billy. “What a doofus.”

      They caught up as Karri was explaining how much she wanted to see the mural Molly had painted.

      “It is quite marvelous. I hesitated at first, but our Molly is so talented. Wait until you see it.” Mrs. Bordeaux started to lead Karri to the steps.

      “Mother, I think I can find my own room.” Frank stepped in front of his mother and led the way up the stairs.

      Frank pushed the door open.

      Karri stepped in and gasped. “My word, it’s life-size.” She walked toward it slowly. “I feel like I could step right onto the moon.” She turned left and saluted Commander Armstrong as he saluted the American flag.

      Billy and Molly crowded in the doorway as a smile spread across Molly’s face.

      “I tried to tell you,” Frank said.

      “Words fail to do it justice. I mean, look at the lunar module, all those angles and things, and it looks just like the photos.” Karri took another step. “I’m speechless.” Karri moved closer, twisting her head this way and that. “Molly, what can I say? I assume you worked from a photograph, but this…”

      “Yes, Mr. B helped. I did my original sketches from photos he had blown up. I took some creative liberties. So it’s not exactly like the photo. But each component is accurately represented.”

      “The detail is amazing. And the forced perspective makes it look three-dimensional. What kind of liberties?”

      “The photos have harsh shadows, and the color is washed out, leaving much of the image appearing almost black and white. I added shadings to the surface of the moon and more color to everything in general. I wiped a big hill in the background and made it midnight blue, throwing in the stars you see.” Molly stepped forward and pointed at sections of the wall. “Last but not least, I drew us in.” She pointed at the upper corner where a pie shape of the Earth appeared. The eastern coast of the North American continent peeked out.

      Frank pulled an eleven-by-fourteen photo from his desk and handed it to Karri.

      “Oh.” She paused, taking a step back. “I see it. Well, for my money, your interpretation is better than the photo, hands down.”

      Billy followed him to the desk. He read over Frank’s notes from the journal.

      Molly beamed. “Thank you, Karri. You’re the only person besides us and Mr. and Mrs. B to see it.”

      “What are you working on now?” Karri asked.

      Billy looked up from the desk. “I want her to do an eighteenth-century London Street scene like something from Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde in my room, but she’s always too busy doing calculus or something.”

      “Academics are important, but don’t give up your passion,” Karri suggested.

      “If he doesn’t stop whining, I’ll paint a self-portrait of me whipping his butt. Calculus hasn’t killed all my creativity. Not yet, anyway.”

      Karri addressed Molly. “You’re very talented.”

      “Well, that’s it.” Frank signaled Billy to head down the steps.

      Billy sensed Frank’s nervousness. “Time to split.”

      When they reached the dining room, Mrs. Bordeaux was sitting at the table with a cup of coffee. “Well, Karri, what did you think?”

      “It’s amazing. I’ve seen Molly’s talent on display in the art room, but to see something done on such a scale, the detail… Her subtle changes from the photograph are simply inspired.” Karri turned to Molly. “I am in awe.”

      “Thank you, Karri. I appreciate it.” Color crept up Molly’s neck.

      “I’m sensitive about my art,” Karri said in a soft voice. “Which is why there is none of my stuff on display in Miss Swanson’s room.

      “Careful. We have to get her head out the door yet,” Billy said.

      “Watch it, doofus. I haven’t started my self-portrait yet. I may need a visual.”

      Frank grinned. “It won’t be the first time you kicked his butt.”

      Billy laughed out loud. “Yeah, man, and it won’t be the last, if history is any indication.”

      Mrs. Bordeaux rose from her seat. “I had better get dinner started. Your father will be home at six, Francis.”

      Frank looked at his friends. “What are we doing tonight?”

      “I have to get home to sit with Mamo. She’s not well.”

      “Do you want to work on the calculus tonight? I can come over after I walk Karri home.”

      “If you don’t mind working in Mamo’s room.”

      “I won’t be home for dinner, Mother.” He submitted himself to his mother’s hug.

      “Don’t be too late.”

      Frank and Molly turned their focus on Billy. “I better use the phone to check in with my mom.”

      Billy went to the living room and called home. He heard the goodbyes from the other room before the group paraded into the living room and out the door.

      “We’ll be outside,” Molly said.

      Billy nodded as his breathless mom picked up the receiver.
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      Molly pulled her hair back and tied a ribbon around it.

      “Can I help you with that?” Karri asked.

      “No. I’ve got it.”

      “Shall we?” Frank swept a hand in an after you motion.

      “We’re waiting for Slugger,” Molly pointed out.

      “He’ll catch up.”

      “We should wait. Oh, Frankie, you have to take a picture of the mural.”

      “What for?”

      “So I can take it into art class. Miss Swanson would love to see it.”

      “She’s seen it,” Molly said. “I meet with her once a week to get her feedback on my work. She saw all the rough sketches before I started drawing on Frank’s wall.”

      Billy leapt off the porch. “Truck on, freaks. What did I miss?”

      “I miss art class, but if these accelerated classes will get me a scholarship at Laguna College of Art and Design, that would be worth any sacrifice.” I’m getting out of the cold. Any school with a great art program in a warm climate will do. She daydreamed of waves breaking on a white sand beach as she sketched some bronze surfer finger combing his hair.

      “Hey, Billy, will you take my books to Molly’s for me?”

      “Of course. Should I do your homework too?”

      “Nah, I’ll take care of that.” He handed off his books.

      Molly paused at the corner to Aspen Street. Sending a serious look toward Karri, she said, “See you around, Karri.” Then she pointed a finger at Frank. “You’d better hurry, or I’ll let Slugger solve your calculus problem.” She watched the grin spread on Billy’s face.

      “Hey, it’s not nice to make fun of the dumb guy in front of him. Like, you’re supposed to talk behind my back, man.”

      “I’ll be right there.” Frank stepped into the street.

      “Goodbye, you guys.” Karri waved.

      “Later, gator.” Billy flashed the peace sign.

      Molly shoved him ahead of her. “Knock it off, Slugger.”

      “What soured your usually effervescent mood?”

      “She’s just so bubbly… It’s annoying. I’m not sure I can take another ‘Oh Frankie.’”

      Billy looked skyward, something he’d been doing lately when he didn’t know how to articulate his thoughts. Molly waited for Billy to finish thinking.

      “It bugs me how she changes when she’s with her friends.”

      “The sharks?” Molly asked.

      “Yeah, man, I mean she’s different. The whole group of them are loud, rude, and… well, as mean as ten polecats in a water barrel.”

      “I know all of this. It’s not like I’m new or something.”

      “I know. What I mean is she comes across so sweet around Frank.”

      “I don’t think it’s strange. People act differently around someone they like. Look at Frank. When he’s with her, he’s different from how he is with us.”

      Karri is gnawing at something in Billy. He doesn’t trust her. I will keep a sharper eye on her. Molly picked up her pace as they passed the corner where the young men from the mill used to sing a cappella into the wee hours of the night. She wondered where they had taken their harmonies. She missed them.

      As they approached Molly’s home, she spotted the back end of her dad’s truck in the driveway. “My dad’s home early. Is that Doc Hood’s car?” Molly broke into a run.

      Billy didn’t ask questions but just matched her stride for stride.

      She burst through the back door and looked around. “Wait here.” After dropping her books on the kitchen table, she thundered up the stairs.

      A crowd had formed in her grandmother’s bedroom. Mrs. O’Brien, her grandmother’s childhood friend, stood on one side of the bed, clasping her grandmother’s limp hand. The pillow her grandmother’s head rested on grew increasingly damp where Mrs. O’Brien’s tears fell.

      Old Doc Hood stood opposite Mrs. O’Brien, moving his stethoscope around her grandmother’s wasted chest. Sweat stains spread under his arms, his tie pulled loose and his shirttail hanging out the back. He twisted his head like a golden retriever as he listened. Her father stood near the doorway, his broad shoulders shaking with inaudible sobs. Molly wrapped her arms around him and held him for a long time.

      She feared disturbing the silence, but she had to know. She broke her father’s embrace. “Doctor?”

      Doc Hood looked up and removed the earpiece from one ear. “Hello, Molly.”

      “Is she…”

      “Your grandmother is still with us… for now.” He stepped away from the bed, folding his stethoscope.

      Molly moved into his vacated spot. “Oh, Mamo.” She leaned over and hugged her grandmother. Her own tears flowed.

      Doc Hood took a moment to pack up his battered leather doctor’s bag. Finally, he cleared his throat. “Paddy, I’m afraid it’s not good news.”

      Molly lifted her head from her grandmother’s chest.

      “Shall I put the kettle on?” Mrs. O’Brien asked.

      “I should be getting back to the office. Maybe we can talk downstairs.” Doc Hood straightened up, bag in hand.

      Mrs. O’Brien leaned down and kissed Molly’s grandmother on the forehead. “Mary Margaret, you promised to wait for me.” She made her way to the stairs, followed by Doc Hood and Molly’s dad.

      Molly waited until they were gone. She glanced up at the crucifix that hung over Mamo’s bed. “Mamo, you can’t leave us yet. There is so much I don’t understand.” Tears spilled down her face. She ran from the room, feeling the eyes of Jesus on her back. When she got to the kitchen, she looked around for Billy. She spotted the top of his head through the window. He was sitting on the stoop, reading.

      “What’s happened to her?” Molly’s father asked.

      “I’m afraid she’s had a stroke, Paddy.” Dr. Hood looked over his half glasses and ran a hand through what few white hairs remained on his head. “Her breathing is very shallow, and her heart is struggling to do its work. I don’t think she will recover from this.”

      “Out with it, Doc,” Mrs. O’Brien said sharply. “How long will Mary Margaret be with us.”

      He looked at Mrs. O’Brien. “Well, Reagan, it’s hard to say. She’s a tough old bird. A day or two. Certainly, no more than a week. All we can do is make her comfortable.”

      Mrs. O’Brien nodded, using the back of her hand to push away the tears threatening to burst the dam holding them back.

      “Thanks for coming, Doc.” Molly’s dad shook Dr. Hood’s hand.

      Old Doc Hood put a hand on her dad’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Paddy.” He left, closing the door quietly behind himself.

      Mrs. O’Brien stepped over to Molly’s dad and wrapped him in a bear hug. Molly joined them, and they embraced until the teakettle let out a harsh whistle.

      Molly broke away and turned off the gas but made no effort to fix any tea. She didn’t think anyone felt like tea. “I think I’ll sit with her.” Oh crap, Billy’s sitting on the stoop by himself.

      Molly stepped out onto the porch. “Hey, you don’t have to hang around. I’m going to sit with Mamo.”

      Billy turned his head and looked over his shoulder at her. “Yeah, so….” He stood up and opened his arms.

      Molly stepped into an awkward embrace. She felt his wiry strength wrap her up. “She…” Molly sniffled.

      “Yeah, I heard. Let’s go up. Frank will find us.” Billy guided her into the house.

      Her dad and Mrs. O’Brien talked in low whispers as they passed. Molly felt Billy’s hand on her elbow filling her with his strength as they negotiated the steps together. She could read every thought through their connection. He didn’t know what to say or do for her.

      Taking the chair next to Mamo’s bed, she clasped her frail hand. Billy sat on the floor, back against the wall, reading a book. They both lifted their heads when they heard Frank’s arrival downstairs. They made eye contact. Billy motioned for her to stay put. Before he could stand, they heard Frank thundering up the stairs.

      Frank burst into the room and knelt in front of where Molly sat. “I’m so sorry.” He proceeded to give her an awkward hug. “What can I do?”

      “You can go home and take him with you.” She motioned toward Billy.

      Frank shook his head. “Not going to happen. If you want to be alone with her, we’ll wait downstairs for you.”

      Molly shook her head. Frank sat on the floor next to Billy and started on his math homework.

      The doctor’s words reverberated in Molly’s head. She was alone in her grief but never alone. Her friends’ thoughts and concerns were present in her head. They were worried about her. A part of her wished they would leave. If she had to get honest with herself, their being there gave her the strength she needed. She also thought being alone would clear the noise in her head. Normally, she could shut it down, but her emotions were making that impossible. They’re so stubborn they won’t leave until Dad throws them out on their asses. She glanced over her shoulder. Billy was reading Collected Ghost Stories, by M. R. James. Frank toiled away at the calculus problem.
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