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  Praise for The Things That Keep Us Here




  ‘A masterly novel of suspense, painting the kind of dystopian nightmare that none of us can bear to think about, made worse by the fact it may only be a matter of time

  before we face a similar scenario ourselves’




  Daily Mail




  ‘An amazing achievement. What makes it work is that Buckley explores a global catastrophe with such a narrow focus, and with complex characters that we come to care

  deeply about’




  Linwood Barclay




  ‘With crisp writing and taut pacing . . . this vivid depiction of suburban America gone bad is riveting’




  Library Journal




  ‘Carla Buckley’s debut The Things That Keep Us Here stunned me. Here is an apocalyptic novel as topical as today’s headlines, yet as intimate as a

  lover’s touch. A brilliant debut that deserves to be read by everyone’




  James Rollins




  ‘A knockout debut of the decade’




  LA Times




  ‘Utterly engrossing. The Things That Keep Us Here is the book guaranteed to keep you up all night, as you follow one family’s pulse-pounding journey through

  the worst that can happen and beyond’




  Lisa Gardner
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  I HAD BEEN TRAPPED IN THIS MISERABLY HOT SPACE for nine weeks, six days, and fourteen hours, with all the windows and doors locked and the shades drawn.

  Everyone I knew was out swimming or boating or just having fun, but not me. I was pacing from one room to the other, picking up magazines and tossing them down, turning on the television only to

  switch it off again. It had seemed like such a good idea back in March: sell the house and move to where we knew no one and no one knew us. But now I realized I’d only traded in one prison

  for another.




  When the key finally rasped in the lock, I was kneeling by the narrow window, my face lifted to capture any stray breeze that decided to drift across the sill. I pushed myself up as the door

  swung open, and there was my sister.




  “Finally,” I said.




  “Hey, you.” Julie locked the door behind her. “So, what have you been up to all day?” Her eyes were clear, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t still been crying.

  Julie was a master at protecting me.




  “Your dryer was making weird noises, so I unplugged it. And your mailman has the hairiest legs I’ve ever seen.”




  Your. Not our. The accusation lingered in the air. So many balls I’d tossed her way. Which one would she bounce back? But she surprised me. “I got you something.”

  Reaching into her backpack, she handed me a book.




  A thin, spiral-bound book with a flexible cover. I glanced at the title. Knitting for Beginners. “Give me a break.”




  “Dana, we talked about this.”




  “No, you talked about this.”




  She sighed, dropped her backpack on the floor. “I just hate that you’re just sitting here, watching TV all day.”




  “I don’t watch TV all day. Sometimes, I stare at the ceiling.” And count the hours until this will all be over.




  “My point exactly.” She dangled a plastic bag by one finger. “I got you some yarn, too.”




  “Just . . . stop. I don’t want to learn to knit. It’s the stupidest thing I ever heard of.”




  She put her arm around my shoulders and gave a gentle squeeze. “Okay,” she said, after a moment. “You hungry?”




  Why did I feel a prick of loss when she turned away to make supper?




  The plastic bag sat untouched beside the book all night and into the next day. I fashioned a clothesline by tying string from doorknob to doorknob, which worked fine until I

  tried to hang up a pair of jeans. The closet door flew open; the brass knob smacked the wall and clattered to the floor. One more thing for Frank to deal with when he got back from Afghanistan.

  He’d be thrilled.




  Mid-afternoon, the next-door neighbor came home, her pickup rattling up the driveway. The truck door slammed, then all was quiet. She’d gone inside her house. In a few minutes, she’d

  reappear to stretch out on a bright orange towel in her backyard to sun her legs, a beer bottle balanced on the grass beside her. Her phone would ring and her giggling would skip across the yard.

  Later, her boyfriend would visit and the two of them would go somewhere in the pickup, maybe one of the few local bars, maybe the lake. Or maybe they’d fire up her small Weber and the spicy

  aroma of roasting bratwursts would seep into Julie’s small, steamy kitchen and make my mouth water.




  What was our old next-door neighbor doing now? Not yet five o’clock, so Martin would still be at work. But his arrival home would be noisy and full of purpose. The slam of the car door,

  followed by the rumble of the garage door along its tracks. The growl of the lawnmower as he fired it up to cut first his grass, then ours, topped off by the chatter of the trashcans as he dragged

  them from the curb back into place behind our houses. He’d be humming as he wound up the garden hose, then stop and smile when I appeared with lemonade. The tang of cut grass would rise

  around us and the mosquitoes would swarm. He’d swipe his face with a handkerchief and take the glass, ask if I was doing my homework, or whether I was planning to tackle the weeds any time

  soon.




  I’d left without even telling him goodbye.




  I’d told Mrs. Gerkey goodbye, though. She’d blinked in surprise, clutching my last paycheck as though by not handing it over she’d keep me tethered there. I’d shrugged

  away the questions in her pale blue eyes. It wasn’t as though I’d ever promised her anything, not in so many words.




  Julie had picked out sunshine yellow yarn, a big fluffy cloud of it, impossibly soft. The book had drawings, each step diagrammed and numbered. How hard could it be?




  By the time the key scraped the lock, my palms were sweaty and I’d gnawed my lower lip raw. As Julie stepped into the front hall, I hurled the knotted mess aside, the needles clattering to

  the floor, humiliated that she’d caught me trying—and failing miserably—at something so absurdly simple. Or maybe something else was weighing on me. “Why don’t you get

  me a book on how to fix dryers?” I snapped at her. “You know. Something easy?”




  After retrieving the needles as they rolled across the floor, Julie sank beside me on the lumpy couch. Her eyes looked tired but she patted my knee and smiled. Then she took up the jumbled mass

  of yarn. “You know, Mom always wanted to teach you to knit.”




  At the mention of our mother, something shifted inside me. I’d been thinking about her a lot lately. “I didn’t know she could knit.”




  Julie nodded. She began pulling apart the tangles, winding the bright yarn around her finger. “And crochet. She made those potholders, you know.”




  Right. The white ones with red flowers, made of string, deceptively delicate. You could pick up a flaming skillet with one, which I had done once while burning French toast, and not even feel

  the heat.




  Julie had wound the yarn into a ball and now held the knitting needles loosely in one hand. “Okay,” she said, her gaze meeting mine steadily. “What does the first page

  say?”




  Grudgingly, I opened the book. “You’re supposed to cast on. Like fishing, but not.” Fishing would have been a lot easier. Drop the line into the water and just wait. Fishing

  made me think of Joe, but I shook that memory away and focused on what Julie was doing. Her fingers were slim and long, capable of almost anything. She’d gotten our mom’s hands, whereas

  I must’ve inherited our father’s, stubby and square. I hated to think of anything else I might have gotten from him.




  “See?” She drew the length of yarn around the tip of the needle and back down. Her shoulder pressed against mine, her voice assured and soothing. She smelled of soap and sun, a hint

  of lemon. “You hold the yarn like this. And when you bring it around, it makes a little loop.”




  “I tried that.” And succeeded only in having the yarn snarl itself into a knot.




  “Maybe you were winding it around from in front instead of behind.” Julie looped the yarn around in careful knots, every one exactly the same shape and size, lined up like little

  blossoms on the metal knitting needle. She twisted her wrist and the yarn flew free and the needle was once again bare. “Here,” she told me. “You try it.”




  She cupped my hand around the needle, curving my fingers around it, then draped the yarn around my left forefinger. “Not too tight,” she warned, guiding my reluctant finger.

  “That’s it.”




  She was frowning down at the sun-colored yarn. Her lashes were long and dark, the small bump at the bridge of her nose just like mine. Her blonde hair waved back from her forehead, held by the

  brass butterfly clip I’d given her for her birthday, all I could afford. I dropped the needles into my lap and sagged against her. “I’m scared,” I whispered.




  “I won’t let anything happen to you,” she promised.




  “I know.” She never had. For five years, she’d been sister, mother, and father to me. She’d been everything and she’d asked for nothing in return. I pressed my

  cheek against the soft cotton of her sleeve. I had to tell her, but I couldn’t. The words just wouldn’t crawl past the stone lodged in my throat.




  “After supper,” she said, “we can try purling.”




  “Sounds like a disease.”




  She laughed, a tinkle of pure happiness, and the stone tumbled down my throat and nestled securely in my heart.




  There are different kinds of prisons, some with walls and floors and doors, and others built even more sturdily out of things you can’t see—love and hope and fear.




  A week later, I went into labor.
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  IT’S A GREAT LINE TO STOP GUYS FROM COMING ON to you in a bar. They ask, So what do you do

  for a living? They expect to hear, I’m in sales or I’m a paralegal. If I’m wearing my black boots with the stacked heels and maybe some lipstick, they might push

  me into the lawyer category, or the owner of a little boutique. They never expect to hear the truth. I blow up buildings, I say, and sip my wine. After hearing that, they usually back away a

  little. Which is good. I don’t like to be crowded.




  The crowd that morning was staying far away, lined up all along the twelve-foot chain-link fence encircling the lot, their faces curious and belligerent, the police forming an uneasy barricade

  between them and me and the building I was going to destroy. A hand-printed banner danced above their heads. You might not think it, but bringing down a building can be a controversial thing.

  People don’t like change. It makes them worry about what’s headed their way next, and whether it’ll be any worse than what was there before.




  Dingy clouds were doing a slow roll along the horizon. Chicago in mid-May could be unpredictable. “How far away does that look?” I asked my foreman.




  Ahmed squinted. “I’d say we got a couple hours, maybe three.” His broad face was washed in early morning light.




  The guy was a wizard when it came to reading the weather. If he said two, maybe three, we’d be standing in a downpour come four. Two hours was good, three better. “We might just make

  it, then.”




  He nodded. “Have you heard from Halim?”




  Another worry. “Halim will be here.” Of course he would, but he hadn’t answered any of the six calls I’d placed to him that morning. As decorous as my partner was, he

  could also be a player. He loved blondes, and Chicago was full of them. But he’d never crossed that line with me. I wouldn’t have stuck around if he had.




  A shout. Something sailed through the air and clattered onto the cement near my feet. A beer can. A policeman moved forward and the onlookers jostled.




  Ahmed curled his lip in disgust and kicked it with his boot.




  “Least it wasn’t a bomb,” I told him.




  “Don’t say these things.” Ahmed looked stricken.




  Implosions are wrapped tight in superstition: wind the detonation wire clockwise; rap the front doorjamb before entering; wear the same pair of boots from the beginning of a job until its

  completion, and if a lace breaks, replace it with a borrowed set. Most of all, don’t ever joke about explosives, especially when hundreds of pounds of the stuff lie only fifteen feet

  away.




  My cellphone vibrated. Halim? But no, the caller ID read PRIVATE CALLER. The caller had tried earlier, around six-thirty, and I was tempted to flip it open and let off a

  little steam at some telemarketer no doubt waiting to chirp good morning on the other end. But chances were it would just be a recorded call and it would take ten seconds for me to disconnect.

  Seconds I couldn’t afford to waste, not with that storm roiling toward us. Fitting the hardhat onto my head, I told Ahmed, “I’m starting the walk-through.”




  A troubled look. “Without Halim?”




  He didn’t think I could do it. Didn’t matter. I was still the boss, even if it sometimes felt in name only. “Start clearing the site.”




  The broad marble steps of the gracious old building seemed to sag beneath my boots. The old girl was ready to come down. She’d been up for a long time and weathered more than her share of

  storms. She was ready to go.




  Shoving aside the heavy wing of fabric draped around the lower floors, I stepped over the threshold into pungent darkness. The interior sprang into view beneath the beam of my Maglite. Hard to

  believe hundreds of families once lived here, walked these floors. Everything that could have made the place a home had been yanked down and hauled away: walls, ceilings, floors, and window glass.

  All that remained was bare concrete, rafters, and the skeletal outlines of two staircases. The air hung heavy and blue, dust spiraling lazily down from the open ceiling in ghostly strands like

  Mardi Gras beads. I spun on one heel, seeing past the empty windows and crumbling columns, hearing the mumbles of long-ago residents, the babies’ cries, and the laughter. The old girl held

  her breath, waiting. I’m coming, I told her. Hold on.




  The clop of boots. Halim emerged from the shadows, his slim frame tidy in navy chinos and a crisp white workshirt. “Sorry I’m late,” he told me. “I got an overseas call

  from my brother.”




  I looked at him with both relief and annoyance. So not a pretty girl he’d met at a bar, but something far, far worse. “How much this time?” I asked him.




  He pursed his lips. He wanted to tell me it was none of my business how much money he lent his loser brother, but in point of fact, it was my business. Very much so, ever since we pooled our

  resources and started Down to Earth three years before.




  “Don’t worry.” He glanced around. “We should get started, eh? What with the storm moving in.”




  “A thousand? Two thousand?” The business account only had three and change, but the frown on his face told me plainly that it now held nothing. “Halim.” I felt a pinch of

  fear. “Tell me.”




  “A temporary setback,” he said. “We finish this job and all will be fine.”




  It was the last time. Tomorrow morning, I’d be meeting with the bank manager to make sure any checks drawn on our business account in the future required both our signatures. But there was

  nothing I could do about it now. “I’ll take the eastern half.”




  No railing along the staircase, the bottom riser chewed to rubble to discourage trespassers, the support walls smashed to pieces. Testing my weight with each step, I climbed to the twenty-sixth

  floor, winding past the narrow Chicago streets, to the furled tops of the trees, until finally the sleepy skyline spread before me. A month ago, I would have been gasping. Today, I made it in one

  long trek, with only my thigh muscles protesting the effort.




  Streamers of sunlight spooled through the empty windows. Amid the drab grays and browns were daubs of neon yellow paint marking the load-bearing columns, and dense cobwebs of yellow, pink, and

  orange tubing. Colorful and deadly. I traced the lines up to the crevices we’d chipped into the columns and then packed with dynamite. The connections looked good. Untouched.




  Halim walked toward me from the other direction, and we exchanged places silently, our worlds shrunk to fluorescent strands, electrical tape, and metal clips. We descended two floors to the next

  dynamited level.




  The buzz of a jet overhead, the shrill blast of a policeman’s whistle below. The protestors were growing more belligerent. Great. As if we didn’t have enough to deal with,

  outracing the storm. Shouts sailed up.




  Again, Halim and I crisscrossed paths; again, we retraced each other’s steps.




  Outside, a Bobcat started with a rumble.




  Halim waited on the ground floor. “We’re behind schedule.”




  And whose fault was that? I glanced at my phone and saw I’d missed another call from PRIVATE CALLER. We’d used up one of Ahmed’s hours.




  “You finish here,” Halim told me, “and I’ll check the basement level.” He descended the crumbling stairs.




  Stepping over a latticework of detonation cord, I ran my flashlight beam over the connections. A water leak had sprung up from somewhere—a pipe only recently turned off—and a shallow

  pool had collected in one corner, scummy with dust.




  The Bobcat’s roar stopped. In the sudden silence, I heard the slow plink of water splashing metal, and something else.




  The noise didn’t repeat itself. Rats usually flee buildings about to be demolished, driven by some fierce primordial instinct that tells them D-day is at hand, but maybe one had just

  gotten the message. I turned, sweeping my flashlight beam across the uneven floor.




  A crumpled Styrofoam cup, boot prints stamped in the dust, a balled-up lump of rust-colored cotton splotched with paint. Light sparkled across a smooth surface. Glass. I frowned. All the glass

  had already been removed.




  My walkie-talkie buzzed.




  “Ready?” Halim’s voice.




  I depressed the Talk button. “Just about.” I held up my flashlight, squinting into the shadows.




  An empty bottle of Budweiser glinted back from the gloom beside a wall brace. Dust-free, it couldn’t have been there long. How had we missed the bottle last night? The broken brick lying

  beside it must have been the source of the noise I’d heard.




  Footsteps echoed. Halim strode toward me. “Showtime.”




  The crew gathered as Halim issued final instructions. There was confidence in his every gesture; his stance was easy yet authoritative. “Countdown in fifteen

  minutes.” He broke up the group with a clap of his hands.




  A plastic bag skittered across the pavement. A uniformed police officer stood beside a small makeshift enclosure composed of sandbags. He nodded. “All yours.”




  I dialed the prearranged number. “Stop the El,” I told the operator.




  “I’ll tell them,” she answered.




  Overhead, a police helicopter swept by, searching rooftops for hidden onlookers. Television crews clustered a safe distance away. A covey of birches stood on the northwest corner, swaddled in

  geotextile fabric and shivering in the gusting wind. The dust and debris could be carried for miles; all of Chicago could be affected. “Think we should hold off?” I asked Halim,

  uneasy.




  “Just run the monitor afterward and make sure to download the readings.”




  It had been my idea, a way to issue a preemptive strike against possible lawsuits. Running the air-sampling monitor wouldn’t stop the dust from spreading, but I didn’t argue. I was

  as eager as Halim to finish the job.




  He picked up the blasting machine, a steel box with two buttons connected to the lead line, and held it out. Did he want me to hold it for him? He smiled, seeing my confusion. “This

  one’s yours,” he said. “You’ve earned it.”




  I’d never initiated the blast. Never. Halim was the expert; I was the trainee. But there it was, the small box that signaled I had finally broken through the final barrier. Automatically,

  I folded my fingers around the machine and held it tight. Halim couldn’t pry it away from me now, even if he wanted to.




  He held up his walkie-talkie. “All clear.”




  A round of “Clear”s sounded from the crew bosses.




  “Ten, nine, eight, seven.”




  The police helicopter tipped and sailed away.




  “Four, three.”




  A flock of swallows shot up.




  “Two, one. Fire! Fire!” I sucked in a breath, then punched the small red button.




  Silence.




  A thunderous blast shook the ground. I grabbed the sandbag wall for support. Halim pulled me toward him. Another explosion, another earthquake tremor, three swift eruptions, a firecracker flare

  near the foundation. The building held itself for an agonizing two seconds, then it swiveled and slammed south.




  Tsunamis of dust boiled up, obliterating the sky. A seismic wave rushed toward me, an enormous riptide, a roller coaster without rails. I spun and ducked. Fine spray pelted my head and

  shoulders.




  Crooking my elbow over my mouth and nose, I cracked my eyes open.




  Two stories of rubble. Check. Adjacent buildings standing. Check. Trees erect, leaves attached. Check. Street cleaners starting their engines, push brooms and water hoses

  already beginning to clear away the sidewalks and walls. Check. Earth still rotating. Check. The jostling crowd, compelled despite themselves to cheer and whoop. Check.




  The roller coaster rolled to a stop.




  “Not bad, huh?” Halim said.




  We stared at each other, the steel box cradled between us, then grinned. The shoot had gone off perfectly.




  Trucks rumbled around the dusty lot. Lightning forked in the distance as men shouted and shovels scraped. Halim had already conducted two on-air interviews. Down to Earth

  Implosion would be splashed all over the news tonight; our phone would be ringing off the hook the next morning. We might even have to turn away work. So what if Halim had cleaned out our bank

  account? By tomorrow, it would be fat again.




  Halim stood in the middle of the debris field, Ahmed beside him. They were discussing something that had them both gesturing wildly. Ahmed was shaking his head.




  One of the dump truck drivers strode across the lot toward me. I accepted the clipboard he extended and signed the form. “You know where to take it?” I asked him.




  “Yes, ma’am.”




  A loud volley of shouting, the backhoe driver leaning out his window and waving. Ahmed started jogging across the site. He’d better watch his step. That was where the elevator shaft had

  been located.




  I handed back the clipboard. The man jerked his chin. “Looks like something’s up.”




  The trucks sat frozen, their engines switched off. Their drivers were sliding down out of the cabs and trotting toward where Ahmed now stood. Halim was running among them, heedless of where he

  placed his feet, sidestepping boulders and heaps of bricks.




  It couldn’t be asbestos. I’d supervised its removal personally, so what on earth could the driver have seen that was making everyone run toward him like that? A long-buried pipe,

  maybe. Something hidden in the walls, exposed now that they’d broken apart.




  My phone jittered against my hip. I answered without thinking, walking toward Halim. “Yes?”




  “Is this Dana Carlson?” A girl’s voice.




  “Speaking.”




  “You don’t know me, but I’m your niece. I’m Peyton. Peyton Kelleher.”




  The world slowly canted sideways. I stopped walking.




  “I’m sorry to call you like this. It’s about my mom.”




  “Julie?” The name hiccupped out of me. It had been so long since I’d last spoken it.




  “My mom’s sick.” The young voice was relentless. Ahmed gestured toward Halim. “She’s got kidney disease. My dad’s not a match. She’s on the waiting

  list, but I was wondering . . .” The girl’s voice wobbled, then trailed off.




  What was I to do with this? None of it made any sense. Distracted, I asked, “Are you calling from Black Bear?”




  “Yes.”




  As if to keep himself from falling, Halim grasped Ahmed’s sleeve, his face twisted with horror. My stomach contracted. What was he looking at? “Let me call you back.”




  A few steps and I was there, too. Ahmed stretched out a hand to stop me, but I jerked away, staring at the ground.




  There, among the shattered slabs of stone, lay a soft grubby hand, its fingers curled hopefully toward the sky, fingernails rimed with dirt. Not just a hand, but an arm dressed in thick red

  cotton. Farther down, a worn canvas sneaker protruded, the white ankle bare and vulnerable above the rubble.




  Trembling, I bent. I pressed my fingertips to feel between bone and sinew, searching for the pulse of life but finding only cold unyielding flesh. My heart hammered hard for both of us, for this

  stranger lying beneath the building, and for me, the one who brought the building down.




  Raindrops splattered the dust. Halim was watching, his eyes narrowed in thought. Already, he was trying to figure out how to let me take the blame.




  





   




   




   




   




  TWO




  [image: ]




   




   




   




  [PEYTON]




   




   




   




   




  A SINGLE OCEAN FLOWS AROUND THE EARTH, DIVIDED into five bodies of water, each subject to currents and the pull of the

  moon. Everything is constantly changing. The Pacific Ocean is shrinking, while the Atlantic Ocean is young and growing. In a hundred million years, it will all look completely different.




  The ocean accounts for seventy-one percent of the earth’s surface, and represents ninety-seven percent of the world’s living space. Man has explored less than five percent of it.

  Scientists estimate that only one percent of all marine life has been identified. Millions of species remain undiscovered. The tiniest creatures on earth live in the ocean, as do the largest.

  Creatures within the same species look different. They have different behaviors, depending on which region in the ocean they inhabit.




  No one really knows how or why life began in the ocean. They only know that it did.




 



  First thing in the morning, the sidewalks cool and misty, the pale sun fingering through the trees. Peyton had no right making phone calls to strangers. Her mom would freak. But her mom was in

  the hospital, wasn’t she, which was the whole point of making the phone calls to begin with. Now that Peyton had dared to dial her aunt’s number, she couldn’t stop. By

  seven-thirty, she’d tried four times, growing bolder each time, letting the phone ring and the message play out all the way, even waiting for the little beep at the end, before disconnecting

  without saying a word. The first time she heard her aunt’s voice recite the message, her heart gave a funny leap. Her mother’s voice. Her aunt sounded just like her mother.




  The light at the intersection glowed red. A car buzzed by. Peyton stopped and set down her bookbag, reaching for her phone. She’d try one more time before school began. If she still had no

  luck, she’d try between classes. She’d just keep calling until her aunt finally answered. Maybe she’d borrow Eric’s phone and unblock the number. Maybe her aunt was the kind

  who’d be tempted to answer a mysterious call from Minnesota. But if that were true, then wouldn’t she have phoned or stopped by before? Wouldn’t she be curious about her only

  family?




  “Hey, PEYTON!”




  Guiltily, she whirled around. LT Stahlberg puffed toward her on his bike, his doughy body sagging from side to side as he pumped his fat knees. “HI, PEYTON!” He let go of the

  handle-bars to wave, which was stupid. He could see she was looking right at him.




  Just what she needed today. Her heart sank. Her mom had told her a million times that LT wasn’t dangerous; he was just confused. But her mom still thought of LT as the neighbor kid she

  used to hang out with. He wasn’t like that around Peyton. Around her, LT always let his weirdo out. Don’t walk on the sidewalk when the streetlights are on. Don’t use the

  microwave. It’ll get inside your head. LT was a kid trapped in a big guy’s body, a kid who had thought it would be cool to set the hardware store on fire, with Mr. Stem’s

  poodle trapped inside. Peyton’s dad had had to run inside and rescue her, while the rest of them stood on the sidewalk like idiots. Peyton’s mom had been really pissed about that.

  You could’ve gotten hurt, she’d said, furiously grabbing his arm and not letting go. But Peyton had seen the way she’d pressed her face against his shoulder, had watched

  her father’s hand come up and cup her mother’s head.




  LT rolled to a stop and grinned at her. “I’m glad I found you.”




  Like they were playing hide-and-seek? “What is it?” she asked impatiently. “I don’t have time for games today, LT. I have to get to school.”




  His eyes were so pale, as if all the blue had leached away, leaving behind only the memory of color. He licked his red lips and she winced. “I just wanted to know how your mom’s

  doing.”




  How do you think she is, moron? Peyton bit down hard and shoved the words deep inside. Her mom would be disappointed if she was mean to LT. Her mom would want Peyton to be kind.

  “She’s still in the hospital. The doctor thinks she’ll be getting out soon.”




  His fat face collapsed with relief. “Okay. That’s good. That’s GOOD.”




  Not that good. “It’ll be a while before she goes back to work, you know. You better find another nurse.” She’d heard her parents talking. She’d heard them say how

  specific the judge had been about that. It wouldn’t be at all cool if LT wasn’t staying on top of his medication, just because her mom wasn’t there to make sure he did.




  He hunched a shoulder. “Amy’s mean.” He stuck his lower lip out in a pout. “Amy’s not like your mom.”




  Like he’d know the least thing about her mom. Only Peyton did, and her dad. Her mom belonged to them, not this weird boyman. The light flared green and Peyton hoisted her bookbag into her

  arms. She was done taking care of him. “See you,” she said.




  “BYE, Peyton!”




  When she reached the other side of the street, she couldn’t help it. She had to glance back.




  Sure enough, LT was still standing there, holding on to his bike, looking up and down the street, as if bewildered about which way to go. Reluctant sympathy washed over her. She knew exactly how

  that felt.




  The other students swarmed past Peyton in the corridor, their arms filled with books, talking and texting, rushing to get to class before the next bell sounded. Peyton leaned

  against the wall, pushing the phone closer to her ear, keeping an eye out in case she got caught using her cell. She couldn’t afford to be kept after school.




  The hall was emptying, the last locker slamming shut, the last door wheezing closed. Three rings, four. Any minute now, voicemail would pick up. Peyton decided she wouldn’t leave a

  message; she couldn’t take the chance it wouldn’t get returned.




  Overhead, the bell blared, making her jump. She started to slide her cellphone closed when she heard the distant, tinny Yes?




  She pressed the phone to her mouth. “Is this Dana Carlson?” Her heart was thudding. She hated the way her voice sounded, plaintive, almost pleading.




  “Speaking.”




  Peyton cleared her throat. “You don’t know me, but I’m your niece.” That was lame. Why hadn’t she rehearsed this? “I’m Peyton,” she bullied on.

  “Peyton Kelleher.”




  “Peyton?”




  Yeah. That’s right. The niece you’ve never bothered to meet. “I’m sorry to call you like this.” Again, that pleading tone. What was her problem?

  “It’s about my mom . . .”




  “Julie?”




  There was the slightest tendril of interest in Dana’s voice. Relief washed through Peyton. “My mom’s sick. She’s got kidney disease. My dad’s not a match.

  She’s on the waiting list, but I was wondering . . .” She paused to let Dana rush in with questions and reassurances, saving Peyton from having to say it out loud, but the other end of

  the line was heavy with silence. “She needs you,” she said, simply.




  They all needed her. And if Dana didn’t get it—well, then there’d been no hope to begin with.




  “Are you calling from Black Bear?”




  Where else would she be? She felt the squeeze of panic. If her aunt didn’t even know something so basic as where they were living, how hopeless was it? “Yes.”




  “Let me call you back.”




  Cold and sharp. Then Dana hung up.




  Everyone looked over as Peyton pushed open the classroom door. Mr. Connolly did, too, but he didn’t say anything, letting her slip herself off the hook once again. She

  hated that he did that just as much as she was grateful for it. His gaze lingered on her a moment, appraising. When she didn’t burst into tears or walk into a wall, he turned back to the

  board.




  “RNA polymerase helps drag free-floating nucleotides to the DNA template to build the complementary mRNA strands.”




  As Peyton slid into her seat, Brenna narrowed her eyes. Brenna wore cutoffs way higher than the regulation five inches. But no one would say anything. She wore a skinny black shirt that said

  You Know You Want To. No one would say anything to her about that, either. Bending over her paper and pretending to take notes, she whispered, “Did you finish the DNA extraction

  lab?”




  Peyton dug out her notebook from the bottom of her bookbag. “Sort of.” As in, she hadn’t picked up a single colored pencil, written a single answer.




  “It’s due Friday.” Brenna shook her hair out of her eyes, glancing over at Mr. Connolly to see if maybe he noticed how cute she looked doing that. “We’d better get

  together after school. I have practice until five-thirty. We’ll meet after that.”




  “Sorry. Can’t make it.” Like Peyton didn’t have plans of her own. She was heading straight to the hospital the minute the dismissal bell rang. Besides, it wasn’t as

  if Brenna would actually do anything. She’d just sit there and text while Peyton calculated and drew organelles and wrote up the discussion on how to extract DNA from a strawberry.




  “The mRNA then leaves the nucleus through the nucleic pores and floats through the cytoplasm until a ribosome clasps onto it.”




  Brenna frowned. “When, then?”




  “I’ll look at it tonight.” Maybe, while she was at the hospital with her mom, she could get some homework done. She didn’t even know why she was here in this classroom

  while her mom lay alone in that horrible room filled with machines and fake cheerfulness.




  Nothing’s going to happen, her dad had said, handing her the box of Pop-Tarts for breakfast that morning. Your mom will worry if you don’t go to school.




  They couldn’t pile any additional worry onto her mom. She had to concentrate on getting better. Peyton worked hard to keep everything normal and happy for her. That was why she kept going

  to school, why she hadn’t even mentioned the D she was getting in social studies. Nothing about Eric. Not a word about Googling Dana and discovering that her aunt wasn’t a doctor the

  way her mom always said she was, but worked for some demo company. Everything had to be normal. Peyton could do it. It was just a matter of deciding.




  “What is the stop codon that tells the ribosome to release the protein? Does anyone know why it does this?”




  Six more hours until school let out. Nothing would happen in six hours. Peyton tugged her phone from her jeans pocket. Holding the phone under the table, she glanced at the display. No missed

  calls.




  “What is the most vulnerable process that can breed mutation?” Mr. Connolly looked at her, then away. “Adrian?”




  Dana would call back. She had to.




  Eric sat in the courtyard full of kids eating lunch. When he saw her, his face transformed, like he’d been lit up inside, just because he was looking at her. When had

  she gotten this power? What was she supposed to do with it?




  “Hey,” he called. “I got you the last Gatorade.”




  Peyton dumped her bag on the picnic bench and took the plastic bottle he held out. “Thanks.”




  His hair was fresh-from-the-shower damp at the back of his neck, and he smelled of Axe. He’d just come from PE. She didn’t know why she was noticing these things. It wasn’t

  like she’d ever thought about what he smelled like before, or the way the muscles in his forearms bunched beneath his rolled-up cuffs.




  “So?” he said. “Did you talk to your aunt?”




  “Sort of.”




  “That’s great. What did she say?”




  “We talked for like two seconds. Then she hung up.”




  He considered that. “But you asked her, right?”




  “I practically begged her.” Twisting off the Gatorade cap, she took a long lemony drink. “She said she’d call back, but she hasn’t.”




  “She will.”




  Peyton didn’t say anything to that. Lately, everyone made empty promises. She was sick of them.




  “She might not be a match anyway. Twenty-five percent of a chance isn’t much. It’s only one in four.”




  “I know.” He was the one who didn’t know. Life was perfect for Eric. He was safe with his healthy mom and dad and sister and brother. Twenty-five percent might not seem like

  much to Eric, but to Peyton it was everything. It was way more than the thousandths of one percent that a stranger would be a match.




  “Your folks know you called her?”




  “No.” Peyton pulled her sandwich from the bag and took a bite. Her favorite, peanut butter, pickles, and mayo, but today, it tasted like sand. “I’ll tell my mom when I go

  over this afternoon.” Maybe. It depended on whether Dana called back. It depended on whether her mom was having a good or bad day.




  He was silent for a moment. Then he asked, “How’s she doing?”




  “Okay, I guess.” It was just another infection. There was no need to panic, but who went to the hospital if they didn’t have to? Peyton tore at the crusts. She hated this

  helpless feeling. She hated soggy pickles, too.




  He crumpled up the chips bag. “You want to get together this weekend? We could go to the movies, maybe hang out with Adam and Brenna.”




  “I thought they broke up.” She felt hot, and looked down at her hands, the short fingernails painted different colors, the silver ring her mom gave her for Easter last year, the

  Band-Aid wrapped around one knuckle frayed along the edges.




  “They’re back together again.” Eric put his hand on hers and rubbed his thumb across the back of her hand. His skin was warm and rough in places from where he gripped the tools

  when he worked on his car. He didn’t really know what he was doing, and sometimes she worried that the car would suddenly accelerate or burst into flames, but there was something deliciously

  reckless about going for drives with him anyway. Just being with Eric felt like that. Her heart gave a funny little flutter.




  Picking up his tray, he stood. “I’ll see you later. Hang in there, okay?”




  He walked away, sunlight swallowing him up until he was just a mirage. Her best friend. Things had been so much easier when that was all he was.




  Peyton shoved the remains of her sandwich back into the paper bag, feeling tears sting her eyes. When had she become such a baby?




  “Peyton?”




  Mrs. Stahlberg hurried toward her across the noisy courtyard, her skinny arms working, her ugly face flushed. She was only the principal’s secretary, but she always acted like she ran the

  place. Lots of kids made fun of her, but Peyton wasn’t allowed to. Her mom was always telling her to be charitable because Mrs. Stahlberg carried a heavy burden being LT’s mom. Not that

  being nice to her made much difference. She was always cracking down on Peyton about one thing or another. As if Peyton was the one with mental problems, not her stupid son.




  She must’ve heard about Peyton using her cell at school and was racing out here to confiscate it, which was just great. What happened if Dana did call back? No one would be there to

  answer.




  Peyton balled up her lunch bag and stood to face the consequences. It did no good to plead or sweet-talk. Mrs. Stahlberg was such a witch. “I’m sorry—” she began.




  But Mrs. Stahlberg shook her head and put a hand on Peyton’s arm, her fingers firm and unexpectedly moist. “Come along, honey. We need to get to the hospital right away.”
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  MALE, FEMALE. I DIDN’T KNOW WHO LAY BENEATH the rubble. I told myself I didn’t care, that agonizing over it

  wouldn’t change the facts, but as I drove north, I felt as though I were the one lying pressed against the ground, the breath being squeezed out of my chest. Finally, I pulled over at a gas

  station in Wisconsin and huddled in the cramped bathroom lit by one narrow window, splashing cold water onto my face until the shaking finally subsided.




  The police had separated me and Halim as though we were criminals united in an unspeakable scheme, questioning us in their cars, the rain sluicing the glass. Again and again, I answered their

  questions. Someone was dead because of me. It had been my hand pushing the button. The wipers swept across the windshield; the close interior gently steamed, smelling of stale coffee and pungent

  aftershave, and finally I said to the cop, “Look. I have a family emergency.” Family. I could barely get the word out.




  He gave me a skeptical look but let me go. He had my phone number, he reminded me.




  The rolling Wisconsin hills peeled away as I entered Minnesota, and now farmland sprawled all around me. Towns popped up one after another like dusty beads on a string, so small and

  insignificant I was almost out of them before I realized I was in them. Leaving behind the lashing rains of Chicago, I had the dizzying sense I was headed into a worse storm. Not one that boomed

  and soaked the pavement, but a dark and spreading one of my own making.




  When I told Julie I was pregnant, she stared at me for a long time. I’d expected anger, or worse, disappointment, but all I saw on her face was shock. How far along are you? she

  finally asked. I put my hand protectively on my belly, where I imagined the baby curled up, sleeping. I think . . . four months. Too late to do anything, and maybe I’d planned it that

  way. You can’t tell anyone, I insisted. She’d tilted her head, with a worried frown. Not even Joe? I shook my head. Especially not Joe. I rubbed at my eyes, furious

  at my sudden tears. She didn’t ask why; she simply stepped forward and took me into her arms, enveloping me in a fierce embrace. Do you want to keep the baby?




  Yes, I said, with a desperation that surprised me.




  We’ll move to Hawley when school lets out, Julie said. We can start over there.




  Not a word about Frank, or how disappointed he’d be in me, his young, foolish sister-in-law. Not a word about college, or how we’d afford the baby. Her voice was calm and certain,

  and I believed her. But no one could have predicted how things would turn out.




  Stopping for a snack, I tried calling Peyton back to let her know I was on my way, but her voicemail picked up. Hi! This is Peyton! Leave a message! I dialed Julie’s number, too,

  waiting for the clear sound of her voice and wanting very much to hear it, but her cellphone rang on and on. I paid for the bottled water and got back behind the wheel.




  The sun was setting when Black Lake finally came into view. Hotels perched on the shore, their parking lots studded with cars. The water sparkled in the last rays of sun, looking deceptively

  inviting. But I knew it was heart-stopping cold. Growing up, I thought all water was freezing. The first time I stuck a tentative toe into the Atlantic and found the water as warm as bathwater,

  I’d laughed.




  Dark woods frilled the far shore. Above the Norway spruce and tamaracks heaved the curving metal loop of a roller coaster. An amusement park? A Ferris wheel rotated beside it, surreal lights

  flashing in the twilight. I almost missed the exit for Black Bear, Home of the Golden Vikings, veering off the highway just in time.




  The green plaster dinosaur with its scabbed knees and snout should have been stretching its long neck on the corner as I rounded the curve, as if protecting the town’s only two gas pumps,

  which sometimes ran out of gas before the end of the month. Beside them should have been Miss Lainie’s dank little Stop ’n Shop with its shelves of dusty cans and withered produce, and

  then a few hundred yards beyond that should have been that creepy trailer park. I’d dreaded biking past there at night. Half the time someone was screaming or moaning; whether from pleasure

  or pain, I’d never stopped to find out.




  They were all gone—the dinosaur, Miss Lainie’s store, even the trailer park. A ruthless hand had swept them away, plunking down instead a gas station with tidy rows of pumps and a

  convenience store with signs in the windows offering lottery tickets, homemade lefse, a sale on bait.




  A car horn blared. I raised my hand in apology and accelerated through the intersection, too fast.




  The boarded-up storefronts downtown were gone, too, replaced by eateries with awnings. Pedestrians lingered on the sidewalks, swinging shopping bags or sipping from takeout cups, acting for all

  the world like they wanted to be there in the cheerful spill of lights.




  It looked like the spook house had been renovated. A perky bay window smiled over the fresh green lawn, and the crumbling stone wall had been rebuilt. There wasn’t a single car on blocks

  to be seen anywhere. I rolled to a stop in front of a modest house tucked beneath the spreading branches of a honey locust. Curtains fluttered in the opened windows. Lamps were on inside. Someone

  was home. I wondered if they were happy, if they’d been more successful in making this place a home than my family had. The sage green paint Julie and I had slapped across the boards was now

  cream, the shutters we’d painted black were now an earthy brown. Our new start, Julie had said as I held the ladder for her. I think Mom would have liked this color, don’t

  you, Dana?




  A few years later, up on the second floor, beneath the sloping bathroom roof, I’d held the pregnancy test in my hand and stared disbelieving at the solid pink line.




  An American flag jutted from beneath the eaves of the brick house next door. Perhaps Martin still lived there. But I wasn’t ready to see Martin just yet.




  I drove on.




  Julie’s house was small and yellow, with a front porch that tilted toward the gravel driveway as if whispering a secret. I switched off the engine. Silence filled the car, a profound quiet

  that sounded like a thousand tiny insects buzzing in my ears. The air was cooler up here, fresher, scented with pine.




  No one answered the doorbell.




  Maybe Google had given me the wrong address. But no, the label on the rolled-up newspaper lying on the mat read Frank & Julie Kelleher. Strange no one was home. With a teenager in the

  house, didn’t they have to do things like prepare dinner and supervise homework? Unless Julie was sicker than I’d realized. Maybe that was the reason she’d allowed Peyton to make

  the call. Maybe that was why I hadn’t heard from her, or Frank. No, I decided. If Julie were really in trouble, Doc Lindstrom would have let me know. Or Martin. It wasn’t as though I

  was that hard to find. After all, a teenager had located me without any difficulty at all.




  Sitting on the front step, I checked my phone messages: a neighbor in Baltimore wondering when I was getting back to town so we could get together, a friend I’d made in the Chicago

  planning office calling to express sympathy, and Ahmed.




  He answered on the second ring. “How was your trip?”




  “Fine.” I waved away the mosquito hovering by my cheek. “How is everything there?”




  “The police left a few hours ago. We got permission to finish clearing the site. But now we are looking at paying the crew overtime.”




  A worry. “Have the police learned anything?”




  “It was a woman.”




  That made everything seem much more personal, and doubly strange. How had a woman found herself in the lonely, predawn hours inside an abandoned building about to be demolished?

  “Who?”




  “We don’t know.”




  Across the street, porches were bathed in warm yellow light. Windows glowed, and shadows moved within, people gathering for supper. “Ahmed, please have Halim call me as soon as

  possible.”




  “Of course.” His reply was smooth, and not the least bit reassuring.




  Julie’s house crouched dark and silent behind me. I eyed the split-level next door, the ragged line of houses across the street. I didn’t want to ask a stranger where my sister might

  be. Far worse would be to talk to someone I did know. Maybe Peyton played a sport, and Julie and Frank and Peyton were all at a game. What sport? I wondered. Was Peyton tall and lean like Julie, a

  sharp point guard? It wasn’t basketball season. Maybe she was a swimmer. Or ran track. Afterward, the three of them might have gone out to eat; with so many new restaurants in town,

  they’d have lots of choices.




  After all, no one knew I was coming. No one would have hurried home to greet me. But I couldn’t tamp down the uneasiness. Where was everyone?




  Music wailed from the jukebox, someone else’s heartbreak flayed through tinny speakers. People sat at booths along the wall, and a couple rotated on the small dance

  floor, the woman taller than the man and tenderly draped around his shoulders. True love.




  I sometimes wondered about true love, what it looked like, whether it pounded toward you or sneaked up alongside and just astonished you one day. Did it wait behind a door I had yet to open? Or

  had it already walked past, in the guise of a stranger who’d glanced at me and moved on? My mother had given up on true love, and Julie thought she had found it in Frank: she’d

  desperately wanted it to be so with him. But wanting didn’t make something come true. My brother-in-law was taciturn and stubborn, not someone I could ever envision embodying true love for

  anyone, let alone someone like Julie.




  Though what did I know? Men had ventured in and out of my life, some of them staying long enough to make me wonder whether they were the one. But in the end, we’d drifted apart and there

  hadn’t been a single true love among any of them. Well, maybe there had been one, but that had been long ago.




  And there I was again, for the second time that day, peering down the path I hadn’t taken. It was being back in Black Bear that was dredging up all this old history, memories that needed

  to remain buried. If I could, I would obliterate my past completely. It didn’t do any good to look back over one’s shoulder. The only thing to do was to keep moving forward.




  “Leinie’s, please,” I told the bartender, taking a seat at the long curved bar. “On tap.”




  Someone had done a pretty good job of sprucing up the old Lakeside Bar and Grill. The battered linoleum had been pried up and replaced with light oak flooring; the bare plaster walls had been

  painted a deep red and hung with boating gear and old-fashioned road signs. A definite improvement, but the bar itself was still sticky with wax and the air rich with the same yeasty smell of beer

  laced with grease.




  Years ago, Sheri and I had thought this was the big time. We spent hours giggling before our bedroom mirrors and gluing on false eyelashes, tugging on tight jeans and strutting around that pool

  table as if we had a clue. Did Peyton try the same thing? Did she doll herself up and borrow Julie’s heels to sail in here on her boyfriend’s arm? I tried to imagine it, but

  couldn’t.




  She’d had that high-pitched voice of youth, that breathless way of making everything into a question. You don’t know me? It’s about my mom? She’s sick? There had

  been nothing there I could pin an impression on, no matter how hard I tried, nothing to indicate if she was scholarly, athletic, spirited, or contemplative. There had just been that soft voice

  lengthened by Midwestern vowels.




  Why hadn’t Julie let me know she was sick? Pride, or was Peyton overreacting? I’d finish my drink and head back to Julie’s place. If no one was home, I’d just have to

  start knocking on neighbors’ doors.




  A jar with a photograph taped to its side sat on the bar, half-filled with coins and rumpled bills. Rotating it, I was surprised to see the fierce scowl of Miss Lainie glaring back at me.

  What the hell you want? the old woman seemed to snarl.




  The bartender placed a mug in front of me, a perfect half inch of foam.




  “Thanks.” I reached for my wallet.




  “It’s on the house, Dana. Welcome home.”




  I took a closer look. Right, that overbite. He had to be one of the Petersons. “Fred,” I guessed.




  “I own the place now.” He sounded pleased I’d recognized him. “Me and my brother. Going on two years.” He nodded at the collection jar. “I saw you looking.

  We’re collecting for her burial. You remember Lainie?”




  Of course. How could I forget Miss Lainie? She was the most taciturn person I’d ever known, and given some of the work crews I’d dealt with, that was saying something. Miss Lainie

  chased people out of her store with a broom if they tracked in a flake of snow; she hovered behind them as they decided between Reese’s Cups and Three Musketeers. She snatched coins from

  shoppers’ palms, leaving behind painful red marks. One day Miss Lainie shortchanged me, and Julie marched right into the store and demanded the quarter back. Julie hated confrontation but she

  hated unfairness worse. “She owned the Stop ’n Shop,” I told Fred Peterson. How old had Lainie been? Ancient, I decided. She certainly seemed ancient to Julie and me.




  “Until she sold it and went to work at Gerkey’s. In the gift shop, if you can believe it.” He chuckled.




  “Since when does Gerkey’s have a gift shop?”




  “Since Brian took it over five years back.”




  “Brian Gerkey?” How had that happened? Brian used to be so high on weed he couldn’t turn himself around, let alone a family business.




  My surprise made Fred chuckle again. “He’s one of our most upstanding citizens now. He’s married, got two little girls.”




  That lost, sad look in Mrs. Gerkey’s eyes as I’d plucked my paycheck from her grasp. Everything had worked out in the end. “His mom must be thrilled.”




  “Old Alice? You betcha.”




  The waitress waved from the end of the bar, and Fred said, “Excuse me.”




  I studied Miss Lainie’s picture. Hard to imagine her working behind the counter of a gift shop. She probably snapped at the customers to hurry up and decide, made a big production out of

  having to give them a bag to carry their purchases in. But it didn’t mean she didn’t deserve a decent burial. I tugged a bill from my wallet, folded it into a neat rectangle, and tapped

  it through the slot cut in the jar lid. What happened to people like Lainie, alone and poor at the end? I fingered the few remaining bills in my wallet, then pushed a second one through the slot.

  In another day or so, Halim would deposit the money from the Burnside job into our account and I could use my ATM card.




  I picked up the mug. Good old Leinenkugel, Minnesota’s unofficial state beer. The honeyed malt taste blew me right back to the blanket spread beneath the football bleachers, the backseat

  of Joe’s car. I’d forgotten how cloying the brew was. So much for nostalgia. Next round I’d return to good old Sam Adams. No memories there.




  I scratched the mosquito bite on my shoulder. In town less than an hour, and already the insects were feasting on me. It was like they sent up signal flares. Over here, juicy one right

  here. They never bothered Julie, though. Martin used to say it was because she was too sweet. Which meant, of course, that I was too sour. Martin always winked at me when I grumbled at the

  unspoken comparison. He never tired of teasing me.




  Was I reading too much into one phone call, made by a girl I didn’t even know? After all, people could live a long time with kidney disease. I could have gone to a doctor back in Baltimore

  to see if I was a match. Instead, I’d dropped everything and raced up here. Maybe I’d been waiting for an excuse to return. It was just curiosity, I told myself. Nothing more.




  A man slid onto the barstool beside mine. “Hey.”




  Round-faced, droopy brown eyes, blond hair, potbelly straining at the front of his polo shirt. No one I knew. “Hi.”




  “Am I glad I found this place. Nothing worse than checking in to a hotel and finding out it doesn’t have a bar.”




  “At least Black Bear has a hotel. Try the next town over and you’d have to pitch a tent.” I should know. I’d spent an entire summer there once.




  He laughed. “I’m pretty sure I don’t want to be camping in a place called Black Bear.”




  “Don’t worry. There aren’t any bears around here. Head north toward the reservation, though, and you’ll find plenty.”




  “I’ll stay south, then. Martini,” he told Fred. “And one for my friend here.”




  Fred looked over; I shook my head.




  “I just flew into Fargo to meet with a client. I’m in specialty chemicals.” He paid for his drink. “You ever see that movie, Fargo?”




  A talker. Full of pent-up energy from being trapped in a plane and then driving across the endless flat countryside between here and Fargo. “Sure.”




  “Until I heard the girl at the car rental place, I didn’t know people really talked that way.”




  Oh, yah. Sure they do, now. You betcha.




  “No offense,” he said, hastily. “You don’t sound like you’re from around here.”




  “I’m not.” Not anymore.




  The door opened to admit two newcomers, men who didn’t glance over, but instead went straight to the pool table, lifting cue sticks from the wall rack. Mike Cavanaugh? Yes, though his face

  looked weathered, like the winters since I’d last seen him had been harsh on him. The other guy looked familiar, too. Wasn’t he the band director’s son? His hair had thinned to a

  fluffy circle around his head, and now he really looked like his dad. I’d better prepare myself, practice my happy face. No doubt I’d see a hundred more people I knew before I finally

  left town. An unwelcome thought. Just how long could I keep the mask in place before it slipped? I told myself I’d better finish up my beer and head back to Julie’s house. The sooner I

  found out what I needed to do to be tested for a match, the sooner I could leave.




  “So what’s there to do in a place called Black Bear, if it’s not camping?” Mr. Specialty Chemicals wanted to know.




  “Fishing’s big. And hunting.”




  Someone new had joined the pool players. A man, six feet tall, dark-haired. He had his back to me, but I recognized him instantly. The way he stood there with his head cocked to one side was

  unmistakable. My body registered it first, a familiar tug deep inside, then my brain caught up. Joe Connolly. My heart had conjured him up out of thin air. But of course he’d be here. This

  was his town, his hangout. Did I want him to turn and see me? Yes. No. Maybe.




  “That lets me out, then. I’m more into golf, watching football, that sort of thing. Hey, what’s that you’re drinking? Is it any good? You sure I can’t buy you a

  drink?”




  “I’m sure.”




  Joe took the pool cue Mike held out and moved around the pool table. He was saying something that had Mike frowning and the band director’s son standing motionless. Now they were all

  shaking their heads.
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