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Now



SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 16, 11:40 PM


Joss Thorssen spins the bottle, and then we persuade him to kiss each of us. “Okay,” he says. “Okay.”


It shouldn’t be okay, but here on the dark mountainside, with the lights of town winking far in the distance, maybe it is.


He starts with Vivvy, because she’s the closest. When his head dips toward her, a fist clenches in my chest—envy or excitement, I don’t even know. Though I’ve never kissed Joss, barely touched Joss, in some strange way I still feel like he’s mine and she’s mine, too. We’re coconspirators, Vivvy and I. He’s what we conspire about.


I force myself to watch as Vivvy closes her eyes. Joss kisses her on the right cheek, the left cheek, corner of the lips, forehead. Soberly, ceremonially, like a holy man performing a rite. Vivvy’s face has gone as still as a waxwork.


Then Joss rises, staggering a little on his bad ankle, and walks around the fire to Seth, his foot swiping the bottle on the way. When he spun it a few minutes ago, it pointed at Seth, who sits with his back to the valley. Now it points up the hill toward the cave entrance.


The mountain breeze is scathingly cold, but the liquor is a furnace in my chest. Vivvy has grabbed her phone again and started tapping, and I wonder how she can concentrate on anything but what’s happening right now.


Seth flinches when Joss touches him, as if he expects to be hit. Then he goes still the way Vivvy did, eyes closed.


Joss repeats the exact sequence of kisses he gave Vivvy. It’s over in three seconds, and he’s on his feet again, swaying unsteadily toward me.


I brace myself because I’ve only been this close to him once, and yes, I’ve imagined this, but not like this. When Joss’s fingers close on my shoulders, when I smell him—the realness, the bigness, the alien musky maleness of him—I stop breathing or moving. My eyes stay open, unseeing.


Right cheek, left cheek, beside the lips, between the brows. I feel it but I don’t. My skin is ice. He smells of motor oil and weed.


I’m about to exhale when Joss’s head dips again, his pale hair brushing my cheek. He kisses me full on the lips, his warmth resting there just long enough for sensation to rush back into all my nerve endings. My limbs melt. My lips move.


And then his are gone, along with his warmth and his smell and the itching sense of his closeness. I close my eyes and feel the liquor rush through me, dilating my blood vessels. Already it seems as if I just watched that happen instead of living it.


Joss kissed the new girl. Joss kissed the weirdo. What a twist!


When I open my eyes, Joss is limping toward the line of cedars that screen the cave entrance. “Gotta take a leak,” he says, sounding weirdly satisfied. “Vivvy, you got another bottle?”


Vivvy opens a bottle and puts on a log. Flames jump in the pit, red against the vast darkness of the valley. I don’t want to think about the almost smugness in Joss’s voice, so I grab the bottle and take a swallow of something that tastes like mouthwash, then a swig from my thermos of tea for good measure.


I can’t look at Vivvy. My face is flushed, and I feel like I’m grimacing, but maybe it looks like a wild, triumphant grin.


Seth lurches toward the bottle, blocking the fire and the stars. “Joss chose you,” he tells me.


The lone frail birch on the slope is dropping its gold-coin leaves, and decay is thick in my nostrils. Did Vivvy hear that? No, she’s busy with her phone again. I hand Seth the bottle, shake my head. “It doesn’t work that way.”


Any minute Joss will come back. I still feel his lips, my warmth opening to his, the burn of his stubble. Do I want to be chosen?


I don’t do self-inserts. I am not the heroine of my stories, and this started as a story—my story and Vivvy’s.


Then Joss whistles and calls my name, and I see Vivvy’s head jerk hard to the side, and I don’t care how the story’s supposed to go.


I rise and go to the nook between the cedars and the cliff. His hand emerges from the dark and pulls me inside, where the dirt is bare and fine and soft and you can’t see the town’s lights, only the stars.


And just for a moment, I think this was always supposed to happen.















Then



TWO AND A HALF MONTHS AGO
(THURSDAY, AUGUST 29)


The first thing I noticed waking up each morning in Kray’s Defile was the quiet.


No grumbling of trucks, no sirens, no laughing gangs of students headed to the corner dépanneur. Just a cool, layered stillness that felt thick enough to slice.


It was quiet as I showered and dressed and ate toast and peanut butter at the breakfast bar. Our rental house was the first actual house I’d ever lived in, and it didn’t disappoint, with its breakfast bar and laundry room and even a wood-paneled basement rec room that looked like nobody had done any recreation in it for the past fifty years.


We were down to the heel of the stale white bread that Dad had picked up at a mini-mart on his commute from Billings. I shoved it into the toaster, remembering how Mom would bring home a bag of bagels three times a week from our favorite bakery in Montreal, chewy and slathered with sesame seeds. I put “shopping trip” on my mental list. Surely there had to be a supermarket with whole-grain bread within forty miles?


This town was a way station, I reminded myself, stepping out onto the overgrown lawn. Not my home.


Sometimes where you are is just a step on the way somewhere else—Dad taught me that. All academics know it, he said. He was here for a temporary, grant-funded job, in this place you could pass in a blink on the interstate, and I’d chosen to leave Mom and come live with him for a fresh start. In two years, I’d be off to college—anywhere away from Montreal. Next year maybe I’d get my license and commute to Billings for college courses. Though having my own car still felt like a pipe dream, and the roads here…


They were so long. So lonely. So much empty space.


As I walked to the bus stop, a neighbor came out and picked up her newspaper, her hair in a majestic style I hadn’t seen outside of old movies. She called to me: “Hi, hon, is your dad at home?”


“He’s off early, Ms.…” I didn’t know her name. I should know her name.


“Well, I have a little tip for him. If he looks in the book under ‘lawn care,’ he’ll find Carlsson’s, but they charge an arm and a leg…”


I stopped listening closely. She just wanted to talk about her nephew, who was taking a break from college and would mow and trim for a song.


She thrust a slip of paper into my hand. “Tell your dad. He won’t regret it.”


So this was a place where people noticed your lawn. We’d never had one before.


I stashed the paper away. Maybe I should call the nephew; Dad wouldn’t remember to do it himself.


It was quiet on the bus: lots of pasty-white faces, flannel shirts, headphones. No eyes on me, and that was a relief; I didn’t want to be the one thing that was out of place here, like our overgrown grass. I kept my eyes to myself, hoping my light blue T-shirt and jeans were neutral enough.


In nearly a week at this school, I hadn’t spoken to anyone except Sarah Blessingham, my assigned physics lab partner.


When I stepped off the bus, the air surprised me as it still did sometimes—a fresh whoosh in my lungs, making my heart pound and my eyes tear. I swung around, and there, across the road from the school, was the mountain pass, the “Defile” itself, looming over the town like a craggy granite iceberg.


It was so enormous, sharp-edged against the blue sky, that I wanted to stand on the sidewalk and stare. To take it in. But people pressed past, shoulders and elbows brushing mine, pushing me onward.


A fresh start. A way station. None of it is any use if you can’t blend in.


The school lobby was all people yelling, grabbing, exchanging phones to share photos, whooping with ear-shattering laughter. I kept to the edges, skirting two scarecrows dressed in blue-and-yellow jerseys that stood propped against the trophy case, each holding a hockey stick. ON THE ICE, said one jersey. FEEL THE SPIRIT, said the other.


Hockey was big at my school in Montreal—hockey is big in Montreal generally—but this “spirit” thing was new to me. On the way to my locker, I passed three giant hand-painted “spirit” posters, then two knots of girls wearing pastel uniforms. What was their sport? I couldn’t tell.


It was like walking into the past, or into one of those soapy high school shows where everybody gets excited about sock hops and harvest dances. Maybe that was why people looked past and around me. I belonged to another time, another plane of reality.


Physics. Trig. Spanish. Lunch. Health. I had simple rules: Sit in corners and back rows. Don’t raise your hand. Do speak when called on. Blend in.


Clock hands bounced like twitching muscles, and it was time for AP English.


Ms. Linney didn’t quite fit in here, either, which made me like her. She had a weird hair-dye situation going on: butter yellow at the crown of her head and brown looped into a basket shape on her shoulders. I stared at her nude, glossy lips as she handed back quizzes and bantered with the boys in letter jackets. They didn’t seem to think her hair was weird. Was my hair weird?


“It’s time for our first Shakespeare monologue victim. Ah, yes. The brave Mr. Thorssen. Mr. Larkin, I believe you’re in the director’s chair today?”


Over the course of the semester, we’d all have to do an oral presentation in pairs, actor and director/coach. Memorizing and reciting Shakespeare was nothing new for me, but I dreaded doing it here. People might think I was showing off.


I didn’t know the name of the slender boy who sat in the designated “director’s chair” in the front row, but I knew Joss Thorssen. If Kray’s Defile High was a soap, he was the star. His broad shoulders filled out varsity letter jackets, royal blue and marigold yellow, and people were always fist-bumping him and yelling, “Thorssen!” I’d heard him say he signed up for the earliest possible monologue slot so it wouldn’t interfere with his hockey season.


Now he had to become Richard, murderous Duke of Gloucester.


Standing before us, Joss clenched both fists and stared at the floor like he would rather be about anywhere than here. “‘Now is the winter of our discontent / Made glorious summer by this sun of York…’”


He trailed off, and a few people chanted “Yeah” encouragingly.


“‘Now are our brows bound with victorious wreaths; / Our bruised arms hung up for monuments…’” Joss’s fists had loosened, but he still spat out the words like he was in a race.


My lips moved, silently reciting the speech along with him. He’d skipped some lines, and “bruised” should have had two syllables.


Joss went on, and I sensed a growing tension in the room, like we were all holding our breaths for him to reach the finish line and stop mangling the words. “‘I, that am curtail’d of this fair proportion, / Cheated of feature by dissembling nature, / Deform’d, unfinish’d—’”


“Dude,” said a tenor voice. “Sorry to interrupt, but you’re killing me.”


It was the “director.” His legs sprawled into the aisle, his mouth twisting sardonically. If I had to guess, I’d have placed him toward the bottom of the Kray’s Defile social hierarchy—skinny and corpse-pale, with greasy black hair and a ripped T-shirt.


“C’mon, dude.” The director pulled himself upright, planted both elbows on his desk. “Are you even thinking about the words? You sound baked.”


The room filled with brief, appreciative snickering, followed by abrupt silence. We weren’t supposed to laugh at Joss.


Ms. Linney said, “Keep it respectful, Seth. Observations, not judgments. Would you like to stand up and explain how you see the character of Richard?”


“Do I have to?” The director—Seth—hauled himself to his feet. Joss stared stoically at a spot just below the windowsill.


“So this guy, Gloucester, Richard, whatever. He’s all privileged and, like, born to a noble family. But he has a hunchback, and everybody in his world has a problem with that. Girls aren’t into him. Even dogs bark at him.”


Joss continued his study of the wall. Around me, people were tensing. Maybe they were afraid Seth would make them laugh again.


“All because of his physical appearance. Which isn’t his fault.” Seth’s words came quicker and louder, like he was determined to get a rise out of Joss. “You need to get inside Richard, not just say the words. Have you ever felt like everybody hates you?”


A girl tittered. Someone in the back muttered, “Look in the mirror, freak.”


My cheeks burned. We all knew it wasn’t Joss who was the outcast, with his corn silk hair and firm jaw. And we knew Seth was taunting Joss for a reason—because no one thought he’d dare.


At last, Joss looked up. He had what some girls call “puppy dog eyes,” guileless blue and droopy at the corners, a little lost. “Sure, I’ve felt that way,” he said, as if it were another line he was reciting. As if he knew he had to say it, but he wasn’t 100 percent sure what it meant.


“You’ve felt like a monster?” Seth took a step, another, closing the distance between them. His voice rose. “Seriously? Richard freaking hates himself. Do you have the slightest clue?”


“But you just said—” Joss couldn’t seem to finish the thought. The full blush on his pale cheeks and neck made quite the spectacle.


“Aw, now he’s done it,” a boy muttered behind me, like he expected Joss to haul off and punch Seth.


I half expected that, too. What I didn’t expect was what happened: Joss’s lips pressed together, and he took a stutter-step and sank to his knees. On the floor. In front of Seth.


A girl in my row gasped theatrically—one of the pretty ones. Beside her, a weedy little girl with a pale, bunched-up face just stared.


Nobody spoke. Joss swayed on his knees like he was considering getting up again.


Seth took a step back. He moved like he hated his body, but his eyes were as blue as Joss’s, with long lashes that made me think of willows at dusk.


Joss’s fists clenched. “I know you think I’m a monster,” he said in a small voice. “I may not know much, but I know that.”


“It’s some kind of psych,” whispered the boy behind me. “Thorssen’s gonna pound him, watch.”


Ms. Linney cleared her throat.


Seth said, “Monster. You said it, not me.”


Joss rose in a blur and towered over Seth, his whole body coiled with rage. “Why are you on my ass all of a sudden? What the hell is your problem?”


“Okay, boys, can we please—”


“You got it.” Seth backed away from Joss, audibly gloating. “You finally sound like Richard. You want to strangle me, you want to pound me into next week, so give it a try. Stop pretending to be nice.”


“Stop it,” I said.


It was my first time speaking in class in Montana without being called on. Heads whirled to look at me. Even Joss turned, his body going still.


My mouth was dry, my breath a weak gust in my throat. “You’re pushing him too hard. When you push actors too hard, they shut down.”


That’s what a girl in my McGill drama workshop told Frank, our director, after he asked me creepy questions in front of the whole class. Maybe it would work here, too. Maybe not.


“He doesn’t look shut down to me,” Seth snapped.


Joss didn’t move. The girls were all staring at me, especially the weedy one. She had a short blond bob like a twenties flapper, and she wore a Victorian blouse with a cameo brooch.


Ms. Linney jumped in: “That’s an excellent point, Celeste. Pushing too hard is counterproductive. Seth, could you express your critique in a way that’s less—”


But Seth had had enough. “You’re so full of shit, Joss,” he said, backing toward the classroom door. “You may not be deformed in a way people can see, but you’re an asshole, and you’ll always be an asshole, and you’re just too dense to—”


The bell rang.


Seth vanished into the corridor. Some of the large, letter-jacketed boys tried to go after him, but Ms. Linney stopped them short with a frantic spiel about the assignment.


I got up as unhurriedly as I could and walked to my locker. My mouth was dry, and something pressed against my throat and chest, making it hard to breathe. My feelings tended to make themselves known by wrapping around my neck like pythons, never announcing their names.


You’ll never be an actress if you don’t let yourself feel, Frank said in my memory. A fascinating face, but your emotions terrify you.


Frank was always pushing me, like Seth had pushed Joss just now. Always wanting me to feel. I’d come here with Dad rather than stay with Mom so I could stop feeling—stop worrying about boys not liking me, and about grown men liking me too much. To blend in and just be for a while.


As I worked the locker combination, a silvery voice said, “That took balls.”


It was the weedy girl with the bob. Up close, her eyes were whitish-green like lichen, and her mouth didn’t look like it should have “balls” coming out of it. She added, “Somebody needed to slow Seth down before he got in real trouble. He’s not a bad person.”


I nodded noncommittally, already ashamed of the role I’d played in the classroom. This was none of my business.


But she kept right on talking: “When Joss was down on his knees, and Seth finally looked at him, I honest to God thought they were going to kiss.”


Could I have misheard her? The scarecrows and spirit posters weren’t the only retro thing about this school; I hadn’t seen a single rainbow banner or pin, or a same-sex couple holding hands, and nobody ever discussed pronouns. “Are they, uh… a thing?”


The girl shook her head, looking satisfied to have gained my attention. “Joss’s always been with girls. But I mean, c’mon, that wasn’t a regular fight. That was a special, steamy fight. That was psychodrama.”


My mouth must have been hanging open, because she added, “Don’t tell me you weren’t thinking it.”


I lowered my gaze to the spearmint-green linoleum. I was thinking it now, okay, visualizing Joss pulling Seth into a passionate kiss, but that didn’t mean she knew anything about me. She couldn’t hurt me.


“You’re from the city, aren’t you? Out of state somewhere?”


Before I could deny it, she stuck out her hand. Her grip was spidery and strong, and she seemed older and younger than me at once, her eyes glittering.


“I’m Vivienne Kray,” she said. “Vivvy, if you insist. Sorry I weirded you out; I do that to people sometimes. See you around.”















Now



SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 17, 7:48 AM


My head pulses. Cotton candy clouds wreathe the horizon, the newly risen sun shining through them like a promise. I was promised something.


My back hurts, resting on something hard, and the night comes back in a flash—but not enough of it. The cedars, the cliff, spin the bottle, the smell of rotting leaves, Joss’s lips on mine.


I sit up, pain shooting down my spine, to find I’m on a park bench. My head is a fragile jellyfish laced with throbbing veins. My limbs feel light and weak.


I don’t remember walking down the hill, yet here I am in the little park on Vivvy’s block, with two benches and a sandbox full of dead leaves. Under the bench I’m on, I find my duffel bag with the extra sweater, flashlight, and thermos of tea. I don’t remember putting it there.


Can alcohol do this to a person who’s never been drunk enough to pass out? What about alcohol that’s been sitting in a musty basement for fifteen years, maybe growing all kinds of exotic mold? I should be terrified, but more than anything I feel new, rebooted, like when I woke in the hospital after having my appendix out, with a black hole in my head where the last several hours should be.


My head swims again as I stand up and gaze down on Kray’s Defile, the drab grid of five east-to-west streets and four north-to-south ones. The dogs are barking, the chain saws and leaf blowers growling to life, in this town with one stoplight, where all friendships can be traced back to preschool.


I am still new here. I still don’t belong.


The shiny sky says, But you do. Joss chose you.


I remember a little more now. The cliff wall—jagged, cold, solid. Grass brushing my calves. Joss’s hands pushing me against the wall, urgent but not rough, and my hands all over him, too, tugging him closer. The fire bright through the chinks in the cedars. Blood singing in my ears, higher pitched than the last febrile crickets. Joss smoothing back my hair: “Mmm. Soft.”


“Vivvy’s going to kill us,” I whispered to him.


“Why?”


Without Vivvy and the stories we wrote together, I would never have been here, but I couldn’t tell him that. And the stories weren’t about me and Joss, they were about Joss and Seth—kissing. Healing each other with soft words and touches. Hopelessly in love.


I wanted to touch him all over, and touching him was holding my hand over a flame, feeling that tantalizing, tickling warmth that was almost burning. Any second it might start feeling like the last time I was this close to someone—but not yet. Not yet.


I remember shivering, my jacket too thin for the night. I remember Joss removing his own jacket to reveal a chamois shirt—“shammy,” he called it—and peeling the shirt off and holding it so I could slip my arms into the sleeves.


I remember the snug, rough feel of his jeans under my palm. The raised surface of his ram’s-head belt buckle. Light kisses tracing a path from my mouth to chin to neck. I remember wishing it wasn’t too dark to see the color of his eyes. Did they really look like sea glass or a bay, and were the flecks coffee-dark or gold? We’d never been this close. I wanted to write his eyes better.


I remember his pulling away and my feeling relieved and the next instant achingly empty. Is this how it feels to want someone? Is this how it’s supposed to feel?


Then Joss said, “I’m wasted, but this is good,” and he came back to me. Warm hands on my waist, under my shirt. Soothing breath in my ear. My hands slipped around his waist, too.


And then—nothing. A gaping black hole where the rest of the night should be.
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At home, I tug off my jacket and find his chamois shirt still underneath. This is why I didn’t freeze sleeping on that bench.


I take it off gingerly, as if it might rip. Looking in the mirror, I spot two delicate pinwheels of broken capillaries on my neck, my throat. Did his mouth make those? I remember his mouth, remember throwing my head back because it felt good, but somehow I didn’t expect it to leave marks. The rest of my clothes seem pristinely undisturbed, and that, I admit, is a relief. The black hole can’t hide anything too bad.


The chamois shirt is faded blue, almost gray, and as soft as I remembered. The left cuff is missing a button. I raise it to my face and inhale, and yes, it smells like him.
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Vivvy calls eight times. Then she starts texting, which means she really wants to reach me, because Vivvy considers texting a barbaric way to have a conversation. Each time the phone buzzes, my throat tightens, and my right thumb goes numb—a reflex from the days when Frank was stalking me. But today all my texts are from Vivvy:


Are you okay? Home safe?


Is it okay I left you up there at the cave mouth? Was so cold. Have you talked to HIM today?


I almost block her so I won’t have to read them anymore. When I blocked Frank, he started texting again from another number, and then another.


I google Can you black out if you’re not an alcoholic. The answer is yes—it’s all about how fast you drink and how well your body handles it. Maybe my liver is a dud.


When I took off my clothes to shower, I found two big bruises, one just above each elbow, and now I can’t stop imagining someone dragging me somewhere. Joss wouldn’t have done that, though, any more than he would have abandoned me on a park bench. Besides being the golden boy, the hockey star, Joss is decent. I know how it feels when someone doesn’t read your body, doesn’t notice when they hurt you, and he wasn’t like that. On Halloween, in the scare-house in Vivvy’s basement, he held me close for an instant after I screamed, but not too close. He could tell where to stop.


I huddle on the couch in an afghan, willing Joss to text me and fill in the blanks in my memory. Just one tiny text: Hey, sorry I booked last night. Mom had an emergency. Vivvy help you get home? It can be a flimsy excuse, I won’t care.


I don’t feel ready to talk to anyone about the gaping hole in last night, but at four twenty, with the sun poised for its quick slide into darkness, I can’t keep ignoring Vivvy.


I’m alive! Sorry I scared you. Just been sleeping.


At home??? Alone???


Is she imagining Joss and me cuddled up together? My throat fills with bile. Yeah. I got kind of sick after you left. What about you, you ok?


Vivvy feels fine, but she starts apologizing on overdrive and googling to see if “old brandy” can poison you. I purposely keep my symptoms vague. I hold Joss’s chamois shirt draped across my arms, rocking it like a baby, remembering how he gave it to me to keep me warm.


She keeps bringing the conversation back to Joss. So you haven’t seen HIM today?


No.


What happened last night???!!! Before you got sick? Hold on, calling.


The phone rings, and this time I pick up and tell Vivvy a story I hope is the truth, or close to it.


In this story, after Joss and I talked and made out a little, I started feeling sick and told him I needed to get home. Joss said he’d be right behind me; he needed a smoke to “clear his head.” I staggered down the hill and fell asleep on the park bench.


My story is just sexy enough without being embarrassing. I embroider it, speculating that Joss’s friends might have been partying in the cave. Maybe he joined them, assuming I was with Vivvy. In this story, there are no bruises, no black holes.


“Has he called you yet?” she keeps asking excitedly. “Has he texted?”


This part I can’t lie about. “Not yet.”


Vivvy keeps fixating on the sexy part, like she’s shipping Joss and me for real now, like she thinks he chose me, too. “Tell me as soon as he does, okay?”


I promise I will.















Then



TWO AND A HALF MONTHS AGO
(FRIDAY, AUGUST 30)


The day after the Shakespeare debacle, I looked for Vivvy at school and spotted her with the book, wearing a navy dress with a lacy Peter Pan collar and Mary Janes. She smiled at me in a distracted, dreamy way.


After school, Dad texted to say he was working late again in Billings. At home, I tried to start my homework, but all the lawn mowers on the street seemed to be burring at once. So I went for a run on the wooded trail along the upper edge of town.


Soft dirt muffled my footfalls as I jogged up the hill, thighs pumping and lungs straining. The woods were so quiet that the scramble of a squirrel in a thicket made me jump. Trees met overhead in places, blotting out the streaky blue sky.


What if I came around a curve and barreled into a grizzly? Running in the city, on the Mont-Royal, I always had other people in sight, but here—


Branches thrashed ahead. Not a bear, though—a boy. He lurched out from between two scrubby pines, zipped down the bank, and fell into step beside me.


What on earth? His long legs kept pace with me effortlessly, yet he faced straight ahead as if he didn’t see me there. Should I run back down the trail? Into the woods?


With strange men, my first impulse is to freeze, always. Mom taught me that when I was little. When I was about five, and we were taking an elevator way high, a man got on and said something I didn’t understand. Mom shrank into herself, as quiet and tiny as a field mouse. I’m not here, you don’t see me. I stayed quiet, too.


After that, I noticed she did the same thing when strange men approached her on the street or in the Metro. Later, I learned to freeze, too, whether men were catcalling me or just looking too hard. I was prey, hoping the predator would get distracted by something else.


But out here in the middle of nowhere, the boy wasn’t going to get distracted. What, then? I staggered to a stop, my heart hammering and my bangs soaked with sweat.


The boy stopped, too. He was tall with a halo of pale blond curls—and now I recognized him from my Spanish class. Thank God. He always spent at least half the period on his phone without the teacher seeming to mind, so I’d assumed he was a grad student observer. Maybe he just wanted to say hello.


A voice from above yelled, “Celeste! Stop it, Bram!”


A girl perched in the fork of a pine with her bare legs dangling. She was wearing baggy shorts and a big T-shirt, so it took a moment to recognize Vivvy. Then I went limp with relief.


“Why are you acting like a weirdo? Are you trying to scare her?” she asked the boy, sliding easily down from the tree. “She’s just trying to have a run, not collect a stalker.”


The boy stood with his arms crossed, seeming not to enjoy eye contact any more than I did. “I’m not stalking anybody. I think I can take a run on land my family owns.”


“You own it?” I asked stupidly, still panting.


“Yep.” Now he did smile, but his gaze still didn’t meet mine. “All the way up to the defile trailhead.”


“Don’t mind him. Everybody uses this path; we couldn’t keep people off it if we tried.” Vivvy picked her way down the bank, bending to scoop up an armful of prickly green boughs. “Bram, this is Celeste. She just moved here. Celeste, Bram is my twin brother. He’s the genius in the family.”


I could see the resemblance in their pale, downy hair and their twitchiness, but Vivvy was at least a foot shorter, and she had no trouble looking me in the eye. “Nice to meet you,” I said.


Bram nodded. “I’m not actually a genius.”


“We’re going to green up our parents’ graves,” Vivvy said. “We do it a couple times a year. Want to come?”


Words stuck in my throat. I couldn’t imagine losing both of my parents. “I—” I gestured up the path to indicate the urgency of my run, as if I were training for a marathon and not struggling to cover five K. “I’m so sorry.”


“Now you’re the one acting weird, Viv,” Bram said. “You don’t just invite somebody to meet your dead parents.”


“Why don’t you?” She cocked her head, not looking like a grieving person at all.


“She’s going to think we’re tragic orphans.”


“We are tragic orphans.”


“I’ll come,” I said, partly to stop the argument and partly because I was curious.


The cemetery was three blocks down the hill from the trailhead, within earshot of downtown traffic, surrounded by mossy stone walls and the severe bulk of a Lutheran church. I helped carry the evergreen boughs, which made me feel useful, though my hands were sticky with sap by the time I deposited them at the foot of a plain granite headstone. Jonathan Weston Kray and Jennifer Enright Kray, both dead for the past fifteen years.


“They went down in a plane over Lake Michigan,” Vivvy said. “We don’t remember them.”


Bram let his branches fall to earth. “I do.”


He spread out the boughs with stiff, careful motions. His sleeves were rolled up, his forearms tanned and strong, and again I felt that shock I’d experienced when he began running beside me. But he didn’t seem like the pushy type, the “stalker” type, and that was a relief.


“He’s always trying to convince me he remembers practically back to the womb.” Vivvy bent and helped arrange the branches with a care that belied her casual tone. “I know this seems weird,” she went on, “but in our family, cutting down the Christmas tree is the big ritual, and supposedly Dad proposed to Mom while they were hanging fir boughs over the mantel at his parents’ house. They didn’t like flowers because they die so quickly.”


“Isn’t that the point?” I tried not to look at Bram, but I couldn’t ignore him, either. “I mean, the flowers go quickly because life does, right?”


“Memento mori.” Finished with her arranging, Vivvy gestured for Bram to kneel beside her in the grass. I did, too.


She crossed her hands neatly in her lap and closed her eyes. “Um. Mom and Dad. I don’t exactly pray, and I don’t exactly know you, except in the way you know somebody whose flesh and bone and skin are part of yours. But I know I would have liked you, and sometimes in dreams, I hear your breathing inside of mine.”


She went still for a moment, as if trying to hear it, and I was sure then her jauntiness was an act. She’d probably been trying to impress me because she thought I was a jaded city girl.


“Like a flame you lit in me,” she finished. “Thanks.”


She popped up, not waiting for us to follow. Her eyes had a brightness I remembered from our very first meeting at the locker, an intense focus like a herding dog’s, as she asked, “Have you been to the roadhouse yet?”


Did roadhouses exist outside of old movies? I shook my head, feeling but not seeing Bram’s grimace as he said, “Count me out.”


“Nobody asked you, party pooper.” She shot me a smile. “It’s kind of retro and kind of pathetic, but you should come tonight.”


I didn’t realize it was an invitation until we parted ways and she called to me—Bram was already a block up the hill—“I’ll pick you up at eight.”


I started to give my address, but Vivvy said, “I know where you live. Everybody does. Do you know how long it’s been since anybody new moved here?”


Walking home, I imagined eyes peering between the curtains of the ranch houses. How many other people in Kray’s Defile had noticed me without saying a word?















Now



MONDAY, NOVEMBER 18, 8:15 AM


A slip of paper floats from my locker. Mint-green, hand-sized, scalloped on the bottom. Block printed with angry letters: HE DOESN’T EVEN REALLY LIKE YOU, SLUT.


I stare at the paper, my heart thudding as my eyes film over. The PA system crackles, something about an unscheduled assembly.


The words are cold fingers on my bare skin, creeping toward the bruises hidden under my clothes. I’ve never been called a slut before and never expected to be, given that I don’t have anything to do with boys, but that’s not the important thing.


Somebody found out. Someone knows something. Joss must have told. Unless Seth… but no, Seth isn’t this petty, this jealous. After saying he chose you, he wouldn’t call me that word. And the note isn’t Vivvy’s style at all.


As people laugh and shout and redirect each other, heading for the gym instead of first period, I listen for an undercurrent of whispers. That’s her. I look for narrowed eyes sizing me up, cutting me down. He could do so much better.


Nothing. People look through me, just like in those first weeks of school. I crumple the note in my fist, stuff it deep into my backpack, and follow the crowd.


The gym booms with voices. It takes me long minutes to get through the bottlenecked door, my palms moistening. I want to go somewhere and hide, but running away now will only make me stand out.


Inside, the din is worse. I can’t find Vivvy, so I tramp up to the highest tier of the bleachers and find a seat near the end. Down on the gym floor, the county sheriff stands beside Vice Principal Caffrey. Vivvy’s aunt is the undersheriff, and I recognize the sheriff by his short stature and his way of standing, like a spike planted belligerently into the ground.


As the last stragglers settle, Caffrey taps the microphone. In the back of my mind, a small voice keeps repeating, Please don’t look at me. I’m not a slut, I’m not, I’m not. I just…


I tell myself I’m still looking for Vivvy, but okay, maybe really I’m scanning the crowd for Joss.


He isn’t with his usual jock brigade, or with Sarah Blessingham and Halsey Halstead and the other powder-puff football girls where they huddle on the bottom tier. Halsey is glowering. Everyone in this room knows she and Joss used to sit together at every assembly—her snuggling close, arm around his waist, content as a cat with a full can of tuna. Not everyone knows why that changed.


Caffrey taps the mic a second time, and conversations bleed away. He clears his throat and introduces Sheriff Palmer.


Is it time for another lecture on just saying no to drugs (they rarely mention anything stronger than pot), or have more trophies been stolen from the case in the lobby? This school seemed so cute and retro once, but a slut-shaming note in a locker isn’t a TV plotline. It’s my life.


The sheriff keeps darting his head for emphasis, making his words cut in and out. “Small town… news spreads fast… wanted to inform you before…”


Where is Vivvy? And Joss? My hair hangs limp in my face, full of split ends.


“… passed away.”


Something comes loose in my stomach. Confusion ripples through the crowd, people leaning over to whisper, “What did he say?” No one seems to have heard the entire sentence.


“Who?” another person asks.


“A student.”


“Who?”


Caffrey grabs the mic. A thought forms in my head, solid as granite: Please don’t let it be Vivvy.


“I regret to tell you the student whose remains were found yesterday was Joss Thorssen.”


The room shifts, a photo rotated wrong, a nightmare of fluorescents reflected in raw, wet eyes. For an instant, they’re just words, an idea, a possibility being tossed out into the universe: What if Joss dies? How’s that for a plot twist?


Then it’s real. The thread connecting me and Joss, the waiting-for-his-text thread, breaks. I feel it still attached to me, dangling in cold emptiness.


A girl in my row picks up a half-knitted scarf and holds it against her mouth, whimpering. Heat gathers behind my eyes, but part of me just freezes, too numb to feel anything yet, listening to the sheriff try to answer the questions people keep shouting at him from the bleachers. “Sunday afternoon,” he says to one person. And to another, “Near the west entrance to Kray Cave.”


That’s where we were Saturday night. Wait, did Joss die there? Between Saturday night and Sunday afternoon? But how—?


Joss whistles behind the cedars, and his whistle splits the fabric of the world, fire and trees and sky. It splits me into two people, now and then. Before, I was watching; now I’m part of the story.


It’s real. The gym pixelates and whites out as if my brain has a bad connection. My right thumb goes numb. I bow my head, cover my ears, and count to calm myself: un, deux, trois, quatre.


Sheriff Palmer is telling a thick-necked hockey player that no, he can’t provide details, but yes, he believes they’re dealing with a homicide. He pauses to give the word its full impact before urging anyone who was in or around the cave entrance on Saturday night to come to the office, where his team will be stationed all day. He reminds us that Fish and Wildlife has posted the cave off-limits. Then Caffrey is back at the mic, talking about condolences and grief counseling and how Joss was an amazing athlete and human being, and the words flow through me and out the other side.


All I can think about is the chamois shirt hanging from my closet doorknob—how it felt (soft like his lips), how it smelled (sweet like weed). How I meant to bring it to him today, but I didn’t.


Almost like I already knew.















Then



TWO AND A HALF MONTHS AGO
(FRIDAY, AUGUST 30)


The roadhouse was ten minutes from town over the bleakest roads in the world, so much rolling yellow grass on either side, the asphalt felt like a mirage. Kray’s Defile itself was small and safe-feeling and pure nostalgia, but the Big Sky stole my breath, spinning me into smoke and wind. I wasn’t sure I could live with this much space, so I hunched myself tight.


Being with Vivvy, though, made me want to unfold. She was so here. I tried to focus on everything she was telling me: how the town was named after her family, because her ancestor, Josiah Kray, had explored the nearby defile in the 1800s. How she worshipped Edna St. Vincent Millay, Dorothy Parker, and Flannery O’Connor and took wardrobe cues from them. How Flannery O’Connor once described a car as “rat-brown,” and that was why Vivvy bought the vintage Chevrolet Impala we were driving in—it was that exact color.


Shayna’s Hi-Life Roadhouse was half diner and half bar, though it looked more like a barn from outside. Inside, the whole dusty room teemed with twinkling fairy lights, moth-eaten animal heads, and novelty signs. The regulars at the bar wore sturdy coveralls and cowboy hats. From our booth by a shuttered window, I smelled them—acrid tobacco, horsey mustiness.


Normally I’d be nervous around these grizzled men, but Vivvy acted like we were in her living room. When the server arrived, she ordered a Sidecar.


“Nope, Viv. Unless you want it virgin.”


Vivvy leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Pretty please, Rayette. I want to impress my new friend. She’s from the city.”


“Uh-huh.” Broad-hipped, cowboy-booted, all attitude, Rayette turned to me. “Hon?”


The word “friend” pinked my cheeks. “A coffee, please.”


“Make it two. Lots of creamers.” As Rayette vanished, Vivvy scrubbed her fingers through her short hair. “There goes my attempt to be cool.”


“This place is cool enough,” I said.


“I know it’s dead now, but wait. Everybody comes here after the game.”


“Game of what?” There’d been a line of cars at the stoplight when Vivvy picked me up.


“Football. Hockey season doesn’t start till October, but it’s mostly the same crowd. Okay, so which city are you from? Were you there your whole life?”


“How’d you know I’m from a city?”


“Your clothes. The scarves especially.”


I hadn’t realized it was so obvious. “Montreal, and yeah.” Images and sensations came in a rush: canals flashing past as I pedaled my bike, snow-covered spiral staircases. Musty classrooms, dressing rooms, backstages. Clammy leggings, stinging snow, fear.


“Oh my God, for real? You’re not even American? Do you speak French?”


I gave her the whole spiel: My mom spoke English, my dad spoke French, I spoke both, they’d been divorced forever with joint custody, and my dad had a job at MSU studying the local bat colony.


“Oh, the bats in the cave. It’s right up the hill from my house, but we’re not allowed to go in there since the state got all excited about them.”


“Yeah, he said some locals had issues with that.” Specifically, Dad said the inhabitants of Kray’s Defile liked to use the cave-riddled interior of the mountain as “their own personal taproom and toilet.” But I didn’t want to bore Vivvy with my dad’s strong opinions about the fragility of cave ecosystems, so I was relieved when the ambient noise swelled to a roar.


A crowd of high schoolers was wedging the door open and spilling into the dining area. They blocked my view of the bar with their broad shoulders, letter jackets, streaky-blond ponytails, arms trailing around waists and dipping into pockets.


Go still. Blend in.


Vivvy didn’t seem perturbed. She clearly wasn’t hearing the voices I heard in every whisper or shrieky laugh: Oh my God, what’s she wearing? Have you ever seen her smile?


“See her over there?” Vivvy stirred in the extra half-and-half Rayette had brought her.


I reminded myself I was the observer now, not the observed. “Who?”


Aside from my lab partner, Sarah Blessingham, I couldn’t tell the newcomers apart: pert girls, beefy boys. They moved as if glimmering pathways in the air guided their every gesture, like they never had to wonder Do I walk wrong? Sit wrong? Is my laugh too loud? Is my smile too goofy? Too inviting? Should I just STOP?


“That’s Halsey,” Vivvy said, still discreetly pointing. “Her real name’s Melinda Halstead—Joss’s girlfriend.”


I pushed away a shred of disappointment—of course Joss Thorssen had a girlfriend—and examined the compact bottle-blond talking to Sarah. While Sarah dripped sweetness, this one had a laugh that made my skin crawl.


“If this were a TV show, he’d be with Sarah,” Vivvy said. “She’s junior class treasurer, born again, volunteers with Meals on Wheels. But Sarah’s a pushover. Halsey knows how to get what she wants.”


I nodded. There’s nice-popular and mean-popular. They tend to pair up so the second kind can do the first kind’s dirty work.


Vivvy indicated a broader girl, almost stocky, with a husky, authoritative voice. “And that’s Halsey’s friend Cammy, the Rizzo of the group.”


“You know Grease?”


“Oh God, yes. Musical, not movie, please.”


I filed away the info that it was safe to reference musicals with Vivvy. “What are those weird uniforms they’re all wearing? With the hair ribbons?”


“Powder-puff football. It’s what you do when you’re popular but not acrobatic enough for cheer. Sporty but want to emphasize that you’re cute.”


I wished she’d lower her voice, but no one seemed to notice. A few of the girls sang out, “Hey, Vivvy!” and Vivvy sang, “Hey!” right back. I tensed, but no one stopped to chat or asked who I was. With my frowzy black hair, heavy eyelids, and thick brows, I might not belong in their world even as an outcast—an oddly freeing thought.


Somebody put a dance mix on the jukebox. A sly-faced, lanky, redheaded boy grabbed Rayette, twirled her, and pulled her into a dip. She swatted him with a whisk broom.


Halsey yelled, “Oh yeah, Tan! Work it! Maybe she’ll give you a beer.”


“Tanner McKeough.” Vivvy sipped her coffee. “He’s our starting right wing. One of Joss’s besties, and Halsey’s second cousin or something. Kind of a dick, but he brings the drama, and this crowd needs that.”


She indicated a burly, mop-headed boy. “Gibsy, the goalie. The unintentional comic relief.”


“Is Joss here?” I ventured.


“Not yet. But look who is.”


This time her gaze flew over the heads of the rancher barflies to a pair of flickery neon signs that said STALLIONS and FILLIES. A slight figure slouched there, arms crossed tightly. Seth Larkin.


“Is he friends with these people?”


“Friends?” Vivvy said. “Try supplier.”


“Drugs?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. Criminal or not, Seth was the person in the room I felt most akin to.


“Just weed, I think. He gets it from some creep who works at the meatpacking plant in Brickerville. Everybody here buys from Seth.”


She sounded so breezy, I wondered if she bought from Seth, too. Then I noticed her pinkie tapping her coffee mug, a nervous metronome, and I knew the casualness was just an act. Maybe she wasn’t like me, but she wasn’t like them, either.


“Vivvy, hey!”


“Hey, Celeste!”


Astonished that Sarah remembered my name, I smiled as hard as I could. She was with two girls Vivvy hadn’t bothered to ID, all of them in the periwinkle-blue powder-puff uniforms, all talking at once:


“Have you looked at the homework yet, Vivvy?”


“Did you miss the game?”


“Oh my God, epic takedown. Brickerville’s bleeding.”


After what felt like a hectic five seconds of conversation, they all turned in a flurry of skirts and sang their goodbyes. They hadn’t said anything that wasn’t 100 percent nice, but my palms had gone clammy. My eyes flitted to the restroom signs—Seth had vanished.


Kids kept coming in, the door still wedged open by bodies. I muttered, “Right back,” and made my way past the bar to the Fillies’ restroom.


At least there was no line yet, no tittering in the stalls. I splashed cold water on my face. Would Vivvy hate me if I asked to go somewhere else?


She wasn’t like these people, she borderline-mocked them, yet she didn’t seem scared they’d see the difference and turn on her. Maybe it was a small-town thing. But small towns always have scapegoats and pariahs, don’t they?
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