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When you look long into the abyss, the abyss also looks into you.

—Friedrich Nietzsche







PART ONE

Notes from the Ride (I)




The address turned out to be a plain wooden building set back on Sunset.

The teenager, pale and rangy in ripped jeans and a T-shirt, stood on the sidewalk in a hammerfall of sun and examined the street in both directions.

He saw traffic clotted along the snakelike road. He saw clubs, dark and shut down and waiting for the night; he saw boutiques and restaurants, music stores and billboards and palm trees, hotels that seemed carved from cubes of sugar. People were lingering around an open-air newsstand, flipping through magazines, sipping iced coffee drinks.

He didn’t see any of the other Riders.

He didn’t see Archie.

Maybe I’ll really get away with this, he thought, and opened the door and stepped inside.

The interior was sterile and air-conditioned, done in white and black, as if part of the store was just a negative of the other part. Glassed-in cases lined either wall and displayed a staggering variety of piercings and tattoo stencils. The stack of books held more work, he knew, but he also knew the designs he sought and needed would not be among them.

“Help you?”

The man who appeared behind the counter was a big, burly guy, his arms sleeved out with tattoos and his face studded and dangling with jewelry. For all that, his manner was gentle.

The youth said, “I’m looking for Cairo.”

“Sorry?”

“Cairo.” He heard the anxiety in his voice. Couldn’t seem to hide it.

Or maybe seeming stressed-out wasn’t such a bad thing. The man’s expression softened a little, even as his eyes flickered with the slightest hint of distaste. “Oh,” he said, “okay. You’re one of those.”

“Cairo’s here?”

“You tracked him down, huh? I hear that’s not easy, not these days. How’d you manage it?”

“Long story.”

“Always is.”

He led the youth toward the back of the shop. They passed a black-haired woman reclining in a dentist’s chair, grimacing as the tattoo artist worked the needle along her dusky stomach. The man swept aside a curtain and they stood inside another, smaller room. There were tools and needles of varying lengths laid out on the counter, and a row of oddly glittering paints and dyes and powders. The smell in here was different, smoky and earthy, cut through with the coppery suggestion of blood.

“Wait here,” the man said and disappeared through another door in the back.

The youth waited. His hands were shaking just a little. His leather jacket was in the rucksack strapped to his motorcycle; if he’d been wearing it, he could have hid his hands in the pockets. He held them in front of his eyes instead and forced them to still.

The door opened again and a different man stepped through. He looked to be in his early thirties, although the youth knew he had to be much, much older than that; he had a shaven head, muscular arms, steel rings lining both earlobes. “So,” he said, his brown eyes narrowing as he looked the youth over from head to toe. “What’s your name?” He spoke with a British accent, which the youth had not expected.

“You don’t look anything like him,” the youth said instead. “Is it true you’re his brother?”

“Half brother,” Cairo said.

“Your back. You don’t have w—”

“No. You know, I spent a lot of time and effort trying to make him see reason. But he is what he is and he does what he does. So now I help foolish kids like you. Your name?”

“I’ve been—” The youth took a breath. “I can’t seem to remember it. My name. Not for the last five hours.”

The brown eyes turned to slits, then Cairo shrugged and turned away. “You’re pretty far gone, then, aren’t you?”

“But I—” Anxiety in his voice again, verging on panic. He swallowed hard, said, “I made it here, didn’t I?”

But Cairo had said the very thing the youth himself had feared, ever since he opened his eyes to the day and reached for his name and grasped nothing but air.

“If I could make it here, then I must have—I must have some of it left, right? My soul? It’s not gone completely, right?”

Cairo turned his hands into fists and tapped the backs of his knuckles together. “I’d like to help you, kid. I really would. If you could just tell me your name.” He crouched a little and put his hand on the teenager’s shoulder. “Convince me we have something to work with. Why don’t you go somewhere and think on it for a bit? Clear your mind, and relax, and see if you can’t—”

“Jasper.” The name broke from his lips like a trapped bird escaping. “My name is Jasper Ruland.”

Cairo straightened. He turned away toward the table that held the rows of tools, the inks and paints and powders. “How’d you learn about me?”

“Inigo.”

“Huh. I heard Archie and that animal had a falling out. So it’s not just a rumor.”

Jasper said nothing. Waited.

“That doesn’t mean you can trust him,” Cairo said. “You know that, right?”

“I helped him,” Jasper said.

“You did?”

“Yeah.”

“Huh.” Cairo studied him anew, as if forced to readjust his impressions. “That adds a new wrinkle. Maybe you could tell me about it.”

“Long story.”

“We’ve got the time. You understand this is a long, complicated process? You’ll be here for many hours?”

“Yeah.”

“You understand how much it hurts? And there’s nothing I can give you for the pain, not now, not later?”

“I don’t care.”

Cairo picked up a tool. He held it at arm’s length, set it down again. There was tension in his shoulders, the line of his jaw. In the same mild tone of conversation, Cairo said, as if to distract both of them, “So where will you go when it’s over?”

“Home,” Jasper answered, and the man moved toward him with the needle.








CHAPTER ONE



Kelly Ruland didn’t know how long the animal had been watching her.

She was at the edge of the road, studying the memorial that she and her friend Nick had been working on for the past few months. After countless designs they decided on a tall wooden obelisk, which they cut and hammered together in Nick’s stepfather’s workshop. On two sides of the triangle, Kelly painted a portrait of each of the high school students who had died. The third side she had sponge-painted black.

Black for mourning. For the night of the car accident that had stolen so much.

Black for the abyss.

The thought came to her, unexpected and unexplained, and she jerked her head.

It was then that she saw the coyote.

At least, she thought it was a coyote. It looked a bit like a medium-size German shepherd, sitting on its haunches at the edge of the tree line. His fur—she was suddenly certain that the animal was male—was dark tan washed through with black. His narrow head was pointed toward her, ears sharp and alert, as if there was something he needed to communicate. As if they were on the verge of a conversation.

She listened to the wind in the branches, breathed in the smell of green earth.

The coyote lowered his head, as if bowing to her.

Then he slipped into the woods.

“Nick,” Kelly said.

“Yeah?” Lanky Nick Hollinghurst was loping up the side of the ravine, twigs snapping beneath his hiking boots, digital camera in hand. He’d been taking shots of the memorial from different perspectives. The sunlight was the lazy, melted-butter kind, but the sun was dropping into the horizon and it was time to go home.

“I just saw a coyote. I think.”

“Really?”

“It was awesome.” She turned to look at him. “Are there even coyotes around here? Aren’t they only in the wilder places?”

Nick shrugged. His sandy-colored hair was cropped close against his skull, emphasizing his dramatic widow’s peak. She had known him for over two years now, ever since his family had moved here from the city, and he seemed to have grown when she wasn’t looking: transforming from a boy of average height and weight into this long-limbed high school senior who was taller than her father. His new haircut, and the way it emphasized his eyes, which were hazel and intense in a way she wasn’t sure she’d truly noticed before, further disturbed her sense of familiarity. Some moments it was almost as if her good buddy Nick had disappeared, to be replaced by this attractive imposter. This stranger. But then she blinked, and saw her buddy again. “Good food sources for them, close to humans,” he was saying.

“For the…what?”

“Coyotes.” He glanced at her oddly.

“Sorry. Distracted.”

He grinned, and for a moment seemed to know she’d been distracted by him, his own face and body.

But no, she realized. Nick was still kind of clueless that way.

He said, “What do you think of the memorial? Happy with it?”

“‘Happy’ doesn’t feel like the word.”

“I guess not.” His expression sobered and for a moment there was silence between them. “Are you satisfied with it?”

“I guess.”

She wanted to say something more. Something about how empty she felt now that the project was done. How it seemed in some ways like it had been only a few weeks, instead of just over a year, since a car accident killed Ronnie Patel and Kira Thatcher. They had both been friends of her older brother, Jasper.

He had had a lot of friends, once.

Her brother. Kelly wanted to say something about him. How much she missed him. He had walked clear of the accident, trudging up the sloping, leaf-littered side of the ravine just as Nick had a few moments ago. His car, a secondhand Honda Civic he’d bought with money earned working in their father’s restaurant, had flown off the road and crashed into the trees below. Ronnie had been thrown from the car and broken his neck and spine, Kira died from internal bleeding en route to Selridge General. Jasper was unharmed. Not a bruise. He refused to answer any questions, seemed in shock. There was some question that night if he could even remember anything; Ronnie appeared to have been in the driver’s seat, but Jasper refused to confirm even that.

And then he was gone.

He’d passed a Breathalyzer test and shown no signs of alcohol in his system—Kelly had never known her brother to drink—but rumor had it there’d been drugs floating around the rave. Ecstasy, ketamine, marijuana, GHB. Maybe he’d been tempted. Kelly doubted it. Her brother had been against all that stuff. But he disappeared from the hospital before agreeing to be tested for drugs of any kind.

He had left a single message on the family voice mail:

Don’t try to find me. You can’t.

“He’s obviously guilty and ashamed,” people whispered. Or sometimes they didn’t whisper it behind Kelly’s back, said it straight to her face, even yelled it at her once, after a high school football game, Kira’s best friends still in their cheerleader uniforms, one of them picking up a rock and throwing it at Kelly, narrowly missing her. Then and now, Kelly didn’t see how that rumor could be true. Ronnie had been in the driver’s seat, and everyone in contact with Jasper that night had described her brother as sober and coherent. But he had gone from being the boy with everything going for him—including early entrance to Harvard—to the notorious runaway in just a handful of hours, and Kelly suspected that even his friends had taken his absence as an admission of guilt.

So had she. She still didn’t think he was guilty of the accident—didn’t see how that could be possible. If his actions were those of a guilty man—and she had to admit they sure seemed like it—then he had to be guilty of other things. She just didn’t know what they were.

Except for: not a single letter, postcard, phone call, e-mail, instant message. She had idolized him all her life and he knew that, and now there was only this fat dark nothing where her brother had been. This space marked Missing Person. And he had done that to them, to her.

She often dreamed they were in a room together and she was yelling at him.

His face wasn’t on the memorial, but, for Kelly, his presence was all around it, all through it. She had made it, she realized suddenly, for him.

 

She mentioned the coyote at breakfast the next morning.

Kelly’s father was chef and co-owner of a restaurant in downtown Selridge; because he often didn’t get home until past midnight, breakfast had become the official family meal. Since Kelly’s pregnant mother had been confined to bed rest a couple of weeks ago, they brought breakfast up on trays and ate in the master bedroom, sitting on or around the king-size bed. The little red-haired dachshund, Mojo, lay on her bed in the corner and waited to be tossed bits of sausage.

“A coyote?” Hannah said, absently stroking her belly. She had declared that she was going to do bed rest in style: she wore silk pajamas and the lariat necklace Robert had given her for their last anniversary; she did her hair in a chignon every morning and had a friend drop by every week to give her a pedicure, since she could no longer reach her toes or even see them over the still-growing mound of her belly. Kelly knew there were two little babies evolving in there…but at the same time found it difficult to believe they were actually going to insert themselves into her life, in all their bright, squalling ferocity. “This omelet is lovely, Robbie.”

“I made it,” Kelly said.

“Well done, you.”

Robert glanced skeptically at his daughter. “It might have been a dog. Some kind of shepherd.”

“It wasn’t a dog. It was a coyote. It looked right at me. For a moment I almost thought he was going to start talking to me. It was bizarre.”

“I have to go,” Robert said. He was rolling up his shirt-sleeves, revealing the sea snake tattoo from his days in the navy. “I’ve got vendors to deal with.” He touched Kelly’s shoulder. “Have a good day at school.”

“Right.”

“Give my regards to the talking coyotes. You think they sing and dance, too?”

He chuckled to himself as he left the room. Kelly said to her mother, “Does he actually think he’s funny?”

“As long as he cracks himself up—which he does—I don’t think he cares.” Hannah shifted her position on the bed. She had already arranged the day’s reading on the pillow beside her: she was switching between a biography of Goya and a book of short stories by Joyce Carol Oates. “We go together like hard and soft,” Kelly’s father liked to say whenever their friends remarked on what an unusual couple they were: the ex-sailor turned chef, the refined college professor. “Like day and night. Like caviar and white bread you buy at the convenience store.” Kelly didn’t think her parents were such an odd pair. They had cut into each other over the years. You saw how they fit.

Hannah said, “They have an interesting role in mythology, you know. Coyotes.”

Sometimes Kelly blanked out when her mother went into professor mode, thought of other things—the latest handbag she wanted, what TV show was on that night, when she’d next be able to get into the city—but she found herself eager to talk about this. “Yeah. The moment was very…it just seemed very…it seemed more than ordinary.”

Hannah yawned. “They’re tricksters,” she said. “Always up to no good.”

Mojo trotted over to the side of the bed. Kelly picked her up, snuggled her for a moment and kissed the top of her head, then put her on the bed beside Hannah. Kelly said, “Didn’t that poet guy write a book of poems about a coyote?”

“Poet guy?”

“The husband of the Bell Jar chick. When I dropped by your class once you were talking about him.”

“Sylvia Plath. Don’t say ‘chick.’ It’s demeaning.” Kelly rolled her eyes, which her mother pretended to ignore. “And you’re talking about Ted Hughes. He wrote about a crow, not a coyote, but both those animals are often considered to be tricksters in various mythologies, so I can see how you would—”

“Trickster,” Kelly said. “Sounds like a good name for a band.”

“Maybe you should look it up.”

“Maybe I will.”

“You do that, my curious child,” Hannah said, and in that moment Kelly could almost believe she was still the kind of girl who looked things up, whose grades never equaled her brother’s but, when combined with her athletics, signaled a scholarship at a decent university. Kelly pulled away from her mother. Hannah’s eyes darted to a framed photograph on the wall—all of them together, Hannah and Robert and Kelly and Jasper, the pretty happy family—and away again. The cheer in her voice sounded forced. “What are you girls doing tonight?”

“Oh…” She hated lying to her mother, but she had also gotten good at it. “They’re going to force me to watch that Colin Farrell movie. Morgan will show off whatever designer things she bought in the city. And I’ll make caramel popcorn while they pretend to help.”

“And the Diamond Dog.”

“What?”

“I’m no idiot, Kelly.”

No, Kelly thought. You’re just…depressed. Detached.

But Kelly couldn’t blame her, and the truth was she was grateful for her mother’s pregnancy for a couple of reasons. The first, and most important, was that it gave her mother a purpose and focus other than her missing son. The second was because, between her mother’s high-risk pregnancy and her father’s work schedule, which had only intensified since Jasper’s disappearance, Kelly found herself left to her own devices in a way she had never been before. As long as she kept her grades mildly respectable, which she could do if she showed up enough and paid enough attention—although even that was becoming more and more of an effort—she had trust and freedom.

“We won’t stay out past curfew,” Kelly said. This was true, but not for the reason she was about to give her mother: “That’s when the freaks and creeps come out anyway.”

“Good to know. Although I’m not sure I want to know how you know that.”

“I’m a good kid.”

Her mother opened one eye, then closed it again. “No one suggested otherwise.”

The conversation appeared to be over, but Kelly lingered. She wanted her parents to leave her alone, yet she also wanted them to pay more attention to her. It was a contradiction, she knew, and she didn’t really understand it. She gave her mother’s belly a pat, saying hello to the little creatures inside, and left the room.

A short time later, Kelly went online:

 

…as their name suggests, tricksters love to play tricks on other gods (and sometimes on humans and animals). The trickster figure crosses both physical and social boundaries—the trickster is often a traveler, and often breaks rules.

 

What kind of rules? Kelly wondered. She sighed and shut down the computer. She was reluctant to let go of the whole thing. It had been like a moment of magic in her life, lifting her out of herself, and now she had to accept the boring banal reality of what it had actually been: just a stupid animal.

She heard a car honk outside. Her friend Amy Garcia would be in the driver’s seat and Morgan Sutton would be up front beside her. Amy would want to see the memorial, but Kelly didn’t feel ready to share it with them, not yet. The memorial felt too private, like something shared between her and Nick.

Or maybe Jasper.

Kelly sighed, and pushed her hands through the dark angled layers of her hair. It was amazing how somebody’s absence could burrow into your chest and gnaw the bones there.

Amy honked again.

As she walked down the driveway, Kelly was suddenly conscious of the oaks and maples scattered across the rolling green of their yard, of the hedges that marked off their property. The hedges needed trimming, the grass needed cutting. Their yard was always a little wilder than their neighbors’. She imagined places for a shaggy tan-black body to crouch and hide, imagined animal-gold eyes tracking her as she cut across the lawn to where her friends were parked curbside.

She slid back the door and got inside. Amy and Morgan had the alt-rock station turned up loud. They had gone shopping for school supplies—cute jeans, hooded cardigans, maybe some notebooks and pens while they were at it—and were picking up Kelly on their way back to Morgan’s place, where they would have the house to themselves to get ready and plot out their night. “Hey, sexy girl,” Amy said, flashing a crooked grin. She was a leggy cinnamon-skinned girl with her dark wavy hair caught back in a head scarf. “Took your sweet time.” The Lincoln Navigator actually belonged to Morgan’s mother, who allowed Morgan and her older brothers to share it. But somehow Amy always ended up in the driver’s seat, which none of them felt the need to mention to Morgan’s parents.

Kelly’s eyes flicked to the trees again. Stop obsessing, she told herself, but that steady yellow gaze lingered on in her mind. It was just a stupid animal.








CHAPTER TWO



“Party!” Amy yelled as the three of them trooped into Morgan’s bedroom. Amy leaped over to Morgan’s iPod and speaker system and pressed Play. “Did you download that new song by the Killers?” she asked. Before Morgan could respond, Amy did a pirouette in the middle of the floor—Amy had been taking ballet and jazz lessons for close to ten years now—and whirled on Kelly. “I have something for you,” she declared. “Pour vous!” And then she was unzipping her red knapsack, taking out two bottles: one of tonic water, one of gin. “And this,” Amy said, holding up a lime and a small knife. “Because details are very important. Morgan, get some glasses…”

“If my mother ever caught us—” Morgan said.

“As long as you don’t breathe on her or fall down drunk, you’ll be fine. Besides—” Amy assumed her grown-up tone. “—if you are to drink, I’m sure your mother would prefer that you drink inside the home. That way she knows where you are. C’mon, Morgie, you need to live in the moment. Carpe diem. We could all die tomorrow.”

“That’s unlikely,” Morgan said.

“This is Kelly’s favorite drink. So we must drink in honor of Kelly.”

“Why?” Morgan said.

Amy shrugged. “Why not?”

Kelly grinned, accepting one of the red plastic cups that Morgan brought out from the adjoining bathroom. As soon as the alcohol touched her tongue she felt a quick twist of guilt. She’d been feeling it a lot lately. Not just for lying to her parents, or sneaking around, or engaging in the kind of behavior that she used to think—when she was younger and much more judgmental—was only for burnouts and losers. For some other reason she couldn’t put it into words. It was more of a feeling. Like she was betraying something, or someone. Betraying, maybe, the person she was supposed to have become.

Lighten up, she told herself. Forget that girl. Everyone else had.

Morgan’s bedroom made Kelly think of a hotel suite. In addition to her own white marble bathroom, Morgan had a private balcony overlooking the hills. As Amy searched through the selections on Morgan’s iPod, fragments of one song after another winging out from the speakers, Kelly slid open the glass door and stepped outside.

The air was mild, but when the breeze swept her face Kelly felt the cool undertones that signaled a new season. She sipped her gin and tonic. It tasted cool and sharp and limey. In the past months she and Amy had experimented with whatever alcohol Amy could slip unnoticed from her parents’ extensive liquor collection or persuade one of her many cousins to buy for her. They’d gone through scotch, tequila, rum, vodka, Kahlúa, getting seriously sick after a night of mixing and drinking white Russians. Kelly had managed to pass off her hangover as the stomach flu, although she had the nagging suspicion that her mother hadn’t believed her, merely lacked the energy to press the matter further. Whatever. There was nothing to worry about, she was just in some kind of experimental phase.

The night swept through the tumble of hills.

“I asked you a question,” Amy called from inside. “Didn’t you hear me?”

“What?”

“I said how come you and Nick haven’t—” There was a vibratory buzz as Amy’s cell phone went off and Amy jumped to her feet. “Gotta take this,” she yelled gleefully, “’cause we’re gonna roll tonight!” She moved to a corner of the room. Morgan was sitting on the edge of the couch, a small brown-eyed girl with blonde hair falling around her pale face. She smiled at Kelly. They had been best friends all through grade school, had survived the slow rise and sudden fall of Kelly’s popularity, but now Kelly and Amy were drawing close and Morgan could feel herself being squeezed out. Kelly knew this and sometimes felt a little guilty. She smiled back at Morgan. “Good outfit,” Morgan said approvingly, and Kelly glanced down at herself to remember what she was wearing. A long blue cami belted over distressed jeans, cowboy boots, silver bracelets stacked on her wrist. All things that Morgan had helped her pick out.

“I have a good stylist,” Kelly said.

Morgan looked pleased.

Then Kelly said, “Has someone moved into the Heath place?”

She was looking at a hilltop at the far edge of view, at the vague shape of the house that sprawled there. Lights glowed and flickered…and Kelly thought she could hear the distant sound of music, despite the distance and the heavy bass thumping out from Morgan’s room. But when she listened again, it was gone. “There’s somebody up there,” Kelly said.

“I noticed that, too.” Morgan joined Kelly on the balcony. “The goth kids go up there to play vampire games.”

“I don’t think it’s them.”

“You think somebody is actually living there?”

“Doesn’t it seem weird?” Kelly said. “The way the lights are kind of…flickering and moving like that? It’s like the house isn’t staying completely still.”

But Morgan was tracking a different line of thought. “You know, when we first moved into this stupid McMansion? I didn’t want this room, because I didn’t like this view. It’s like, every time I find myself looking up at that house, I feel like that house is looking back into me. You know?”

“That’s because you’re high-strung.”

“Shut up.”

“Every town has a house like the Heath house,” Kelly said. “A handy source for urban legends.”

“But—” Morgan was about to say more when Amy called them back into the bedroom.

“We’re set.” Amy was grinning, draping herself across the bed and striking a pose. “He’s got the stuff. We’re meeting him at nine sharp beneath the oak tree at the corner of the parking lot.”

“This is pretty dicey,” Morgan said. “I don’t like it.”

“But you like what it does for you. So give me your money.”

“I don’t like this part. We could get caught. Jason and Samantha and Tiff—”

“Were burnouts. And morons. They were doing it at school, for Chrissake. We are not morons.” Although Kelly had to wonder. Was the line separating them from people like Jason Morris and Samantha Julavits really so solid as Amy made it out to be? As if picking up Kelly’s thoughts, Amy made a face. “We’re just nice suburban kids gone slightly astray. You have no skill for being bad, Morgie. No matter how much I try and try to teach you. I might have to give you a failing grade, Morgie. You might have to go to summer school.”

“What if somebody sees us? What if—”

“Have you seen the guy?” It was how she referred to her connection; Kelly didn’t know if it was because he genuinely kept his name a secret from her or if Amy just enjoyed the sense of mystery. Kelly guessed the latter. “You haven’t seen the guy so you don’t know. So I will explain. The guy looks like a young Republican who goes to Bible study every week. The kind who marries young so he can get laid without feeling guilty after. Not the type who draws suspicion.”

Kelly wrapped her arms around Morgan’s shoulders and kissed her on the cheek. She smelled of baby powder. “Soon,” Kelly promised, “you’ll be feeling really good. Really, really good.”

“I know that,” Morgan said. “I just wonder if it’s worth it.”

 

The pills were a dark purple color, with an image of a little stick figure with wings stamped in the middle. Six hits of ecstasy in the little baggie, fifteen dollars each, which Amy informed them was an excellent price. Three pills for tonight and three to keep in reserve. They never did more than one a night, taken in halves. “Here you go,” Amy said, handing the first halves out to her friends. They were sitting in the Navigator in the parking lot behind the club. Amy passed around a bottle of water. Kelly felt the weight of the pill on her tongue, the awful bitter taste. She felt the twist of unease she always felt at this moment, when she still had the chance to refuse. But it’s not like this was cocaine, or heroin, or any of the hard drugs that turned people into total losers. She washed it down quickly. She closed her eyes. What if it was bad stuff? What if I die? What if I have a bad trip and feel cockroaches crawl all over me or something? And behind those questions, the other one that kept nagging her, wouldn’t leave her alone: Why do I keep doing this?

Amy said, “You know the hardcore way of taking E? You put it up your butt.”

“You’re kidding.” Morgan wrinkled her nose.

“You stick it up your ass,” Amy said, grinning directly into Morgan’s face, “and let it sit there and dissolve. It hits faster that way. That’s how they do it in Ibiza.”

“Duly noted,” Kelly said.

“Maybe next time we should—”

“No,” chorused Morgan and Kelly, and they looked at each other and laughed.

“Such wusses,” Amy chided, sliding the door open and jumping out.

It was an all-ages night at the Diamond Dog, so they didn’t have to worry about who was guarding the door and whether they could flirt or con their way past with their pathetic fake IDs. Which took some of the drama and excitement out of the evening, Kelly thought. But the inside was already filling up, kids swarming the dance floor and crowding the bars, and the music came like waves breaking over her. She felt a glow start in the pit of her stomach and radiate through her body. It was too soon for the ecstasy to be taking effect; maybe this good feeling was from the gin she’d been drinking earlier.

Or hell, maybe she was just feeling good to be alive, here with friends, moving out onto the dance floor.

And then, to make it even better, she saw Nick standing off to the side with a couple of his friends, smart boys who weren’t exactly cool but weren’t quite geeks, either. Nick wore a gray V-neck sweater over a white T-shirt and jeans and boots; he was the tallest guy there and looked older and more confident than she knew he was. The other boys barely managed to smile at Kelly as she approached. Once, she would have made an effort to be friendly to them, because she didn’t want anybody thinking she was standoffish or a bitch, but now she no longer cared. If they couldn’t be polite to her just because she had once been popular—and therefore part of an established social order they had taken it upon themselves to despise—that was their problem.

But when Nick turned and saw her his face lit up and his body seemed to open toward her. A delight went through her, deeper and better than any pill could give her, because it was real. It wasn’t a trick of chemistry. For a moment she couldn’t speak. He smiled, gave a little awkward shrug, said, “Dance?”

She nodded.

She always felt good on the dance floor. She wasn’t as impressive as Amy, but she knew how to let the rhythm get inside her and move her around and she knew she looked all right. Nick shuffled from side to side and mostly kept the beat. The next song slowed a little and Nick put his arm around her, drew her toward him so he could yell in her ear, “I wanted to talk to you!”

“About what?”

He said something she couldn’t make out clearly. It sounded like, “I think we should go out,” blurted out in a rush, but she wanted to make sure she had the words exactly right. She yelled at him to say it again. She saw him pause, take a breath. She stepped in a little closer. But instead of leaning down to speak into her ear again, he touched her face, sweeping his fingertips along the edge of her cheekbone. “How did you get these?” he asked and she knew he meant the scars.

She frowned. “I told you,” she said. “Didn’t I?”

She could see him thinking back. “Dog attack?”

“Why are you asking me this?” She meant now, on the dance floor.

He shrugged, gave a sheepish little grin. And she understood he was stalling, asking her this question in place of his real question.

Hell with it, she thought, and stood on tiptoe to yell in his ear, “I think we should hook up.” She rocked back on her heels. He was smiling. Warmth opened up inside her chest and she didn’t think the drug had anything to do with it. Hell with it, she thought again, and rocked up on tiptoe again, leaning into the warmth and the light soap-scented musk of him, and kissed him on the mouth.

A different feeling came over her and she stepped back.

She saw his eyebrows lift, saw his mouth form her name. But she turned and made her way off the dance floor and fell against a pillar. She closed her eyes. It will pass, she told herself. It always does.

“Kelly?”

The voice sounded like an echo, traveling across a vast distance, even though Amy had appeared right beside her, Nick coming up behind. Amy’s face was a study in concern and possibly fear—as if she was afraid the pills they’d swallowed were toxic in some way, because you never knew, did you? You always took a gamble when you got something off the street, whether it was a hot dog or a drug; some gambles were just bigger than others. But no, Kelly wanted to explain. This feeling had nothing to do with the drugs. It would have happened anyway. It was as if a coffin made of shadow had closed around her, sealing her off from her friends, taking her away from the lights and energy of the club. She felt cold—she was shivering now—and everything sounded muffled, as if buried under three feet of snow. It will pass. It always does. The darkness was squeezing her now, like a series of clammy hands roving all over her body, pressing and pressing on her chest. It will pass, she told herself, and took a long slow breath—counting one, two, three, four—and held it, then slowly released it—one, two, three, four—it’s all in your mind, she told herself, you know this. But the darkness was slipping inside her now, mixing with her blood, pumping through her body, her heart and brain—her soul—

It will pass.

But behind that voice of calm clear rationality piped up another, different voice, brittle as a twig about to snap: You are dying. She looked for Amy and Morgan, for Nick, and although she knew they were all in front of her she could no longer see their faces through the darkness and she couldn’t hear them at all. She was locked inside a box that was spinning away from everyone she loved. Maybe you’re already dead.

And then, just like that, the box opened. The darkness lifted out of her, receded. “—should call the paramedics,” Nick was saying and Kelly held up her hand.

“I’m fine,” she said.

“You sure?” Nick said and Morgan said, “Kelly—”

“This has happened before,” Kelly said. “It’s kind of an—an anxiety disorder.” She felt herself growing hot with embarrassment. She wanted to get past this moment as fast as possible.

“You should drink some water,” Nick said. “When was the last time you ate anything?”

“I guess it’s been a while,” Kelly admitted.

“Look. I’m gonna go next door, get you a burger and a Coke, okay?”

“That’s really nice of you, but—I’m fine, Nick. Really.”

Nick shrugged. “Look, it’s no problem. The music here sucks anyway.”

As they watched him wind his way through the crowd to the main entrance of the club, Morgan said, “Wow. He’s really nice.”

“Are you kidding? He’s trying to get laid,” Amy said. She glanced at Kelly. “Although I do think he, like, really likes you. He’s kind of, you know, guileless. Isn’t he? He is without guile. That’s what’s so cute about him.”

“Without guile?” Morgan said.

“He’s obvious about it,” Amy said.

“But Kelly’s kind of obvious about it, too, so it’s not like he’s risking anything.”

“Would you not talk about me like I’m not here?” Kelly said.

“We weren’t,” Morgan said, sounding slightly offended.

Kelly pushed her hands through her hair. “I need some air,” she muttered. She angled her way through to the fire exit and pushed out to the back parking lot.

It was a relief to get free of the club. The air, a little cooler now, swept her face, and she breathed in the distant scent of burning leaves and the closer one of cigarettes. Heels tapped along cement, laughter rose and faded, as a group of girls wound their way through the rows of glinting cars. There was no one else in the lot. “Kelly?” Amy said, falling in beside her. The girls got into a car, doors slamming. Music pounded out from the club. Kelly took a deep breath. Amy said, “Are you sure it wasn’t—that what happened back there wasn’t—because of the stuff we took?”

The feeling had nothing to do with the drug.

Kelly shook her head. “It’s happened before.”

The feeling was why she took the drug.

“You never told me that,” Amy said.

“It’s not something I want to talk about.”

Morgan said, “Kelly, have you seen a doctor about this?”

“Yeah, I had chest X-rays and stuff. There’s nothing physically wrong with me.” It’s just…” She hunched her shoulders, let them fall. “Anxiety. Stress.”

From Amy: “Did you at least get some Xanax out of it?”

“No,” Kelly said sharply. “I don’t need stuff like that.”

“God, calm down. I was just asking.”

Morgan said, “Have you talked to, you know, a shrink?”

“I went three times, after Jasper left, but I didn’t like the guy and my father doesn’t believe in that stuff anyway and so we decided I had better ways of working it out. Like in the gym.”

“What did your mom think? She seems like someone who—”

“She wanted me to find a new shrink,” Kelly said, “but she was outvoted.”

“Kelly,” Morgan said. She was twisting her hands together. “My mother’s best friend has an anxiety disorder. I saw her have an attack once. It looked…different…from what was happening to you in there.”

“How so?” Although she wasn’t sure she wanted an answer.

“She was hyperventilating and stuff. But you—you looked like you weren’t breathing at all. You looked like you were just shutting down, and your eyes—your eyes had this strange expression, like there was nobody behind them for a moment, like the real you was going somewhere else.”

“You mean right out of my head,” Kelly said flatly.

A woman walked past them, smoking, and Amy stepped forward and bummed a cigarette. The woman let Amy use her lighter. “Yeah, Morgie’s right. It was pretty freaky,” Amy continued. “Nick wanted to call nine-one-one.”

“Maybe you should have called the people in white coats instead. You make me sound like I was—crazy.” What was the word? “Catatonic.”

“But it was just for a minute,” Amy said, grinning. “The minute passed.” She took a drag off the cigarette and shook back her hair. “Hey,” she said. “Do you feel it?”

And even as she was speaking, it was as if a warm and gentle hand ran across Kelly’s scalp. She felt her body relax and her mind brighten. She took a long cleansing breath and the parking lot, the cars, the street beyond, the red brick wall: everything clicked into sharper focus. She looked around with new interest.

Morgan’s eyes were bright; Morgan was feeling it, too. “It’s time to go back, right?”

This was their rule, and in the handful of times they’d done ecstasy before, they’d managed to adhere to it. They would not be high in public. Morgan insisted on this. She would only do E with them if they could hang out in the safety and privacy of her house, where, as far as Morgan was concerned, nothing bad could happen. She wasn’t just paranoid about getting caught (three kids had been discovered taking ecstasy in the woods behind the school last spring, were arrested and promptly expelled), she was anxious and paranoid about getting anxious and paranoid, and she wanted no cause to freak out. As it turned out, having the run of Morgan’s house—the hot tub, the pool, the huge flat-screen TV—turned out to be pretty great when you were hyped and happy on E. They could form their own cozy little world, talking intensely for hours, and the night seemed like it would last forever even as it passed in a blink. And the truth was, Kelly appreciated Morgan’s cautious nature. Without Morgan, she knew, she and Amy ran the risk of discovering a whole new level of trouble, and deep down Kelly knew that was not what she wanted. She was a good kid, after all. A little partying with her best friends didn’t change that. Dropping out of soccer and softball and drama club didn’t change that. Stashing a bottle of gin in her room so she could sneak the occasional—okay, more than occasional—little nightcap to help her get to sleep didn’t change that, either. What was the alternative, after all? Shrink sessions? Xanax? Please. She was not one of those pampered, whiny, neurotic suburban teenagers whose so-called mental health depended on a dozen different prescriptions.

But she needed to get away from that feeling.

That feeling of a coffin closing around her, darkness descending, spinning her away from everyone and everything she’d ever loved.

She realized her hands were still trembling. She pressed them together to make them stop. She really was starting to feel better. It was like a dark grim weight had been lifted off her shoulders and she could breathe again.
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