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            Sixteen-year-old Blake and his younger
                brother, Quinn, are exact opposites. Blake is the responsible member of the family.
                He constantly has to keep an eye on the fearless Quinn, whose thrill-seeking
                sometimes goes too far. But the stakes get higher when Blake has to chase Quinn into
                a bizarre phantom carnival that traps its customers forever.

            In order to escape, Blake must survive seven deadly rides by dawn,
                each of which represents a deep, personal fear—from a carousel of stampeding animals
                to a hall of mirrors that changes people into their deformed reflections. Blake
                ultimately has to face up to a horrible secret from his own past to save himself and
                his brother—that is, if the carnival doesn’t claim their souls first.

            “A surreal, scary fantasy, packed with suspenseful psychological
                drama. Readers will savor the page-turning thrills in this wonderfully eerie
                story.”

            —Booklist

            “An unusual quest adventure.”

            —School Library Journal

            “A roller-coaster ride of a book.”

            —KLIATT
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“I Go Places Sometimes”

It began the night we died on the Kamikaze.

I should have known the night was jinxed when Quinn lost his hat on the Raptor. I wasn’t sure where on the roller coaster he lost it because I didn’t ride with him; my friends, Russ and Maggie, did. I had volunteered to wait in line for Icewater Rapids.

“What a nice guy,” Maggie had said, giving me a peck on the cheek. Well, nice guy or not, I had my own reasons.

The loss of Quinn’s hat was the first trauma of the evening, but not the first of Quinn’s life. Whole galaxies of traumas revolved around my brother. I knew he wouldn’t part with his hat easily; it was one of his prized possessions—a black baseball cap with a very distinctive design on its face. Not the insignia of a sports team or a designer logo—that wouldn’t do for Quinn. No, his hat featured a rude cartoon of a hand with its middle finger up. He loved that hat because he could flip everyone off on a continual basis.

He was still grumbling about his loss as he, Maggie, and Russ joined me in the line for Icewater Rapids.

“There should be catch-nets beneath the ride,” Quinn complained. “They’re gonna pay. Russ should have caught it—he was behind me!” As if the whole world were to blame.

“Ignore him and maybe he’ll go away,” Russ said, waving his beefy arm dismissively. Russ is what you might call a disenfranchised jock. He muscles up regularly, lifting weights, but never lasts more than a month in any of the sports he’s tried, because he loses interest too quickly. Maybe that’s because so many of the other guys on teams just try to impress the girls, while Russ had no need: He and Maggie had been dating since the beginning of recorded time, with no end in sight.

As for Maggie, she couldn’t have cared less about Quinn’s ravings. She checked herself out in a tall mirror—one of several distractions placed in the long line to break up the monotony. “Tell me the truth, do I look fat to you?” she asked me.

“You’re kidding, right?”

“No, seriously.”

Russ just laughed.

“Maggie, it’s a fun-house mirror. Of course you look fat. That’s the point.”

She sighed. “I know that, but fun-house mirrors never usually make me look this fat.”

“Scootch down a bit,” Russ said, “and you’ll be fat in all the right places.”

She poked him in the stomach for that one. Warped mirrors aside, Maggie was slim and nice looking. Smart, too. But to hear her talk, you’d think she was dumb and ugly, always comparing herself to the other girls in school.

“Congratulations,” I told her, glancing once more at the mirror. “I always said you’ve got a distorted view of yourself. Now you really do.”

She threw me a twisted grin, and Russ, thinking the grin was meant for him, clamped his muscular arm around Maggie’s waist. I sometimes wondered if Maggie got bruises from the way Russ held her—like, if he let go, she might get away.

You’re probably wondering how I fit into this little high school equation. Well, I suppose if the others are variables, I’m the constant. Constantly studying, constantly busy, constantly shuttling from swim team to debate team to home with the regularity of a celestial clock.

“That’s what I like about you,” Russ once told me. “You’ve got a level head—and I don’t mean just the haircut.”

As far as the equation went, I’d be out of it soon, on account of the way I tested out of high school. Not that I’m a genius or anything. I’m just a mix of a little bit of brains, a whole lot of studying, and a knack for multiple-choice tests. Blend that with a single parent earning minimum wage, and you get a scholarship to New York’s Columbia University at sixteen. I was scheduled to leave next month, right after summer vacation, skipping my senior year of high school entirely.

“Columbia?” Russ had said. “Wow, I didn’t even know you spoke Spanish!”

Maggie had told me he was kidding, but we both knew he wasn’t. Let’s face it, if my bulb was halogen, Russ had an energy saver. But that’s okay. He had other things going for him. Like his easygoing personality. Like Maggie.

Me, I was between girlfriends. So when we took our little road trip to Six Flags, instead of a date, I ended up with Quinn.

I turned around, noticing that Quinn had stopped grumbling about his hat. That’s because he was gone.

“Forget about him,” Russ said. “He’ll turn up eventually, and even if he doesn’t, no great loss.”

I shook my head. “If he gets into trouble, we’ll all get ejected from the park.” Which happened once before, when Quinn took an M-80 and blew up an animatronic mime.

“You know that’s what he wants,” Maggie said, “to make us all look for him.”

“He’s a waste of life,” said Russ, and it annoyed me. I was the only one allowed to call Quinn a waste of life.

“Next time bring a metal detector,” Maggie suggested. “Easiest way to find him.”

I laughed at that. She was, of course, referring to Quinn’s many facial accessories. Studs, rings, and dangling things. They weren’t just in his ears, but in his eyebrows and nose. He had one in his lip, too. Call me old-fashioned, but I figure a thirteen-year-old like Quinn could get away with one, maybe two rings before maxing out the face-to-metal ratio.

I asked Russ and Maggie to wait for me when they were done with the raft ride. Then I wound my way out of the line until I came to a wide pathway that was almost as crowded as the line. In an amusement park this big, I knew if I let him get too far away, I’d never find him. And Maggie was right; he’d like that just fine. He’d ruin my night by making me worry where he was and what kind of crazy thing he was doing, then he’d show up at the car an hour after closing, with a smug grin stretched across his ring-filled face.

Fine, let him get lost, I told myself. I don’t care. But the problem was, I did care, and that annoyed me even more.

For a long time everyone thought Quinn was autistic. Hard to believe that, looking at him now. Now he was just a self-centered royal pain. But when he was a baby, he would turn all his attention inward, never making eye contact with anyone. He was almost three and a half before he even spoke. It happened right before our parents split up. We went to one of those cheesy carnivals that came to town every year. Dad took us on a kiddie coaster. Quinn smiled—and back then Quinn never smiled. Then, when the little ride grinded to a halt, Quinn spoke.

“Daddy, more.”

We were speechless. Until then Quinn had never put a coherent thought together. It was as if the ride had stimulated something in my brother that had always been dormant. Dad moved out a few weeks later. It was on the night of our annual viewing of The Wizard of Oz, just about the time that Almira Gulch turns into the Wicked Witch of the West. I still can’t watch that movie without getting a sick feeling in my stomach, like it’s my own house spinning inside of a tornado.

Our father probably would have left a few years earlier had Quinn not been born. Quinn wasn’t planned. He was an “accident.” Enough of an accident to keep Dad around until Quinn was three. Since he left, our lives have been a roller coaster of Mom’s raging romances with men who weren’t good to her, or to us.

As for Quinn, that first ride opened the door to bigger things. Stimulation and saturation. His life was a festival of excess that could not be contained. Deafening music, eye-popping bright colors, sugar added to almost everything he ate. Quinn’s life was a bullet in a barrel ready to explode.

I searched the amusement park for fifteen minutes before I found him. I would have found him sooner had I been thinking like a lunatic, to whom breaking laws is a lifestyle choice.

About a dozen people stood in the middle of a wide pathway, looking up at something. I followed their gaze to some imbecile climbing the support scaffolding of a roller coaster. He was at least fifty feet high and leaned dangerously toward a piece of cloth wedged between two crossbeams. It was a hat. That’s when I realized that the imbecile and I came from the same gene pool. And the law my brother was trying to break now was the law of gravity.

“Is that part of the Spider-Man show, Mommy?” I heard a little kid next to me ask. I hurried toward the roller coaster, ready to kill my brother, if he didn’t do the job himself.

“Have I ever told you what a psycho you are?”

I stood on the exit stairs of the Raptor, looking out at Quinn, who clung to the support beam about six feet away from me. I looked around to see if any guards had noticed him out there, but for the moment Quinn’s antics had found a security blind spot.

“Hey, defib, okay? I had to get my hat.” He stretched his hand out toward it, but it was still just out of his reach.

“Did you ever consider engaging your brain?” I easily grabbed the hat from where I stood on the exit stairs.

He sneered at me, but he did seem a bit red in the face. “Oh, sure, do things the easy way.” There was something else about him too. Not now, but when I’d first arrived. I’d seen the way he’d reached for his hat, as if he weren’t hanging fifty feet above the asphalt. As if he didn’t notice where he was until I’d brought it to his attention. There were times that he sort of slipped out of phase with reality—a holdover, I guess, from those early years when he was so locked in his own private universe. It wasn’t just that he didn’t see the big picture. Sometimes he saw a different picture entirely.

Now Quinn looked down, taking stock of his situation, and shrugged, swinging to another girder closer to the stairs, still using the ride’s infrastructure as his own personal jungle gym.

“Isn’t it enough that you drive Mom crazy?” I asked him. “Is it such a stretch for you to be normal just this once?”

He tossed his head, flinging a lock of his uneven hair out of his face. “If that’s what you are, I’d rather be deviant.”

Unable to reach the railing of the stairs from where he hung, he grabbed a bar above his head and let his legs swing free, as if the fifty-foot drop beneath him were nothing. A sizable crowd had gathered below, gawking and pointing.

That’s when I noticed the vibration. I felt it in the staircase railing before I heard or saw it: a shuddering of metal crashing downhill. It came to me in an instant what I already knew but had forgotten until that moment.

The Raptor was a hanging roller coaster. The bars Quinn dangled from were part of the track.

Quinn realized it too, and he tried to swing himself closer to the railing but didn’t have enough momentum.

All at once the train swung around an outside curve, its riders screaming with joy, completely unaware of my idiot brother directly in their path.

I leaned out as far as I could, grabbed Quinn by the waist, and wrenched him from the hanging track. I almost lost him, but I got enough of him over the rail to flip him onto the stairs. We tumbled on the steps, while just past the railing, the Raptor sliced past, a blur of green and black, gone in an instant.

I should have been relieved, but saving Quinn was such a regular pastime for me, all I could feel was anger. “I’m tired of saving your friggin’ butt,” I told him, although friggin’ and butt weren’t exactly the words I used.

Then his eyes glazed over for a second.

“I go places sometimes,” he told me, his voice as thready and distant as his eyes. “Don’t know why I go places . . . I just do.”

It caught me off guard. He was around six the last time he said that. It was a whisper at bedtime, like a confession. A secret, too fragile for the light of day. I go places sometimes.

But right then I wasn’t feeling too sensitive. “Next time you go, bring me back a shirt.” He snapped out of whatever state he was in, and something inside him closed up like a camera shutter. He glanced defiantly at the ride that had almost turned him into roadkill, then looked back to me.

“Nice save, bro.” Then he put on his hat, effectively flipping me off without lifting a finger.
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        An Invitation to Ride

        We found Russ and Maggie standing dangerously close to the entrance of
            another roller coaster—the new one, hyped up to be the mother of all thrill rides.
            Flaming fragments of Japanese Zero planes decorated the entrance. The ride was called,
            of course, the Kamikaze. The thing was a mutated hybrid, offering the bone-jarring
            rattles of an old-fashioned wooden coaster along with the loops and corkscrews of a
            hightech steel one.

        I refused to look up at the dizzying monster above me, but I did see the
            twisting nightmare of a line in front of us, which ended at the sign saying
                SIXTY MINUTE WAIT FROM
                THIS POINT.

        “Icewater Rapids was totally geriatric,” Russ said. “Blue hair and denture
            cream all the way.”

        “I doubt we’ll get to ride the Kamikaze if we don’t get in line now,”
            Maggie said.

        Russ levered his arm around her in his usual rib-crunching style. “It’s
            now or never.”

        I gave him a look of casual annoyance. “Look at that line. What a waste of time. Let’s find something else to do.”

        Quinn rolled his eyes, adjusted his hat, but said nothing.

        “Are you kidding?” said Russ. “Miss the main attraction?”

        “Do you really want to wait for an hour in that line?”

        “The ride’s only been open a week, and I hear they already have three
            lawsuits,” Russ said. “You expect me to miss a ride like that?”

        It was a good point, and I knew the three of them would end up riding. I
            also knew if I kept debating, one of them would suggest that I go do something else. I
            wanted that suggestion to come from them, not from me.

        Just then some pimple-faced, buzzard-necked employee removed the chain
            that blocked the ride’s second line—a line that was completely empty.

        “No way!” said Quinn, so excited that he almost drooled.

        Suddenly I had no reasonable argument not to ride.

        My panic built as people ran to the empty line like passengers leaping
            from the Titanic. “Guys, what’s the big deal, anyway?”

        Maggie took a dangerously deep look at me. “Are you scared, Blake? Don’t
            be—you’ll have fun.”

        “Scared? Don’t be ridiculous,” I told them. “I love roller coasters.”

        “Yeah, sure,” Quinn said with a sneer.

        I threw Quinn a warning glare. He swore he wouldn’t tell anyone—but then
            what did Quinn’s word ever mean?

        “Blake’s terrified of roller coasters,” Quinn
            said.

        I tugged on the sputnik hanging in his ear, and his head tilted to one
            side. “Ow!”

        Russ looked at me like I was someone he didn’t know. “He’s kidding,
            right?”

        I stammered a bit. Lying is not one of my better skills.

        “Blake hates airplanes and roller coasters and fast cars,” Quinn said.

        “That’s not true!”

        “It is and you know it!” Quinn turned back to my friends. “He’s a grade-A
            chicken. Yellow as a school bus!”

        That’s what did it. I don’t know if Quinn realized what he had said. I
            didn’t even think he knew about the School Bus Incident. But whether it was intentional
            or not, it got my feet moving.

        “Sure, I’ll ride. Can’t wait.” I tried to sound casual about it, and
            that’s hard to do through clenched teeth. I forced myself forward, keeping my pace
            steady as I wove through the empty line. I didn’t slow down until I saw the big warning
            sign in bright red letters. You know the one: YOU MAY NOT RIDE THIS ATTRACTION IF
                YOU ARE PREGNANT, HAVE BACK TROUBLE, A HEART CONDITION, HEMORRHOIDS, WATER ON THE
                KNEE, BLAH-BLAH-BLAH. I slowed down, glanced at the emergency exit, and got
            an unwanted blast of déjà vu. I knew I hadn’t been here before, but the feeling wouldn’t
            go away.

        “What’s the matter?” Russ asked. “Feeling a pregnancy coming on?”

        I laughed, but I had a hard time tearing my eyes away
            from the emergency exit sign. Quinn, on the other hand, never even looked. Like
            everything else in his life, he crashed forward, caution the first casualty.

        It took only a few minutes to reach the ride. Quinn, of course, grabbed
            the front car, smiling back at me. “Next stop, Willoughby,” he said, quoting the old
                Twilight Zone episode. “Room for one more.”

        Russ and Maggie took the seat behind him. I stood there, frozen.

        “C’mon, Blake,” Russ said. “One last thrill before the ivy.”

        Ivy, I recalled, is what they generally put on a grave.

        “Very funny,” I said a moment before I realized that he really meant
            Columbia University, which is an Ivy League school. Duh. I took my place next to Quinn,
            my feet uncomfortably crossed in front of me. I pulled down the lap bar, double-checked
            it, then triple-checked it. Quinn snickered at the expression that must have filled my
            face.

        “Are we having fun yet?”

        “Just shut up, okay?”

        The little train jerked forward and began to ratchet up a steep climb
            toward the first drop. “You gotta live for this, bro,” Quinn said. “Live for it, like I
            do.”

        The Kamikaze dragged us heavenward and reached the peak of its first drop.
            We lingered for a moment at the peak, then hurled into a suicide plunge. My stomach
            tried to escape though my eyeballs. My brain became a pancake pressed to the dome of my
            skull. Quinn whooped and wailed, loving the feeling. You gotta live for it, he had said, but right now I just wanted
            to live through it.

        The safety bar offered no safety at all, and all at once I was back there
            again.. ..

        Seven years old, spinning out of control. My first ride
                . . .

        No! I told myself. No, I would not go there. I
            wouldn’t think about it. I pushed the memory down so deep, not even the Kamikaze could
            shake it loose.

        The roller coaster bottomed out and turned sharply to the left, spinning
            into a double corkscrew. Quinn’s hands were in the air as he screamed with the thrill of
            the ride. I gripped the safety bar, gritting my rattling teeth.

        The Kamikaze doubled back, and the force of the turn cut into my side as
            we shot toward an insane loop. My head was pressed forward by g-forces. The earth and
            sky switched places, and back again. Then, as we came out of the loop, I caught sight of
            a wooden support strut tearing away from the weblike scaffolding of the Kamikaze. The
            thick pole plunged like a felled tree.

        “No!” I screamed. “No!”

        It wasn’t my imagination. It was real! Crossbeams fell away next to me.
            The rattle of the ride intensified. When I turned my head, I caught sight of the damaged
            part of the ride, but we were speeding away from it, hitting a trough and rising again.
            Then the ride took a wide U-turn and headed back toward the damaged section.

        Another support beam broke away. Big heavy white timbers tumbled down,
            bouncing off the track, taking more of the ride with it. Others saw
            the danger now.

        “Do you see that?” yelled Quinn. “Do you see
                it!” The screams of fear were the same as the screams of joy. I tugged at my
            lap bar, but what did I think I could do? Jump?

        The damage was right in front of us now. The last falling crossbeam pulled
            away all the support beneath the track, leaving us to face a rickety trestle. Just the
            track and nothing beneath. For a moment I thought we’d make it across, but the left rail
            fell away and then the right, leaving a twenty-foot gap and a hundred-foot fall.

        I could do nothing but scream as the Kamikaze left the track, the rumbling
            and rattling giving way to a deadly silence as smooth as wet ice, then a vertical drop,
            spiraling at the full force of gravity. My face was an open wail. The wind, the light of
            the park, the whole world disappeared into my screaming mouth as the bottom dropped out
            of the world, turning into a black misty pit.

        Darkness.

        More darkness ...

        And then the lights of the Kamikaze station blazed around me as the little
            train came to a jarring stop and the lap bars all popped up in unison. The ride was
            over, and I was left with the mind-frying memory of something that could not have
            happened, but did.

        “Cool!” screamed Quinn. “Did you see how the track fell away?”

        “Yeah,” said Maggie. “It looked so real.”

        “I wonder how they do that,” Russ said.

        I looked up. The support struts and dangling
            crossbeams rose against gravity, reassembling themselves like the collapsing bridge at
            Universal Studios. Only then did I see the single hidden track that brought us into the
            vertical dive and back into the station once the false track fell away.

        The ride attendant turned to me. “Hey, you have to get out. If you want
            another ride, you’ll have to get back in line.”

        I gladly vacated my spot.

        On the way out we were all given pins that said I DIED ON
                THE KAMIKAZE.

        My hand shook as I tried to drink a Coke. I wished my friends weren’t
            watching me.

        “Didn’t mean to scare you, dude,” Russ said. “I thought everyone knew what
            was going to happen. Jeez, they’ve been showing the commercial for months, before the
            ride even opened.”

        Maggie put her hand on mine. “It’s okay. To be honest, I was pretty shaken
            up myself.”

        I went a little red at Maggie’s touch. Russ noticed how Maggie held my
            hand, and he put her in his lover’s choke-hold. “He’ll get over it,” Russ said.

        We were on the midway now. Quinn was hurling baseballs at a stack of
            resistant silver bottles that just wouldn’t fall from the pedestal. He wore his Kamikaze
            pin like a Congressional Medal of Honor.

        “Why don’t you stick it through your belly button?” I suggested.

        He pointed at his hat and threw another ball. “That
            ride was a life-altering experience,” he said, although his life didn’t seem altered
            much at all. Even now, he hurled those balls at the bottles with a certain fury—the same
            fury that followed all of his dealings. His high from the ride was already fading, and I
            knew he’d be impossible to live with once it was entirely gone.

        Up above, a new batch of victims plunged from the fracturing beams of the
            Kamikaze. I forced myself to watch, this time seeing the single dark track beneath the
            falling train. It crashed out of sight, the ground rumbled with the force of an
            aftershock, and a voice I didn’t know spoke to me.

        “You like the fast rides?”

        I turned to see a girl watching me as I watched the ride. She was the one
            running the ball-toss booth. A life-altering experience.
            Quinn’s words came back to me, but I couldn’t say why.

        “I . . . uh . . . what?” This girl was beautiful. Beautiful in a way that
            even now is hard to explain. Like an impressionist painting in a soft gallery
            spotlight.

        “I asked if you like the fast rides.”

        “I . . . can’t get them out of my mind,” I told her, which wasn’t entirely
            untrue. She smiled as if she knew exactly what I meant. Her hair was long and red—the
            kind that must have been brushed a thousand times to make it flow in a perfect fall of
            copper silk. And there was something about her eyes—blue as glacier ice, yet hot as a
            gas flame—reflecting the chasing lights of the midway. They seemed like windows to some other place. They also seemed familiar.

        “There are better rides than these,” she said, in as close to a whisper as
            the loud park would allow. She was older than me. Eighteen at least.

        Like all the girls will be, I thought. They’ll all be older than you when you get to college next
                month. Looking at her was like looking into my future.

        “I’m Cassandra,” she said with a smile.

        Is she flirting with me? It was a heady feeling.
            I got a knot in my gut, like I was still on the Kamikaze, turning a tight loop. No
            hidden safety track here.

        “I’m Blake.” I held out my hand to shake, and she put a ball into it
            instead.

        “Try your luck,” she said. “This one’s on the house.”

        By now Russ and Maggie had taken notice of the way Cassandra was looking
            at me and the way I looked back. Russ smirked knowingly. Maggie’s mood took a turn
            toward sour. “Why are we wasting our time here? Let’s ride something,” she said.

        Quinn was getting angrier with each ball he threw and each dollar he lost.
            “These stupid games are all rigged.” He stepped away, and I took his place.

        A life-altering experience.

        I shook off the strange feeling that I would have recognized as a
            premonition if I had had any sense whatsoever. Then I took aim and hurled the ball at
            the little pyramid of bottles, hitting them squarely in the center. Those bottles flew
            like they were hit by a freight train, not a baseball. Looking back, I think those
            bottles would still have fallen even if I had hurled the ball at the moon.

        Quinn jolted in disgust. “Oh, man!”

        “We have a winner,” said Cassandra. She reached above her to a menagerie
            of stuffed animals and pulled one down. She didn’t give me a choice—she decided which one I got. The roller coaster rumbled again, and the air
            filled with the screams of its riders.

        “Enjoy,” she said as she handed me my prize.

        It was a bear, but this bear was one sorry specimen. Its head was
            lopsided, its bright red eyes were too small and too far apart, making it appear both
            angry and congenitally stupid at the same time. Its fur was an uneasy shade of greenish
            brown, like what you get when you mix all of your paints together.

        “That bear is as inbred as they come,” said Russ.

        The bear wore a bright yellow jersey bearing the number 7. School bus yellow, I thought, but I shook the thought away. On
            the jersey was a large pocket in the center of the bear’s chest. The edge of something
            stuck out of the pocket.

        I reached in and pulled it out. It was a white card about the size of an
            index card. On it was a strange symbol in bright red:

        [image: images]

        “What’s that supposed to be?” Quinn asked.

        I flipped the card over to see what was written on the back.

        An invitation to ride
10 Hawking
                Road
Midnight to Dawn

        “I don’t get it.” I looked at the bear as if it could
            give me an explanation, but all it gave me was a beady, red-eyed stare.

        “Hey, Cassandra—” I turned to ask her what it was all about, but she was
            gone. Instead, the booth was now manned by some bearded, bald guy who looked like he’d
            rather be on a Harley than behind a counter.

        “Three balls for a buck,” he said. “Wanna play?”

        “Wait a second. Where’s Cassandra?”

        “Cassandra who?”

        I scanned the crowd around us, but there was no sign of her. Somewhere up
            above, the roller coaster plunged and the ground shook like an aftershock.
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Ten and Two

Last month, on my sixteenth birthday, I bought a car with the money I had made working summer jobs for four years. Mom couldn’t contribute, but that was okay, I never expected her to.

It’s a Volvo. Beat up, rusty, and barely breathing, but a Volvo, nonetheless. Still the safest car on the road. Air bags, head-restraint system, front- and rear-end crumple zones, and a crush-resistant passenger compartment. No crash-test dummies lost their lives testing this one.

With my license only one month old, I drove us home from the amusement park with both hands on the wheel, positioned at ten and two, like we learned in driver’s ed.

“What a rip!” Quinn complained. “What theme park closes at ten at night?” He fiddled with his nose ring, pulling loose a booger that had rotated out on the shiny silver ring like an asteroid. He wiped it on the dashboard, and I smacked him.

In the back Russ and Maggie examined the strange invitation to the phantom amusement park. “I think I’ve heard of this place,” Maggie said. “If I’m right, it’s supposed to be pretty good.”

“I’ve heard of it too,” Russ said.

I thought of the way Cassandra just disappeared. It was pretty creepy. “There’s nothing down Hawking Road,” I informed them. “Just the old quarry.”

“Dude, it’s a theme park rave. Never in the same place twice. Attendance by invitation only.”

“And we’ve got an invitation,” said Quinn.

“Correction: I’ve got an invitation.”

Quinn made a face. “What good is it to you? You’ll never go!”

“Maybe I will and maybe I won’t.” But we all knew I wouldn’t. I turned a corner, arm over arm, then returned my hands to ten and two.

“You know what your problem is—” said Russ, but Maggie didn’t let him finish the thought. She grabbed the invitation from him.

“If Blake doesn’t want to go, then he doesn’t have to go.” She slipped the card back into the inbred bear’s pocket. “It’s probably overrated, anyway.”

I held back a smile. Whenever I was at the short end of a disagreement, Maggie always shifted the balance to my side.

I dropped off Russ, then Maggie. As I worked my way through the neighborhood toward our house, Quinn set his mouth on cruise control, constantly complaining about how I came to a complete three-second stop at every stop sign.

“C’mon! At this time of night, stop signs are optional.”

“Is there any rule that’s not optional for you?”

Then, as I braked for the next stop sign, a little green car barreled across the intersection, completely ignoring the four-way stop.

“See? If I didn’t stop, we would have smashed into that Pinto. Do you know what happens when you hit a Pinto?”

“What?”

“They blow up!”

“Cool!” said Quinn.

As it turned out, explosive Pintos were the least of our problems. I could tell what type of evening it was going to be when we drove up to our house and saw Mom out front with Carl, boyfriend of the month.

So you get the complete picture, I ought to explain about my mother and her boyfriends. You see, Mom is sort of like a blue whale. I don’t mean she’s big—she’s actually on the small side. What I mean is that Mom filters losers through her baleen as if they were krill. I don’t know why; she’s a good person with a big heart—enough of a heart to raise Quinn and me alone on what little she makes. But when it comes to herself, I don’t know, it’s like she never aims as high as she deserves. She could have graduated college, but she dropped out because Dad wanted her to. Then when Dad left, she never went back, because she had to support us.

Most of the guys she’s dated were like Dad. They drank too much, demanded too much, and when it came time to give something back, they bailed. But her latest boyfriend seemed to be an exception to the rule. Aside from a bad hair transplant that looked like rows of wheat and a wardrobe that was just a bit too young for him, Carl seemed to be an okay guy. But I reserve judgment on anyone Mom filters through her baleen.

Now, as I drove up, Carl had a new mark against him, because he was making out with Mom on the porch—and I mean really making out, the way I should have been doing at around this time in my life. I was thankful we’d dropped Maggie and Russ off already so they didn’t have to witness the scene.

“Now, that’s what I call a vomit ride,” I told Quinn as we pulled up the driveway. He snickered. No matter what disagreements we had, we were of one mind when it came to Mom and her boyfriends.

As soon as we got out of the car, they stopped sucking face. Mom looked embarrassed at having been caught.

“Hi, guys,” Carl said. He noticed the bear I held. “Looks like you came up a winner.”

“Carl was just saying good-bye,” Mom said.

“Really,” I said. “He must speak in tongues.”

That got me a high five from Quinn. When we were done laughing, Mom raised her eyebrows and said, “Are you done having your joke at our expense?”

Oh, please don’t try to sound parental now. “Yeah. Sorry.”

“Good, because Carl and I have an announcement to make.” She took his hand, and I felt my gut beginning to collapse into a knot, because I knew what she was going to say. I knew because of the ring I saw on her hand. It was a diamond; and I had a feeling it was no cheap zircon, either, but the real thing. I clenched the arm of the misshapen bear tighter.

“We’re engaged,” she said, and bounced up and down like a cheerleader. Her enthusiasm was met by our silence. “Well, aren’t you going to congratulate us?”

Frankly I didn’t know what I felt: good, bad, or indifferent. The news hadn’t completely sunk in yet. But Quinn took it all in at once. First his ears went red, and the redness spread like a rash across his pinched face.

“Well?” Mom prompted.

“The last guy’s ring was bigger,” Quinn said, and tried to storm off into the house. Carl grabbed Quinn by the arm, and Quinn braced himself to be hit. It was a natural reflex after years of Mom’s boyfriends, who spoke in fists rather than in tongues. But Carl, to his credit, wasn’t like that. He only grabbed Quinn to get his attention, and he let go as soon as he had.

“Hey,” he said, “I’ve got something for you, Quinn.” He held out a small jewelry box, flipping it open to reveal a tiny diamond ear stud. It was just like the one Carl himself wore.

“I don’t want it.”

“Take it, Quinn,” Mom said. It was an order.

Carl cautiously took a step closer to Quinn. “Here, let me.” He removed the sputnik dangling from Quinn’s ear, replacing it with the diamond stud. “Sometimes one is enough, when it’s the right one.”

Quinn grimaced like he was having a root canal. Finally Carl stepped back. The new stud was still one among three earrings in his ear, but it was definitely less in-your-face than the sputnik.

“Can I go now?” Quinn didn’t wait for an answer. He bolted into the house, slamming the screen door behind him.

Carl sighed. “Well, that could have been worse.” Then he looked at me. I was still feeling numb about the whole thing, but I knew what I had to say to get me out of this awkward situation.

“I’m very happy for you both.” I turned to go in.

“Carl has something for you, too,” Mom said.

“It’s okay,” I told them. “I’m not Quinn. I don’t need a bribe.” The words slipped out before I could hold them back.

“It’s not like that, Blake,” Carl said. “I know we’re going to be family. . . . But I want to be friends, too.”

I cringed at the word family. For years our little family had been about as misshapen as the bear I was holding. It didn’t need more stuffing, it needed a complete makeover. The guys Mom dragged into the task never made it through the preliminaries. Was Carl so different? Did I want him to be?
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