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For “Megan”



PREFACE

I never thought it would happen to our family—not to us: I mean, we’re really civilized people. I thought those kinds of things only happened to people that live in like . . . the Bronx.

I don’t have the faintest idea why Dad did it. Maybe somebody knows why, but I don’t.

My dad didn’t even own a gun . . .

—Preston Scott

I first met Preston Scott on a bright Sunday afternoon. He was fourteen then, strong but slim, with a dark tan and tufts of the blondest hair I’d ever seen. He didn’t look like a boy who had been through all he had, but the setting itself was a constant reminder of the truth. He was living with his grandparents then, because his father was still in prison.

The home was in a nice suburban neighborhood. Out front, kids rode bicycles down the street, and a neighbor was washing his new sports car next door—as if nothing had gone on at all.

Out back, Tyler, Preston’s younger brother, did flips into their pool, while Preston and I talked across the patio table.

Talking with him was not easy for me. I told him right off the bat that I didn’t know where to begin or how to talk to him about it. Sure, I knew a little bit about what had happened to his family, but knowing did not make it easier to talk about. I felt sure breaking the ice would be quite a task.

“It’s okay,” Preston told me. “I can talk about it now, really.” But still I smiled politely at him and stuttered as I spoke. I looked away from him. I simply couldn’t talk about it to his face.

“Sometimes,” Preston said, “when I tell people about it they start treating me differently—they become weird, you know.”

Exactly, I thought—and what could I possibly say to him that wouldn’t hurt his feelings? So we didn’t talk about it at first. We talked about football and track—his two best sports. We talked about school and the weather, gradually getting to know each other, and gradually winding toward what I was really there to discuss.

Finally, the afternoon sun dipped low in the sky, casting shadows of tall eucalyptus trees across the pool, and a breeze began to cool down the patio. That’s when I dared to ask him the question.

“Could you tell me about your father?” I asked. “Could you tell me what happened?”

And so he began his tale.

I listened, and as I did, I realized I almost didn’t want to hear it—I didn’t want to be this close to it. He told me the type of story you read in the papers or see occasionally on the TV news. It’s easy to watch it on TV, because you can tell yourself it could never happen to the people you love—because they’re all good people. Only bad people are capable of such evil deeds. You can judge the people on TV, and if you don’t like what you see, you can change the channel.

But Preston couldn’t change the channel.

“I go to sleep at night,” Preston told me, “and I still pray to God that suddenly I’ll be eleven all over again, and everything will be the way it was. . . . But God doesn’t work that way, does he? The truth is that bad things happen to good people sometimes, and good people can do evil things.”

I thought about that. Preston was right—but most people don’t want to hear that. They want to be able to lock their windows and doors. They want to believe that all the evil forces in the world—all the demons—are on the outside trying to get in. But Preston showed me that those people were wrong. He showed me that the worst demons of all always get in long before we close the door, and they hide deep in some dark closet in our heads. Most of us can keep the demons in line and keep them locked in that closet by that part of us which is good . . . but if we’re not careful, we may forget.

And we might lose control.

That’s the evil force that kills millions of people . . . or just one.

On that day Preston, with tears in his eyes, told me what his father, Danny Scott, did, and through the next three years of his life, I saw the rest of the story unfold before my eyes. I saw a family journey deep into that black closet of their own demons—a closet that few people unfortunate enough to enter can ever escape from—and I watched them come out again.

Preston’s is a story of life and death, of anger and forgiveness, of an unspeakable crime that no human being should have to endure, and the unbelievable family that not only endured it, but took the very bullet that shattered their world and used it to carefully rebuild their lives.

His tale is all of these things, but more than anything else, Preston Scott’s story is a story of overwhelming love—the kind of love that can change the world—and if you never before believed in the power of love, Preston’s story will make you a believer.

Neal Shusterman
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THE FOUR OF US
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THE FEUD

April—Two Years Before

My hands are so cold, I can barely move my fingers. My knuckles crack each time I try. I see Mom under the bright lights, and my heart begins to claw its way up my throat. The butterflies in my stomach are turning into bats, and I think, What am I so nervous about? I’m not the one up there. But logic doesn’t work when your mother is standing next to the game show host, in front of three television cameras and a packed studio audience. Family Feud is very serious business.

“All right, Megan,” says the host to my mom. “Your sister got you one hundred and twenty points—you need eighty to win. Are you up for it?”

Mom smiles politely. “I guess,” she says, and giggles a bit. I can tell she’s just as nervous as I am. No, she must be more nervous. There are beads of sweat all over her forehead, replacing the ones they blotted off while she waited backstage as Aunt Jackie took her turn giving answers.

Now it was all up to Mom.

Off to the side I can see Grandma Lorraine, Grandpa Wes, Uncle Steve, and Aunt Jackie, all waiting for Mom out of the camera’s view. Why did they have to give Mom the anchor position? That’s the roughest part—I know about that. If she messes up, she’ll feel as if she lost the whole ten thousand. But then again, if she wins, she gets all the glory. I know about that, too.

The host begins his little speech from memory, like a policeman reading someone their rights. “All right, Megan, you’ll have thirty seconds in which to give your answers,” he says. “If you repeat any answers your sister gave, you’ll hear the buzzer, which means try again. Are you ready?”

Mom nods. I can see her wringing her hands, out of the camera’s view, as the host looks down at his question cards.

“A state,” says the host, “that begins with ‘A.’ ”

“Arkansas,” she says.

“Children’s favorite holiday.”

“Christmas!”

Bzzzz! “Try again.”

“Halloween!”

“A make of foreign car.”

“Mercedes!”

“An animal you find at the zoo.”

“Monkey!”

Bzzzz! “Try again.”

“Horse.”

She shakes her head immediately, knowing she goofed. That one’ll cost us.

“A fruit you eat on cereal.”

“Banana.”

“A famous painter.”

She doesn’t answer. She’s taking too long.

“Picasso!” she says.

Bzzzz! “Try again.”

No answer. She’s blanking out!

“Da Vinci,” she says.

Dad, sitting next to me in the audience, shouts with joy. That must have been a good answer. The audience applauds, but it’s not over yet.

“All right,” says the host, “turn around, let’s see how you did.”

Dad stares straight ahead, concentrating on Mom. Like me, he feels like he’s right up there with her under the lights. His hands must be cold, too, his stomach full of bats.

Without looking at me, Dad smiles wide and shakes his head in amazement. “She did it, Preston,” he says to me. “I really think she did it!” He stares at Mom with a mixture of love and awe. Under the bright studio lights, she must look like a movie star to him. She does to me.

And all at once I know that Dad is right—that Mom has done it. Not just because Mom gave mostly good answers, and not just because we beat that other family in each and every round, but because we deserve to win. Because right now, everything is so right, so perfect, that it can’t go wrong. It was simply meant to be—and when something’s meant to be, no one on earth can stop it. Not even the host.

One minute later, we are ten thousand dollars richer. Dad is holding me and my brother, jumping up and down with both of us in his arms. We stumble out of the audience and down to the floor, and all of us hug and kiss Mom. Grandma, Grandpa, and the rest run out from the sides to join us. We all hold each other, jumping up and down in front of the cameras like imbeciles, but we don’t care. This is our family, this is our day, and we can be imbeciles if we want!

Dad hugs Mom, giving her a big kiss, forgetting that my brother and I are between them. We get crunched and bounced around, but I have to laugh. The crowd cheers, and we get swallowed up in all the excitement and all the grown-ups around us. It feels like magic—like another world—and I silently wish that this moment would never end. That Dad would hold Mom like this forever, with my brother and me smushed tightly, tightly, between them—our whole family pressed so close together that my feet barely touch the ground. . . .
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ONE MORE FEUD

January—Two Months Left

It’s twilight now. Twilight should be a quiet time of day, but I can’t remember the last time the sun set to silence in our home. Even in the backyard, I can hear them. Their voices cut paths through every room and out of every window.

In the dying light, my friend Russ Talbert and I do battle over a Ping-Pong table that stands in the thick grass because Dad hasn’t been finding the time to mow the backyard. Russ holds his paddle Chinese style and awkwardly flicks his elbows up and down to give the ball some English. We both try to ignore the sounds of my parents fighting in the living room. Their match is much more vicious than our Ping-Pong game. Sure, maybe their fights are only words, but those words smash like fists and slice like knives. Maybe it’s only words, but they might as well be tearing each other to pieces.

Russ and I play Ping-Pong and pretend not to hear it, but neither of us is any good at that kind of pretending. I wish I hadn’t invited Russ over today. Maybe I won’t invite anyone anymore.

“Do they always fight like that?” Russ finally asks.

“Not really,” I say, although it’s a lie. The truth is they’ve been fighting for months now. They fight about money, and about all the “things” we don’t have. It’s not like we’re poor or anything; we’ve got a nice big house in a nice neighborhood, and we eat out and go on vacations to Hawaii and stuff—we can afford all that—but still, they argue. They argue about why we don’t have a Mercedes like Aunt Jackie does, and why they can’t make ends meet even though they’re both working. It’s always about money in one way or another. Nowadays, I hate money.

I liked money once, though. Two years ago, when we won on Family Feud, I thought money was the best thing in the world—especially free money. But free money doesn’t last. Grandma bought herself a piano, and Mom and Dad put their share in the bank, and somewhere between then and now the free money disappeared. And now they fight. It’s not a whole bunch of fights one after another—instead it seems like just one single fight that never ends, and I don’t think any amount of free money could change it. Something’s going wrong with them—something’s going wrong with us—because my brother and I are part of it, too. I feel like we’re still smushed tightly between the two of them as they fight—so tightly that I can’t see where it’s going to end. And sometimes I get scared.

“They don’t fight much,” I tell Russ. “Only once a month, tops.”

Russ looks at me with a half-smirk on his face, and it really pisses me off. He knows I’m lying. He knows because I’m the worst liar in the history of the world. It’s like I’ve got a lie detector wired into my spine that flashes above my head to everyone “Preston is lying!” “Preston is lying!” There are times I wish I could lie, though. There are times I wish I could believe other people when they lie.

The Ping-Pong ball cuts across the net with a mean backspin. I pull my arm back and smoothly smash the thing. It skids on Russ’s side, and his reflexes just can’t match my power smash. The ball flies past him before he even swings his paddle.

“Just luck!” he says, and tosses me back the ball to serve.

Inside the house, my parents continue their battle, both oblivious to the fact that I’m beating Russ ten to two. Or to the fact that Russ is over here at all. Or to the fact that anyone and everyone in the world can hear them. Their voices rise and fall like ocean waves, and it’s enough to make me seasick.

“They’re really great people, most of the time,” I tell Russ, embarrassed.

“I know,” says Russ. “Mine are, too.”

I’m about to say, No, they’re not—not like mine, but I catch myself and say nothing. Instead I just lob the Ping-Pong ball back to him slowly, giving him an easy shot for his third point.

No, my parents are very different from Russ’s. First of all, Russ’s parents are getting a divorce. They can’t be all that great if they can’t work out their problems without stupid lawyers.

Divorce really stinks. It’s like going to the store and buying clothes, wearing them for years and years, then returning them and asking for your money back. That’s what I believe. A store won’t buy back a pair of used jeans, so how come people can trade each other in, like it was nothing? If your only pair of jeans is torn, you get a needle and some thread, and you sew them up, right? Parents should be the same way.

My parents aren’t like Russ’s. They’re really big on family. “Family this” and “family that.” To them, nothing else matters but the family, and so, whatever the problems are, we can all solve them together. And that’s why my parents are great.

But I won’t tell Russ that, or he’ll start spouting at me all that junk he gets in family counseling. Well, the counseling didn’t help much if they’re splitting up, right?

Inside I hear my mom start to cry. I want to go to her, but I know I can’t. Not just because Russ is here, but because when they fight like that they’re on their own little planet, and I can’t get through.

There are times when I’ve heard my dad cry. I’m glad he’s not crying now, ’cause it would make me cry, too, and I can’t cry in front of Russ.

The Ping-Pong rally goes back and forth until, not thinking, I hit the ball way in the air and it lands on the grass.

“Yes!” says Russ.

All of a sudden I begin to feel like I’m losing my breath, but I haven’t been playing hard, so I’m not sure why. My face starts tingling, and I know it’s turning red. There’s this heavy feeling in my throat. Oh God, I think, am I going to cry after all? How uncool! Eleven-year-olds don’t cry. It’s a known fact. Not if they want to be taken seriously by friends and teammates. Of course my Grandma Lorraine always tells me that it’s good for a boy to cry every now and again—but that’s what grandmas are supposed to say. I doubt if she really believes it.

I stop the tears before they come, and I push them down, way down, into another universe entirely. I pretend nothing is wrong, but that lie detector above my head begins to blink again. Russ sees I almost lost it.

“Hey, listen,” he says, thinking he understands completely, “fights are fights, and everyone’s parents fight. It’s no big deal.”

“I know,” I say, echoing his words. “It’s no big deal.” But deep down, I scream, Yes! Yes, it is a big deal! Because they never fought before—not until this year. They never fought, never had anything to argue about. They were perfect together—like that day when we won on Family Feud—and it wasn’t just my imagination—I know because I was there.

“Maybe . . . ,” says Russ, “maybe they should split up.”

“No way,” I say, real calmly. “Like you said, everyone’s parents fight. No big deal.”

The ball lobs back and forth between us without any power—like we’ve forgotten all about the match but didn’t tell our hands or Ping-Pong paddles. The ball must be very bored.

“Lots of families are better off broken up,” says Russ.

“Not mine.”

“Lots of parents still stay friends afterwards—they just live in different places.”

“Shut up,” I tell him.

“It’s great! You get to have two homes!”

“I said shut up!”

The brainless little Ping-Pong ball pongs on my side of the table, and before I know what I’m doing, I haul off and smash it with all the power my right arm can muster. It flies in a straight line—a white bullet, whistling through the air. In an instant it smacks Russ square between the eyes. I was aiming for his big fat mouth, but I still get my point across.

Russ throws down his paddle onto the table with a hearty bang and flies around the table to me, almost as quickly as the ball flew at him.

“Butthead!” he shouts, and he pushes me, and I push him back, and he pushes me again, which, I’ve discovered, is the way friends fight.

Then I hear something, and I have to grab Russ’s arms to end our little pushing war.

“Shut up!” I tell him.

“I was trying to help,” he says.

“No, I mean shut up now!” He stops struggling, and I listen. “You hear something?”

“Of course I hear something,” he says, referring to the world war going on inside the house. But beyond that I hear something else. I hear the muffled noise of a car engine, then a car door opening and closing.

Forgetting Russ for a moment, I race off down the alley on the side of the house, toward the front yard.

“What is it?” yells Russ, following close behind.

There, in our driveway, my little brother, Tyler, is being dropped off by one of his friends’ parents. He fumbles with his papers and pencil case, with his lunch box and thermos. He has never figured out how to keep it all in his backpack. But then, he’s only in kindergarten.

Tyler sees me coming out of the alley. “Hi, Preston,” he says with a big smile. Tyler’s a good kid. He doesn’t talk much, but he always has this big smile on his face, and most of the time no one notices that he’s quiet, because they’re too busy trying to figure out what he’s smiling about. That’s what I like best about him. Everything could be going up in flames, and he would be smiling as if the whole world was a giant finger painting with a big blue house and a happy green tree and a grinning yellow sun.

Today, I don’t smile back at him.

“Around back, Tyler,” I tell him. “Don’t go in the front way.”

Tyler sighs, the smile slipping away from his face. “Again?” he asks.

I nod. From here we can see them in the living-room window, as if they are on display. Dad paces back and forth, shaking his head and gesturing with his hands. Although I can hear them, I don’t listen.

I wave to the driver who is waiting to see Tyler get safely in the front door, and she waves back and leaves. I turn to see Russ, standing on the front lawn with his hands in his pockets. A little red mark shines on his forehead where the Ping-Pong ball hit him, but he isn’t angry anymore.

“I forgot the score,” he says, not too enthusiastically. “Who was winning?”

I glance once more at my pacing father in the living-room spotlight.

“You won,” I say.

Russ nods. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.” He glances once at my parents, then jogs across the lawn and into the street. “Don’t forget to bring your skateboard,” he calls, and then vanishes around the tall hedge.

Alone with my brother, I lead him around to the back. As I open the back door, I help Smiling Tyler shove all his loose papers into his pack before they end up sprawled across the kitchen floor.

“What’s for dinner?” Tyler asks.

“Who knows?” I answer. “Probably nothing.”

We get to the hallway, close to the battleground, and I hurry him toward the bedrooms. We don’t say anything to each other anymore about the fights. What’s the use? Occasionally Tyler used to whisper to me, “I wish they’d stop,” as if he were telling me a big secret. Eventually he stopped wishing it to me, when he realized I couldn’t do anything about it. I always tell him to save it for his prayers.

I go into my room, and Tyler follows, since his room doesn’t have a TV. I close the door, so now their voices seem farther away. Farther away, but still clear as a bell.

Tyler immediately turns on his cartoons—and laughs at Wile E. Coyote getting blasted by some Acme dynamite. But the cartoon explosions are never loud enough to drown out the voices in the living room.

•  •  •

Today it’s Mom’s turn to slam the door. And by the weight and direction of the noise, I know it’s the front door. I can always tell how bad it is by which door slams. The bathroom door means they’ll be talking again by the time the night is over. A bedroom door means somebody sleeps in the den. The front door slamming means they may not speak for days.

In a moment I hear Mom’s Cadillac start up and drive away. She’ll go to Aunt Jackie’s, I think, or Grandma and Grandpa Pearson’s. Maybe she’ll come back late tonight; maybe she won’t come back till morning.

Tyler fell asleep without having dinner, lying on the floor, with cartoons dancing across the television. I turn off the TV and the lights and lie back, trying to fall asleep as well. Downstairs I can hear Dad busily working to keep his mind off Mom. I can smell frying meat, and it makes me hungry, but I don’t feel like eating. I don’t feel like leaving my room. Dad’s always been a good cook, but over the past few months, it seems he’s been having to cook for us a whole lot more. Not just cook, but also do a lot of other things that Mom used to do. It’s like Mom suddenly got too busy at her job at the bank, or too upset, or just lost interest.

What I don’t get is that Mom always says she would rather stay home and be a full-time mom than have to work. That’s what she says, yet when she’s home with us these days, it’s almost like she doesn’t want to be there either.

The door creaks open slightly, and a bar of light cuts across the dark room.

“Preston?” says my father. “You all right?”

“Shh,” I tell him. “Tyler’s sleeping.”

“Dinner’s ready,” he whispers. “Cheeseburgers.”

“Maybe later,” I say.

Dad slips quietly into the room and closes the door behind him. I scoot over on my bed so he can sit down next to me.

“It’s no fun having to hear us fight, is it?” he says.

I shift positions, leaning my head against his chest, as if to say it’s all right. He begins to rub my hair and scratch my head like he did when I was really little and had a fever. It feels good. I squint my eyes like a cat being petted between the ears.

“What’s the big problem?” I ask. “What does Mom want?”

Dad sighs, rubs his eyes, then says, “Don’t blame her, Preston. This is my fault, not hers. I fly off the handle too quickly. I don’t listen to her. I don’t spend enough time with her.”

Maybe he’s right. Dad is kind of hard on Mom. He sets rules for her like he sets rules for Tyler and me. Dad’s “old-fashioned” that way, and Mom must hate it—if I were her, I’d probably hate it. Maybe their fights aren’t just about money after all.

But that’s between them, and just because Mom has a reason to be upset with Dad doesn’t mean that I do. Dad talks to me, he listens to me, and he spends lots of time with me. It’s great, because I’m so much like him and we like to do the same things. We’re always playing ball together, always fishing on weekends. Always racing each other. That’s my favorite thing—racing my Dad. I’m the fastest runner in my age group, but Dad can always outrace me—only barely though. We race each other on the track, in the park, on the beach, any chance we get.

Although I’d never tell him this, or anyone else for that matter, I’d have to say my dad is kind of like my best friend.

It’s too bad he’s not Mom’s anymore.

“Things are going to change, Preston,” Dad says as he sits here on my bed. “I’m going to change. And then everything will be okay.”

“I know it will,” I tell him.

He smiles at me and brushes some hair out of my face. He gets up, then bends over, gently picking up Tyler. Tyler complains with a tiny groan, but his eyes stay closed and his body limp. Dad kisses Tyler on the forehead and carries him gently into his own room.

When I’m sure that Dad is back in the kitchen, I sneak out of my room and into his and Mom’s.

Their bedroom is a big room, with lots of antique furniture. Some of it Grandma Lorraine and Grandpa Wes gave us; the rest of it Mom bought at all the antiques shops she loves to browse through. The carpet is thick blue, and on the walls are works of art and family portraits—just enough to fill the walls and keep the room feeling warm and homey.

I dive onto the bed, lying diagonally across it. The bed is so big and so soft, I could get lost in it. When I was little the bed seemed twice as big, and it was that much easier to get lost in—like when I would curl up in it on stormy nights or Sunday mornings. That was before Tyler was born. There was just the three of us, and we would talk and talk about anything and everything in the world—Mom, Dad, and me.

Of course, I don’t do that sort of stuff anymore, now that I’m eleven.

But given the choice, I’d rather be five years old and lost in the giant safe bed than be eleven and in the line of fire between Mom and Dad.

So I close my eyes, trying to forget, and trying to remember. I feel the cotton of the bedspread billowing around me. Dim dark colors flow around the insides of my eyes. A spot of red where I had been looking at the light dims, then fades. For a moment I feel dizzy and the bed seems to be sailing around the room.

I start to dream before I actually fall asleep. I dream about school and about track practice, but mostly I dream about being five years old and disappearing in a place that’s safe and warm.
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ESCROW

February—One Month Left

Mom is off somewhere, and Dad is off somewhere else.

But Grandma Lorraine and Grandpa Wes make everything seem okay for an afternoon. Maybe it’s because they believe everything is okay—and when they believe it, it makes me want to believe it, too.

I spend half the afternoon watching basketball with Grandpa in the den. Grandpa coaches the players on the screen as if he’s coaching one of his high-school teams—but his wisdom is wasted on the Lakers, and the game is a lost cause by the end of the third quarter. Giving up on the game, I follow the soft sound of piano music into the living room.

Grandma sits at her Family Feud piano—a big white grand that fills up half the living room. She uses it to teach piano to neighborhood kids and to play sacred music. Today she sits alone at the keys, playing a hymn I recognize.

“That was your mother’s favorite when she was a little girl,” Grandma tells me, but I already know because she always tells me that.

On the wall above the piano is a portrait of Mom, Uncle Steve, and Aunt Jackie that was painted before I was born. They’ve all changed so much since then. Aunt Jackie was thin and pale, just coming through her kidney troubles. Uncle Steve was just a kid, without his thick mustache and all those muscles he got from being on the wrestling team in high school. Mom’s face seemed free of any troubles. “Did Mom know Dad then?” I ask Grandma, pointing at the portrait.
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