
[image: Cover: Howl, by Shaun David Hutchinson]


Howl

Shaun David Hutchinson






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Howl, by Shaun David Hutchinson, S&S Books for Young Readers]






For the person who said, “I believe you.”






Dear Reader,

Howl contains content that may be triggering. For a full list, please see the bottom of the following page.







Howl contains scenes of self-harm, homophobia, gaslighting, disordered eating, body dysmorphia, assault, and bullying. Additionally, while there are no explicit descriptions of sexual assault, much of the language used throughout is evocative of the trauma associated with sexual assault.
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ONE

I DIDN’T SCREAM.
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TWO

MAIN STREET WAS DARK. SUNSHINE realty, Dr. Kaluuya DDS, Gannon’s Hardware, Merritt Books and Café, Birdie Buchanan’s Bridal Shop. Doors locked, shades drawn, the elaborate displays that invited customers to come on in and sit a spell during the day went dark at sundown and remained that way until dawn.

Signs fastened to the decorative lamps that lined the street—WELCOME TO MERRITT! alternating with MERRITT LOVES YOU!—swayed in the hot, fetid summer wind that blew in from the sprawl to the west. Shadows pooled around the weak streetlamps, herding the light into tight, inescapable circles. Canopies of Spanish moss hung from the limbs of old oak trees, choking the illumination from the cloudless night sky before it could reach the street below. It was so dark that sometimes strangers on their way to Disney World would get lost and stumble across Merritt after sunset and wonder if the town had been abandoned.

But Merritt wasn’t abandoned. There was one light that remained on after dark. At the far end of Main Street, past Merritt Baptist Church and the old elementary school, the neon glow of a garish blue-and-pink ice cream cone stood against the backdrop of the night like a beacon.

Every month, during the Merritt town council’s open forum, Sudie Kennon, who’d been alive and had lived in Merritt longer than some of the oak trees, spent her allotted three minutes explaining in tedious detail why the Tasty Cones Ice Cream neon sign was a blight on the town she had been born in and would, by the grace of God, die in, though not before she’d made damn sure that sign was torn down.

Mayor Marjorie Hart and most of the members of the town council agreed with Sudie Kennon. The neon sign was garish and bright, and it did detract from Merritt’s charm. Yet any motion brought to the council regarding the Tasty Cones Ice Cream sign ultimately failed. Sudie Kennon couldn’t sway the mayor or the members of the council to join her holy war.

John McIntyre had endured Sudie Kennon’s wrath long before he’d sat on the council. Back then, she’d been a teacher short on patience and he’d been a rambunctious sixth-grader who couldn’t sit still.

Patty Ornston had only run for the council after being forced to remove the rainbow flag she’d hung from her veranda in support of her niece after Sudie Kennon had complained that it violated the rules regarding what decorations were allowed to adorn a house.

Brett Sadler didn’t know why his mother and Ms. Kennon were bitter enemies, but he’d grown up hearing that Sudie was a spiteful, hateful woman whom his mother hoped would die alone and lonely, and he viewed it as his responsibility to see she got her wish.

Each of the three council members had been, at one time or another, victimized by Sudie Kennon, and so they ignored her complaints about the Tasty Cones Ice Cream sign mostly out of spite.

Sudie Kennon’s compulsion to meddle and the council’s petty efforts to frustrate her had probably saved my life.
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THREE

CLOUDS OF MOSQUITOES STALKED ME as I limped down Main Street toward the enormous neon ice cream cone on the horizon. Gnats clung to the crusted blood around the gashes on my arms and became mired in the blood still oozing from the slashes across my back.

The toe of my sole remaining sneaker caught in a pothole, and I stumbled forward, shredding my palms and knees on the asphalt. My jeans, which hung around my hips with little more than prayer, were already ruined. I crawled until I reached a bench I could lean on to help me stand.

Where’s my phone?

I patted my pockets. Empty.

I need to call Dad.

I reached for my phone, but my pockets were still empty.

Crickets chirped and trees rustled and bats flew overhead. I jerked my head around, trying to search every shadow, but there were too many.

Where’s my phone? And my other shoe? My shirt was gone, too, but I’d left the tattered, blood-soaked rag somewhere back in the sprawl. Sweat soaked my hair and ran down my chest. I shivered in the August heat and limped onward.

The bright neon ice cream cone grew nearer as I slowly put one foot in front of the other. I was close enough to the parking lot that I could hear trucks idling. Big things built for pulling trailers and boats and for tearing through the mud and swamps that surrounded Merritt. Beasts with chrome bumpers decorated with Confederate flags, rubber testicles that dangled from the hitch, or stickers stuck to the back that said things like IF YOU CAN READ THIS THEN YOU’RE IN RANGE.

What time is it? Grandma’s gonna be so pissed.

I hesitated. The lights were too bright. The sounds too loud. What if people had gotten bored of the party and had decided to get ice cream? Tasty Cones was the only place open after dark, so it was Merritt’s natural hangout. I didn’t want anyone to see me. The only thing capable of traveling faster than light was gossip.

But I needed help.

I spotted Pastor Wallace and Mrs. Wallace leaning against the hood of their minivan holding court. Missy Pierce was being fed ice cream by Coach Munford in a display that probably should’ve been private. The Hunt brood, all eleven of them, were running circles around their mom, who stood staring at a sad cone with a single scoop of vanilla ice cream melting over her fingers. I didn’t recognize anyone from Finn’s party. There were still people inside the shop I couldn’t see, though. It was busy for a Thursday night.

I raked a hand through my hair as I shuffled out of the dark and into the halo of neon light, though the gesture was as futile as trying to put out a fire with a thimble of water. Luca would’ve said I was silly for caring. He would’ve been right.

I tried to speak, to call for help, but my throat was as dry as a California summer. No one was looking my way. I was invisible. The frantic strength that had carried me from the sprawl to Main Street and from Main to Tasty Cones evaporated all at once. My knees wobbled. They were on the verge of giving out, and if they did, I was certain I would die at the edge of the parking lot, unnoticed until a Tasty Cones employee eventually found my cold, bloody body on the pavement while taking out the garbage.

Earlier, somewhere between the party and the parking lot, I’d said I wanted to die—I’d spoken the words aloud, and I’d asked nicely. In the moment, I’d meant it. Now I wanted to take it back.

Please let me take it back.

With the last surge of will I could muster, I threw my body forward, stumbling a few steps and then finally collapsing.

One of the Hunt children, Nine of Eleven maybe, shrieked in terror. Every conversation in the parking lot skidded to a halt as the child’s sound split the night, accomplishing the one thing I’d failed to do. Mrs. Hunt dropped her uneaten cone. Pastor Wallace shouted, “What in the Yankee Doodle?” Coach Munford said, “That ain’t blood, is it?” while Missy Pierce slapped his arm and said, “Call the police, stupid!”

I shut my eyes, invisible no more.

“Is that Virgil Knox?”

A hand touched my shoulder. I would’ve flinched, but it took all my strength to keep breathing.

“Virgil? Virgil, what happened to you, son?”

“Put your phone away, Tyson. He don’t need you recording this.”

“Ambulance is on the way.”

“Someone call his daddy.”

“Virgil? What happened? Did someone do this to you?”

Tears welled in my eyes and rolled across my nose.

“A monster,” I managed in a hoarse whisper. “I was attacked by a monster.”
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FOUR

I SWAM THROUGH A WARM pool of painkillers. The serenity was only interrupted by the numb tugging on my skin as a doctor with more jokes than skill stitched closed the wounds on my back and arm, and by the two cops at the foot of my hospital bed, snickering and not bothering to be quiet about it.

Officer Delerue looked like the kind of man who’d become a cop because he’d had a taste of power in high school and had become addicted to it. His hand rarely strayed far from his holster, and his lip, nearly overshadowed by a bristly brown mustache, remained frozen in a permanent sneer.

Officer Bruford had almost fooled me into believing he was on my side, with his friendly smile and sympathetic eyes, but I saw the wolf hiding in that sheep’s clothing. Bruford was the type who’d learned early on that those with real power didn’t need to wield it like a cudgel. Delerue might’ve taken the lead during the questioning, but Bruford was in charge.

“So, are we talking Bigfoot?” Delerue asked. “What d’you think, Bruford? We got a Sasquatch out in the sprawl?”

Dr. Patterson chortled. “I would imagine the swamp’s too hot for a Sasquatch.”

Delerue and Bruford had been questioning me for ten minutes that had felt like an hour while the doctor stitched me up. If I could’ve trusted my legs to support me, I would’ve hopped out of bed and run.

“I seen a show about windigo,” Delerue said.

“Don’t they usually eat folks?” Bruford asked.

Delerue motioned at me with his chin. “Guess this one ain’t got enough meat on him to bother. Monster got a taste and threw him back.”

Bruford held his phone in his hand, but he’d long since given up the pretense of taking notes. “You and your daddy moved here from Seattle, ain’t that right?”

“I went to school with Tommy,” Delerue said. Something passed between him and Bruford that I couldn’t read. A raised eyebrow, a lip twitch.

“Your folks are divorcing, is what I heard,” Bruford said to me.

“So? I wasn’t attacked by my parents’ divorce.”

Bruford shrugged. “But I bet you’re pretty pissed off about it.” He glanced at Delerue. “Remember Michael Miller? Set a couple fires to get his folks’ attention?”

“Right. I did this to myself. I was at a party and decided to claw my own back because I was angry at my parents.”

“Uh-oh,” Delerue said. “Looks like you hit a sore spot.” Both men chuckled.

“I don’t see what’s so funny,” my grandpa said as he marched into the room, followed by my grandma.

Roy Knox had lived in Merritt since he was seven years old. He’d become a local hero playing quarterback for the Merritt High Coyotes, and he had only left Merritt twice in his life. The first when he enlisted to fight in the Vietnam War, the second when he went to Gainesville to study veterinary medicine at the University of Florida. He’d survived war, hurricanes, and two tussles with prostate cancer. He was an intimidating man, but he was a puppy compared to my grandma.

“Boys,” she said, and both police officers wiped the smirks off their faces and snapped to attention.

Harper Lynn Thurston Knox believed there was no situation good manners couldn’t improve. She’d grown up in South Carolina and had met Grandpa while he was in Gainesville. Her unassuming demeanor hid a wealth of strange skills and talents. She could fly a crop duster or field dress a deer carcass as easily as plan an elaborate menu for a local meeting of the Daughters of the American Revolution.

“What happened?” It wasn’t clear if Grandpa was talking to me or the cops, but Bruford answered.

“The boy wandered into the Tasty Cones parking lot covered in blood. Lance Munford phoned it in.”

Delerue cleared his throat. “He claims he was out in the sprawl when a wild animal attacked him. Maybe a raccoon or something.” He shrugged. “We got word of panthers up north, but we ain’t seen ’em around here. Doc treated him for rabies just in case.”

Grandma moved closer to my bed, edging Dr. Patterson, who was finishing up, out of the way. She looked at the bandages covering my left arm. “Do you honestly expect me to believe a raccoon did this?”

“Could’ve been a gator,” Delerue said. “Or a bear.”

Grandpa stood with his arms folded across his chest, staring at Bruford and Delerue without blinking or speaking for so long that it made me anxious. Finally, he said, “Why don’t we talk outside?”

The officers looked like they were being led to their executions. I struggled to find an ounce of sympathy for them.

“Where’s Dad?” My throat was dry. I reached for the cup of ice chips sitting on the table beside me.

“Right where he ought to be,” Grandma said. “Working.”

“Did you call him?”

It was the middle of the night, and Grandpa and Grandma had almost definitely been sleeping when the call had come from the hospital, but Grandma had still taken the time to put on her face and her pearls and to make her hair presentable.

“What good would that have done, Virgil? You’re safe, and it’s not like your daddy can do anything for you. What use would it be for him drive two hours back to Merritt so he could sit by your bed and watch you sleep?”

Everything Grandma said made sense—Dad was a firefighter and a paramedic, but the only work he could get was in a town two hours south of Merritt. He worked twenty-four-hour shifts and wouldn’t be home until the next morning—but that didn’t stop me from wishing he was with me.

“What about my mom?”

“You can call Clara when we get home. I’m sure she doesn’t need you disturbing her beauty sleep.”

Mom was on the West Coast, where it was only a little after ten in the evening. She would’ve still been awake, lying in bed with a glass of red wine and her laptop. But I didn’t want to talk to her while Grandma was around, anyway.

“I wasn’t attacked by a raccoon. Or a gator.”

Grandma patted my arm. “Hush, now.”

“It was a monster—”

“You’re safe, Virgil.” Her voice was as sharp as a talon. “There’s no loitering in the past. All talking about it can do now is keep you from moving forward.”

The past. Like it happened a year ago instead of a couple of hours.

Grandpa marched in, his hands in his pockets. “What were you doing in the sprawl, Virgil?”

Wanna see something cool?

“How many times have I told you the sprawl’s nothing but swamp and to stay away from it?”

“I thought you were at the Ducketts’ house?” Grandma said.

“I was—”

“Boyd Bruford said he smelled alcohol on you.” Grandpa’s thick, wiry eyebrows underlined the question his statement implied.

Grandma’s lips thinned to two sharp wires. “Kitty and Douglas let Finn run wild. I’m playing tennis with Kitty Sunday, and I’ve half a mind to say something.”

“How much were you drinking?” Grandpa asked.

“Not much,” I said. “A beer. Maybe two.”

“And then you went wandering where I’ve told you explicitly not to go?” Grandpa shook his head. “You’re lucky a couple cuts is all you walked away with.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And I don’t want to hear any more of this monster business,” Grandpa said. “Anyone asks, you tell them it was a cougar or a bear.”

It wasn’t a cougar or a bear.

“Bad enough Missy Pierce heard you talking that nonsense.”

Grandma nodded along. “No doubt she’s already spreading rumors on those internet sites.” There were only two things my grandma refused to do: clean toilets and use the internet.

“I just want to go home,” I said. “Can I please go home?”

Grandpa’s back was rigid, his face stern. “I suppose there’s no reason for you to stay. I’ll see about getting you discharged.”

Grandma kissed the side of my head. “We’ll have you home in no time.”

But their home wasn’t what I’d meant.
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FIVE

HOT BREATH SOAKS MY NECK; a clawed hand pushes my face deeper into the mud. Bristly, wiry hair brushes the back of my arms. My shoulder burns where its teeth penetrated me, and I feel its poison in my blood.

It lowers itself onto my back, and I don’t scream.

I wonder what Luca and Deja are having for dinner. Deja will eat anything, but Luca’s so damn picky. I wonder if anyone at the party noticed I left. I wonder if Jarrett found someone else to pin against a wall in an empty room. I wonder how long it will take Grandma and Grandpa to realize I haven’t come home yet. Dad told me Grandpa used to wait up for him with a clock and a belt. If Dad didn’t beat one, Grandpa would whoop him with the other.

A whimper escapes my lips as it rakes its claws across my back. I clench my eyes shut as tightly as I can and try to pretend I’m sleeping. I go still and hope it kills me quickly.

“Virgil,” it whispers in my ear. “Virgil, where are you?”

I blinked the sleep from my eyes and shifted, yelping when I accidentally rolled onto my back.

“Virgil?” Morning light spilled into the closet as my dad opened the door. He loomed over me, his hands on his hips, wearing his blue cargo pants and work shirt. “What the hell are you doing in the closet?”

It took me a moment to realize that’s where I was. That I wasn’t in the sprawl with a monster crouching on my back, crooning my name.

“They pumped me full of drugs in the hospital,” I said, hoping Dad wouldn’t press the issue.

Dad frowned and offered me his hand. Where my uncle Franklin had gotten my grandpa’s sturdy looks and my grandma’s sly smile, my dad had wound up with Grandpa’s receding hairline and Grandma’s wide hips. Mom used to joke that Dad was lucky she liked men with a lot of trunk space.

I hugged my pillow to my chest and limped toward my bed. Everything hurt. In addition to the injuries from tooth and claw, I was bruised in places I didn’t know could be bruised, and every bit of exposed skin was covered in mosquito bites. But the pain went beyond the physical. I felt like a slick of rancid grease was floating on top of my blood as it coursed through my body, tainting every cell.

Dad sat on the edge of my desk, studying me like a paramedic rather than a father, cataloging and assessing each injury. “Your grandma told me what happened.”

“I bet,” I muttered.

“What were you thinking? Were you just drunk or were you high, too?”

“I wasn’t high or drunk. I had a couple drinks.”

Dad crooked his finger at me. “Let me see.” When I was close, he turned me around and lifted the back of my shirt. His hands were cold. I shivered when he peeled back the gauze covering the stitches.

“Jesus Christ, Virgil.” Dad smoothed the tape back into place. “What were you even doing in the sprawl?”

“I needed some air.”

“There wasn’t air at the party?”

Bass-heavy rap shakes the furniture, and the white boys in the living room shout along with the words—all the words—without the slightest hint of self-awareness.

I pull out my phone to see if I’ve gotten any messages from Luca. Nothing. But he posted some new snaps from kayaking with his dad.

“Hey,” Jarrett says, “wanna see something cool?”

“I shouldn’t have gone—”

“You’re damn right,” Dad said.

“—to the party.”

Dad’s mouth was still open, but he must’ve forgotten what he was going to say.

“I hate it here, Dad. I want to go home.”

“We talked about this, Virgil.”

“You talked about it. I didn’t get a say.”

Dad rubbed his eyes. I didn’t know how busy work had been for him—some shifts he could manage a few hours of uninterrupted sleep, some he could hardly lie down for twenty minutes before he was called out again—but the bags under his eyes were definitely over the weight limit, and he was going to pay extra for carrying them.

“I can’t do this right now, okay?” We’d only been in Merritt for two weeks, but Dad’s accent was already reasserting itself.

“Yes, sir.”

Dad nodded once. “Now, what was it that attacked you last night? Grandma says it was probably a cougar, but there hasn’t been a cougar around here in years.”

It was a monster. “I don’t know.”

Dad fixed me with a half frown. If he hadn’t been so exhausted, he probably would’ve pressed me further. “Well, I’m glad you’re all right, but I hope you learned a lesson.”

That underage drinking leads to being viciously attacked and left for dead? “Yes, sir.”

Dad cracked his jaw, yawning, and stood. “You call your mother yet? I don’t want her accusing me of keeping anything from her.”

“Lost my phone.”

“Here.” Dad tossed me his. “Call your mom. Then get a shower so I can change your bandages before I hit the hay. We’ll go out tomorrow and get your stuff for school.”

I waited for him to leave before calling my mom. It went straight to voicemail, as I’d assumed it would, being that it was only a little after six in the morning there.

“Hey, Mom. I got attacked by a monster last night. I’m alive, but I wound up with something like sixty stitches and had to be treated for rabies. I hate it here, and I want to come home, but you already know that. If you loved me, you never would’ve sent me away in the first place.”

I didn’t say that.

The message I actually left was, “It’s me calling from Dad’s phone because I lost mine. Nothing major. Just call me when you can.”

After hanging up, I logged in to my messages to check what I missed. I’d sent my boyfriend Luca a selfie of me hiding in one of the upstairs bathrooms at Finn Duckett’s house during the party. Across it, I’d scrawled: save me lol.

Luca had opened it at 10:53 p.m., but he still hadn’t replied.
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SIX

THE WI-FI AT MY GRANDPARENTS’ house was so slow that using it was barely faster than sending a message by winging it into the air on a paper airplane, the foundation creaked at night, and the air-conditioning struggled to keep the house cool. But the house had the best water pressure and a hot water tank that seemed endless.

The nurse who’d discharged me had said I should keep my stitches covered and dry for forty-eight hours, but Dad told me that was nonsense, so I turned the water as hot as I could stand it and scrubbed my skin until I felt as raw on the outside as I did on the inside. I washed my hair and rinsed it. I washed it again and rinsed it again. By the third time, I was worried it might fall out, but I washed it a fourth time anyway. I used a file to dig the dirt and mud from under my nails, scraping until the beds bled.

I envied lizards their ability to shed their skin. I wished I could scrape off the entire top layer of mine and leave it behind so I didn’t have to keep living in the skin the monster had touched. Eventually, my skin would flake off, a little at a time every day, but that would take a couple of weeks, and I wanted it gone now.

I shut off the water and stepped out of the shower. I didn’t recognize the person in the mirror. A bird chest and a round belly. Weak, flabby arms barely bigger around than a pool cue. I didn’t think it was possible to look skinny and fat at the same time.

I wiped the steam that had fogged the mirror and tried to find what it was about me that had looked so tasty to the thing in the woods, but I didn’t see it. Puberty seemed to have mostly passed me by with a shrug, which meant that I rarely had trouble with zits but that I also looked twelve instead of nearly sixteen.

“Hey,” Jarrett says, “wanna see something cool?”

“Not really.” I barely glance up from my phone. I’m trying to figure out which lake Luca and his dad are at, which is tough, seeing as most of the pictures are of Luca’s feet. He got new Jordans. Gold and black. No one in our group could pull them off but him.

“Don’t be lame,” Jarrett says.

“Shouldn’t use that word.” Annoyed that Luca took the time to post his kayaking pictures but not to say hi to his boyfriend, I shove my phone in my pocket to avoid writing something I might regret.

Jarrett Hart has a charming smile. One eyebrow is slightly raised so that he always looks like he’s on the verge of asking an embarrassing question. He’s handsome in an effortless way that annoys me.

“Words are just words. They don’t mean nothing.”

“That’s not…” I shake my head. “Of course words mean things. That’s literally their purpose.” I snatch the beer from Jarrett that he offered me earlier. One beer shouldn’t do much. Grandma wouldn’t let me leave without eating dinner, so I’ve got a stomach full of chicken and collard greens.

Jarrett motions with his head toward the stairs. “Come on. You’ll like it.”

Jarrett Hart didn’t look sixteen. He looked eighteen at least. I’d overheard him bragging he could buy beer at the Sunoco by the interstate and that he didn’t even need a fake ID. Maybe it was because he was handsome or looked older than his age or because his mom had been mayor of Merritt for ten years, so everyone let Jarrett get away with everything.

Why hadn’t the monster attacked him instead of me?

I pulled on my underwear and a pair of basketball shorts, leaving my shirt off so Dad could put fresh gauze on. Grandpa’s voice echoed down the hall when I opened the door.

“You’re too soft on the boy, Tommy. He needs discipline.”

“Our ideas of discipline are very different, Dad.”

“Which is the reason Virgil’s running around in the middle of the night getting drunk and making up stories about monsters.”

“So, what? You think I should whip him with the belt? After he spent the night in the hospital?”

“He’d think twice about his decisions next time.”

“Leave Virgil to me,” Dad said. “I can take care of him.”

Grandpa didn’t need a belt to whip Dad. “You can hardly take care of yourself, Tommy. You fled Merritt as fast as you could after high school. You wouldn’t have returned if you had anywhere else to go.”

“That doesn’t mean I need lessons on how to raise my boy from you two.”

Grandma chimed in. “You and Franklin turned out all right.”

“Frankie’s an alcoholic, Mom.”

“Don’t take that tone with your mother.” Anger crept into Grandpa’s voice. “I know you don’t want to hear it, but Virgil’s weak. Living with Clara out West has turned him into one of those—”

“What, Dad? One of those what?”

“What your father means is that Merritt will be good for Virgil. We just want to help you, Tommy. Both of you.”

Dad kept arguing, though not as forcefully as before, but maybe Grandpa was right. After all, predators hunted the weakest prey, didn’t they?
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SEVEN

NO MATTER WHICH WAY I sat, the patio bench swing was uncomfortable. The cushions pushed into the gashes on my back. The summer heat made the wounds itch, too. But it was still better than being inside with Grandma and Grandpa.

I’d been hiding outside for an hour. I played the conversation I’d overheard on a loop, trying to find the flaws in Grandma and Grandpa’s logic. I couldn’t. Instead, I distracted myself trading messages with Luca. He was in a chatty mood, and I hadn’t wanted to ruin it by telling him what had happened yet. I felt bad keeping it from him, but it’s not like he could do anything about it from the other side of the country.

“Hey, Virgil.”

I didn’t scream.

Jarrett Hart stood at the bottom of the steps of the patio with his hands in his pockets.

“Hey,” I said.

He reached for the door and opened it without asking. “I heard about…” His voice trailed off as his eyes roved over the places where the gauze peeked out from under my clothes. “Damn, dude. I thought Finn was joking.”

“Nope.”

Jarrett pulled a plastic stool over and sat across from me. His long legs bent like a grasshopper’s. He was still pretty in the light of day, but he seemed somewhat more timid than he had the night before.

Don’t tell no one about this, all right?

“What happened?” Jarrett’s sincerity felt real. I hadn’t expected that from him.

I shrugged.

“Finn heard you got attacked by a possum out in the sprawl, but he was pretty hungover and he’s usually full of shit, so…”

“Wasn’t a possum.” If Finn had told Jarrett about the attack, then someone must have told Finn, which meant the story had already made its way around Merritt.

“I can see that.” Jarrett’s eyes wandered over me, lingering on the places where I’d been hurt worst, as if he could see the wounds through my clothes.

Teeth dig into my shoulder. It worries me like a dog with a chew toy and then flings me aside.

“How’d you even get out to the sprawl?”

I shook my head. “Don’t remember.”

“You must’ve been wasted.”

“I wasn’t.” Dad’s phone vibrated. I would’ve ignored it if it’d been my phone because it was probably just Luca responding to my last message. But it could’ve been Dad’s work, so I took a peek. Luca had sent me a picture of his dog, Willow, an enormous, cuddly wheaton terrier.

Jarrett was watching me. “Boyfriend?”

I nodded.

“Bet he’s worried sick about you.”

“He doesn’t know.”

Jarrett raised his eyebrows but didn’t comment. “So if it wasn’t a possum that got you, what was it?”

“It was a monster.” I don’t know why I said it. Maybe because it felt good to speak the truth or maybe just to see Jarrett’s reaction. I should’ve kept quiet.

Jarrett’s mouth twisted into a laugh before he realized I wasn’t joking. “There’re no monsters in the sprawl. Gators, sure, but monsters?”

He didn’t believe me. Just like Officers Delerue and Bruford. Just like Grandma and Grandpa. Just like Dad.

“What do you want, Jarrett? Did you come over to make sure I wouldn’t tell anyone about what happened at the party?”

Hey, wanna see something cool?

“I said I wouldn’t tell anyone, and I won’t.”

Jarrett waved me off. “I ain’t worried about that.”

“Then what? Why’re you here?”

“Just came to see if you’re okay.”

“Well, I’m fine.”

“Sure you are.” Jarrett stood, looming over me for a moment before moving toward the screen door. “See you in school Monday, Virgil.”
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EIGHT

DAD PULLED THE TRUCK INTO the parking lot at target, but he didn’t shut off the engine. The cab still reeked of cigarette smoke from the previous owner, and no amount of cleaning could exorcise it.

“Can’t we do this tomorrow?” I asked.

“Church tomorrow.” Dad sat with his hands on the wheel. “And supper at Frankie’s after.”

“No thanks.”

“If I have to go, so do you.”

“Who says you have to go?”

Dad finally shut off the engine. “We’re living at your grandparents’ house; we have to abide by their rules.”

There hadn’t been many rules back home in Seattle because having rules meant having to enforce them, and neither of my parents had been that invested. So long as I did well in school, didn’t burn anything down, and kept out of jail, my parents left me alone. Grandma and Grandpa, on the other hand, loved their rules, and Dad had fallen right back into following them the moment we’d arrived in Merritt.

“What do I need from here, anyway?” I changed the subject, figuring I wasn’t going to make any headway with him on the church issue.

Dad tapped his phone’s screen and handed it to me. There was an email with a list of school supplies I was expected to have for the first day, which was on Monday.

“I’ve got a backpack, and when have you ever seen me highlight anything?”

“You need clothes, too,” Dad said.

“There’s nothing wrong with the clothes I’ve got.”

Dad shut his eyes and took a deep breath. “I’m really trying here, Virgil, so can you please not argue with everything I say?”

“I just—”

“Do you think I want to be in this town? Do you think I want to be living with my parents again? Having to see the people I grew up with snickering about how I came crawling back? You think I want to hear them whispering about you? About the way you dress and the way you talk, and now about this monster nonsense?”

It lowers itself onto my back.

I didn’t scream.

“Merritt will chew you up if you let it, and I wouldn’t have brought you here if I’d had any other options. The least I can do is help you avoid the worst of it.” Dad’s hands were clenched into fists. “I know you’re hurting, which is why I left you alone yesterday, but it’s time to suck it up and move on. So we’re going to get your damn school supplies and we’re going to find you some new clothes that you’ll probably hate, and all I want to hear out of your mouth is ‘Yes, sir’ or ‘No, sir.’ Okay? Can you do that?”

I opened the truck, got out, and walked toward the store.

Dad caught up to me at the entrance. He pulled out a red cart and passed it to me. “Start getting what you need. I’ll find you in a few minutes.”

“Yes, sir.” The moment he was out of sight, I leaned on the cart. I’d been holding the pain at bay, ignoring the aches in my muscles and the way the stitches itched as sweat from the hot, sticky Florida air soaked the bandages. Being outside for two minutes was enough to make me need a shower.

As I pushed the cart up and down the aisles, looking at the products on the shelves without really seeing them, I thought I must be dreaming.

I lie on my stomach, my arms askew, and try not to breathe. I can hear it panting. Feel it moving.

There was no way I’d been shoved onto my stomach by a monster the day before yesterday. There was no way I’d caught the reflection of a two-thirds-full moon in a stagnant puddle where mosquitoes had laid their eggs.

Maybe if I stay perfectly still, it’ll think I’m dead and will lose interest and leave.

There was no way I’d been there and now I was here. Inside a Super Target.

A whimper escapes my lips as it rakes its claws across my back. I clench my eyes shut as tightly as I can and try to pretend I’m sleeping. I pray for it to kill me quickly.

“Virgil Knox?”

I turned around and elbowed a display of shampoo, sending a couple bottles skittering across the floor. The woman standing behind me was a short pear with a PE teacher’s no-nonsense ponytail and a gold cross nestled between the flaps of her plaid shirt.

The woman shoved the shampoo back on the shelf, managing to knock a couple more down. Finally, she rolled her eyes and left them. “Jodie Duran.” She stuck out a stubby-fingered hand. “Merritt’s chief of police.”

“Oh.” My manners took over, and I shook her hand.

“Heard you had some trouble out in the sprawl.” Chief Duran frowned like she smelled something rotten.

“Yeah.”

“Sorry I didn’t come talk to you in the hospital, but my momma was having a bit of a crisis herself.”

“I hope she’s okay.”

Chief Duran didn’t look optimistic. “Diabetes is probably going to take her leg this time. I told her to stop eating those damn Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, but they’re more addictive than fentanyl.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“She might wind up saving me some money if I can find a shoe store that’ll sell me shoes one foot at a time.”

“Sure.”

Duran shook her head. “You got your sense of humor from your granddaddy, didn’t you? Roy Knox wouldn’t know a joke if it crawled up his pants leg and—”

“Jodie?” My dad stopped at the end of the aisle, confused by the scene in front of him. I’d been standing there longer, and I didn’t understand what was going on either.

“Tommy Knox, you got old.” Jodie Duran eyed my dad up and down. “Where the hell’d your hair go?”

“My back,” Dad said. “Where’d your waist go?”

“My ass.”

Dad and Jodie Duran cracked up and fell toward each other like old friends. We’d visited Merritt a dozen times over the years, but I still forgot sometimes that Dad had grown up here. He probably went to high school with three-quarters of the town.

“Frankie told me you’d moved back with your boy, but I thought he was pulling my leg until I saw the report Delerue filed about some animal attack.”

Dad blushed and glanced toward the floor. “Sorry Virgil wasted your time with that. He shouldn’t have been out there in the first place.”

Chief Duran leaned in conspiratorially. “Anything that keeps Delerue from doing real police work is fine by me. Don’t get me wrong; he was something else when he was playing for the Coyotes in high school, but I think he took a few too many hits to the head.” She turned to me. “You doing all right, Virgil? You don’t look too chewed up, but that don’t necessarily mean much.”

“I’m fine.”

“Report said it was a bear?”

It was a monster. “Could’ve been. I didn’t get a good look at it.”

A clawed hand pushes my face deeper into the mud.

“Mom and Dad told him to stay away from the sprawl.”

Chief Duran laughed. “When’d you ever let anything your folks said stop you? If I recall correctly—”

“Let’s not go telling tales out of school, Jodie.”

“All I’m saying is Finn Duckett’s parties are more dangerous than the sprawl,” she said. “I wouldn’t go wandering around neither after dark.”

Dad looked chagrined. “I told him the party was fine. I hoped he’d make some friends before school starts up.”

“How’d that work out for you, Virgil?”

Hey, wanna see something cool?

Dad and Chief Duran were looking at me like I had spiders crawling out of my ears.

I don’t know where I am. I pull out my phone to call for help, but I don’t know who to call. Everyone I love is on the other side of the world.

“You okay?” Dad asked.

“I’m going to look at phones.” I turned to leave, but Duran stopped me.

“You ever need anything, you call me, all right?” She handed me an actual business card. I didn’t know people still used them. I shoved it in my wallet and took off.

Dad caught up to me a few minutes later. I was browsing the rows of cell phones, each one more expensive than the last.

“We should get you some clothes,” he said.

“I need a phone.”

“Then you shouldn’t have lost yours.”

Something crashes into me and I hit the moist ground. My phone slips out of my hand and spins off into the dark.

I kept my eyes on the screens, still hoping to see a reflection that looked like me. “It’s not like I did it on purpose.”

“You’re not getting a new phone, Virgil.” Dad’s voice softened. “But tomorrow you can ask Frankie if he’s got a spare you can use. He never throws anything out.”

I rolled my eyes and tried to walk away. Dad grabbed my shoulder, and I screamed as his fingers dug into the bite marks. The red-shirted Target employees stopped and stared. The other customers slowed down and pretended not to stare.

I feel its poison in my blood.

“I’m sorry!” Dad yelled. “I forgot about the stitches! I forgot!”

I scowled and shook him off. “It’s fine.” It wasn’t fine. Nausea lurked around the edges of my consciousness, and it was only my anger that kept it at bay. I’d hoped I’d be able to wear Dad down about the phone issue, but I gave up and headed toward the clothing aisles to escape the gawkers.

Dad and I spent an hour collecting the supplies on the school’s list, even though I had no use for any of it. I got new jeans, a couple shirts, and some underwear and socks. Dad picked most of it out because I kept saying I didn’t care. The faster we left the store, the better.

When we were finally standing in line at the cash register, a guy who was older than me but younger than my dad jogged over to us.

“Mr. Knox, glad I caught you.” The guy’s name tag read TODD. He was kind of doughy and bland, like a loaf of white bread. “Any chance we could do that interview Tuesday at three instead of one?”

“Sure. Three’s fine.”

“Good. I’ll see you then.” Todd ambled away.

I waited for Dad to explain, but it didn’t seem like he was going to. Finally, I said, “Interview?”

“Yeah, Virgil.”

“But you already have a job.”

“And soon, hopefully, I’ll have two.” He glanced at me. “Raising you isn’t cheap.”





[image: ]


NINE

I STARED AT THE PHONE uncle Frank had given me and forced myself to smile. The thing was a brick at least a decade old, and it took a whole minute to start up when I turned it on.

“Thanks, Uncle Frank.”

“Don’t worry about it, kiddo.” Uncle Frank had an easy, mischievous smile that had made him my favorite relative when I was younger. It wasn’t until I was older that I realized his smile was simple misdirection. That he used it to prevent anyone from digging beneath the surface. “We’re All Just Fine” could’ve been the Knox family motto.

Before supper, I snuck off to find a quiet room where I could plug in my new old phone, set it up, and transfer my number. The first thing I did when I finished was call Luca.

“Hey, Virgil!” The voice on the other end of the phone didn’t belong to Luca, and I had to check the screen to make sure I’d dialed the correct number.

“Deja?”

“Duh. Who were you expecting?”

“Uh, Luca?”

Deja Lewis’s manic laughter filled my ear, and I couldn’t help smiling as I pictured her face and her cheeks and her unbridled joy. Deja was Luca’s best friend, and mine. We’d been a tight group since eighth grade, but Deja and Luca had a special bond that I sometimes envied.

“He’s swimming in the lake,” she said. “I saw your number come up, and since you never call me…”

I shouldn’t have been surprised they were at Green Lake. Luca was practically half fish. He’d joined the swim team just so he’d have an excuse to use the heated pool during the winter. I imagined Luca standing on the diving platform in the middle of Green Lake, waiting to jump into the water until he was sure enough people were watching. My boy loved an audience.

“I was gonna call you—”

“Sure.” Deja drew out the word dramatically and laughed. “How’ve you been?”

It looms over me, framed by the night and the stars and moss-choked oak trees. The smell hits me first. Like a decomposing corpse. Sweet in a way that fools my brain for a fraction of a second before I realize it’s rotting flesh.

“All right, I guess.”

“How’s Merritt? As bad as you feared?”

Finding a comfortable position to sit was impossible because of the stitches, and the sounds of my cousins chasing each other through the house kept intruding. I had to plug my finger into my free ear to shut them out. “I went to a party Thursday night that you would’ve hated.”

“No cute boys?”

“Everyone here acts like Wes Krenik-Scott.”

Deja made a sound that was a mix of gagging and groaning. “So a bunch of entitled white boys who think their shit don’t stink?”

“Who like to shoot things.”

“Entitled white boys with guns. Sounds like paradise.”

“Hardly.”

Someone hollered Deja’s name in the background. I strained to listen for Luca’s easy, husky voice.

“You’re busy,” I said. “It’s cool.”

“When’re you coming home, Virgil? We miss you.”

Never. “Soon. I hope.”

“Did Luca show you his tattoo?”

“Luca got a tattoo?!”

Deja’s laugh made the phone’s cheap speaker crackle. “I can’t even. You just have to see it.”

“Seriously, Deja, what’d he get?” My eyes had roved over every square centimeter of Luca’s perfect skin, and I was having trouble imagining a tattoo marring the landscape. The skin I’d left him in wasn’t the same as he was wearing now. I guess we had that in common.

“No way. He’ll kill me if I don’t let him tell you the story.”

“Then put him on.”

“He’s—” Whatever else Deja said came through muffled. “Sorry, Virgil, gotta run. Watch out for hurricanes or gators or whatever.”

“Tell Luca to call me.”

Deja ended the call before I finished.

I immediately sent Luca a message: You got a tattoo???

I couldn’t believe Luca had gotten a tattoo without talking to me. We used to talk about everything. We used to share everything.

The door to the den flung open. Ciara charged in and launched herself at me. I caught her but kept her at arm’s length to protect my stitches. She was four with red hair from her mom and had enough energy to power the state of Texas.

“Come play!” Ciara grabbed my hand and tugged me toward the hall. “Jimmy and RJ won’t let me play with them, and I’m bored.”

I glanced at my phone to see if Luca had responded. He hadn’t. “Yeah, all right. What’re we playing?”



After chasing and being chased by my cousins for twenty minutes, I grabbed a soda and sat at one of the picnic benches in the yard. The sun was burning my neck and arms as surely as Uncle Frank was burning the burgers on the grill. Dad hovered behind him, his shoulders tense, dying to take over. Grandma and Grandpa had stolen the only seats in the shade, and nothing was moving them. Aunt Kelly, Frank’s wife, sat with her sister near my grandparents, but not too near.

“Were you really attacked by a bear?” Astrid asked.

Astrid was Uncle Frank’s stepdaughter, though he’d been her father for so long that no one made the distinction. She looked more related to the Addams Family than ours, but she was one of us, regardless. Her razor-cut hair was streaked black and purple, and she wore more makeup than a drag queen. She didn’t dress like most of the teenage girls in Merritt, either. She wore lots of corduroy pants and baggy T-shirts. We’d hung out when I’d visited before, but I didn’t actually know much about her. I got the impression she preferred it that way.

I lifted my arm and peeled back the edge of the bandage so Astrid could see the stitches. The skin around the wounds was bruised and purple, and it itched constantly.

Teeth dig into my shoulder. It worries me like a dog with a chew toy and then flings me aside.

Astrid didn’t grimace or flinch. She examined the gashes and then nodded that she’d seen enough. “Did you fight back? Everyone thinks you’re supposed to play dead if you’re attacked by a bear, but that’s only brown bears, and they’re not native to Florida. We have black bears. You have to fight those. Punch them right in the snout. Did you punch the bear?”

I lie on my stomach, my arms askew, and try not to breathe.

“It probably wasn’t a bear,” I said.

“You looked pretty messed up when you stumbled into the Tasty Cones parking lot.”

I was smoothing the bandage back into place. I looked up sharply. “You were there?”

Astrid shook her head. “Saw the video, though. Pictures, too.” She fished her phone out of her pocket and tapped the screen before handing it over. There I was, bloody and shirtless in the parking lot, just like she’d said.

“Don’t read the comments.”

Too late.

Eat a sandwich, dude.

I would’ve fought it off. No way that would’ve happened to me.

WTF was he doing in the sprawl at night for anyway? Did he hang a steak around his neck too???

yikes! Was he that ugly before the leopard ate his face?
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