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Book One


Chaos


A peculiar sort of chaos looms beneath the pretense of peace.




Friday


August 23


Crimson lights flashed beneath the darkening Idaho sky, and swarms of people screamed as they plummeted on roller coaster rails. My friends and I passed unshaven men who blew whistles and offered the world, if you’d only play their game—toss their rings, shoot their balls, throw their darts—for a small price, of course. The tempting aroma of fried foods made my empty stomach tighten. Funnel cakes. Corn dogs. Fried Twinkies.


“Hannah, there it is!” Lily motioned toward a massive white tent. A throng of people near the opening pointed and laughed at the show inside. Lily snatched my wrist and yanked me forward, but Manny tugged me back.


“Food first.” He patted his stomach.


“No. Hypnotist first,” Lily said. “He’s the whole reason we came tonight.” She pulled, and her tan shoulders hunched. But Manny held on, and together, the three of us blocked the crowd trying to move down the fairway. A tall blond lady grunted and hedged around us. Then Lily’s long-time love, Jordan, laughed at our spectacle, which was the last thing I wanted. I wrenched free from my friends and took a step away.


“Let’s work this out,” I said.


“Oh, Hannah . . .” Lily adjusted her golden tank top. “You’re crazy if you think Manny and I will ever agree on anything.”


“Then we’ll flip a coin,” I said.


Jordan plucked a quarter from his pocket. “Who wants to call it?”


Lily clapped. “Heads!”


Jordan tossed the quarter high into the evening sky. We craned our necks, and the evening breeze blew my hair across my face. I smoothed it back into place as the coin crested and began to fall. Jordan reached for it, but a burly man—too busy laughing to watch where he was walking—bumped into Jordan before he caught the coin.


“Dude! Watch out!” Manny yelled at the stranger. I wrapped my fingers around Manny’s arm, and he relaxed. The offending guy held his hands up in apology and wandered away.


Manny raked his fingers through his thick chestnut hair. “Let’s get the hypnotist over with so we can enjoy the rest of the night.”


Lily beamed, and her hazel eyes sparkled. “We need to hurry and get our seats. The next show starts in ten minutes.” She grabbed Jordan’s hand, and they darted toward the white tent, but the crowd from the previous performance flooded out and blocked their path.


“Thanks,” I said to Manny. “I just want everyone to get along and have fun tonight.”


Manny laced his fingers through mine, and my heart fluttered. Would tonight be the night we finally kissed? We’d been friends for years, but we just officially started dating last week. He was the best thing in my life, and I wanted to be with him forever. He squeezed my hand, and we meandered over to the tent to wait with Jordan and Lily.


Jordan fiddled with the gold hoop dangling from Lily’s ear, and she fussed over the spikes in his sun-bleached hair. They were the poster children for cute couples. Lily had even bought Jordan a plaid shirt with golden lines through it to coordinate with her tank top, and they both wore faded denim shorts and Converse sneakers.


The crowd of people cleared, and we ducked inside the mammoth structure. Spotlights illuminated the entire space and rock music blasted from corner speakers. Stands of bleachers spanned two-thirds of the perimeter, and a stage filled the remainder. Men, like a colony of worker ants, moved around, sweeping and rearranging chairs for the next show.


Lily claimed a spot near the middle front of the bleachers, and I perched next to her. A shiver ran up my spine when the cold metal touched the backs of my thighs. I wedged my fingers beneath my legs, and my silver bracelets clanked against the steel.


“Why do you want to sit so close?” I raised my voice over the blaring song.


“To get picked for the show.” Lily bugged out her eyes, as if it should’ve been obvious.


My throat tightened at the idea of making a fool of myself in front of everyone. I wished we could move further back, but all around us, the stands were filling fast.


Over the noise, a familiar hee-haw laugh split the arena: Chelsea. She and her date, Mark, bounded toward us, her long tan legs accentuated by her short shorts. Her single blond braid swished back and forth as she moved. She was a starting center for volleyball and towered five inches over Mark, who was a second-string tight end for the football team. He had to move twice as fast to keep up with her, but he had pursued her ever since she moved here last fall.


“You didn’t save us seats?” Chelsea asked.


“It flooded with people too fast,” Lily said. We hopped up and exchanged hugs with her.


Jordan stepped in front of Chelsea and fingered the collar of my white blouse. “You’d be hilarious hypnotized,” he said.


“No, I wouldn’t.” I swatted his hand away and straightened my collar. “Besides, it’s only entertainment. A gimmick.”


“Jordan’s right,” Chelsea said. “You would be funny onstage, but you’re way too uptight to be submissive to anyone.” My jaw dropped, and Chelsea laughed.


“I’m not uptight,” I said, but my words faded into the deafening music. I just never wanted to be disorderly like my dad. He embarrassed Mom so many times in public. She would flush beet red as she worked to quiet his outbursts. One evening back in New Jersey, when I was eleven, Dad refused to get into the car. Mom started the engine and threatened to leave him in that crowded mall parking lot. I loved him too much to abandon him there. I pleaded with him, and when I reached for his arm, he backhanded me. My head flung to the side, and the pain seared through my cheek. Less than twenty feet away, a trio of girls from the popular clique gawked at my family’s debacle. Their ringleader cocked an eyebrow. Then the girls snickered and scurried away. I fought back my tears and turned toward Dad. I opened his door and waited—keeping my hands to myself. Several minutes passed before he relented and sank into the passenger seat. He never touched me again. He died three months later.


The music in the arena suddenly changed from blaring rock to a peppier pop song at half the volume.


Chelsea edged around me and took my seat. “Well if you’re too chicken to be in the show, Lily and I can volunteer.”


“Go ahead,” I said.


“No!” Lily said. “She’s just teasing.”


Chelsea shrugged and surrendered my seat. “Fine, just make sure you entertain us.” She grabbed Mark’s hand, and they ran off to claim spots at the top of the bleachers.


“Don’t let them badger you into doing it, if it’s something you don’t want to do,” Manny said. His towering six-foot frame shaded me from the arena’s spotlights.


“Trust me,” I said. “I’ll choose for myself.”


His brown eyes widened, and he caressed my cheek with his smooth fingertips.


“Oh gag.” Jordan pretended to barf. “It’s a good thing we haven’t eaten yet; otherwise I’d be blowing chunks all over you two.”


Manny whacked Jordan’s chest.


“Dude!” Jordan lifted his hands.


“Stop.” Lily pulled him toward her, and he sat to her right. I sat to her left, and when Manny took the spot next to me, he wrapped his arm around my waist.


He whispered in my ear, “You’re amazing.” His breath made my skin quiver.


A guy on the stage thumped the microphone.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer said, and the song changed to an anthem of drums and guitars, building the excitement. “Tonight, I have the honor of introducing the mystical Master Gira.” The guy swept his arm to the side of the stage, the drums beat at a maddening level, and the crowd applauded as a man stepped onto the stage. He wore powder-blue sneakers, worn-out jeans, and a white button-up collared shirt beneath a black blazer. His face, too tan. His hair, too white. He clapped his huge hands together, and his bleached teeth glowed under the glare of the spotlights.


Lily whacked my knee. “Volunteer with me.” She twisted several strands of her long brown locks around her finger. “Take a risk with me. Life is meant to be lived. Please?”


I glanced up at the stage and back at Lily. “I’ll do it, but only because we’re friends.”


“Yes!” Lily threw her arms around my neck. “Best friends.”


“Welcome to my Mystical Madness!” Master Gira swung the microphone stand out of his way and clutched the mike with his other hand. The crowd cheered.


He spread his arms wide and asked, “Who’s been hypnotized before?” Half the crowd thrust their hands into the air. They clearly thought this was no big deal. Maybe I was too uptight.


“Who thinks it’s all a giant hoax?” he asked. Lily clutched my wrist and raised it high. I yanked it back down, but the master mystic had already locked eyes with me. He raised his bushy white eyebrows and strutted to the left side of the stage.


“Who’s afraid of appearing foolish tonight?” A majority lifted their hands. “I’ll tell you what”—he pointed, and the music in the background softened—“everyone shake your hands high in the air.” Everyone did, including me. “Shake them faster. Higher. Lower. In front of your face. Turn to your neighbor. Who seems foolish now?” The volume of the music increased, and everyone burst into raucous laughter. “And we haven’t even started the show yet!” Master Gira shouted into the microphone.


He moved back to center stage, directly in front of me, but he looked beyond me—higher up into the stands. “Grab the hand of your neighbor and extend your arms out straight.” Both Manny and Lily linked fingers with me. The animated hypnotist lifted his arms up and down, and everyone in the crowd followed without hesitation. We all looked ridiculous, but the merriment was contagious.


“Who’s ready to have the most amazing time of their life?” The crowd shouted their approval. “Well, the best seats in the house are right up here.” He pointed toward the row of chairs on the stage. “If you want to let go of your fears and feel more relaxed than you ever have, join the show tonight. I have fifteen chairs, and I need them filled boy, girl, boy, girl. Who wants to help?”


Lily tugged me to my feet, and with her other hand, she reached for Jordan. I reminded myself that I was doing this for her. I was nothing like my dad. I could have fun and keep my composure.


Manny hopped up with us. “I’ll go, too. When it’s over we can do whatever you want.”


“Eat funnel cakes,” I said.


“Funnel cakes it is.”


I gave a quick nod, and all four of us ran up onstage with eleven other suckers. Several stage assistants showed us which seats to take. Manny and I sat next to each other, but they positioned Lily and Jordan at the other end of the row. She gave me an enthusiastic thumbs-up, and he winked at me.


Gira explained to the audience that they needed to be very quiet while he hypnotized us. “Not everyone can be hypnotized,” he said. “If I or my assistants see someone is not fully under, we will excuse them from the show to return to the bleachers. And likewise, if a member of the audience falls under, we may bring him or her to join us up here.”


The lights over the bleachers dimmed, and the spotlights aimed at the stage brightened. I squinted at the harsh beams. The hypnotist stepped in front of the row of chairs and touched each person on the shoulder. His jeans brushed my bare knees, and he paused in front of me with his index finger on my shoulder. I focused on the blacks of his pupils, and goose bumps popped out on my arms. My instincts told me to get off the stage. But the show had already begun. Lily would kill me if I left now. I could just pretend to be hypnotized.


Master Gira shifted his hand in front of me and offered it to shake. He didn’t do that with anyone else, and so I hesitated at first, but then I relented and extended my own hand. Without warning, he clutched my wrist and jerked it upward, nearly lifting me out of my chair. He held my palm so close to his face, his breath warmed my skin. He lowered his voice and spoke in a rapid monotone.


“From the tips of your fingers relax your muscles.” He released my wrist and touched my fingertips. Then he trailed his hand down toward my elbow. I was uncertain about how I should react. “Feel an overwhelming sense of peace. Let go of your worries. When I count to three you will slip into a deep resting place of serenity and comfort. One. Two. Three. Sleep!”


He snapped, and my chin fell to my chest.


But I wasn’t asleep.


I wasn’t snoring. I wasn’t dreaming. My eyes were open, and I was aware of everything around me, but my head felt heavy. I played along, and even with my chin down, I could see the hypnotist step to the person next to me. On my other side, Manny tugged at the hem of his tan shorts and bounced his knee. He leaned forward and whispered, “Are you okay?”


“Yes,” I whispered without moving a muscle.


A stage assistant said to Manny, “Please return to the audience.”


I needed him to stay.


Manny’s hand tightened into a fist on his thigh. “I want to continue,” he said.


“No.” The stage assistant nudged his arm.


Manny flexed his fingers and plucked at his blue polo shirt. The assistant led him away, and another assistant guided someone else to Manny’s chair. The stranger’s chin sank to his chest. My eyes throbbed from straining, but before I closed them to rest, a shadow crept across the stage floor. I took a deep breath and listened to the hypnotist tell more people to sleep. Were they all faking like I was?


“Open your minds,” Master Gira said with a cadence. “Open your minds and listen to my voice. I’m going to count and when I reach ten, you will be in a deep restful sleep, but you will still hear my voice and respond to my directions. As I count, visualize yourself moving down a plush staircase. Each step down brings you closer to true relaxation. Each step doubles your sense of peace. One, you’re on the first step moving down.”


I’m doing this for Lily.


“Two. Three.”


I hope Manny is okay.


“Four. Five.”


I am not like my dad. I can stay in control.


“Six. Seven.”


I wish I could see Lily and Jordan.


“Eight. Nine.”


An ant crawled across the stage. It was out of my reach; otherwise, I would have squished it under my flip-flop. I hated those pests.


“I only want you to experience an overwhelming sense of serenity and comfort. Relax . . . Ten. Accept the feeling of immense satisfaction. Gradually lift your heads and open your eyes.”


I lifted my chin, thrilled my neck didn’t ache from being in the same position for so long. I stretched from side to side and scanned the audience for Manny, but the bright spotlights kept me from making out the faces. They seemed like distant ghosts instead of living people. I glanced down to the end of the row, expecting to see Lily and Jordan, but they were gone.


“Slowly inhale, expand your diaphragm, and hold it.” I followed Master Gira’s instructions, but I faced straight ahead and avoided eye contact with him as he paced the stage. I wanted him to assume I was under his spell. “Gently release the breath out through your mouth.”


The music changed again. A familiar tune, but a few seconds passed before I recognized the anthem of “La Bamba.”


“We’re listening to one of your favorite songs,” Gira said. “You love it so much; you want to be a part of it, right?”


Not really, but I was willing to join in for the show.


“Imagine your favorite musical instrument: drums, trumpet, guitar, anything that makes you happy. On the count of three pick up your favorite instrument from your lap and play along with the music. The more you participate, the more relaxed you’ll feel.”


I could do that. One. Two. Three. Trumpet up. Lips puckered. Fingers moving. We played our instruments for a few seconds. Then Master Gira quickly said, “One. Two. Three. Sleep.” My body drooped, and my chin sank to my chest. I relaxed.


The hypnotist called on other participants to do random silly things on the stage: pretend to be a duck, pretend to juggle fire sticks, pretend to be naked. Then he had a group of five lying center stage sunbathing. He told them the temperature dropped below freezing. While they reacted and the audience laughed, the hypnotist stood in front of me. He gave more monotonous instructions to the group of sunbathers and told them to cuddle together. The crowd clapped and whistled.


Master Gira swung the microphone behind his back, leaned in close to me, and whispered, “Open your mind and allow your subconscious to hear me. I want only goodness for you. Open your mind and let my voice in. Experience this peace.”


His breath, moist against my ear, smelled of cigarettes. Part of me worried about his intentions, but a larger part of me sensed an overwhelming degree of comfort. I took a deep breath and released the remaining tension from my muscles.


Gira moved back to center stage and suggested to the group that the temperature had become warm again. He counted to three, and an Irish dance song replaced the previous melody.


The hypnotist spoke rapidly with the cadence of the Celtic music and told us how much we wanted to move to it. I had been sitting a long time. I was ready to stand up and stretch. He counted to three, and everyone onstage popped out of their chairs at the same time, including me, glad to do it. We stepped around a bit, and as he suggested, we kept our arms glued to our sides and moved our feet to the music like Irish dancers. It felt energizing to prance around. I grinned and sent a mental message to Lily: This one’s for you, sister. I tapped my feet to the rhythm.


Lily’s voice rang out from the crowd, “Yay! Hannah!” My smile grew.


Master Gira counted in a smooth-textured voice, and the music changed to a harp.


“You are so relaxed after dancing, the only thing you want to do now is rest. So, float like a leaf, to your chair on the stage, and go to sleep.”


I drifted across the stage, and then I sank into my seat, delighted to rest. The guy to my right leaned into me. I wanted to push him off, but it was too much effort.


“Remain asleep,” the hypnotist said, “but sit up straight and open your eyes.” I followed his instructions and sat taller in my chair.


Gira summoned a guy to center stage. “You’re a famous exotic male dancer, highly paid and highly sought after for your perfect physique.”


The music changed to a darker jazz sound with an accentuated beat.


The guy flexed his muscles. The crowd cheered him on, and he shifted from pose to pose.


Master Gira turned to us. “Ladies, you’re excited to have this famous performer here tonight. Pull your wallets from your purses and take out all your dollar bills.”


I went along with the fantasy and pretended to find my purse under the chair and pull money from the make-believe wallet.


“The more cash you find in your wallet, the more relaxed you feel. One. Two. Three. Four . . .” He continued counting and moved closer to our chairs. Then he swept his arm forward. “Come on ladies! Show your gratitude for the performer. Tuck the dollars into his shorts.”


We swarmed the guy, and the other girls tucked imaginary money into the waistband of his shorts. One of the girls even offered me some of her pretend cash and encouraged me to participate. In my peripheral vision, the hypnotist watched, so I reached out and tucked the bills into the back pocket of the guy’s shorts. Then I clapped and cheered to display my appreciation for his performance. He tugged his shirt up and over his head and flung it out toward the crowd. They rewarded him with whistles and cheers.


But when he unbuttoned his shorts and showed some hip, the hypnotist reined everyone back in. The music changed to a softer melody, and the hypnotist counted everyone down.


“Relax and float back to your seats,” he said.


I glided across the stage, relieved to sit. The guy to my right leaned into me again. After a few seconds, his mountain of a body shifted my balance, and I pressed into the guy on my other side. His posture gave way, and we slid lower on the chairs. Embarrassing. But surely the show was almost over. I could go along with it for a few more minutes. I kept my eyes closed.


“When I count to three, you’re going to experience more relaxation than you’ve ever felt in your life, as if you’ve had a five-hour massage and an eight-hour nap. When I touch your forehead and say, ‘Awake,’ you will be fully conscious and feel amazing. One. Two. Three.” His feet shuffled along the stage. The crowd gasped as he said “Awake” to each participant. The guy next to me lifted his own weight and sat upright when the mystic told him to awake. But when Master Gira reached me, instead of touching my forehead and saying “Awake,” he leaned in close to my ear and whispered, “Open your eyes, Hannah.”


I hadn’t deceived him. He moved to the next person, touched his forehead, and told him to awake. I stretched and wondered how he knew my name.


“A big round of applause for our amazing participants!” Master Gira yelled to the crowd. Everyone burst into cheers, and the lights evened out, illuminating the entire tent interior. Rock music, once again, blasted from the speakers. My friends rushed up onto the stage and started talking all at once, but the song was too loud for me to understand a thing they said. Manny looped his arm through mine, and we maneuvered toward the exit.


Once outside with the music behind us, Manny asked, “Funnel cakes?”


“Yes, please.” I took a deep breath, rejuvenated.


We walked toward the fairway and the food alley. Lily chattered on about my hilarious performance and how she felt jilted for getting pulled off the stage.


“Robbed. Just robbed,” she said.


We lingered in line at the funnel cake trailer, and Lily rocked from foot to foot.


“Did the deep fryer spring a leak?” Jordan stepped to the side and gawked.


“I’m starving to death.” Lily kicked the dirt.


“You guys can go get your food,” I said, “and then we can meet over there.” I pointed across the fairway to a covered area with picnic tables.


“I’ll wait with you,” Manny said.


“What?” Lily asked. “Are you so codependent you can’t let her stand in line by herself?”


Manny narrowed his eyes.


Before he could get into another argument with her, I said, “I’m fine. Go get your food.”


He glanced at Lily, then back to me. “You’re sure?”


“Go,” I said. He snaked through the crowded fairway, and a shadow fell across him. I lifted my head skyward to see the cause, but only the moon filled the heavens and the fairway lights blocked out any sign of the stars. I faced forward again and studied the menu: scones, donkey droppings, Indian fry bread, and funnel cakes.


I reached the front of the line and recognized Eugene, a boy from school, working inside the food trailer. He wore penny-sized plugs in his earlobes, a silver ring in his lower lip, and more trinkets on his fingers, in his nose, and in his eyebrows. The pits of his gray V-neck T-shirt were wet, and his cropped black hair glistened in the heat and humidity of the trailer.


“What can I get for you, Hannah?”


“Funnel cakes.”


“Hmm.” He leaned forward and drummed his fingers against the countertop. “You’d rather have one of my Indian fry breads.”


“You think you know what I’m craving?”


“Best fried food at the Western Idaho State Fair.”


I couldn’t help but smile. “What makes it the best?”


“Secret family recipe.” He peered to his left. “Right, Grandma?”


An elderly woman, with thick gray braids extending to her waist, peeked up. “Stop flirting. Just work.”


I laughed and couldn’t resist him. “I’ll try it.”


“All right!” He patted the counter and turned toward a coworker.


I pulled a $10 bill from my pocket to pay, but when I lifted it, two ants darted across its edge and onto my wrist. I gasped, dropped the cash, and shook off the ants.


“Three dollars,” Eugene said.


I bent to grab the money from the ground, but a man’s hand reached it first. I shrieked and straightened up, but there were no men anywhere near me. And no one had picked up the $10 bill. My chest tightened, and when I snatched the cash from the ground, another ant fell from it. I stomped on the bug and twisted my foot into the dirt.


“Hannah?” Eugene said.


The women and kids waiting in line gawked at me. I turned away from them and slid the money across the counter to Eugene.


“You okay?” he asked and then bit down on his lip ring.


I nodded.


He gave me my change and passed me the large, round fried bread.


“Enjoy!” he said.


“Thanks.” I drizzled honey over the bread.


Manny called from across the fairway, “Hannah!” He waved a corn dog smothered in mustard. I took one step along the side of the trailer, expecting to see a man standing there, but instead a family laughed and posed for a picture. I shook off the strange feeling and hurried over to the picnic table where Manny waited.


“Why did you go behind the funnel cake trailer?” Manny asked.


I swung my legs over the bench just as Lily and Jordan joined us with an onion blossom and chili cheese fries.


“I didn’t—”


“Carnival food is to die for!” Lily clapped her hands.


“It certainly is.” Jordan dug into his fries.


Manny rubbed his shoulder against mine and scooted closer. I wiped mustard from the corner of his mouth, and he pointed toward my fry bread.


“What happened to funnel cakes?” he asked.


“Eugene talked me into—”


“Who?” Manny asked.


“You know,” Jordan said. “That dude with all the piercings.”


“Oh.” Manny studied me for a few seconds. Then he moved a drink toward me. “I got your usual.”


“Dr. Pepper!” I took a long relaxing pull on the straw. Then I covered my mouth and let out a burp.


“Really?” Lily asked. “Were you raised in a barn?”


“Hey,” Jordan said, “at least a nervous belch is better than a nervous bladder.”


“Speaking from experience?” Manny asked.


“I don’t have nervous burps,” I said. “I have a recurring reaction to soda.”


“Mmm. Hmm,” Lily said.


“So, Hannah”—Jordan had chili covering his fingers—“what was it like to be hypnotized? Do you remember the stupid stuff you did?”


“What stupid stuff?”


“You don’t remember?” Lily said.


“Of course I remember. I was awake the entire time.”


“You were under his influence,” Lily said. “Your green eyes were frozen in an empty stare, and yet you were totally absorbed with everything he told you to do. Especially when you were lusting after that naked hottie!” Lily dunked her onion into some fry sauce and popped it into her mouth.


“He wasn’t naked,” Manny said, but when Lily waggled her eyebrows he blushed.


“Whatever helps you sleep at night,” Jordan said, “but Hannah can tuck money into my shorts any—”


“Stop.” Manny pointed at Jordan. “Don’t talk to her like—”


“Chill,” Lily said. “It’s not like she was going to actually do anything with the guy.”


I clutched Manny’s extended hand and pulled him closer.


Then Lily winked at me and continued, “Hannah’s holding out for a special someone.”


Jordan laughed.


I sighed and let go of Manny’s hand. “I played along to give you a good show,” I said to Lily.


“They would’ve known if you were faking,” she said. “They made us leave the stage. Besides, you did everything he told you to.”


I wanted her to know I was awake the whole time, but I also didn’t want her to be disappointed that the magical mystic of a hypnotist was a fraud.


“You were hypnotized.” Jordan scooped more fries into his mouth.


“Let’s enjoy our last night of freedom,” I said. “School starts Monday.”


“I can’t believe we’re seniors!” Lily said.


“I can.” Manny tilted his head toward me. “We have to get into the same college.”


“We will,” I said. “Princeton would be nuts to reject you.” I used the last piece of bread to wipe up the honey from my plate. Eugene was right; it was the best fried food at the fair.


“Maybe we could go to a local college and stay closer to our families,” Manny said.


“Where’s the adventure in that?” Lily asked. “I know I won’t get into some fancy East Coast school with my grades, but I definitely want to get out of Idaho and see the world before I die.”


Unlike Lily, it wasn’t about adventure for me. I had goals and a plan to achieve them.


“Hannah, why do you want to break the bank with such an expensive school anyway?” Lily asked.


“My dad went there.”


“Is that where your parents met and fell in love?” Lily giggled. Then she leaned over and planted a kiss on Jordan. “Mmm. Chili.” She licked her lips and turned back to me.


“Uh, no,” I said. “My parents had been married for years before my dad decided to go back for his master’s degree in psychology.”


“Did your mom go there?” Manny asked.


“No, she earned a business degree from a college in Atlantic City.”


“You know,” Lily said, “Chelsea wants to go to Princeton, too.”


“Did I hear my name?” Chelsea said from behind me, and I twisted around.


“You want to go to Princeton?” I asked.


“Yup.” Chelsea took a few steps and then perched on the end of the table. Mark wrapped his arm around her shoulders.


“Why?” I asked.


“Because it’s the ultimate, and only the best students are accepted.” Chelsea smirked.


Manny whispered to me, “What if my SAT score is too low?”


“Stop worrying,” I said. “We will be together.” I reached for his hand, but a small black ant crawled across the tabletop. I flicked it away.


“Hannah?” Manny’s eyes darted between the table and me.


“Just getting an ant off—”


“Ants! What ants?” Lily jumped up.


“Calm down, freakazoid,” Manny said. She leaned over and smacked his shoulder, leaving a smear of fry sauce on his polo shirt.


“Don’t tell me to calm down! I do not want to get stung!” Lily said.


“No chance—”


“How do you know?” Lily asked.


“Red fire ants infest southern states. Idaho is a northern state.”


“So? Maybe it was a biting carpenter ant,” Lily insisted. She licked her fingers and dabbed a napkin against her lips.


“Unlikely,” Manny said.


“Whatever,” Lily said. “Let’s go. We’d better start with an easy ride like the Ferris wheel until our food settles.” She turned to Chelsea and Mark. “Are you joining us?”


Chelsea, apparently lost in her own thoughts, stared out at the people moving down the fairway. Mark drew his finger along Chelsea’s cheek and said, “We’re cruising over to the tunnel of love.” He did a little spin and mimicked the “exotic male dancer” from the hypnotism show. Then he struck a pose and flexed his biceps for everyone. We all laughed. Chelsea clutched his hand, and they sauntered away.


Manny collected our trash from the table and threw it into a nearby can. A breeze blew across the fairway and goose bumps popped out on my legs, which was odd, considering it was an August night in the high mountain desert. It had to be at least ninety degrees. I linked my arm through Manny’s to steal some of his body heat.


Jordan and Lily climbed into a car on the big wheel first. I was content to be separated from them for a while. Manny and I settled into the next car, and the wheel rotated, sending us backward. We crested and spotted Jordan and Lily in front of us. He combed his fingers through her long hair, leaned in, and kissed her. A deep, mouthy one. When he finished, he peered back at us and grinned.


“He creeps me out.” I realized I had said the words aloud and tried to recant. “I mean—”


“No, I agree,” Manny said. “I’ve never liked him. Just because he’s senior class president, he thinks he’s God’s gift to women. He’s supposed to be dating Lily, but he’s always watching you. I’d like to punch—”


“No you wouldn’t,” I said. “Hurting him is not going to fix anything.”


“You’re right,” Manny said.


We reached the apex of the Ferris wheel, and soon after, Jordan and Lily’s car dropped out of sight. The wheel stopped in place, and we had the best view ever. We gazed out across the fairgrounds, being cautious not to rock our seat.


“The flashing lights and crowds seem so far away,” I said. When Manny said nothing in response, I turned toward him. He fidgeted with his collar, and then his dark brown eyes burrowed straight to my heart. He fingered the ends of my hair and leaned in toward me. He paused a few inches from my face, and my breath caught. He closed the distance between us and pressed his lips to mine. He smelled like corn dogs and a hint of shaving cream. His fingers enclosed the back of my neck and shivers ran up and down my spine.


He drew back slightly. “Do you want me to stop?”


“No,” I whispered.


He leaned in, and the car jerked forward. I shrieked and grabbed the safety bar. We stopped again.


“Sheesh!” I squinted at the ground below. “Good thing I’m not scared of falling from here.”


“I’ve already fallen . . . for you,” Manny said with a goofy expression on his face.


“Oh my gosh—” I started to tease him, but before I finished, he leaned in and kissed me. This could become a wonderful habit. The wheel started to rotate. Manny’s lips brushed against my ear, and I relaxed into him.


“I’ve waited so long to kiss you,” he said. “This makes everything perfect. I never want any of it to change.”


“I agree.” It was perfect. Lily always teased me for not making a move on Manny sooner, but I appreciated that he wanted to go slow. He wrapped his arm around me and pulled me close. We watched the sights stirring below us.


A dark mist moved over the nearby kiddie roller coaster and blocked out the flashing lights. “Look at that,” I said.


“Where?” Manny asked.


“That black cloud, blotting out the coaster.” I made sure his eyes tracked where I pointed.


“I don’t see it.” He shook his head.


The cloud of darkness disappeared.


The Ferris wheel swung us to the bottom of the circle, and lifted us backward, putting Jordan and Lily behind us and moving up.


“Plant one on her!” Jordan yelled.


“Don’t even,” I said to Manny.


“Ignore him. We’re having a nice time.”


“Agreed.” I rested my head against his shoulder, but when we reached the top of the wheel, I scanned the area for that ominous black cloud.


Manny leaned forward and rocked the car. “What are you—”


“Be careful.” I pulled him back.


“Jordan and Lily are out of view.” Manny stroked my cheek. “I love your long dark hair. I love the curve of your neck. I love the way you smell.” He leaned in and kissed me, and we got lost in the moment.


The wheel swung around and before we knew it, Lily hollered out. “It’s about time!”


“Give her some tongue!” Jordan taunted us.


Uggh. I jerked away from Manny.


“Don’t let them ruin this,” Manny said.


“I won’t. I never want to kiss in front of them, or anyone. I want it to be something special that you and I share.”


“No problem.” He squeezed my hand.


The ride ended, and we walked toward the Twister.


Lily dragged me aside and whispered, “So? Details! How was it?”


“Perfect. Until you and Jordan started yelling.” I fake punched her shoulder.


“We were just teasing.”


“I know, but please, stop.”


“Okay,” she said. “I’m sorry.”


I wrapped my arm around her. “Come on, let’s hit the rides.”


After several trips around the coasters and more fried food, we played a few of the carnival games. Manny won a large pink elephant for me by showing off his mad water gun skills. Jordan won a small monkey for Lily.


“The game was rigged,” Jordan said.


“Right,” Manny said.


We paused at a booth full of velvet paintings and half admired, half mocked the framed pieces. Some depicted tigers and elephants, but others were totally cheesy with clowns and dogs playing poker. Paintings on fuzzy fabric seemed pointless to me, but Jordan shelled out money for one of the eerie clowns.


We piled into my small blue Mazda around midnight. I settled behind the steering wheel and started the engine.


“Pop the hatch,” Manny said. Apparently, the pink elephant was too big to hold on his lap. He hopped out, and Lily and Jordan started making out in the back seat.


When Manny slammed down the hatchback, he startled the lovers. Jordan caught my eye in the rearview mirror, and I looked away. Manny returned to the front seat.


“Buckle up,” I said to everyone. In the mirror, Jordan still gawked at me. “Buckle up.”


“What if I don’t?” Jordan lifted his hands. “Are you going to climb back here and—”


Lily smacked his leg.


“Your funeral, Dude,” Manny said and clicked his own belt into place.


I’d had enough of Jordan tonight, and I wanted to be rid of him. I shifted into reverse and pulled out of the parking space.


“Something smells funny,” I said. Everyone started sniffing the air like a pack of beagles.


“I just smell your dirty old car,” Lily said.


“Like smoke,” I prodded.


“Let in some fresh air. That’ll help.” Manny rolled down his window, and I rolled down mine. But the odor lingered.


I drove north and followed the stream of vehicles leaving the fairgrounds. Traffic thinned as people went their separate ways, and once we hit the road winding through the Boise foothills, we were alone. I switched the headlights to high beam and sped up. The dazzling full moon spotlighted the many sagebrushes and few trees bordering the road.


A dark mist danced along the blacktop like a mischievous imp. I swerved and repositioned the car in the lane. I checked my rearview mirror to determine what I’d almost hit.


Jordan glared back at me.


“Are you okay?” Manny asked.


“Fine.” I tightened my grip on the wheel. “I thought I saw something.” I was just tired. But then an ant scampered across the top of the steering wheel and across my knuckles. I jerked and swatted it away.


“Do you want me to drive?” Manny leaned closer.


“No! I’m fine.”


I straightened in my seat and refocused on the road, but my fingers tingled. The dashboard backlit dozens of ants trailing across the wheel and over my skin. I flung the ants loose and then wrung my hands together, embarrassed by my reaction to the little bugs.


“Hannah!” Manny reached for the abandoned steering wheel.


Lily shrieked.


I shifted my foot to the brake pedal, but the edge of my flip-flop snagged. When I jerked it free, my foot smashed back down against the gas pedal. My eyes widened as the needle of the speedometer topped ninety miles per hour.


In front of us, black smoke churned on the roadway, and we slammed into something hidden within it. The car flipped.


And we all screamed.


A loud bang precipitated the abrupt explosion of the airbags. They receded just as suddenly. A fine white powder filled the scorched air. The Mazda’s frame groaned as it rolled again and again until it landed against a large hackberry tree. Leaves fluttered down in front of the car, illuminated by the headlights.


Everything went silent.


I hung upside down, held in place by my seat belt. Manny hung limply. Blood spotted his shirt and dripped from his face.


“Manny.” I clutched his hand. “Manny!” I shook him, but he didn’t respond. I looked over my shoulder. Lily drooped unconscious in her seat belt. Jordan’s body lay against the inside of the roof. A bone protruded from his sleeve. His shoe was wedged beneath his neck. A terrible odor like a rotten outhouse filled the interior of the car. I gagged, my body convulsed, and I vomited. Hanging upside down. I wiped the puke from my face, but it was in my nose, on my eyelids, and in my hair.


I glanced toward the back seat. “Lily!” No reaction at all. Black smoke billowed in through Lily’s open window and blew into her mouth, as if she’d pulled in a breath of air. More smoke swirled in and out of Jordan’s mouth. At first I assumed it was from the smoldering engine, but then little demon-like eyes took shape from the swelling smoke. I started screaming. The cloud of darkness came closer to me, and I covered my mouth and closed my eyes. A tickle scratched across my skin, and my hair danced against my face. Tears flooded my eyes and ran down my forehead into my hair. I bit my lips together. And then I peed myself. The warm, fragrant urine spread across my shorts, and I realized in that moment I’d lost control of everything. Nothing would ever be the same again.


After an eternity of crying, I heard muffled voices outside. They came closer and yelled to each other.


“Call for an ambulance!”


“She’s alive!”


“We have to get them out before they burn!”


And a man said, “This one’s already dead.”


Someone touched me through my open window. A woman’s voice said, “It’s going be okay. We’re going get you out.” She slipped her fingers under my hand, which still covered my mouth, and clutched it in hers. I relaxed my rigid muscles and stared at her. She was upside down. Everything was. “My name is Laura. Can you tell me yours?”


“Hannah,” I whispered.


“We’re going to help you, Hannah. Do you hurt anywhere?”


Everywhere. But before I answered someone pushed her out of the way and reached toward me with long, slender, hairy arms. He used a pocketknife to cut my seat belt, and I fell to the ceiling. My head and shoulder took the brunt of the fall. I heard Laura in the distance tell him to be careful.


“We have to hurry if we want to save any of them. When that fire reaches the gas tank, this whole thing will explode,” he yelled back to her. Someone on the other side cut Lily’s belt.


“Is Lily okay?” I whispered. No one answered. I tried to yell, but my voice failed me. What about Manny? He was my best friend in the world. What about Jordan?


The man tugged me through the window, lifted me, and hauled me away. He propped me on the side of the road against a truck, and then he ran back to the Mazda.


The driver’s side was dented and contorted. Flames licked out from the engine, and the mangled blue hood dangled to the side. Black smoke rolled out and up. A breeze fanned the smoke into the main part of the car. The hatchback lid hung open, and the pink elephant lay on its side several feet away from the bumper.


The three strangers coughed and covered their faces with their shirts. Another man ran over to me, clutching Lily. He set her next to me and returned to the burning car.


“I can’t get him out,” one man hollered. “His leg is pinned.”


The breeze shifted, and the black smoke blew away from the fire. I saw through the driver’s side window that Manny was still in the front seat. The flames shot higher into the sky. They left Manny and worked to rescue Jordan.


Tears blurred my vision. “Help Manny!” I tried to yell, but my coarse voice came out as a whisper. “Help Manny!” I pleaded. With great effort, I lifted myself up, and stumbled toward them. An explosion from the engine rocked the car. The fire doubled in size. The people staggered away from the blast.


“Help Manny!” I yelled.


Laura turned around. “Stay back!” She ran to me, grabbed my arm, and angled me away from the accident. I strained against her, but I was too weak.


“Manny,” I said. “He’s in the front seat.” I peered over my shoulder. The two men tugged Jordan out and dragged him a few feet away. I jerked away from Laura and ran back toward them. “Manny!” I yelled.


And the car exploded.


The concussion of the blast threw us all backward. I floated through the air, until I hit the asphalt. My head struck twice, and the black smoke overtook me.




Saturday


August 24


I jerked upright and gasped for air.


“Manny!”


My breaths came faster. I was no longer on the asphalt in the dark of night, but on a bed in a bright hospital room. Time had passed without me.


“Manny!”


I pounded the soft white sheets with my fists. And then I screamed.


A woman in blue scrubs with a stethoscope dangling from her neck rushed into the room and right to my bedside. “You’re safe now,” she said and gripped my hand.


“What day is it?” I asked.


“Saturday. You were in a serious car accident, and you’ve been admitted to the hospital for observation.” Her intense hazel eyes locked onto me, and I remembered the sparkle in Lily’s hazel eyes before the hypnotism show. Before she hung unconscious in the back seat.
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