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			CHAPTER 1

			TRIP WAS LATE. AGAIN. I ran my fingers across the rough wood of the porch, counting seconds. Two hundred forty-seven, two hundred forty-eight. I’d been fidgety inside with my mom, but this was no better. The wind coming off the mountains made my nose drip and numbed my fingers. It was barely October, but that’s Vermont for you. I dug through my backpack checking for gloves. I’d need them up at the cave.

			Trip swung around the corner finally, the wagon’s left headlight dimmer than the other, like it was winking. If anyone’s car could wink and get away with it, it’d be Trip’s.

			He parked haphazardly, beeping before he noticed me on the step. I stood, catching the flutter of curtains next door. Mrs. McGinty watching me walk down the front path. Nosy old bat, Trip called her.

			“You’re late,” I told him, sliding into the backseat.

			“Sue me,” Trip answered. “I had a hot date.”

			Sarah backhanded his arm lightly, then turned, smiling, her arm draped gracefully over the seat. “Hey, Ri.”

			“Hey,” I said, trying to ignore the softness of her brown eyes, perfect lips. Hot date indeed.

			***

			We started up the trail toward the cave just past six, after picking up Tannis at her house a half mile from mine and Natalie at the ski shop. It was near dusk, but none of us needed much light to find our way. We’d been doing it all summer. Some of us for years before, too.

			My dad first brought me when I was eleven, not to hang out with girls or go drinking like we were doing tonight. He and I were going hunting.

			He’d stopped just outside the cave, his gun resting on his shoulder, breath coming hard after the steep climb. “My parents didn’t know about this place,” he’d said, peering into the dark opening. “Never woulda found me here, even if they’d come looking.” He’d turned, scanning the clearing, a half smile on his scruffy face. “But I know about it, Riley.” My dad had looked down at me sharply. “So don’t think you’ll be getting away with anything, Son.”

			I’d met his eyes, not sure if he was teasing, not sure what I’d try to “get away with” in this place that stank like our basement: stale beer and ash. “Okay, Dad.”

			He’d smiled and ruffled my hair, his hand still protection against the scary unknown. “C’mon. Let’s head to the platform and see if you can bag us some dinner.” He’d laughed loud, his heavy boots snapping branches as he’d started up the path to the hunting perch where he’d die two years later.

			I thought of him a little bit every time I came here, wondered if he’d really have tracked me down if he’d still been alive. Or whether he’d have sat and had a beer with us.

			“Move it, Riley!” Trip yelled down. He stood at the top of the trail, grinning back at me. “We’re thirsty, dude.”

			Sarah stood beside him, her arm around his waist, dark hair blending into the dusk and woods behind.

			“You could’ve carried this shit.” I hitched my bag with the six-packs inside.

			“I procured. You haul.”

			I flipped him the bird and continued walking—no faster—up the path. His laughter floated down, and I saw them turn away, Trip catching Sarah’s hand, lacing her fingers through his as they walked toward the clearing.

			***

			Tannis was already working on the fire when I got up there. I let my backpack slide to the dirt by the pit.

			“Hey, loverboy,” she called. “How about a beer?”

			“Don’t mind if I do,” I said, pulling one out of the bag.

			Tannis snorted, poking at the logs with a stick that she tossed on top before walking over. She was easily an inch taller than me, and broad. I had to remind myself to stay put when she stopped solidly within my personal space, hands on her hips.

			“Easy, motorhead.” I handed her the beer, grabbing another from the backpack for myself.

			“Shove it, Riley,” she answered pleasantly, taking a long swig. Her blond hair fell heavily down her back, and I noticed a smudge of dirt under her chin.

			I told her and she shrugged. “Adds character.” But she wiped it away, her fingernails still rimmed with oil or lube or whatever they used to tune the cars in her front yard. It drove her OCD neighbor nuts, which I think was half the reason she and her brothers did it there instead of in their barn or at the track.

			I took a drink, then bent for a fistful of twigs and listened to the sizzle and crack of the green ones as they landed on the fire.

			“You guys need help?” Nat came up from behind. She waved off the beer I offered.

			“Sure,” Tannis said. “You and Riley want to collect some more wood?”

			Natalie nodded, and I walked with her to the thickets on the opposite side of the clearing, both of us glancing toward Trip and Sarah, who were in soft conversation by the cave. Their foreheads touched and Trip’s arm was around her waist.

			“Gag,” I said dryly.

			“I think it’s really sweet,” Natalie said softly. “They’re so happy together.”

			“I think you mean ‘sappy together,’” I said, something hot and sour in my throat.

			“Oh, Riley.” She gave me a little shove. “Someday that’ll be you.”

			I glanced past Natalie at Trip and Sarah, now walking hand in hand toward Tannis. If only she knew how much I wished that were true.

			***

			Twenty minutes later we had a pile of branches, seven empty beer cans, and the sky had turned purple through the tree line. The five of us sat on stones around our fire, me between Nat and Tannis, Sarah and Trip at the other end of the semicircle. I’d stacked the hollow cans in a pyramid by my feet, drifting in and out of the conversation—Trip complaining about the ski shop, Nat telling him not to, Sarah agreeing with one, then the other. Mostly I thought about how the air smelled crisp and smoky, like the bonfires my dad used to make at home after all the leaves fell. I remember him towering above the flames, even though in pictures I can see he wasn’t much taller than my mom. Memories are funny like that.

			Being here felt like those bonfires—warm, comfortable, ritualistic. I’d never have guessed it back when Trip first suggested bringing the girls. “C’mon, man,” he’d said. “Think about it—drinks, dark, ladies . . .” He’d raised an eyebrow suggestively. “Anything could happen.”

			I’d agreed, because that’s what you do when your best friend needs a wingman, but I’d known exactly what would happen with those ladies. Nothing. Not for me at least. I’d gone to school with Nat and Tannis since kindergarten. They weren’t into me, and the feeling was unequivocally mutual. But over the weeks of summer, I’d gotten to like coming here with them. Gotten to like them. I was sorry to see it end and wondered if any of them sensed it too—the bite of ice in the air, the hard-packed feel of the ground now. This would probably be our last night.

			“Why so quiet, Riley?” Sarah asked. “Whatcha thinking?” Light flickered on her pale skin, fragile and translucent beside Trip’s, still tanned from summer. She reached up to tuck a stray piece of hair behind her ear, holding my eyes.

			My heart hammered at her voice, deep and slightly raspy. “Nothing.”

			“As usual,” Trip said.

			I shot him a look. “Actually, I was thinking this is probably our last time up here for a while. Won’t be long before it’s snowing.”

			“And Nat’s training all the time,” Trip said.

			“And Tannis is holed up in her garage,” Nat added.

			“And Sarah’s studying all the big books in the library,” Tannis said.

			“And Riley’s cleaning toilets for tourists,” Trip said.

			Nat snickered. “Sounds like a game show. Toilets for Tourists.”

			“I assure you, it’s not,” I told her.

			“And Trip?” Tannis turned to him. “What are your plans for this winter?”

			He took a long drink, belched softly, and said, “Finding us somewhere else to keep the party going.”

			“Hear, hear!” Tannis said. She raised her beer and stepped up on top of her stone. With her feet planted and her arms up, she looked about a hundred feet tall. She cleared her throat loudly. “I pronounce it time for a final game of truth or dare.”

			“Yes!” Trip agreed, standing too, his features strong and Nordic like hers. “Let it be so.”

			No, I thought. Let it not. “Do we have to?”

			Tannis pouted. “Party pooper.”

			“Don’t be a wuss, dude,” Trip said.

			“Fine.” I threw back the rest of my beer. I’d known there was no escape.

			“Just for that, you get to go first,” Tannis said, grinning. “Truth? Or dare?”

			Tannis could be a serious pain in the ass. I stacked my empty can on the pyramid. We’d need two more to finish it off.

			She tapped her foot impatiently. “What’ll it be . . . loverboy?”

			That decided it. “Dare.”

			“Exxxxcellent.” Tannis rubbed her hands together and jumped to the ground. “Go into the cave,” she said. “Far enough that we can’t see you.”

			“Okay.” My skin crawled as I stood. Dark, spiders, mice, muck. In a closed-in space. I started walking.

			“Hold it,” Tannis said. “I’m not done.”

			Shit.

			“Take Sarah with you.” She smiled wickedly. “And tell her a secret.”

			I shook my head, my heart beating triple time as I looked across the circle at Sarah, beside Trip. “You can’t drag someone else into my dare. That’s not fair.”

			“Says who?”

			“C’mon, Tannis. You—”

			“It’s okay, Riley,” Sarah interrupted. “I’ll go.” She was already standing, looking at me. “If you want.”

			Her deep voice gave me shivers. “Thanks,” I said. “But you shouldn’t have to.”

			“What are you arguing about?” Tannis threw up her hands. “She agreed to go. Get on with it. Unless . . .” She raised an eyebrow. “You’re too chicken.”

			I snorted, feeling like I was definitely too chicken to be going into the dark with Sarah. I looked at her, my pulse racing. “You ready?”

			“Sure.” That voice again.

			I felt sweaty, hoped I didn’t smell. This isn’t a big deal, I told myself. Don’t make it one.

			“Be good!” I heard Trip call, laughing, as we walked toward the cave.

			***

			It was cool and dim inside. Musty, like our basement is now, the smell of late-night benders long gone. The cave’s ceiling was less than a foot above my head, and my chest felt tight. Sarah’s breathing was soft and quick behind me, and I could still hear Tannis outside. I slid forward, biting my lip so I wouldn’t freak out as the dark surrounded us. “I think this is far enough,” I said quickly.

			Sarah bumped into me. “Sorry!” She laughed, nervous. Her breath was warm and minty like I remembered from sixth grade at Kelly Lipman’s birthday party. “Yeah, I think it’s fine.” She stepped back, away from me. We were quiet for a second, and I could begin to pick out shapes in the darkness—the rough stone walls, the rise of Sarah’s cheekbones, her full lips. We spoke at the same time.

			“So I—”

			“You know, you—”

			Sarah laughed a little, and I told her, “Go ahead.”

			“I was just going to say, you don’t have to tell me a secret,” she said, her hushed voice echoing faintly. “I know this isn’t your thing.”

			My pulse quickened with the idea of telling her my real secret. Not that I would. I looked down, kicking at the dirt.

			That’s when I saw it.

			A straight-line shape among the ragged leaves and rocks. I nudged it with a boot.

			“What?” Sarah asked.

			“There’s some kind of box down here.” I squatted and ran my hand over the cool leather surface.

			Sarah knelt too, her hand brushing mine as she touched the box. I felt the whisper of her breath as she leaned closer, and I thought about how it might feel to kiss her. Not like we had in sixth grade but like we might now. Like she and Trip kissed.

			“What’s inside?” she asked. It was rhetorical, of course, but I had a weird sense of déjà vu, like I’d been here, heard these same words before. Like I almost knew the answer. “Let’s take it out to the fire,” she said.

			“Yeah,” I agreed, not moving. A dark, unsettling worry crept through me.

			I felt Sarah watching. “Riley?” Her voice saying my name in the quiet of the cave sent chills up my spine. “Are you afraid?”

			There was gooseflesh on my arms, under layers of clothes, and I realized I was. “No,” I told her. “Of course not.” To prove it I lifted the box, and something inside shifted as I tucked the case under my arm. “Let’s go.”

			***

			We stepped back into the clearing, the bright fire raging against the shadowy woods. “Did he tell you a secret?” Tannis asked suggestively.

			“Lots,” Sarah said.

			“We found something,” I said. Everyone crowded around, peering at the box.

			“Cool,” Trip said. “Open it up.”

			No. It was an immediate and primal response. But I pressed the button anyway, and the latch on the front sprung open with a sharp click. I remember thinking maybe it’d be worth something, whatever was inside. The box was old, hidden for who knows how long. Childhood stories of pirates and treasure jumped to mind, and I felt a sharp disappointment as I lifted the object out. Not gold coins or jewels or important documents.

			Tannis wrinkled her nose. “Are those . . . binoculars?”

			“Yep,” I said, though they weren’t like any I’d ever seen before. Clunky, with strange knobs and gears and lenses longer than they should have been. They looked like a cross between a small telescope with two barrels and a brass View-Master, dirty with bits of green where the metal had oxidized.

			Forgotten by some old bird-watcher or hunter, I thought, turning them over. Someone sheltering in the cave or camping up here. I rubbed the lenses, which were clear and unbroken. I’d have Morris Headley at the antiques shop check them out. He always had junk like this in the window. If I were lucky, maybe they’d turn out to be worth a few bucks.

			I put them to my eyes and turned toward Trip, expecting to see his face magnified when I looked. I even had a joke ready—I knew you had a big head, man, but . . .

			Only, I didn’t see Trip through the glasses at all.

			There was a show of colors and light instead. Patterns swirled slowly in and around one another, like when my mom made squash soup, her wooden spoon cutting white lines of cream as she stirred in figure eights. In the binoculars the lines twisted, folding in and out, new colors emerging. A kaleidoscope, I realized vaguely. An expensive one. Not like they sold at Miller’s General in town. Some rich kid’s toy, I thought thickly. I was mesmerized by the changing view, fluid purple merging into yellow, then green, a burst of red. A tourist must have brought it up here.

			I could hear Trip and Natalie talking. Someone saying my name. I tried to drag my eyes away and listen, but it dawned on me just then that there was something else.

			A picture was taking shape slowly, coming out of the colors, but also, not. Something was happening somewhere between the gyrations in the kaleidoscope and the dead center of my brain. Like the ghost images you see when you stare at brightness for too long, shadows burned into the back of your vision.

			It was a room, I realized. That shape, a bed. A dresser behind. There were clothes on the floor and hung over chairs. A table, books, computer. The image was sharpening, and I saw a window. Outside, a blue sky broken by a building, long and uneven, with row after row of tiny squares. The whole picture was there but not, vivid but translucent, like something remembered from a dream.

			Then suddenly there was movement. A rustling in the bed.

			The image shifted as a figure rolled over and sat up.

			I stared, focused, and sucked in my breath.

			Holy shit.

			It was me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			“RILEY?” TRIP’S VOICE WAS FAR AWAY.

			In the glasses, patterns were still swirling, moving in and out of each other. I watched the scene unfold, projected in front of or behind the changing colors.

			The guy looked like he—I—hadn’t shaved for days. My hair was long enough to curl around my ears in a way it hadn’t since I was ten. I looked exhausted, rubbing my scruffy face like I’d just woken up from a two-month nap.

			Then something moved and I realized the Riley in the picture wasn’t alone.

			There was someone beside me in that bed.

			I watched my other self turn toward the rustling sheets that were twisting slowly as a girl pushed up on one arm, a glint of metal by her throat. Her skin was soft and silky down to her shoulder, where her body disappeared, bare, beneath the covers.

			Sarah.

			I dropped the binoculars. A dull clang sounded as they hit a rock. A weird noise escaped my throat, every nerve in my body jangling.

			“Hey!” Trip said, surprised.

			I’d recognized her faster than I’d recognized myself, had known almost before I saw her face—the sense of it deep inside me. She was thinner, beautiful, but too pale. Her hair was heavy and dark and messy in a way I’d never seen it. Bed-head, my brain whispered. Because she was in bed. With you. My heart was jackhammering, and I felt like my face was on fire.

			What the hell?

			“Riley?” It was her voice drifting across the fire. “You okay?”

			I nodded, trying to swallow, not daring to look up.

			“Hey.” Trip gripped my shoulders. My chest was still pounding so hard, I wouldn’t have ruled out a heart attack. Could you have one at seventeen? “What’s wrong, man?” I had a flashback to third grade, when I’d blacked out after Paul Peterson punched me because he thought I’d stolen his Lugia EX Pokémon. Trip had sat beside me with that same watchful look, and my brain had felt like it did now, like nothing made sense.

			“I’m okay,” I squeaked, coughing to find my voice. “Sorry.”

			Trip looked at the woods, then scooped up the binoculars. “What’s out there?”

			Oh no. No, no, no, I thought as he raised them to his eyes. He was going to completely freak—

			Get a grip, Riley.

			I breathed, slowing my heart so my brain could work. Trip isn’t going to see you in bed with his girlfriend. You didn’t just see that. Not in those binoculars. It’s in your mind. Imagination or fantasy or whatever. Beer, and fumes from the fire.

			Yes, I thought, muscles unclenching. Of course.

			After a minute, Trip laid the binoculars aside. “You scared the crap out of me,” he said. “I thought the cops were here.”

			“You didn’t see anything?”

			“It’s a kaleidoscope.” He shrugged. “I saw shapes and stuff.”

			I nodded, relieved even though Trip was looking at me like I was nuts. Which I might have been.

			“What’d you see?” he asked.

			“Same thing,” I said weakly.

			Trip frowned. “Did you drop acid on the way up here, Ri?”

			“You know I don’t do that stuff.”

			“Colors and shapes are only scary if you’re whacked-out.”

			“Yeah. I just . . .” I shook my head. “It must have been, like, a panic attack or something.” I looked down at my hands, could feel them trembling. Thankfully Trip didn’t ask more. I’d had exactly three panic attacks in my life. All around the time my dad died. It was a sure out with Trip, though. Talking about stuff like that made him even more uncomfortable than it made me.

			I ventured a quick glance at Sarah, who was still watching me.

			She smells like spices and coffee and sleep.

			The thought sent my heart racing again. Something was messed up. Was the beer spiked? I’d just been in the cave with her. She’d smelled like mints, maybe a flowery perfume, but I knew she smelled like that other stuff too. It had been so vivid in the binoculars, like it was real.

			I could still feel the tangles of her hair, the coolness of the room we’d been in, the warmth and silkiness of her skin when I—

			“Ohmygod,” Natalie gasped.

			Hallucinations. The thought flashed in my brain just as the binoculars fell out of Natalie’s hand. Her face was pale, eyes wide and glistening with tears. My stomach fluttered with a hundred dread-filled butterflies.

			“Jesus,” Trip said, looking from her to me. “What’s going on here?”

			Natalie was rocking gently back and forth, hands covering her mouth like she was stifling a scream. I went over, squatted in front of her. “What, Nat?” I said, hearing a quaver in my own voice. “What was it?”

			Her eyes found mine, and I saw she was scared. “God, Riley . . .” She took a deep, shuddering breath. “I saw my dad,” she said shakily. “In our house. There was blood everywhere.” Natalie breathed quickly, like she could barely suck in the air. “I think he was dead.”

			My body felt cold, every hair on end. Go, my brain whispered. Walk away. Pretend this never happened. But I was frozen.

			And in that moment, Tannis leaned forward and picked up the binoculars. I’m not sure if I thought she wouldn’t look or if I hoped she wouldn’t see anything. Maybe I was just too stunned to act. It wouldn’t have mattered; Tannis would have looked anyway. That was how she was. Or at least I tell myself that now.

			The dark lenses reflected the fire, with Tannis’s thick blond hair spilling loose around them. When we were kids, she wore it in ponytails, dirty and messy by the end of the day from climbing trees and riding BMX bikes with the boys. Tannis was tough. I knew no matter what, she wasn’t going to freak out or cry. I wasn’t even sure she knew how to do those things.

			I held my breath, staticky nonsense in my brain, until finally she lowered them.

			“Well, that was really fucking weird,” she said softly. She looked at Nat, who was rubbing her temples. “It was me, on the mountain,” Tannis said. “I was walking Wraparound in summer. You know, like, hiking?” I nodded. “There were a couple kids with me. The way I felt about them . . . I think”—she hesitated—“they might have been mine.” She laughed nervously, looked at me. Waited.

			She wanted me to tell what I’d seen.

			Not a chance.

			Natalie stood suddenly and lurched away from the circle.

			Trip jumped up. “Nat?” He followed her to the edge of the woods. She stumbled, and he grabbed her arm. Then she threw up.

			“We should go,” I said, the voice—Get out!—now screaming in my head. I started to gather our things, robotically stuffing my backpack with beer cans, matches, sweatshirt. This wasn’t okay. Something was wrong here. Very wrong.

			Tannis nodded, dumping her beer onto the fire, scraping up handfuls of dirt to put out the flames. She gestured toward the woods. “I’m going to help Trip. You guys pick up the rest?”

			“’Kay,” said Sarah, already folding the blankets.

			I collected the last of the trash and scanned the circle. The fire was out. There was nothing left.

			Except the binoculars.

			Sarah saw them too. “You want these?”

			I shook my head. It seemed stupid not to take them, but no, I didn’t want them. No way.

			“You think we should just leave them?” she asked doubtfully. “Here?” Sarah looked around the clearing. “They might get wrecked.”

			“We could put them back in the cave.”

			“Okay.” She nodded. “I’ll take them.”

			“Are you sure?” I forced myself to say, “I can do it.”

			“I won’t go far.” She was already reaching for the box, flipping it open.

			“Riley?” Tannis called.

			“Yeah?” I could barely make out her silhouette against the trees.

			“We’re going to start down. You guys okay to follow?”

			I checked the flashlight. “Uh-huh,” I told her. “We’ll meet you at the car.”

			I heard the crunch and snap of their receding footsteps as I zipped up my bag. I looked over, expecting Sarah to have tossed the binoculars into the cave and be heading back my way, but she’d stopped just inside the dim opening.

			She was frozen, and for a second I thought she’d seen an animal or something. Then I noticed a glint of metal in her hands, near her face.

			She was looking into the binoculars.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			TRIP PICKED ME UP FOR school just before eight on Monday like he did most mornings. I slid into his passenger seat and wrinkled my nose. “Dude. It reeks in here.”

			“Says the guy who spent yesterday cleaning toilets,” Trip answered.

			“Actually, it was rotting mice.” It had been my week to clean and reset the traps at Oknepa Hotel and Restaurant, the only place to stay in town, and my employer for the last three years. “And toilets,” I added.

			“How’d you score such a sweet job?”

			“Must be my good looks.” I swiveled around, looking for rancid food. Trip’s gym bag was on the floor, surrounded by McDonald’s wrappers. Bingo. I hadn’t seen him since he’d dropped me off Saturday night after the cave. I’d spent half of Sunday at work and an even longer half at the hospital ER with my mom. I guess I knew how Trip had spent his. “You ever clean this thing?”

			“My car or my bod?”

			“Either.”

			“Rarely,” Trip admitted.

			“I bet that impresses the ladies.”

			“Seems to be working out okay,” he said pointedly.

			I let that go. I didn’t want to talk about Sarah, or worse—him and Sarah.

			“Don’t you think it defeats the purpose of a workout to have fast food afterward?” I asked instead.

			“You’re in a shitty mood,” Trip observed, glancing over.

			I took a deep breath, then exhaled hard. “Sorry.”

			He studied me for an extra second, then zeroed in on it. “Your mom all right?” Trip had a way of reading people like that, especially me.

			I shrugged, my chest tight, thinking of her in the hospital wheelchair last night. I wanted to blow it off, tell him it was nothing, she was fine, but I was having a hard time unclenching my throat.

			Trip noticed and pulled over, turned on the bench seat to face me. “What happened?”

			And just like that, it felt like the end of eighth grade, Trip and me standing by our lockers—side by side that year—after the first time she’d been sick. I’d tried to hold it together back then, telling him the stuff the doctor had said.

			Normally you wouldn’t take your fourteen-year-old son to your medical appointment, but I’d found my mom in bed that morning, barely able to sit up. I’d been so worried, I’d insisted, and I guess she hadn’t had the energy to fight it. But when we’d sat together in the doctor’s office after she’d come out of the exam, I wished I hadn’t gone with her. The things he’d said scared the crap out of me.

			“. . . cardiomyopathy, inflammation, muscular dystrophy—”

			“Or it could be just strained muscles,” my mom had added, seeing my reaction. “I probably overworked them yesterday.”

			I’d wanted that to be it. My mom’s job was physical, moving things, lifting people who couldn’t walk, helping them into and out of bed. It wasn’t the first time she’d come home sore, but Dr. Williams had given her a look. “There are the other symptoms to take into account,” he’d said.

			I’d thought back to every incriminating thing, my heart sinking as I realized there were plenty: headaches, dizziness, days when she’d dropped dishes and blamed tiredness, days when she’d had trouble driving because her eyes were bothering her. Stretching back months, at least.

			“We’ve done some tests,” he’d said. “The results should tell us what we’re dealing with.”

			Only, the tests had been inconclusive, and we were taking the “wait and see” approach. It was years later, and none of us liked what we were seeing.

			“She went to the hospital last night,” I told Trip now as we sat in his car. “They did more tests. She’s home today. I don’t want to talk about it.” Which was the God’s honest truth, because just thinking about it was like suffocating under a thick wet blanket of worry.

			I pinched the underside of my forearm, focusing on the pain instead of all the other crap. Finally Trip nodded and faced forward. “Sorry, man.” He pulled back onto the road. “Let me know if I can help.”

			***

			We split in the parking lot, Trip stopping to talk to his football teammates while I jogged toward homeroom. I had a sudden weird certainty that Natalie wouldn’t be there. She’d called off work Sunday at the ski shop, Trip had told me on the drive to school, and hadn’t answered his texts or calls either.

			“Because of Saturday night?” I’d asked. I’d managed to put aside most of my anxiety about those binoculars. We must have been hallucinating, I’d decided. It had been weird, but I was okay.

			Trip had shrugged. “I guess so.”

			With anyone else, you’d swing by their house or maybe call their parents to check in. But, of course, we couldn’t do that with Nat.

			I held my breath crossing the threshold to homeroom, expecting an empty chair, but there she was: second seat by the window, as usual. I tried to catch her eye, but she stared outside through announcements, not talking to friends or looking my way.

			I waited by the door when the bell rang.

			“How’re you feeling, Nat?” I asked, trailing her toward the music room.

			“Fine.” Natalie kept her head down, but I didn’t need to see her face to know something was wrong. She walked in long, stiff strides like she couldn’t wait to get away from me. I didn’t take it personally, but it cranked my nerves up a notch.

			“We were worried about you,” I told her. “After Saturday. Trip said you missed work yesterday.”

			She still didn’t look at me, her long hair swinging as she walked. Nat usually wore a braid so her hair wouldn’t tangle—lots of the skiers did—but today it was loose, hiding her face.

			“I’m okay, Riley,” she said. “Thanks.”

			“It was really weird, wasn’t it?” I asked quietly when we’d gotten to the stairs without another word. “What happened up there?”

			She gave me a quick, hard look. “I saw my dad dead. It was beyond weird.”

			I felt a lump in my throat, but not because of what she’d said. “Nat.” I reached out, held her arm gently, the hallucinations forgotten.

			Natalie stopped, staring at her shoes, but her whole posture sagged.

			I looked around quickly, letting a few nearby kids pass before I lifted Nat’s chin, forcing her to look at me.

			“Jeez, Nat,” I said softly. There was a Band-Aid under her left eye. A soft yellow bruise spreading out from it. “What happened?”

			“I tripped,” she said, forcing a smile.

			“You tripped? How?”

			“There was a box on the floor in the living room, and I had my arms full. Just didn’t see it. And whap! Smacked my face pretty good, huh?” She chuckled, the sound brittle. I could picture her standing in front of a bathroom mirror, rehearsing. My stomach clenched as I thought of all the ways it might have actually gone down.

			“Listen, I’ve gotta run,” she said, pulling her arm away. “I’ll see you later.” Nat spun on her heel and trotted down the steps toward the music room, leaving me to consider the things I knew about how she lived.

			We picked her up almost every weekend, but never went inside her house. Natalie would slip out like she’d been waiting, the door cracked just enough for her to squeeze through.

			I knew what was in there, though. Moose, from work, had taken me up to her place one night when he’d offered me a ride. It would have been a long, cold walk home, so I’d gladly accepted.

			“Just gotta run a quick errand on the way,” he’d said as I’d followed him to his car. Moose had waved me to the rear door, and I’d noticed an arm hanging out the passenger window. I recognized the ripped-up surplus jacket. Wynn Bishe. Another Buford High deadbeat who’d graduated—or at least left—a couple years before.

			“What the fuck’s he doing here?” Wynn asked, tossing a butt on the gravel lot as I slid into the backseat. He shot me a dirty look, the dark wisps on his upper lip twitching—the world’s most pathetic mustache.

			“He needs a ride home,” Moose said.

			Wynn snorted. “What’re you, his babysitter?”

			“Jeez, Wynn—” Moose said.

			“I can walk,” I said, reaching for the handle. But Moose had already started the car and now threw it into reverse.

			“Forget it.” He glared at Wynn.

			Wynn just shook his head. “Not smart, Moose.”

			I sat stiffly in back, ignoring the cold air whistling in from the open windows. I felt like somebody’s kid brother no one wants around, even though Moose was in my grade. Not that I’d said a word to him since elementary school before he’d started at the restaurant. Moose went to vo-tech most days, and when I did see him, he was usually smoking with the other ’heads two steps off the Buford High curb—not school property. But despite his crappy choice of friends, habits, and death metal T-shirts, Moose was mostly okay.

			We sped down back roads, then up a winding, unlit lane, Wynn smoking and Moose nodding randomly to Zeppelin, tapping his lucky skull-and-crossbones lighter against the wheel. Finally we pulled off the road and parked by a run-down trailer.

			I’d never seen the place—wasn’t friends with Natalie then, and certainly didn’t know she lived there. Wynn got out without a backward glance, but Moose gave me a quick “Wait here; be right back” before jogging across the weedy yard.

			It wasn’t until the last bit of daylight had gone and I’d had way too much time to examine every dented strip of aluminum hanging from the mobile home that I started to worry. The place was pretty remote. I’d seen maybe one other house on the way up, and it didn’t look like somewhere that’d welcome visitors. It was pretty obvious what kind of errand Moose was running, and I kicked myself for being lured along. I was late, my phone was out of juice, and my mom was waiting for me, probably calling work, expecting that I’d have been home for dinner thirty minutes before.

			Moose had said “Wait here,” but he’d also said it would be a quick errand, which had been a total lie. Either that or he and Wynn were lying dead inside, something that seemed possible as I walked toward the trailer. I stood on the front stoop and knocked softly. For a long minute nothing happened. Then I saw dark messy hair and eyes peering through the small window beside the door. The handle rattled and the door opened a crack.

			“Who’re you?” The guy squinted at me, his face haggard and unshaven.

			“I’m looking for Moose,” I said. “I’ve been waiting for him.”

			The guy grinned, but it looked more like a snarl. One of his front teeth was missing. He turned his head, yelling back into the room, “Moose! You bring this Boy Scout up here with you?”

			Moose was at the door a second later. “I told you to stay in the car,” he hissed.

			The guy opened the door wider, and I saw all of it—the dank living room, crumpled beer cans by a beat-up recliner, a low table littered with ash and papers, lighters and baggies, mismatched curtains dangling from metal rods.

			Wynn was sitting on the couch beside a little woman with matted hair. She looked half-asleep, slumped sideways like she’d fallen over and no one had bothered to pick her up. “C’mon in then, Boy Scout,” the guy offered. “Join the party.”

			I took a step back. “I’ve gotta go, Moose,” I said, looking at him. “Sorry, but my mom’s waiting—”

			“Don’t wanna keep Mamma waiting,” the dirty guy agreed. “Ain’t that right, Crystal?”

			He looked back at the woman, but she didn’t stir.

			“S’all right, Moose,” the guy said. “S’all good. Take your boyfriend home to his mamma.” He winked in a way that made me hope he never crossed paths with my mamma.

			“You want me to drive?” I asked Moose as I trailed him down the walkway. Wynn, thankfully, had decided to stay. I had no idea if Moose would go back for him or if Wynn would just sleep there beside Crystal. And I didn’t care.

			“Why would I want you to drive?” Moose barked without looking back. He was pissed. “I thought I told you to stay in the car.”

			“Yeah,” I shot back. “You also said it was a quick pit stop.”

			“It was.”

			“You were in there for almost an hour.”

			“No way.” Moose squinted at his watch, then grunted. “Huh. Time flies when you’re having fun.”

			I never told any of my friends about that night, even after the first time Trip and I picked Natalie up, my heart freezing at the memory of the inside of that sad, dented trailer.

			***

			Now I trotted down the hall away from where I’d left Nat, back past homeroom, and then slipped through the door to physics just before the bell.

			“Welcome, Mr. Larkin. To what do we owe this distinct pleasure?”

			“Rocks for Jocks was filled?”

			“Of course.” Mr. Ruskovich shook his head ruefully. “Sloppy seconds. Story of my life.” He smiled as my classmates laughed. My eyes skated across them, and paused briefly on Sarah. She smiled, making my ears redden, and I looked away. I wondered if she’d seen Nat yet. “Okay, everyone,” Mr. Ruskovich was saying as I slid into my seat. “Today we discuss”—he paused, leaning forward—“particle theory.”

			“Again?” Matty Gretowniak moaned.

			“Unless you can tell me what it means, Mr. Gretowniak.”

			“That I’ll have a splitting headache in exactly forty-three minutes,” Matty grumbled.

			“That’s what happens when you only use your brain once a day,” Chuck Lee told him. “It gets rusty. Creeeeeak!”

			“Okay, suck-up,” Matty said mildly.

			“Gentlemen, gentlemen,” Mr. Ruskovich interrupted, holding up his hands. “Please. Save your verbal sparring for debate club. In here we do intellectual sparring only.”

			“Then why’s Gretowniak here?” I asked, grinning at Matty. He flipped me the bird where Mr. Ruskovich couldn’t see. The truth was, Matty was probably smarter than all of us, which was what made it fun to rag on him. Plus you had to lighten up physics somehow. Mr. Ruskovich gave his AP groups, especially our tiny class of four, pretty free range like that.

			“Actually,” Mr. Ruskovich said, smiling, “I’m joking, Mr. Gretowniak. In reality we’re going to begin a crime scene investigation.”

			Matty sat up straighter. “Cool!”

			“What’s the crime?” Sarah asked.

			“Murder, of course.”

			“Awesome,” Chuck said.

			We listened closely as Mr. Ruskovich continued, his voice low and spooky. “It happened in the supply closet.” He pointed at the door behind his desk, all of us eyeing it as he spoke. “In there right now you will find a gruesome scene of splattered blood. Your job? Describe the killer.” He beckoned us to his desk, where an array of supplies was laid out: protractors, rulers, notebooks, tape, pencils, and string. “With these few simple tools and an understanding of physics, you will determine where the perpetrator was standing, how tall he or she might have been, and what sort of weapon was used—”

			“Like Clue,” Matty said.

			“Exactly like Clue, actually,” Mr. Ruskovich agreed. He spread the character cards from the game on the table. Beneath each he’d written their height in pen.

			“It was definitely Professor Plum,” Matty said. “He’s a creeper.”

			“I’ve been told I resemble him,” Mr. Ruskovich said.

			“Exactly.” Matty laughed.

			“I bet it was Miss Scarlet,” Chuck said.

			“Oh, sure,” Sarah teased. “Blame it on a woman.”

			“Isn’t that what they’re for?” Chuck asked.

			“Well, actually, Chuck . . . ,” Matty started, eyebrows raised.

			“Hold it, Matt,” Sarah said. “You should quit while you’re ahead.”

			“I’m going to have to agree with Miss McKenzie on this one, gentlemen,” Mr. Ruskovich said firmly. “Now if we could get back to the lesson . . .” He went on to explain circular versus elliptical splatters, angle of spray, and impact. “Once you’ve identified the point of contact, you’ll be able to test the various weapons”—Mr. Ruskovich flashed a second set of Clue cards showing a lead pipe, candlestick, revolver, and the rest—“reenacting the crime to see how close our new splatters come to the old ones.”

			He told us to take turns with the measurements so we wouldn’t disturb the crime scene. Then he pivoted and opened the door behind him.

			“Nice,” Chuck said appreciatively. The walls and shelving in the closet had been covered with long sheets of white paper, splattered with drops of dark red. Right away I could see the ellipses and spray Mr. Ruskovich had talked about. Of course, I could also think of at least ten things wrong with this experiment—how the force of impact or part of the weapon used might change the pattern, that Mr. Ruskovich wouldn’t have been able to precisely record locations. But we all—Mr. Ruskovich especially—knew those variables weren’t properly accounted for. That he turned boring lectures about cosines, angles, and projection into a murder mystery was at least half of why physics—and all of his science classes—were always my favorites.

			The forty-three minutes flew by, and no one really wanted to move on to our next class when the bell rang. Reluctantly we stood, closing our notebooks as Mr. Ruskovich shut and locked the “crime scene,” the inside now taped and marked where we’d begun work.

			“Guess you were wrong about that headache, Matty,” I said as we started down the hall.

			“I’m telling you, man, particle theory burns my brain. I might have run screaming from the room.”

			“Or committed hara-kiri,” Sarah suggested.

			“At least we’d be able to figure out what he used and where he was standing when he did it,” I said.
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