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Almost a year after Franklin Kettle shot my friend Pete Lund through the head, a squad of cops took Franklin to my mom’s lab so she could put a hole in his head and slide a small electronic capsule inside.

The three police cruisers swerved to a stop in front of the sleek glass structure, their tires kicking up snow, their sirens for some reason blaring. The noise seemed to reach all the way around the lab and spread across the surface of the frozen lake beyond. Then there was a clattering of car doors opening and closing and booted feet stomping the slushy pavement. Gruff voices barked orders back and forth.

Franklin appeared to be enjoying all the fuss. When the cops helped him out of the middle cruiser’s backseat, the chains on his wrists and ankles clinking, he had a tiny, secret smile on his face.

The police walked him past a sign that read MINNESOTA INSTITUTE OF NEUROLOGICAL RESEARCH and into the lab. An elevator sliced through the building without a sound as it carried them to the top floor. The door whispered open on a bright corridor, where a lab tech with a pierced nose, an asymmetrical wedge haircut, and a badge on her white coat that said GERTRUDE THOMAS waited. She blinked at the sight of the six huge cops packed into the elevator, but then she recovered herself and shifted her gaze to the skinny seventeen-year-old kid they were guarding.

“Hi, Franklin. I don’t know if you remember me.” She dipped her head a little but didn’t manage to catch his eyes. “I’m Gertie. We met the first time you came here last year?”

Franklin responded with a slight tilt of his head that might’ve meant he remembered her and might’ve meant he didn’t. His eyes never left the elevator floor.

“Why don’t you follow me?” Gertie said. “I’ll take you to Dr. Braithwaite.”

She led them all down the corridor, only once throwing a flustered glance back at the mob of cops tromping after her. At the end of the corridor she grabbed the badge clipped to her lab coat and touched it to a card reader next to a door. The door clicked open. The group entered a big room with a floor-to-ceiling window spanning the rear wall. It looked out onto Lake Superior, which was solid and gray, like a continuation of the room’s concrete floor. A table stood in front of the window.

My mom sat behind it.

A middle-aged man with a comb-over stepped forward and offered Franklin his hand. “Welcome, Mr. Kettle. I’m Dr. Hult, the head biomedical engineer. We’re all thrilled to have you back. We can’t wait to get started.”

Franklin didn’t look at him, either. Instead he let out a quiet snort, like he’d just told himself a private joke.

Dr. Hult glanced at his outstretched, unshaken hand and stuffed it into his lab coat pocket. He nodded at Mom. “I think you know Dr. Braithwaite.”

“Hello, Franklin,” Mom said. “Thanks, Gertie. You can go now.”

Gertie cast one more uncertain look at Franklin before slipping out of the room.

Mom gestured toward a chair across the table from her. While one of the cops guided Franklin over and sat him down, Mom smoothed her straight hair—iron gray, like the concrete floor and the lake, shot through with a single thick streak of white near the front. She’d always refused to dye it. I’d told her once I thought the white streak made her look like a mad scientist, especially when she had her lab coat on, but she’d just replied, “Then it’s a good thing I am one.”

“It’s been a while,” she said to Franklin now. “How are you doing?”

He raised his hands—he had to raise both of them, because the chains bound his wrists close together—and pointed at the chair next to her. Something rested there, some kind of box, with a white cloth draped over it. The top of it was just visible above the table. A soft scratching sound came from within.

“What’s that?”

“We’ll get to that in a moment,” she said. “I want to talk to you first. Do you understand why you’re here?”

He slouched down low in his chair and stared at the box.

“Franklin? It’s important that you answer the question.”

“You want to open up my head.”

“That’s part of it, yes. Now, I know you must be nervous.”

“I’m not nervous.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

“Why do you think I’m nervous? Do I look like I’m nervous?”

“No.”

He didn’t look like he was anything. Franklin Kettle had a face empty of expression—except, sometimes, for that half smile of his—and a low, weirdly calm voice, like the computer from 2001: A Space Odyssey. Kettlebot, kids had sometimes called him at school. His eyes, partly hidden behind spiky chunks of hair and glasses with bulky black frames, looked like dull gray stones.

“I’ve undergone thousands of hours of military training,” he said. “I think I know how to keep my cool.”

Mom pursed her lips. “You’re talking about that video game you play. It isn’t quite the same thing, is it?”

“It’s not just a video game,” he replied, still in that same calm tone. “Military training programs all over the world use Son of War to help prepare soldiers for combat. And I have one of the all-time high scores. You don’t think that says something about me?”

“I’m sure it does.”

“I do see your point, though, Madame Doctor. Can virtual combat make a person fearless for real? It’s an interesting question. The kind of question you probably think about a lot, being a brain scientist and all.” His smile had returned. “Sort of like: can sticking some gadget in the head of a cold-blooded killer make him not a killer anymore?”

Mom was unfazed. “Actually, that’s what I want to talk to you about, Franklin: why you’re here. Do you understand what we hope to accomplish when we—”

The chains clanked as he pointed again. His eyes hadn’t budged from the box covered by the white cloth. “What is it? Why is it making that noise?”

She glanced at the thing on the chair next to her. “It’s a gift. I was planning to give it to you a little later.”

“Give it to me now. The noise is distracting me.”

Mom hooked her hair behind her ear while she thought about it. “All right then.”

She lifted the box onto the table and, drawing off the cloth, revealed a Plexiglas cage with half a dozen mice inside.

Franklin pulled himself out of his slouch so he could set his hands on the table, reaching them as far as his chains would allow. He tapped a fingernail on the white tabletop and watched the mice react.

“How come?” he said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“How come you’re giving me these mice? What do you want me to do with them?”

He still didn’t make eye contact with Mom. That was another thing about Franklin: he never looked anyone in the eyes. Not out of shyness. At least it didn’t seem that way. He just appeared uninterested in connecting with other human beings.

“Whatever you like,” Mom answered. “I thought you might enjoy them.” To one of the police officers standing behind him, she said, “Would you take off his wrist restraints, please?”

The cop unchained his hands. Without hesitating or pausing to ask permission, Franklin opened the door to the cage and reached his hand inside. His fingers closed around a mouse with a coat of white and brown splotches. He brought it to his chest and stroked its head. The mouse’s tiny pink paws scraped his fingers.

“I know what you want me to do with them,” Franklin said. “You want me to hurt them.”

Mom sat up a tiny bit straighter. “Why would I want you to do something like that?”

“So you can study my behavior. Gather data for your project. See for yourself what a psycho I am. You and whoever else is watching.” He nodded at one of the cameras hanging from the ceiling. “You’re all thrilled to have me back,” he added, slitting his eyes at Dr. Hult, who was standing by the door. “You can’t wait to get started.” His chains rustled as he faced Mom again. “You’re hoping I’ll put on a show.”

“What do you mean, ‘put on a show’?”

He shrugged. “Maybe I’ll smash this mouse on the table. Maybe I’ll squeeze him until his eyes pop out. At least, that’s what you’re hoping, Madame Doctor.”

Mom pressed the nail of her left index finger into the pad of her thumb. A couple years ago, while making dinner, she’d accidentally sliced off the tip of that thumb. A doctor had managed to sew it back on, but it had been numb ever since. Prodding the thumb had become a habit, something she always did when she got tense. Aside from that, though, she kept up an appearance of calm that matched Franklin’s. “You don’t really want to do that, do you?”

“No. I like this mouse.”

The animal had started clawing at Franklin’s hand more frantically, like it could understand the various fates he’d described for it. He brought it close to his cheek and shushed to calm it down.

Dr. Hult raised his eyebrows at Mom. She gave her head a small shake for him to stay put.

“I’m not stupid,” Franklin said, the two stones behind his glasses fastened on the Plexiglas cage and the other mice inside it.

“I know that,” Mom answered. “I know you’re very intelligent.”

“I’m onto your brain-doctor tricks.”

“I’m not playing any tricks, Franklin.”

He tipped his head forward, so his hair fell in front of his eyes in a curtain. “Stop watching me. I don’t like it when people watch me.”

“I’m not watching you. I’m looking at you. I’m having a conversation with you.”

“No, you’re not. You’re studying me.”

“That’s not true. I want to talk to you about what’s going to happen over the next few days. I want to make sure you understand—”

Franklin opened his mouth wide and stuffed the mouse in.

Mom’s metal chair screeched across the concrete floor as she sprang to her feet. “What are you doing, Franklin?”

The cops took a few steps forward, but Mom put up a hand to stop them. Franklin’s bulging cheek rippled as the mouse struggled inside.

“Take out the mouse,” Mom said. “You just told me you didn’t want to hurt him.”

Franklin settled back into his slouch in the chair. He laced his fingers together on his lap. Even with the mouse struggling behind his cheek, you could still see the little smile on his lips.

“Listen to me, Franklin. Right now you have a choice. You can—”

His jaws closed with a sound like someone crunching into a mouthful of almonds. A trickle of blood snaked from his lips. He chewed a few times and spat the mouse onto the table. Tiny black beads of blood flecked the white surface and the Plexiglas cage and even Mom’s lab coat. One of the mouse’s hind legs continued to kick.

With sudden energy, Franklin sprang to his feet and banged his hands on the table. “Happy now? Happy?”

The police finally snapped into action. As they rushed to grab him, he kept repeating that word over and over, blood spraying from his mouth, his normally quiet, empty voice filling with rage, rising to a yell.

“Happy? Happy?! HAPPY?!”
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Of course, I didn’t actually see any of that firsthand. But a while ago I got a message on my phone with a link to a Dropbox folder containing a bunch of surveillance footage from the lab. I went through it a few days later, beginning with those first minutes after Franklin Kettle’s arrival. It felt important that I watch all of it. I’d already decided I wanted to set down the whole story of the days before and after Mom performed her procedure on Franklin, start to finish. Lots of rumors had been flying around online, and I figured someone who’d been there, for most of it at least, should make a record of what had really happened. Or try.

Not that I knew whether I’d actually show what I wrote to another human being. If the truth got out, lots of people would get hurt, me included. Maybe I was really just doing it for myself. Maybe I was hoping it would give me a way to dump out all the unwelcome memories crawling around in my mind. Sort of like what I imagined happening when I drew in my Tattoo Atlas, even though I realized the brain didn’t actually work like that. Probably the only way I’d ever get rid of my memories was if Mom figured out how to open up my head and pull them out, one by one.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

That Monday morning, at the same time Mom was attempting to talk to Franklin about the hole she wanted to drill in his skull, I was at home, out in the garage, warming up my car, a bright yellow 1972 Saab station wagon my older brother had bought and fixed up years ago. I wasn’t exactly what you’d call a gearhead, but I did my best to take good care of it. My friends and I had a tradition of riding the seven blocks to school in the wagon every morning. I’d put up the garage door and sit there with the heater on full blast and wait for the others to slide into their usual seats one by one: Tor Agnarson in front next to me, Lydia Hicks and Callie Minwalla behind. Pete Lund, when he was still alive, had sat in the way back. For years we’d called ourselves the Boreal Five because we’d all grown up together on Boreal Street, but there were only four of us now.

The seating arrangement had undergone another change more recently, when Tor and Lydia had started dating. An unexpected development, and one that had caused some dissension in the Boreal Five’s ranks.

Today as I sat in the driver’s seat, the Saab’s engine chugging and its heater roaring, Lydia showed up first, her freckly cheeks flushed from the cold, her auburn hair pulled into a neat ponytail under her knit cap, a stack of posters under her arm. She slid into the backseat.

“What have you got there?” I said.

“More publicity for the memorial.” She turned the stack face-up on her lap. The poster showed Pete Lund’s round face haloed by a haze of silver glitter. The words FOREVER IN OUR HEARTS appeared at the top. “Abigail dropped them off last night. She wants us to put them up before class this morning.”

Abigail Lansing was the head organizer of the assembly that would mark the one-year anniversary of the shooting. On the basis of a single dance she’d gone to with Pete sophomore year, she’d seized the role of Pete’s bereaved girlfriend and mourner-in-chief—even though she’d basically just hung out with him that one time, and even though she hadn’t even seen him die. The girl was a colossal phony. But none of us in the Boreal Five—Pete’s actual friends, in other words—had the heart to be our school’s unofficial grief coordinator, so we pretty much left her to it.

When she’d asked us to help her organize the Big Bang memorial, though, grabbing our hands and whispering, “Pete would’ve wanted you to be part of it,” we all agreed. She was right, not that she had any real idea what she was talking about.

Lydia jangled a couple rolls of tape she’d looped around her wrist. “You up for it?”

“Sure, but haven’t we put up enough?”

“Apparently the other posters were just teasers. Now we’re starting phase two of the marketing rollout. These have all the information about where and when the memorial’s taking place printed at the bottom.”

“But it’s a mandatory school assembly. Doesn’t that sort of make marketing beside the point?”

“Maybe.” Her feathery eyebrows knitted and her eyes dropped to the posters. “I think Abigail just wants to make sure nobody ditches. She wants people to understand how important this is.”

“She wants them to hear her make a speech and watch her cry. That’s what she wants.”

“She means well, Rem.” Lydia touched her fingertips to Pete’s cheek, her forehead still furrowed. We both went quiet as we stared at the image. For the past few weeks Pete’s face on that sappy poster had been everywhere, all over the walls at school, but seeing it was still like a spike in the ribs every time.

Tor yanked open the Saab’s other rear door and scooted in next to Lydia. Unlike us, he didn’t have on a coat or a hat. Just a UMD sweatshirt—slightly too small, so as to better showcase his muscles—and, randomly, a pair of earmuffs. Like only his ears ever got cold. That was typical Tor, though. He was an underdresser: whatever the situation, he always had on at least two fewer layers than everyone else.

He slung a huge arm over Lydia’s shoulders and gave her a kiss. “Morning, Strawberry.”

Lydia turned red. She’d had a thing for Tor for years, everybody had always known it, but now that she had him, it was like she’d won the lottery and didn’t have a clue what to do with the money. She took his public displays of affection with a mix of pleasure, mortification, and bafflement.

Tor leaned forward to ruffle my hair. “Morning, Nice Guy.”

My name’s Jeremy, Rem for short, but he liked to call me Nice Guy. Mr. Nice Guy if he was in a formal mood. Tor was into nicknames—he was the one who’d started calling us the Boreal Five—and he had one for each of us. In my case the nickname had caught on around school, too, and I suppose it fit well enough. Maybe I hadn’t done anything as impressive and altruistic as my brother, who’d single-handedly started the crisis hotline at Duluth Central during his time as a student there, but I knew how to get along with people. I didn’t gossip. I didn’t pick fights. I didn’t have enemies. None I knew of, at least.

Callie appeared next. She opened the back door and found Tor occupying what had been, up until a few weeks ago, her usual spot. “Oh. Right.” Scowling, she slammed the door shut, flung open the front passenger door, and dumped herself into the seat.

“Think of it as a promotion,” I said.

She cut a black look at me.

“I don’t get what the problem is,” Tor said. “It’s a free country, isn’t it? We’re all friends, right? What’s the big deal if Lydia and I want to get a little friendlier?”

Callie let out a noise halfway between a sigh and a groan as she pushed at the coiled mass of black hair piled on top of her head, a precarious hairdo that had given rise to Tor’s name for her—Elvira. “It threatens the integrity of our group, Tor.”

“ ‘The integrity of our group’?” Tor repeated. “What are we, a team of Navy SEALs?”

“We didn’t mean for it to happen, Callie,” Lydia said. “It just sort of did. We were spending all that time together in the bio lab after school.”

“Right,” Callie muttered. “There’s nothing like a little cat dissection to get two young lovers in the mood.” She seized the rearview mirror and angled it so she could look Tor in the eyes. “We’re graduating in June, Tor. We don’t have much time left together. I don’t want you ruining it.”

“Why would—”

“Come on,” she snapped. “You’ve never in your life dated anyone for more than a month. So what’s going to happen one week from now when you kick Lydia to the fucking curb just like you do every other girl?”

“Who says he’s going to kick me to the effing curb?” Lydia said, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Don’t kid yourself, missy.”

Lydia’s freckle-strewn cheeks turned crimson again. “You know what really threatens the integrity of our group? The mean things you say.”

Callie ignored her. “What do you want with Lydia anyway, Tor? She’s a prude who can’t even bring herself to say the word ‘fuck.’ Don’t you prefer the slutty types?”

“That’s enough, Callie,” I said. “Give them a break. You can’t control who you fall for.”

“Thank you, Rem,” Lydia said.

Callie turned to glare at me again, her mouth open as if she wanted to say something. But then she grabbed one of my hands from the steering wheel instead and lifted it up. “For God’s sake, Rem, don’t you ever wash?”

I’d been painting that morning, lost track of time, and ran out the door without bothering to clean off the smears of pink and green and yellow covering my palms and fingers. That happened a lot. Callie was an artist too—mixed media collage mostly—but she was much neater about it.

Without a word Tor got out of the car, opened Callie’s door, and held out his hand. “Come with me. I want to show you something.”

She eyed his open palm. “What?”

“You’ll see. It’ll be good, I promise.” To me and Lydia he said, “You guys come too. Leave the car running, Rem.”

He led us out the garage’s rear door and through the trees that separated my backyard from his. Callie complained loudly as she picked her way through the snow in her cork wedges and miniskirt. She was just as impractical a dresser as Tor.

Her choice of swearwords got more creative when he plunged into the woods at the back of his yard. The snow was harder to navigate here, but at least we didn’t have to go far. Twenty feet in, Tor stopped at the base of a huge maple.

Callie’s face softened when she realized where we were. Tor grinned at her and nodded.

The trunk of the maple grew at a low angle, extending over a ravine where a creek ran during the summer, so you didn’t have to climb the tree so much as walk out onto it. Still, it would be a challenge in wedges. Callie didn’t protest anymore, though. She followed Tor in silence, taking his outstretched hand for support. Lydia and I stayed close behind.

Just before the place where the trunk split off into branches, we all dropped to a crouch and peered over the side.

“They’re still here,” Callie whispered.

Below us, a family of red foxes played in the snow-choked ravine. Three or four little kits dove into the snow and exploded out again over and over, while their mother kept an eye on them from a comfortable branch a few feet off. Years ago, when we were all eight or so, Tor had discovered the foxes and started taking us here to watch them. It had become one of the Boreal Five’s first secrets: we’d never told anyone about them, not even after a neighbor’s pet rabbit had gotten mauled and we’d all known who must’ve done it.

At some point we’d fallen out of the habit of coming here. We probably hadn’t paid our foxes a visit since middle school.

“Hi, little guys,” Callie said in an uncharacteristically sweet coo.

Tor set his big hand on her shoulder. “We’ve all been friends for how long, Callie?”

“Forever, pretty much,” she mumbled.

“Exactly. A year ago, something horrific happened, and everything changed. But we’re still here, just like they are. The four of us, at least. Still together, still driving to school in Rem’s rust bucket every morning. Now Lydia and I are dating, and things have changed again. That’s what life is, though. Things will always be changing. We’ll get through this change too.”

Tor could come off as cocky and insensitive sometimes, but every once in a while, when you least expected it, he’d shift into this gentle voice and say something kind and sweet and wise that left your insides feeling like warm oatmeal.

Callie remained unmoved, though. Her face darkened again. She turned away from the foxes and hoisted herself to her feet. “Whatever. We should get going. We’ll be late for school.” Once we’d all piled into the car and I’d backed out of the garage onto Boreal Street, she added in a low mutter, “You’ve got some fucking nerve comparing what happened to Pete to your little thing with Lydia, Tor.”

Our eyes all veered toward the way back, like we could still see Pete’s huge body crammed in there, his head propped against the window while he took his morning snooze.

Beyond that, through the Saab’s rear window, the blue house at the very end of Boreal Street had shifted into view—much smaller and older and shabbier than the others, its front walk unshoveled, its driveway dug out just enough to let through a tiny compact, its porch hung with dozens of old and tangled wind chimes that murmured in the breeze.

Franklin Kettle’s grandmother lived there. Up until a year ago, so had Franklin.

The whole way to school, Callie didn’t say another word. I parked in the school lot, and we all shuffled up the front steps. In the hall Lydia held up her stack of posters. “We still have some time before class. Would you guys mind giving me a hand with these?”

“You got it, Strawberry.” Tor hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Rem and I can take this side of the building. You two take the other.”

Lydia split the stack in two and gave half to me. Callie snatched the other half and took off down the hall, banging the floor with her wedges, her heap of black hair bobbing and listing and threatening to avalanche any second.

“Seriously, Lydia, don’t mind her,” I said. “I think the anniversary has us all on edge.”

“Yeah.” Tor gave her another kiss. “You know Elvira. She can figure out how to be in a bad mood even at the best of times.” He grabbed one of the rolls of tape from around her wrist and tapped it against the posters in my hands. “We’ll get right to work on these.”

Lydia grinned, showing the freckly blush that had inspired the nickname Tor had given her. She hurried after Callie, her auburn ponytail bobbing as she went.

Tor and I started off in the opposite direction. We didn’t talk as we turned a corner and headed toward one of the building’s back exits, Pete Lund smiling at us over and over from the posters lining the walls. The cold walloped us in the face the second we stepped outside. Tor led the way along the rear of the building until we reached a place where concrete steps crusted with grimy snow led down to the basement. He glanced from side to side to make sure no one had spotted us before heading down.

At the base of the stairs Tor grabbed the padlock that held the banged-up metal door shut, twisted it, and yanked down hard. It released, and he heaved the door open. We stepped into darkness. After pulling a cord to turn on a naked lightbulb hanging from the ceiling, Tor stomped down another staircase, this one long and narrow and made of wood. His boots shed crumbs of melting snow. At the bottom a corridor stretched off in both directions, and sweaty, searing-hot pipes ran along one wall. The air felt hot and soupy down here. Tor grabbed the posters from me and dumped them on the floor. I unwound the long blue scarf I wore around my neck.

Then we turned to each other in the dark and crashed together like cars in a head-on collision.
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Tor buried his face in the curve of my neck. I pressed my chest against his, like we were still outside in the cold and I might freeze to death if I didn’t.

“Are you sniffing me?” he whispered.

“You smell like chlorine.”

“Well, you smell like turpentine.”

“Is that bad?”

“Stop talking, Rem.”

We grappled some more. His sweatshirt came off. So did my wool coat. Not my paint-spattered long-sleeve T-shirt, though. I didn’t have the same superhuman level of body confidence Tor did. Not even down here, where he could barely see me. I put my arms around him, and he felt gigantic, his muscles hard and hot like the pipes on the wall behind us.

Then, because I’m pathetic, and even though I knew exactly how he’d react, I went in for a kiss on the mouth.

He turned his head to the side, and my lips landed in the short hair behind his ear. The chemicals in the school swimming pool had turned it wispy and soft, like stuffed-animal fur. We stumbled a few steps, our feet splashing in the puddle of melted snow that had already formed around us.

Normally I’d consider myself sufficiently humiliated and let it go at that, but something got into me today. I grabbed his chin and tried to turn his face toward mine.

Tor tilted his head back and slipped out of my grip. “What are you doing?” he said, pushing me away. He was laughing, his straight white teeth flashing in the low light.

“I guess I’m trying to kiss you.”

“You’re so weird.”

“Why is that weird? Don’t most people kiss in this situation?”

“Come on, Nice Guy. You know I’m not into that. You know I’m not really gay.”

I took a few steps backward and bit my lip. Behind me the heat radiating from the pipes pressed against my back. Dozens of retorts rose up in my throat. Dozens of visits to these steam tunnels I could offer as evidence.

Dozens of not very nice things I could say.

“Look,” he went on, “I think it’s great that you’re gay and out of the closet and all that, but I’m not like you. See, for me it’s like this: girls are all bends and curves, guys are straight lines.”

He gestured to illustrate his point, undulating his hands for the girls, slashing them downward for the guys. I listened in silence, even though I’d heard variations on this speech from him before.

“Girls are hot, but they’re so high maintenance. Sometimes I just want to get a little play without dealing with their shit. You know, without it having to mean anything. With guys, it’s simple. No complications. Am I right?”

He smacked my chest with the back of his hand. I stared at his snow boots and my sneakers swimming in the small, dirty puddle we’d created. I wanted to say yes, match his bro tone, maybe even come out with an off-the-cuff joke, but my mouth wasn’t cooperating.

“Nice Guy? You okay?”

I raised my hands and noticed a streak of acrylic paint on the side of my right thumb that was still wet. I couldn’t make out the color in the darkness. For a second I imagined myself melting into the puddle at my feet, leaving only a multicolored paint swirl floating on the surface of the water. Apparently whatever had gotten into me today was intent on disproving Tor’s “guys are straight lines” theory.

I should never have tried to kiss him. I knew perfectly well how unbending he could be when he’d made up his mind about something, and although I guess you could call what we did in the steam tunnels making out, he never allowed his lips to touch mine. They went plenty of other places. My neck. My ears. Once he spent probably a full minute sucking on my nose, which was weird. But no mouth-to-mouth kissing. That was his rule.

And nothing beyond hand jobs. That was mine. If we weren’t going to kiss like normal people, I’d decided, we weren’t doing any inserting of things into places either. At least I had that much self-respect. So between his rule and my rule, we’d fumble and grope and slobber over each other for a while, and then we’d unzip and finish each other off without looking down. Like a handshake at the end of a business meeting. For two years, that had been our ritual.

Except today Tor said, “Listen, maybe we shouldn’t hang out down here anymore.”

I looked up. “Why not?”

“Because I think this might not mean the same thing to you as it does to me.”

“What are you talking about? Of course it does. I’m all about no complications.” Although the complicated way I’d started waving my hands around as I talked probably told a different story.

A dubious smirk flickered across his face. “Really? You’re acting weird today, Rem.”

I looked down again and stirred the puddle with the toe of my sneaker. “What about Lydia? You must be finding things pretty complicated with her.”

“You mean because she won’t put out?”

“Well, yeah.”

He shrugged. “I’m starting to realize there are more important things in a relationship. I mean it, Rem, I’ve never felt like this about anyone before. I don’t know why it took me so long to see how special she is.”

Now it was my turn to smirk. But you’re still down here with me, the smirk said, and I saw him read it on my face. He grabbed his sweatshirt from the pipe he’d tossed it over earlier and pulled it over his head.

“So how about we take a break from the tunnels for a while?”

The smirk wilted and dropped off my face. I picked up my coat and long blue scarf from where they lay on the floor. “Sure. We can do that. No problem.” I wound the scarf around my neck, wishing I could hang myself with it.

“I think it’s for the best,” Tor said. He turned to head up the stairs, but he stopped with one boot on the bottom step and looked back at me. “Hey, I know I don’t even need to ask this, but you haven’t told anyone about what we do down here, right?”

“Of course not.”

“Nobody?”

“Not a soul.”

“Good.” He grabbed the end of my scarf and gave it a tug. “It’s not that I have anything against being gay. You understand that, right?”

“Sure.”

“It’s just that I’m not, like I said, and if this got around, people wouldn’t understand. Especially Lydia. She’s the sweetest person I know. I don’t want to confuse her.”

“Yeah, I get it.”

“And it would probably be weird for you too if people found out.”

I couldn’t see his face. The lightbulb glowing behind him at the top of the stairs had turned him into a hulking black shape. He still hadn’t let go of my scarf. I wanted to ask what he meant. How would it be weird for me too? I’d come out of the closet three years ago, and Tor was the most popular kid at school. It wasn’t like my stock would suffer if people found out what we’d been doing.

Or did he mean it another way? As a threat or something?

Tor started to turn away again and his face caught the light. On his chin where I’d grabbed it earlier was a smear of bright pink acrylic paint. I thought about not saying anything, imagining him fumbling to explain the smear to whoever pointed it out to him later.

Instead I touched his shoulder. Tapping my chin, I said, “You’ve got something right there.”

I watched as he licked his fingers and rubbed, coaching him until he’d made the mark disappear.

Because that was what I did. I was the Nice Guy.
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I spent the rest of the day and most of that night replaying the scene from the steam tunnels in my head. Thoughts of Tor even preempted my usual nightmares involving people having their brains blasted out through the backs of their skulls. (I’d been having those even more often lately, probably because of the upcoming anniversary.) After a while I stopped trying to sleep, turned onto my back, and did what I always did when my mind went into a tailspin: I worked on a new design for my Tattoo Atlas.

By the time pale light started to show through the blinds, I’d mapped out the image in my head enough to try putting it on paper. I crawled out of bed and, on the way to my desk, pushed one of the blinds aside to check the weather.

During the night more snow had fallen. Boreal Street ran along the side of a steep ridge, and our house stood on the uphill side of the street, so from my window I could see the whole city of Duluth spread out beyond the homes opposite ours, all the way down to frozen Lake Superior. A fresh layer of white covered everything. No one else seemed to have woken yet. I couldn’t hear a sound except for Mrs. Kettle’s wind chimes.

I sat down at my desk—a real artists’ table, the kind professionals used. Mom had bought it for me three years ago as a coming-out present. She was one of those cool, progressive, supportive parents who thought coming out of the closet was “something to celebrate,” and if that meant getting presents, I certainly wasn’t going to argue. Now smears and drips of ink, acrylic, and pale watercolor covered the desk’s angled white surface. My pencils and pens and brushes stood in mason jars lining the shelf above, along with a framed photo of my brother, Ethan, and a few stacked paperbacks: Frankenstein, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, The Picture of Dorian Gray. All around, on the marked-up carpet, lay stacks and stacks of the sketches and paintings I’d done on paper. Some canvases leaned against the walls too. I reached under the bottom of the stack closest to my desk and pulled out the sketchbook I’d hidden there.

My Tattoo Atlas didn’t look like anything much from the outside. It had a plain black cover, just like most of my other sketchbooks, but to distinguish this one from the rest I’d glued to the front a drawing of one of the little winged creatures I called imps. They looked sort of like creepy, huge-eyed, hairless kittens with bat wings, and I’d also incorporated them into most of the drawings inside the Tattoo Atlas. I flipped through the pages, some of them crinkly where I’d used watercolors, until I found a blank one. I spread the book out on my desk.

It didn’t take me long to sketch the image in pencil: a knife cutting a straight diagonal line across the page, with trickles of blood seeping from it. Two imps held the knife aloft, and below that, two more supported a banner with TOR written on it. On the knife’s blade, in neat, loopy cursive, were the words Guys are straight lines.

I grabbed a brush and roughed in some color: bright red for the blood, brown for the knife handle, various shades of blue and green and purple for the imps. Then I sat back to look at the image. The watercolors would have to dry before I could ink in the design, but it was already half past seven anyway. I jotted in a lower corner left upper arm and got up to take a shower.
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“I’m running out the door,” Mom said. “I put out the breakfast things for you.”

I hadn’t seen her last night. She’d been working even longer hours than usual lately, getting ready for the whole “putting a hole in Franklin Kettle’s head” thing. She looked tired today, with dark circles under her eyes, but even with everything else she had to do, she’d still taken the time to style her gray-and-white hair. It made a neat sphere around her head, like an iron helmet.

“Thanks.” I poured myself a cup of coffee, and it slopped out of the pot like syrup. Mom had made it extra strong this morning.

She paused with her metal travel mug halfway to her lips. “Are you okay, Rem?”

I looked away and shrugged. “I guess I’m feeling a little run-down. Abigail’s keeping us all really busy with the prep for the Big Bang memorial.”

Just because I’d come out to Mom and she was cool and progressive and supportive didn’t mean I had to let her in on all the messed-up minutiae of my love life. Anyway, she didn’t press. With her brain so full of brain-related thoughts these days, she probably didn’t have room for much else.

“What about you?” I said. “Are you holding up all right?”

She gave an impatient wave. Mom didn’t like it when I implied she was anything less than invulnerable. “It’s been a busy week, but exciting, too. We’re so close.”

“When’s the procedure happening?”

“Tomorrow, if all goes well.”

I shook some cereal into the bowl Mom had set out. “And how’s Franklin?”

She let out a humorless snort. “A handful. He’s refusing to cooperate. Won’t even talk. Which is making data-gathering difficult.”

“He won’t talk to anyone?”

Mom shook her head. Then her eyes dropped to her mug. She’d started prodding the pad of her thumb with her fingernail. “Rem, I’ve been trying to decide whether I should even tell you this.”

“Tell me what?”

She peered into the murk of her coffee, hesitating. “Franklin did say there was one person he’d talk with.” Her eyes flicked up to meet mine. “You.”

The back of my neck went cold. “Why?”

“He said if I brought you in, he’d feel comfortable talking to you. I know you two weren’t exactly friends, but you’ve lived down the street from each other since you both were tiny. And he told me you were one of the few kids at Duluth Central who was ever nice to him. Does that sound right, Rem?”

Did it? I dodged her eyes, grabbing my bowl from the counter and sitting down at the kitchen table. “I’m not sure.”

She twisted the cap onto her travel mug. “I’ve been thinking if we did put the two of you together in a room, just for a short time, and saw how he interacted with you, it might yield a lot of valuable data. But I wouldn’t want you to do it if it made you uncomfortable.”

“When?”

“It would have to be this afternoon.”

I stirred my cereal. The back of my neck still felt cold and tingly. Like one of my creepy little imps had landed there.

“I realize it might sound unorthodox,” Mom pressed. She set down her mug and crossed over to where her coat hung from a hook on the wall. “He killed one of your closest friends right in front of you, and here I am asking you to meet with him face-to-face. But just hear me out on this. I think you might actually find it therapeutic to—”

“I’ll do it,” I said.

She stopped, looked over her shoulder at me, studied my face. “Are you sure? I do want to warn you, honey, even if he’s positively disposed toward you, he may be . . . unpleasant. At least at school and around the neighborhood he kept himself reasonably in check.” She grabbed her coat and thrust her arms through the sleeves. “I mean, until he didn’t.”

“Mom, I can handle it.”

She nodded as she buttoned herself up. “I know you can. You’re like me: tough when you need to be. That’s why I don’t worry about you.”

Of course, she might’ve had a different opinion if she’d seen me yesterday with Tor.

On the wall next to Mom hung another photo of Ethan, this time in formal military dress, grinning at the camera from under the brim of a sleek black-and-white hat. She shot a glance at the picture. Her nail dug into her thumb. “Anyway, Franklin will be in restraints,” she said. “And we’ll have guards in there with you. And I’ll be watching the whole time. You’ll be completely safe. Nothing will happen to you.”

“There you go. No reason to worry.”

“But don’t let any of your friends at school know you’re doing this. Not even Callie or Lydia or Tor, okay? There’s a lot of controversy surrounding this project. I don’t want to put you in the middle of that. At least not any more than you already are.”

“I know, Mom. I’ve seen the news.”

To one side of Ethan’s photo hung one of my paintings—Mom’s favorite, even though it wasn’t the kind of thing I usually liked to paint. I’d done it for her a few months ago. A garden-variety watercolor of the Lake Superior shoreline in summertime, it had the bright greens and blues and pinks that looked so alien here in the middle of winter. She nodded at it now.

“Art. That’s something you two can talk about.”

“Franklin Kettle’s into art? Where did you get that idea?”

“Listen, we’ll go over all that at the lab.” She grabbed her mug from the counter and leaned over the table to plant a kiss on the top of my head. “Thank you, Rem. This is a big favor. I know you have your doubts about what we’re trying to do, but—”

“What are you talking about?” I got up from the table so I could look her in the eyes. “Usually when there’s a school shooting, everybody acts all shocked and outraged, but then nothing changes. You’re actually trying to do something. I think that’s huge. I’m proud of you, Mom.”

Which was the truth.

Mostly.
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Lydia hadn’t seemed to notice that Tor and I hadn’t put up any posters yesterday, but I felt guilty anyhow, so after we all got to school I took Callie aside and convinced her to help me do the job before class. That also gave me a chance to catch her up on the latest chapter in the saga of the steam tunnels.

Because of course I’d lied to Tor about keeping the tunnels a total secret. Callie was my best friend, and I was pretty certain if I couldn’t talk to at least one person about the whole Tor drama, I’d go psycho. Maybe not Franklin Kettle psycho, but close. Anyway, she knew how to keep a secret—although yesterday morning in the Saab I’d seen how much effort it was costing her. That was the real reason Tor and Lydia’s new coupledom was getting her all worked up.

“So he just drops you the second he suspects you might want more out of him than a quick knuckle shuffle.” Her wedges pounded down the hall. “Jesus Christ, that guy can be such an asshole. I understand how you must be feeling, but if you want to know what I think, it’s for the best. That thing you two had going was so fucking dysfunctional. It was just making you miserable, wasn’t it?”

“Not totally miserable,” I mumbled.

“Well, it should’ve been. He was treating you like fucking garbage, Rem. One of you had to put a stop to it. I just wish it had been you. Plus, things have changed now that Lydia’s involved. I couldn’t have cared less about those other pinheads he cheated on, but to do it to her was just wrong. And you’re not entirely blameless yourself.”

“What are you talking about?” I shot back, the posters under my arm flapping as I hustled to keep up with her. “I was with Tor first, wasn’t I? Lydia’s the interloper here, not me.”

“She can’t interlope if she doesn’t even know the situation exists. I’m sure she thinks I’m a major bitch right now, but the truth is, I feel more sorry for her than I do for you. Tor knew perfectly well she’d been in love with him for years, and then he went and started something with her just so he could keep up his pathetic charade of straightness.” She shook her head in disgust, her complicated arrangement of black hair rustling. “So why didn’t you call me and tell me about this last night?”

“I didn’t feel like talking about it. Look, it’s true Tor’s been acting like a jerk, but he’s probably just feeling really confused. I know what it’s like being in the closet.”

“Stop making excuses for him. You wouldn’t have behaved like this before you came out. What’s he so scared of anyway? You did the Big Gay Reveal freshman year, and a week later you were runner-up for Freshman Homecoming Prince.”

“Maybe it’s harder for him because he’s such a guy-guy. I was always the sensitive artist type. When I came out, can you honestly say anybody was surprised?”

Callie wasn’t buying it. “Someone should just out him already.”

“Don’t even joke about that, Callie.” I shot my eyes around the hall, suddenly paranoid. “The two of us are the only ones who know. He has no idea I told you. If we let it slip . . .”

“What?” she said, her wedges hammering the wood floor so hard they were probably leaving dents. “What would he do?”

“I don’t know. Get mad. Look, if Tor’s such an asshole, then how come you’re still friends with him?”

“Good question,” Callie muttered, her scowl deepening.

I knew the reason, even if she wouldn’t come out and say it. It wasn’t just that he was charismatic and good-looking and smart (second only to Lydia in our class, gradewise). Tor Agnarson was also the most exciting person we knew. At least once a week he’d get this glint in his eye and say, “Ladies and gentlemen, I have an idea.” Whenever he said that, you knew something outrageously fun or hilarious or magical would happen. Maybe on the first really warm day of spring we’d all skip class so we could go swimming in Lester River. Or maybe we’d end up on his roof at midnight, watching the aurora borealis. Or maybe he’d take us to spy on a family of wild red foxes.

Tor was the gravitational center of the Boreal Five, the star the other four of us orbited around. I think in our own ways we were all a little in love with him. Even straight-as-an-arrow Pete, who’d done pretty much whatever Tor had told him to do, including joining the swim team despite the fact that his chunky body had really made him better suited for football. Even prickly Callie, who, though she probably would’ve denied it, seemed to get a weird enjoyment out of constantly butting heads with him.

By then Callie and I had barreled all the way across school. Duluth Central was a sprawling behemoth of a building, built about a hundred years ago out of red brick and limestone and added onto many times after that. The hallways had almost as many twists and turns as the steam tunnels did. It took me a second to figure out where we were. I realized if we took one more turn, we’d reach Ms. Utter’s former classroom. I’d made it almost a year without passing by that door, and I didn’t feel like starting today. “Slow down. We’re supposed to be putting up posters, remember?” I took one from the stack. “Hold it up so I can put on the tape.”

While I went to work, she cocked her head to one side and scrutinized the poster. “God, this thing is tacky. Was all this glitter really necessary? Like Pete’s headlining a show in Vegas or something. It fucking terrifies me to imagine what Abigail has cooked up for the memorial.” She smacked the poster on an empty piece of wall, where it stuck at a haphazard angle, and then she went quiet. She was still studying the glittery image of Pete, but the grimace had left her face. “Maybe because we’re the Boreal Five,” she murmured.

“What?”

“Maybe that’s why I’m still friends with Tor. The five of us grew up together. Now that Pete’s gone and there are only four of us left, and we’re all about to graduate and go off to different colleges and stuff, it would make me sad if we stopped being friends.”

“So underneath it all, Callie Minwalla’s really just a softie. I had no idea.”

She smacked my arm. “It’s just that we’re sort of like a family. A seriously fucked-up family, but still.” Her face lapsed back into an expression of disgust. “And that’s yet another reason why Tor and Lydia shouldn’t be together. It’s like incest or something.” She turned away. “Come on. That’s enough for today.”

“Callie, we put up one poster.”

The hall was thick with students now. Their voices glanced off the walls and floors. A locker slam drew my eye, and I spotted Nil Bergstrom—Nell really, but everyone called her Nil—about to shoulder her mysteriously massive backpack. She and Franklin Kettle had been best friends. Safety-pinned to Nil’s pack, and staring me in the face, was a red patch with an image of a black military mask embroidered on it. The mask incorporated a helmet that covered the head, high-tech goggles over the eyes, and a gas mask over the nose and mouth. It was the insignia for that video game they played, Son of War. Franklin had hauled around a backpack just as massive as Nil’s, with that same patch safety-pinned to that same spot. I couldn’t believe Nil hadn’t removed her patch or the principal hadn’t forced her to do it. Glimpsing that mask always caused my breath to stop, and I knew it must make other students feel uncomfortable too. Seeing it now, I wondered if I was really as ready to meet with Franklin as I’d claimed earlier. Maybe I should just bail.
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