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For my brother and sister, Jimmy and Kelly




    DAY 4



MATT


Location: Unknown


He stood motionless in the swirling snowfall, the dead branch balanced lightly over his shoulder like a gnarled baseball bat. He stared at the trees for movement. Past dusty green spruces and giant blue-needled firs, between slim aspens and their black spiderlike branch tips swollen and ready to bud. Though the forest was silent, he knew it was there. And he knew it was watching. But they couldn’t run.


Not anymore.


So Matt waited. Ignoring the throb pulsing through his ruined feet, he wished for the hundredth time that he was somewhere else—anywhere else. Despite all the things that had happened in the past three days, or maybe because of them, Matt refused to accept that he would die here. Not now. Not like this. Not after everything they’d gone through. Then again, he figured there must be a limit to luck—it had to run out eventually. This was just as good a time as any. Just as good a place. Out here, death came easy.


But he wasn’t going to die without a fight.


The snow fell faster; thick, feathery flakes obliterated the landscape around him into a downy blur of white. The trees disappeared; the mountains beyond them vanished. No birdcalls, no wind, no sound at all except his own breath. Matt’s thoughts drifted to memories of youthful violence, and he wondered if it was because of what was about to happen. Because of what he was going to need to do. Fight. He wondered if he remembered how.


Third grade was the first and last time he’d ever been in a fight. A real one, with punches and kicks and bruised stomachs. And now, hungry as he was, Matt easily recalled the taste of dirty knuckles colliding with his teeth, the sensation of biting down into skin. But he couldn’t remember the reason—why the fight had happened. He did, however, remember the who.


Dennis Greene. Mean, mean Denny Greene. The biggest jerk you’ve ever seen. Matt and Dennis hadn’t liked each other on sight. And it didn’t take long for Dennis—in all his eight-year-old glorious psychopathy—to walk up to Matt and say, “At recess, I’m gonna kick your ass,” punching his fist into his palm. Smack. Smack. Smack. Matt didn’t understand why he was given a warning, unless it was just a form of psychological torture, which turned out to be an effective tactic.


When recess arrived Dennis chased him, picked Matt off from the pack like a lion attacking a weakened gazelle, herded him against a brick wall. And like a hive of bees the rest of the students swarmed in for a better look.


Moments later, Matt and Dennis marched down the long, shiny hallway to the principal’s office. Dennis went in first, coming out only a few minutes later, his head down in shame or embarrassment—Matt couldn’t be sure.


What he was sure of was that the principal had been surprised to see him. Matt wasn’t a known troublemaker, wasn’t the type to get into a fight. But these weren’t really the reasons why the principal stared so bewilderedly at Matt. It was because Dennis Greene looked like he’d been hit by a bus. Swollen eye, puffy lips, a missing tooth, and a bright pink bite mark on his forearm, almost breaking the skin. And Matt—Matt who at age eight had the same build as a fence post—didn’t have a mark on him, only a T-shirt slightly stretched out around the collar.


“I want to hear your story,” the principal finally said, folding his arms over his chest as he leaned back against his desk, the wood creaking under his weight.


But there wasn’t a story to tell. Matt just shrugged and mumbled his way through an explanation. The principal sighed, and dismissed him back to class, saying, “You’re pretty lucky, you know. And you’re a good kid.”


But the principal had been wrong. Matt wasn’t a good kid; he just looked like one. Because during the fight, after Dennis landed his first punch in Matt’s stomach, Matt twisted into Dennis and thought two things.


Did he really just punch me in the guts? (The radiating heat through his lower intestines told him the answer was a definite yes.)


I’m going to kill you, Dennis Greene.


They stared, eye-to-eye, before Matt erupted with a sound that was half cat hiss and half screech owl. “I’m gonna eat you alive!” He sunk his teeth deep into Dennis’s forearm, followed by a furious windmilling of his fists, rapid jabs to Dennis’s face until he was cowering on the ground, bloodied and breathless.


Dennis never bothered Matt again. Not because he’d earned the bully’s respect—not by a long shot. But because Dennis saw something in Matt’s eyes that day, something he knew to avoid. A type of deep primal fear that triggered an automatic recoil, like walking into a giant spiderweb.


A flash of gold caught Matt’s eyes, dragging him back to the present. Here, in this wildness, he no longer needed luck. What he needed was to become that kid again—the raging third grader he thought he’d left behind.


William Faulkner was right, he thought. The past is never dead. It’s not even past.


Matt clutched the broken tree branch and watched the animal slink into the pines, moving through the whiteout like a ghost.


He gave the branch a quick squeeze, testing his grip, and exhaled small puffs of steam as he waited. And waited . . .


And waited.




    DAY 1



MATT


Location: Somewhere over Nebraska


Elevation: 36,000 feet


Matt Ruban, all six feet and one hundred ninety-two pounds of him, squirmed in his seat as he passed an unused barf bag to his best friend, Tony. Matt pressed the flight attendant call button, but the light didn’t work. Great. This made him anxious, even more anxious than being trapped next to someone emptying their guts into a paper sack, so he jabbed at it three more times. Staring down the length of the aisle for someone in uniform, he tried to ignore another disturbing thought. If the attendant button doesn’t work on this plane, what else doesn’t work?


Matt, fully conscious of the seat’s metal frame pressing against his hips, began to wonder about the size and shape of things, especially airplane compartments. Everything seemed to have been designed to accommodate much smaller humans, kids really. Even though at seventeen Matt was technically still considered a kid, there was nothing juvenile about his stature or appearance. Except for his face, which was still smooth-skinned and absent of the acne that plagued most teenage boys. Matt looked older than seventeen, he knew, and he ruffled his short, dark brown hair—too long to be described as military—and scratched at the stubble of sideburns that refused to extend past the tips of his ears. His eyes were as dark as a rainstorm, and his thin lips were pinched in embarrassment for himself and concern for his friend. The engine drone of the Airbus A320 was almost enough to drown out the sound of Tony’s retching. Almost.


Matt leaned over his armrest into the aisle. The plane was half empty, which gave the impression of more space, but at the same time there was a sense of organized tightness around him, a geometrical precision of compartments and square outlines and corners that prevented him from getting comfortable. Matt squirmed back into his seat as Tony gave another heave into the bag, and he took that as yet another sign he should never have agreed to this trip. That’s what? Sign number five? Matt had been keeping track since morning.


In fact, he even had a list. Like an actual list. On a piece of paper, crunched up in his back pocket.


Number one: The flight being delayed due to fog on the ground in Des Moines.


Number two: The flight being delayed again for “mechanical reasons.” Reasons which were never explained. Reasons Matt didn’t want to know about.


Number three: Tony deciding to order shrimp cocktail in the airport restaurant while they waited.


Number four: A drunk guy who was not allowed to board the flight (due to his drunkenness), who then began to verbally abuse the gate agent. “Don’t you know who the hell I am?” he screamed into her face.


She didn’t.


Neither did anyone else, apparently. So, in a fit of rage, Mr. Drunk Businessman ripped his boarding pass in half, tripped on his own wheelie bag, and landed against a large potted palm tree that smashed to the floor, spilling dirt everywhere.


Remembering the list, Matt knew this whole trip was a mistake. Technically, he wasn’t supposed to be here, not on a plane heading west. He was supposed to be flying to Florida with his father for spring break. “It’ll be great,” his father said. “A warm and sunny week full of baseball and beaches and fishing on Marco Island!” But the plans fell through, as they always seemed to when his father was involved. A work problem. A schedule problem. A girlfriend problem.


His father called him on the phone a month ago to cancel, filling the conversation with hasty apologies and immediate assurances to reschedule. Matt almost bought it, too, until his dad told him the real news. Why he really needed to cancel. Why his new wife’s needs were suddenly more important. And that made Matt say things he’d thought many times before but never spoke aloud, including the last sentence before hanging up.


“You’re fifty-three years old and you’re still a goddamned idiot!”


Matt squeezed his fist around the end of the armrest. Though he hadn’t done anything but sit in his seat for the past hour, his heart was pounding, his throat dry and itchy at the memory. That he hated feeling this way was an understatement, and he gave the armrest one more squeeze as the flight attendant stopped next to him. The button must have worked after all.


“Can I help—oh . . . ,” she began, before glancing over at Tony slumped in his seat.


“Yes. Sorry,” Matt said, the only explanation he could manage as he handed over the putrid sack. “Sorry,” he repeated. If the flight attendant was repulsed, she didn’t show it, but kept smiling, as if the swollen bag was a Christmas present. Matt guessed she’d seen a lot worse.


“Should I bring another?” she chirped.


“Umm, yeah. Thanks.” She’s pretty, Matt realized, in a carefully made-up way. Too much makeup, though. “Some ginger ale would be good?” It came out sounding like a question.


“Of course. One ginger ale.”


“Make it two,” Matt said. “Please.” He was suddenly hungry. Starving. Despite having to listen to Tony’s stomach exercises. “Do you have any pretzels? Nuts?”


“I’ll check. We do have a selection of lunch items for purchase.”


“No thanks.” Matt shook his head. If he could eat free he would. Besides, he knew they’d eat when they landed. Forty-five minutes, Matt reasoned. He could certainly wait that long. A year ago he would have paid for the overpriced snack box. “Just some pretzels if you have any.” Perhaps he was making progress.


“Certainly.” She blinked her thickly mascaraed eyelashes, which reminded Matt of some sort of insect. “Ginger ale and pretzels.”


“Cans of ginger ale,” Matt quickly added, shifting again in his seat. “Two cans.”


Matt knew if he didn’t say that she would bring back two plastic cups, barely full. Nickel and diming everywhere, as his dad would say. Extra for headphones. Extra for peanuts. Pretty soon we’ll all have to fly stark naked and be able to fit in the overhead bin because they’ll charge extra for the actual seat. Matt bit down on his lip to remove his dad’s words from his head. Florida, he couldn’t help but think. I was supposed to be going to Florida.


The flight attendant nodded with a smile that either meant she liked Matt or wanted to punch him in the face—it was impossible to tell, and Matt wondered if they taught that trick in flight attendant school, if there was such a thing. There probably used to be.


“Two cans of ginger ale coming up.” She glided away down the aisle.


“Sorry, bro,” Tony said.


Matt watched the flight attendant’s legs swish away, a much better view than anything else at the moment. He didn’t answer.


“Dude, I am.” Tony poked his shoulder. “Totally. I mean it, Matt.”


“I know.” Don’t call me dude, Matt thought. For whatever reason, Tony spoke as though he grew up in the San Fernando Valley. In the eighties. When in reality, he grew up in a four-bedroom colonial, beige siding with black shutters, in West Des Moines, Iowa. Tony’s place stood two houses down from Matt’s, whose own house looked exactly the same, except with navy-blue shutters. They’d known each other since kindergarten.


“I shouldn’t have eaten that shrimp,” Tony said, somewhat regretfully.


“No kidding.”


“I guess I didn’t think I’d be eating much for the next week.” Tony leaned his head back against the window.


“Your brother knows how to cook,” Matt said. “He’ll feed us, you know.”


“Yeah, dude, but what?”


“Food, I guess. Don’t all college students have endless supplies of ramen? They also have this weird thing called restaurants.” The flight attendant was on her way back, palming two metallic-green cans. “Besides, this was your idea, remember?”


Tony grunted.


Matt took the cans. “Thank you.” They were warm, of course, but he didn’t care. He quickly popped the top of one with a satisfying chaclunk-fwiiisssh, which never failed to make him thirsty.


Tony slugged his down, drinking half before commenting the obvious. “It’s warm.”


“You’re welcome.”


“Sorry. Thanks bro.” He smiled and Matt forgave him immediately.


Completely oblivious most of the time, but genuinely nice, Tony reminded Matt of a golden retriever. Self-involved, a little dumb, oafish and gluttonous, but not mean. Never mean. And that was saying something.


“How much longer?” Tony asked, keeping the can pressed to his forehead.


“Not much.” Matt poked the button on the headrest screen to pull up the map. The plane icon blinked, a red arrow denoting the flight path. “It looks like we’re almost ready to descend.”


“Thank God.”


“Have patience,” Matt replied. “All things are difficult before they become easy.”


Tony rolled his eyes. “All right, I’ll bite. Tell me who said that one. And it better not be Confucius.”


“Saadi.”


“Who the heck is that?”


“Persian poet. Lived during the thirteenth century, I think.”


“Well, here’s what I think.” Tony replied, stifling a belch. “I think I don’t like flying.”


“Nobody likes flying,” Matt said. “But it’s not that bad.”


Tony crossed his eyes. “That’s because you didn’t just empty your lunch into a paper bag.”


“Too true.” Matt finally smiled.


“Not funny, dude.”


“It’s a little funny.”


“And now I’m hungry again.” Tony sighed and drank the rest of his ginger ale.


“Hello and good afternoon. This is your captain. We have begun our descent . . .”


“What’s he saying?” Tony whispered nervously.


“It’s in English, Tony.”


“Oh?” He frowned, unconvinced. “I don’t understand it. Must be the accent.”


“It’s the usual,” Matt said. “Weather’s good. Sixty-five and sunny.” Tony smiled wide at this, considering back in Des Moines it was barely above freezing. “And everything looks good for landing. No delays. We should be on the ground in twenty minutes.” Out the window there was nothing but clouds, but soon enough the plane lowered into them. The engine shuddered slightly—a trembling vibration rippled through the cabin, giving everything made of plastic a twisty squeak.


“What’s that?” Tony tightened his belt. “Thought you said it’s good.”


“Just some turbulence coming down over the mountains,” Matt lied, having no idea what it was, only that he didn’t want Tony to get so nervous that he barfed again. “Perfectly normal.”


“How can they land in this?” Tony examined the white fog out the window. “You can’t see a thing.”


“They don’t have to see,” Matt explained. “They just use computers. They can do it blindfolded. The plane practically lands itself.”


“Says you,” Tony fidgeted with the shade on the window. “So what happens when the computers don’t work?”


“I guess we crash.”


“Dude!” Tony flinched. “Bad juju.”


“Sorry.”


The plane descended, making Matt’s ears pop. He drank the rest of the ginger ale in breathless gulps.


The ground, now visible through the clouds, reminded him of a desert, brown and flat, but north of the downtown buildings the mountains reared up, slate blue, black, and green, bright white on the peaks. A lot of snow, Matt thought, dejected. More than he expected for April. Even from this height the mountain range looked immense, dwarfing the city below. He didn’t want snow. He wanted sand and palm trees. Hot sun and ocean breezes.


Wing flaps rose in a mechanical whir. Wheels unfolded from the belly, and with a squeak and a judder, the plane touched down.


Matt felt the air decompress and heard the buttons ding. Seat belts unclicked as the captain announced their arrival. “On behalf of the flight crew we wish you a safe and pleasant journey. . . .”


“Are you sure that’s English?” Tony interrupted. “I still can’t understand a word.”


“He says welcome to Denver.” Matt tugged his duffle bag free from the overhead bin. “The mile-high city.”


“High is right.” Tony laughed, pretending to smoke a joint. “Rocky Mountain high, Colorado,” he sang, then punched Matt in the shoulder. “Dude! This is going to be the best spring break ever.”


Please stop calling me dude. Matt squeezed his eyes shut, pushing away all thoughts of his dad and Florida, determined to acquire the same enthusiasm as his friend. Fake it till you make it, he thought. He didn’t know who said that, only that it was one of those anonymous quotes everyone uses sooner or later. “You’re right.” He forced a smile at Tony. “This is gonna be great.”




MATT


Location: En route to Boulder, Colorado


The VW bus had seen better days, and all of them happened fifty years ago. Matt figured it was probably built in the late sixties or early seventies. Painted a color somewhere between pea and slime green, its white fenders marbled with rust. The windows were dark and greasy looking; visible fumes belched from the tailpipe, smelling like a combination of sulfur, gasoline, and candy corn. A scent overly sweet and chemical.


“Yo!” Sid climbed out and waved, and Matt couldn’t decide what was more surprising: that Sid had been driving the contraption, or that Matt barely recognized him. As Tony’s older brother, Sid was slightly taller, sturdier, and now, exponentially better looking than his younger sibling. Tony stood hunched over on the curb, looking somewhat hungover, backpack slung over one shoulder while staring cross-eyed at the bus. He didn’t answer or even acknowledge his older brother’s presence, but wrinkled his nose and squinted in confusion.


“Let’s go, TB!”


TB. Tony’s middle name was Bennett. Tony Bennett, just like the singer. His full name was Anthony Bennett Jain, but everyone in his family always called him Tony Bennett. So did everyone in school, up until junior high when he decided to give himself a new nickname, demanding on the first day of seventh grade that everyone must call him TB, not knowing it was the abbreviation for tuberculosis. When he realized his mistake it was too late, which in a way, was sort of like coming down with actual TB.


“What is that?” Tony blurted. “The mystery machine? Do you drive around solving crimes?”


Sid grinned, striding forward. “You making fun of me?”


Tony was, of course. “Does Dad know you bought that hippie pile of crap?”


Matt laughed, thinking of Mr. Jain—Dr. Jain, actually. Professor of economics at Drake. Watcher of football, DIYer of all things home improvement, ultimate tomato gardener, and in many ways the father Matt never had, even before his own took off when he was twelve. “He would definitely say that purchase is a liability, not even considered a depreciating asset,” Matt said, crossing his arms.


“Yeah, but it’s not mine. My roommate Carter let me borrow his van to come and pick you douche bags up,” Sid replied. “Good to see you, Matt. You putting on weight?” The way Sid said it almost made it into a compliment, and he made a quick jab forward like he was going to punch Matt in the gut. Matt knew this fake out and didn’t flinch. He had actually lost ten pounds since he’d last seen Sid, his lowest weight in years, but the tops of his ears burned regardless.


“Losing it.” Matt scooped up his duffel. “Now a whopping one hundred and ninety pounds.” Sid had always given him crap about his weight. Fatty Matty, Sid called him. Or Fat Boy, Chubba, Pork Belly, Butterball, Tubs, Moonpie, or anything else that Sid happened to think of. Matt had actually been thin as a child, only putting on weight when he hit double digits, arriving at the “clinically obese” mark by thirteen. But then he began to grow (vertically), took up basketball, and stopped eating entire boxes of Little Debbie Swiss Rolls and bags of potato chips in one sitting.


Matt climbed into the van, noting the interior smelled worse than the outside. Dirty vinyl, patchouli and pot, rotten potatoes, and something else he couldn’t quite describe. Old baby diaper?


Tony jumped in the front. “Dude! It smells like ass in here!”


Sid started the car—surprisingly turning it over without a stutter, engine humming confidently. “That’s because you’re in it, TB.”


“Whatever,” Tony grunted. “Someone needs to do some serious Febrezing in here.”


The VW cruised out of the airport terminal, merging on Peña Boulevard to Highway 470, and north to Boulder. “So what’s the plan, Sid?” Tony was right about the Febreze, Matt thought, the beginnings of nausea creeping in with each breath. He rolled down the window and a dull roar of fresh air filled the bus.


“That is.” Sid pointed over the dashboard to the distant mountain range. From this distance the mountains appeared fake, shining snowcapped peaks, like a movie prop instead of the real thing. “That’s the plan.”


“So what resort?” Tony asked. “Breckenridge? Keystone? Snowmass?”


“Nope.”


“What do you mean, nope? Where are we going, then?”


“We’re not going to a resort. We’re gonna do some AT.”


“Come again?”


“Alpine touring,” Sid said. “The real deal. Serious back country skiing.”


“Okay,” Matt said, realizing that even though they’d gone at least ten miles the mountains didn’t look any closer. “But what’s that, exactly?”


“You’ll love it.” Sid smiled knowingly in the rearview mirror, his teeth perfect white squares. “Don’t worry. It’s something you’re never gonna forget.”


  •  •  •  


Over steaming plates piled with chicken korma, lamb rogan josh, and shrimp biryani, Sid laid out the spring break itinerary. “So you guys, you know how to downhill, right?”


“Of course,” Tony said and Matt nodded, taking a bite of shrimp. It was spicy—not scary hot, but it definitely had a kick, the way Tony and Sid’s mom made it. “But we’re used to cross-country,” Matt said. “You know, flat ground?”


“Yeah. Iowa,” Sid said.


“Iowa,” Tony replied. “We’ve never skied in the mountains.”


“It’s better,” Sid explained. “And easier. If you can handle that crap Midwest snow and ice, you can ski anywhere.”


“Yeah,” Tony said, shoving a gob of lamb in his mouth, bolting it down like a dog. “But these are the mountains, right? We should probably warm up on some bunny hills or something.” Another giant scoop of basmati rice followed; it was almost transfixing to watch how fast Tony could eat. “Well, at least you should, Matt.”


“I’ve skied more than you,” Matt said.


“Yes, but who’s the natural athlete here?”


Matt tore a piece away from the round pancake of garlic naan. “Sinking three-pointers blindfolded doesn’t make you a better athlete. It just makes you a freak.”


“Says you.” Tony grinned and went back to inhaling his lunch.


“Yeah, says me.” Matt shook his head, knowing that Tony did have some weird athletic prowess, at least when it came to anything with hand-eye coordination. He almost never missed a shot in basketball, destroyed Matt in ping-pong, beat him in golf, tennis, and racquetball. But if they played long enough and hard enough, Matt would win. Matt knew deep down what he lacked in skill he made up for in stamina. Surely that had more to do with being athletic. He was persistent. Tenacious. That was the word his teachers used to describe him, and for many years he considered it a compliment. Matt is very tenacious. At the same time, he wondered why he couldn’t have been graced with just a little natural talent—to even the playing field. Literally.


“We’ll see,” Tony said, shrugging.


“So,” Matt turned to Sid. “What’s this alpine touring, then?”


“It’s like a combo of downhill and cross-country.”


Tony frowned. “How?”


“You hike in,” Sid explained. “You can snowshoe, or use these special skins to put on the skis.” He held up a finger to catch the waitress’s attention, which wasn’t hard for Sid, because all the girls (and at least one waiter) had been glancing at him since they sat down in the booth. “Sid got his mother’s looks,” Mr. Jain liked to joke, “and Tony got my bunions.”


“Skins?” Matt pictured snake hides wrapped around skis. “Hiking I understand, but I’ve never snowshoed.” Out the window, a few blocks off Pearl Street, the Flatirons were visible, rising up from the green field like the back of some gigantic half-buried dragon.


“The skins go over the skis, so you can go forward but you won’t slip back,” Sid said. “Works great.”


“And you’ve done this before?” Tony opened his wallet, pulled out a ten, hesitated, and then pulled out another.


“Yeah, a few times. There’s nothing quite like skiing down pristine virgin powder.” Sid conveniently emphasizing the word virgin just as the waitress arrived with water. She looked at each of them in turn, but kept her smile for Sid.


“Anything else?” She fluttered her eyes rapidly, ignoring Tony and Matt. The way she said anything started a heated tingle in Matt’s lower intestines. Or maybe it was the chicken korma.


“No thanks.” Sid flashed his movie star smile. “Just the check, please.”


The waitress bit her lip with a nod, slid the bill to the middle of the table, and retreated to the bar.


“Kee-riiist!” Tony exhaled thickly when she was out of range. “I think she wanted to give you a lot more than the check.” He peeked his head over the booth, checking the way her black T-shirt rose up from her jeans as she pulled down a glass from a shelf on the bar, revealing a small tattoo on her lower back, something with wings, or was it vines? “Oh man,” he whispered. “Is that a tramp stamp?”


“Calm down, boner.” Sid pulled out his own wallet to add money to the pile. “There’s gonna be a party later. Plenty of ladies coming.”


“A party?”


“My friend Dylan’s having a party at his house.”


“College girls?” Tony’s face puckered, both in excitement and fear.


“They prefer to be called women,” Sid said. “You know, because they are.”


Matt threw a twenty on the table, knowing there wouldn’t be a girl or woman who’d glance in their direction as long as Sid was around—which Matt found bewildering, since Sid sure didn’t have any girlfriends in high school. At least, none he knew about.


Tony said as much. “Since when did you become such a stud?”


Sid shrugged into his jacket. “Since I stopped trying so hard.”


“You weren’t trying at all,” Matt told him, wondering what combination of confidence and indifference would work on getting (and keeping) a girl’s attention. So far, he hadn’t found it. The indifference he was good at, or at least the impression of indifference. The confidence was another story. He didn’t even know where to begin trying to fake that.


“That’s the trick, grasshopper,” Sid replied. “That is the trick.”




MATT


Location: Boulder, Colorado


Elevation: 5,430 feet


“Nice place, Sid.”


“Thanks.”


“I was kidding,” said Tony, peering at the ceiling and its collection of mysterious stains. “This place is a dump.”


Sid tossed his keys on the coffee table, unoffended. “Boulder’s expensive.”


“It smells like old people.”


Matt didn’t think it looked all that bad, but he agreed there was an odor hanging in the air that reminded him of the nursing home his grandmother lived in—Cedar Winds Assisted Living, although there was nothing about the place that smelled like cedar, unless you counted pine-scented disinfectant. “So where are we sleeping, Sid?”


“In my room, I guess.”


Tony wrinkled his nose. “I’m not sharing a bed.”


Sid ignored him. “And someone can sleep on the couch.”


“Ugh,” said Tony, as if that was a worse option, and threw his duffel bag on said couch, narrowly missing a dark gray tabby cat that at first glance was so round and motionless it resembled a fuzzy throw pillow. The cat didn’t move, except to open one jewel-green eye. A low growl rippled out.


“You can stay in a hotel if you don’t like it, cheap ass.”


“No way,” said Tony. “I spent enough money on the plane ticket out here.”


Sid laughed, went into the kitchen, and opened the refrigerator. “You sound just like Dad, you know,” he called back. “He’s a cheapskate too.” He returned holding three cans of beer.


Tony took one. “I prefer the word frugal.”


“So how long have you lived here?” Matt asked as he offered his hand to the cat, which sniffed it disinterestedly, and, finding nothing offensive, went back to its nap.


Sid tossed another beer to Matt. “Since last summer. Carter, my roommate, and his sister, Leah, needed another tenant after the last one moved out.”


“Sister, huh?” Tony stared up at the ceiling, trying to find her room using X-ray vision. “Hot sister?”


Sid cracked open his beer. “Too hot for you, punk.”


“What, she your girlfriend or something?”


“No,” he said solemnly, sounding disappointed. “She’s not my girlfriend.”


“Ah, so fair game, then?”


“Of course.” Sid smiled at his beer, foreseeing the outcome. Matt foresaw it too—if this Leah chick wasn’t interested in Sid, she certainly wouldn’t be interested in his spazzy little brother.


“Are they here?” Matt asked, feeling as though he should ask permission before making himself comfortable.


“Nah,” Sid said. “They’re probably already at Dylan’s. He’s the one who’ll hook us up with all the ski equipment tomorrow.” He gave Tony a look, a once-over that seemed to leave him unsatisfied, searching for the right thing to say. “So don’t be a dick, okay. He’s saving us a ton of money by not having to rent all the stuff.”


“Dylan?” Tony snorted. “With a name like that I bet he’s a total stoner.”


“You got it.” Sid laughed. “Skis aren’t the only things he can hook us up with. He’s a total TFB with an endless supply.”


“TFB?”


“Trust fund baby,” Sid said. “I guess he’s from a wealthy family out in Connecticut. Some richy-rich place in Hartford. Parents bought him a house in Boulder. Never seen the kid work, except he worked for a bit at the same sporting goods store with Carter. But he has an endless supply of money.”


“Sounds like a douche.”


“No. Not at all.” Sid shook his head. “He’s a great guy. And he’s smart, too, but he just doesn’t live in our orbit. It honestly never occurs to him not to have enough money.”


“Wow,” Tony said.


“The upside is he throws great parties.”


The clock on the wall read ten to five. “Well, what are we waiting for?”


“Don’t you want to shower and change?” Matt asked, mainly because he himself wanted to shower and change. He smelled of plane and unwashed masses. Or maybe it was just him.


“Why?”


“Girls, remember?” Sid reminded him.


“Oh yeah. Girls.” Tony snatched his duffel bag, ruffled the cat’s head, and then feigned surprise when it hissed and tried to bite his hand. “Nice cat you got there.”


“It’s a cat, Tony,” Matt said. “Not a dog.”


“Shower’s upstairs,” Sid said. “First door on the right.”


Tony gave them a blank yet defiant stare before heading upstairs. Each wooden step creaked in protest.


Sid pushed off from the wall to seat himself in a threadbare recliner the color of rust. The cat watched him through slitted eyes and yawned. “Nuance escapes my brother.”


“Yep, I’ve noticed.” Matt took a swig of beer. It wasn’t particularly cold, but tasted much better than the Old Milwaukee he and Tony stole from the fridge in Tony’s dad’s garage. He sat down next to the cat. “What’s your name, baby?”


“His name is Marner,” Sid informed him. “It’s Leah’s cat. And from what I’ve seen so far, an excellent judge of character.”


“Marner,” Matt said, immediately liking the name. He scratched the cat under the chin, and it pressed its head into his hand, purring loudly. “Like Silas Marner.”


“Who?”


“It’s a character from a book.”
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