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THE RULES

Rule 1:

Protect yourself.

Rule 2:

Never move without thinking.

Rule 3:

Safety before simplicity, simplicity before speed, and silence wherever possible.

Rule 4:

Don’t go anywhere you can’t get back from.

Rule 5:

Use your powers for good.



PrologueBinder’s Gap

In the last hour of summer, as the classroom fluorescents flickered to life and the first of the buses coughed its way into the parking lot, Conor Moreton wriggled out from the dark space beneath the equipment shed and began to climb.

He was alone, and that was not part of the plan. Alone, getting onto the shed meant squeezing into the narrow gap where it butted up against the gym, using the pressure between the two walls and his body to inch his way upward. It was slow going, and he always slipped at the top, scraping his forearms against the rough shingle as he pulled himself past the gutter. Much easier with two—one to boost, and the other to reach back and help the first up.

But Ashleigh was not coming, could not possibly be coming, was at the very least grounded and most likely suspended. Conor knew this—

(Had to know it, on some level, given how skillfully he managed to not-think it, the words somehow failing to form even as his thoughts swirled all around them, like a blind man weaving his way through the furniture in his living room.)

—yet still he’d waited for the other boy, shivering in the dark—waited as the night turned grey and the teachers trickled in, as hope gave way to outright denial and even denial wore thin.

Then he’d waited longer.

It was fear, of course.

(Just fear, he would have said, had anyone asked.)

But this fear was different. Was wilder than the usual sort, more primal—kin to the dread that still seized him sometimes, when his parents made him take the garbage can down the long, dark driveway after sundown. It was Guyler’s blood staining the sidewalk the night before, and the way his pupils had been different sizes as the paramedics loaded him onto the stretcher. It was the empty cheerfulness of Ashleigh’s voicemail, the awful silence as Conor texted him, messaged him, threw acorns at his bedroom window. It was the horrifying realization that the rules had changed—had maybe never really been there in the first place—that the lines on the road were just paint, really, and there was nothing, nothing, nothing at all between him and the sort of things you heard about on the news.

Ten minutes.

Guyler and Ashleigh had been alone together for ten minutes. Not even, probably, when you factored out the time it would’ve taken Ashleigh to come down from the roof. Maybe only five. Maybe not even.

In five minutes, the two of them had ended the world.

And as thoughts like that came and kept coming, it became more and more important that Conor wait for Ashleigh—Ashleigh, who was brave, who was invincible, who would laugh and say lighten up, man, you act like we’ve never been in a little trouble before. He was on his way, had to be, just a few more minutes and he’d round the corner, a spring in his step and an easy excuse on his lips. And they would do the climb together, and it would be fine, everything would be fine, Conor just had to give him a little more time—

In the end, it was the sound of car doors slamming in the front circle that got him moving, a sound that said if he didn’t start right now, he’d never make it back down before first bell.

With one final heave, he dragged himself past the gutter and out onto the shed roof, staying low, letting the shallow peak hide him from the windows of the buildings opposite. Rolling over onto his back, he waited for his breathing to slow, picking dirt and grit out of his scabs as he stared unseeing up into the heavy September sky.

Rule number one, he thought quietly. Protect yourself.

(Although thought was not quite the right word. The thought happened. Conor didn’t think it, exactly—not in the sense that he brought the words forward on purpose. They were simply there, as if he’d spotted them by chance in the swirling clouds above.)

The next checkpoint was the aluminum breezeway awning, five feet away and two feet higher up, covering the sidewalk that ran between the gym and the front office. It was an unpleasant jump even at the best of times—the slope of the roof made for an awkward takeoff, and there was something spooky about the way the awning just hung in space, with no wall for him to kick his feet against if he came up short.

But that was a fear Conor knew well, and knew his way through. And he needed the awning to get to the electives building, and he needed the electives building to get to the tree, and he needed the tree to get to the pipe and the pipe to get to the roof. And he needed the roof because—

(His thoughts stuttered.)

He just…needed the roof, that was all.

He rolled back over onto hands and toes, lizard-fashion, listening.

Rule two: never move without thinking.

There were no sounds in the quad below—not yet, not this early. Slowly, slowly, he pushed himself upward, peering past the ridge of shingle, eyes alert for any sign of movement in the windows facing the grassy square.

All clear.

Silently, he popped to his feet, stepped to the edge, and leapt across the gap, wincing as the metal of the awning flexed and groaned under his weight. It was wet, last night’s rain still spotting every surface, and he picked his way with care, stepping from brace to brace as he made his way over to the electives building. Pressing up against the brick, he stretched as high as he could and then jumped, his fingers just barely able to catch the edge of the roof proper.

Like most of the buildings at East Binder Secondary School, this one was covered in a thin layer of gravel, dotted here and there with air conditioning units and surrounded by a raised metal edge exactly four inches wide—

Conor’s lip twisted.

Right.

A wet metal edge.

He wiped his hands on his sweatshirt, looking down at the dull, corrugated surface.

Rule three. Safety before simplicity, simplicity before speed, and silence wherever possible.

The edge would be slippery. But that didn’t necessarily make it dangerous—not if he stayed focused, stayed locked in, kept his feet under him and the rest of his body under control. And the alternative was to crunch his way through the gravel, directly over the classrooms where the teachers were this very minute preparing for the day…

He let out a breath.

Arms out for balance, he walked carefully along the edge, bracing himself for a shout from below, willing himself not to twitch or stumble. But no one saw him, and soon enough, he had rounded the corner to the long side of the building, where the magnolia stood.

It was a gnarled and magnificent tree, far older than the school around it, rising proudly from the grass between the electives building and the auditorium beyond. Branches poured down from its trunk like a jungle waterfall, trimmed back too high to be reached from the ground, but spreading carelessly over the rooftop where Conor now stood. Slipping in among them, he leaned out over empty space, grabbing hold of a wrist-thick limb at the edge of his reach and swinging into the foliage.

Slowly, methodically, he picked his way across the tree. Soon, he arrived at a junction—almost a fork in the trunk itself—where one massive branch split away from the rest and reached out to brush, fingerlike, against the auditorium wall.

Rule four. Don’t go anywhere you can’t get back from.

The first time—ages ago, at the beginning of summer—it had taken all of Conor’s courage to creep out to the very edge, where the sagging, overloaded limb let him rest his hands against the bricks, a full twenty feet above the ground. But that was where the prize lay, the key to the puzzle: a sturdy, three-inch metal pipe emerging mysteriously from the otherwise empty patch of wall and stretching all the way to the roof.

No way, Ashleigh had said, when Conor first suggested it. Not in a million years.

But there was no other way, as Ashleigh himself had reluctantly admitted. And so (after a week) no way became fine—you first.

Taking a deep breath, Conor readied himself, his right hand curled around the pipe, his left still braced against the wall, his body bobbing slowly up and down as the breeze whispered past the shaky branch. His eyes fluttered shut, and for the briefest of moments, a thousand objections swelled into his mind—that he was too tired, too shaky, that the roof was too far, the pipe too wet, that there was no one around to help him if he fell and he would be late and he would be caught and he could die, actually, he’d gotten used to doing this sort of thing but yesterday—

(A memory of flashing lights.)

Conor opened his eyes.

No.

Not right now.

With a swift, sure motion, he sprang forward, leaving the tree behind, planting both feet against the wall and pulling himself in to hug the pipe as the branch tore upward past him. A smattering of leaves and twigs rustled their way toward the ground, dusting his hair, his shoulders. He waited until all was still, shifting back and forth, testing the grip of his sneakers against the bricks as he leaned back, rappel-fashion.

And then he climbed.

Hand over hand, step by step, up past the leafy canopy and out into the open, using the pipe like a rope, each breath coming in animal rhythm with the scrape of his shoes and the beat of his heart. Once, he paused, shaking out the tightness in each arm and wiping the sweat from his brow, but otherwise he moved like a machine, his thoughts quiet, every action efficient and precise. Scarcely twenty seconds passed before his fingers found the sudden emptiness that marked the end of the pipe, and then he was there, chest heaving and face flushed, swaying like a boxer at the summit of the school.

Okay, he thought, as his heartbeat slowed once more, his fingers gradually coming unclenched.

Okay.

There were whispers of conversation below, drifting up from the front courtyard where the earlybirds were gathering. He could hear voices but not words, a soft, tumbling chorus that came and went as the wind changed direction. There was happiness there, and excitement—a touch of nervousness and an air of expectation.

(Conor felt none of it. The sounds, the feelings—they belonged to the old world, the gone world, the one where getting a locker all his own was the best thing since giving up training wheels, where he’d spent the last Saturday of summer fretting over whether there would be a quiz on the reading he’d so blithely blown off.)

Shoobies anyway, whispered Ashleigh’s voice in his head, and for a moment Conor squeezed his eyes shut again, feeling the other boy’s absence, the hole in the air where his best friend should be.

Rule five: use your powers for good.

Conor opened his eyes again.

Ahead, the world was a patchwork of grey, the rooftop shouldering a sky of slate and gunmetal, slowly turning silver as the sun backlit the clouds. There was the usual scattering of squat, steel structures—fans and ventilation shafts, a trapdoor set in weatherworn concrete. A pair of long, thin furrows slashed through the gravel like tire tracks, twin paths where the stones had been swept aside, revealing the black shingle underneath.

Moving on autopilot, Conor took the left one, heading for a place in the center where the two paths widened, crossed, bleeding into one another to form a clear space large enough for two to sit in.

There.

He crouched, reaching.

It was a twist of paper, half an inch long and narrower than a pencil, with a few loose, blackened flakes still poking out of one burnt end. They fell as he lifted it, vanishing into the wind.

It isn’t dangerous, Ashleigh had said. Not if you do it just once.

He’d rolled it right there in front of Conor, pulling the musty flakes from the bag they’d been haunting since June. Conor had objected, of course. Ashleigh was talking about doing drugs—about doing drugs on a rooftop—a school rooftop—about stealing drugs from god knows who—wasn’t this the literal exact opposite of why they were there? Why they’d spent nearly the whole summer baking in the sun, just watching and waiting?

He’d stood up, half expecting the other boy to stop him—had stalked back to the pipe, bracing himself the whole way for Ashleigh’s laughter, his smooth talk, his cutting disdain. He’d made it all the way back to the edge before turning back for one last look—

Ashleigh was just sitting there, frozen, hand still extended.

I just thought, the other boy had said. And in that moment, he had looked so fragile, so breakable in a way that Conor had never seen before, and Conor had almost kept going, almost run from that look that was so unnerving and alien on his best friend’s face.

But he hadn’t. He hadn’t been able to. And that had been the beginning, and the end had been blood and sirens and angry grownups, a thousand questions and only Conor to answer them, and Conor didn’t know—

With a sudden, violent motion, he shredded the tiny roll, scattering the bits of paper, kicking the gravel around to cover what the wind wouldn’t take. Reanimated, he turned, striding over to the nearest air conditioning unit, where he tugged at the loose panel until it came away in his hands. Reaching into the dark space inside, he groped around until his fingers touched plastic, and pulled out a bag.

(The bag.)

Rule number one: protect yourself.

His first thought had been to destroy it. Just upend it at the edge of the roof, watch the musty flakes disappear into the wind. But—

(It happened this way sometimes, his thoughts going twisty, pressing forward until they came up against a wall and then turning and pressing forward again.)

But Guyler had known they had been on the roof.

Would have told the teachers, who would maybe come searching.

And if they found something, everyone would hear about it, everyone would know.

And then whoever owned the damn thing would come looking.

It didn’t quite make sense. Didn’t quite hold together. But Conor felt, in his guts, that he couldn’t just leave it, couldn’t destroy it—that there was some narrow, convoluted path between disasters, and it started with getting the bag out of there, before anyone else could find it.

(Rule two was never move without thinking.)

Taking a breath, he tucked it into his belt, pulled his sweatshirt down to cover it, began to turn back toward the pipe—

(Again there was the blind-man feeling, the anti-thought, a sense that some part of him was trying to think something and the rest of him was saying no.)

It’s time to go, he thought to himself, the words almost pleading.

But there was only one direction his body would allow—away from the pipe, in the other direction—toward the far side of the roof, where the two paths ran straight and true right to the very edge, like twin rivers pouring over a cliff.

Don’t, he thought. Do not.

But his legs were already in motion, his feet falling once more into the left of the two paths.

(His path.)

(Because part of rule three was silence wherever possible.)

As Conor walked, some part of him began counting backwards, working his way down from thirty, his pulse quickening with each step. At ten, the horizon finally broke, the clouds shrinking skyward as the gymnasium below came into view once more. At five to go he faltered, and at one he stopped completely, heart pounding, just inches shy of the edge.

Of the gap.

Binder’s Gap.

It was a name for nothingness, a label strung spiderlike in the space between two somewheres. Directly in front of him was the gym, its roof seventeen feet away and twelve feet further down. In between was only air—air, and a forty-eight-foot drop to the sidewalk below. Conor knew the numbers by heart—had traced them, paced them, measured them over and over again until they carved themselves into his mind in the form of an inescapable truth:

It takes just under two seconds for an object to fall forty-eight feet.

And there, on the other side—faint enough that he might have missed it, but clearer and clearer the longer he looked—

A pair of shallow scars, a hint of black shingle, a slight interruption in the otherwise smooth gravel, just a couple of feet in from the edge and perfectly in line with the path that stretched backwards from where Conor now stood.

That, he thought.

(Quietly, tentatively, as if giving himself time to prepare, to brace.)

That was where he had landed.

For long seconds, he couldn’t quite process it, the impossible hugeness of it. He felt pressure against his toes, looked down to find that his feet were pressed against the raised metal border.

Half-step forward, half-step back.

(Rule four: don’t go anywhere you can’t get back from.)

Conor took a half-step back.

I really did it, he thought.

He squeezed his hands, feeling the bruises in his palms, the aftermath of the bone-rattling shock when he’d landed, when he’d rolled. It wasn’t that he had doubted, exactly. It was just that the memory hadn’t quite fit—had refused to settle into the space he’d carved out for it, through the long summer of practice and planning.

Maybe because you always imagined it being both of us, whispered Ashleigh’s voice.

They had laughed, yesterday, as they’d broken forward—laughed out loud, the thick, wet wind of the coming storm tearing at their jackets, the air itself seeming to crackle with possibility. They’d been neck-and-neck, their feet pounding on the rooftop, so loud, so reckless, and Conor had pulled ahead, exhilarated, had been running as hard as he could, for once he was beating Ashleigh, he was winning—

Then the leap—the flight—the landing—and the realization, as he came to his feet, that something was wrong. Conor had turned, and every crunch in the gravel had come from his own motion—there were no other sounds on the rooftop—he was alone, he was alone—the almost heart-stopping terror as everything else fell away and there was only the thought—that Ashleigh hadn’t made it, that he was down below on the grass.

He had raced back to the lip, had almost thrown himself over it in his panic, and when he’d seen that the ground below was empty—

Relief.

“Ash!” he had cried, looking back up to the auditorium roof—

(Thinking that the other boy was hiding, was embarrassed—that he had chickened out but could be razzed into trying again, especially now that Conor could tell him it was easy, as easy as standing on two feet, why on Earth had they both been so afraid, waited so long?)

—but there had been no answer.

No answer, and as the seconds stretched out, as he called out a second time, and then a third, Conor had felt the dread rising once more, some sixth sense whispering, whispering. It had taken him forever to figure out a way down from the gym—

(Why had they not thought of that in advance, and planned a route?)

—and by the time he finally touched ground and ran around to the magnolia, it was too late. Guyler was down, Ashleigh was running, and for the next hour everything was chaos and confusion until finally he’d broken down in tears and his parents had taken him home and put him into bed. He had fallen asleep, must have slept, because he snapped fully awake at five in the morning with one thought crystal clear in his head: that he had to move the bag now, before anyone else could get to it.

And now he was here. He had it, mission accomplished. And—

—and—

—and—

And what?

Conor didn’t know.

Didn’t know anything. Had no idea where Guyler had come from, why the other boy had been there at all. Had no clue what had happened between them, that had ended with Guyler bleeding and unconscious on the sidewalk. Had no idea what would happen next, or what to do next—had had only this one lone next action, and was now out of cards to play. Whatever magic had filled the rooftop yesterday was fading, fading, draining away—without being able to put it into words, Conor had the profound sense that these were the very last moments of—

Of—

Of something. Something sane and familiar, something that had been dealt its deathblow the night before and was now breathing its very last breath.

Rule five: use your powers for—

He dashed the thought, scattering its pieces, and nothing took its place.

Reaching down, Conor picked up a stone, tossed it gently, underhanded, out into space. It soared in a perfect arc, slicing through the wind, vanishing into the gravel on the other roof with only the smallest of sounds.

It had all seemed so important, yesterday. So necessary, so monumental, a feat to top everything else he’d ever done.

But what had changed, really? What did it matter? A few bruises on his hands, a few stones there when they would have been here. One brief and shining memory rendered meaningless by what had come after.

He picked up a second stone, let this one slip from his fingers and drop straight down, counting silently in his head—one hippopotamus, two hippopo—

The stone struck the sidewalk.

Hey, Dead Poets Society, whispered the Ashleigh on his shoulder. I think you might be running out of time.

Give me a minute.

For what?

(He tried to think of an answer. He really did. But that was the problem—there wasn’t one, not in any place his thoughts could reach all by themselves. It was Ashleigh who knew, Ashleigh who’d been there, who had all the whats and the whys.)

(And Ashleigh was somewhere else.)

Conor stared across the gap and into yesterday.

He took a breath—held it—let it out.

And then he turned and walked back to the pipe, kicking the gravel back into place as he went, leaving no sign that he or anyone else had ever been there.


Chapter 1Confessions


September 1st, 11:06AM

(Yesterday)

“Look, I see why you like him more. Better movies, cooler costume, much nicer car, not to mention the fact that you’d look hot as Robin—”

“Oh, screw you.”

“—all that yellow, and the mask would totally bring out your eyes—”

“Screw. You.”

“—but what I don’t get is how you think Batman is actually better than Spiderman.”

“Brains. Gear. Ninja training.”

“Whatever. Super strength, super speed, sticks to walls and ceilings. Plus, Spidey invented the web slingers himself, so don’t try to play like Batsy’s the only one with good tech.”

“I thought the web slingers were part of the whole spider powers thing.”

“Have you ever actually read a comic book?”

“Super isn’t everything. Batman’s hardcore.”

“Puh-lease. Super beats non-super every time. Spider sense alone tops all of Batman’s combat training. You can’t punch what isn’t there.”

“They’re not fighting each other!”

“Only ’cause Batman wouldn’t be dumb enough to try it.”

“You’re missing the point. Power level isn’t what makes Batman cool. It’s not about him being the best in some make-believe pissing contest.”

“What is it, then?”

“Look, Spiderman, Superman, Wolverine—whatever. But Batman—you could really do that. Anybody could.”

“You mean, anybody with a few billion dollars and a mental disorder?”

“No. I mean anybody.”



•   •   •

There were police cars waiting in the front circle—four of them.

Conor swore as he ducked back behind the corner of the cafeteria, then swore again as his brain caught up. Oh, nothing suspicious here, officer, just playing hide and seek—

Slowly, carefully, he eased back around the corner, slipping behind one of the squat holly bushes planted along the front of the building. No one had noticed him—or at least, no one was looking or walking his way—and after a moment he relaxed.

Like the library opposite, the cafeteria extended out well beyond the rest of the school—almost a third of the way out into the parking lot, the two buildings cradling the courtyard and the front circle between them. Conor had come around the back, where the blocky structure butted up against the school’s outer wall, avoiding the crowded interior. Now, he stood on the outside, looking in, peering past the parked cars in the staff lot toward the main entrance.

So much for blending in.

In the circle, where there should have been a double row of parents dropping off the car riders, a single line of traffic crawled past a broken wall of patrol cars. There were officers standing in each of the three gaps, funneling the arriving students between them. Every now and then, they pulled one aside for a few moments before letting him—it was always a boy—move forward.

Conor sucked in a breath, adrenaline once again frosting his blood. He shrank deeper behind the bush, pulling his arms into the sleeves of his sweatshirt to make the pale skin of his hands less visible.

They were looking for Ashleigh, obviously. But for there to be four police cars…

No one knew about the bag, or the Gap. Which meant that this was about Guyler. Something the other boy had said, upon waking, or else…

(Conor swallowed.)

Or else he hadn’t woken up at all.

Stop, Conor thought. Slow down.

(Because his heart was, in fact, racing, the blood pounding in his ears.)

For the hundredth time that morning, the thousandth time since the night before, Conor found himself wishing that Ashleigh were there beside him, that they weren’t each facing all of this alone.

So go find him, retard.

Conor peered out between the branches once more.

If they were looking for Ashleigh here, it meant he wasn’t at home.

(Which also meant he wasn’t grounded, as Conor had assumed—that it wasn’t his mom who was keeping him from answering his phone.)

Conor’s eyes traced over the cordon, weighing.

He’ll see that a mile away.

Ashleigh would see it, and then he would do…what? Would go where?

Conor wasn’t sure. But the first place to check…

Slipping back out from behind the bush, he turned the corner and began retracing his steps, ducking into the long, narrow alley between the cafeteria and the outer wall, dropping to a crab walk as he passed each of the wide, grimy windows. Now that he’d staved off panic, he was fairly sure they would have let him through. But there were other ways to get to the courtyard, and there was no point in taking the risk.

(Rule number one was protect yourself. Confidence wasn’t the same thing as certainty, and he couldn’t know until too late which of his assumptions might be wrong.)

(If Ashleigh’s mom hadn’t confiscated his phone, then…)

Conor gritted his teeth.

Ask him when you find him.

•   •   •

There were hundreds of high schoolers waiting in the main quad, sprawled across the grass in knots and clumps, reviving half-remembered rituals with half-forgotten friends. The ones nearest to Conor, as he came around the corner of the eighth grade wing, were all frighteningly large—juniors and seniors, some of them half again his height and more than double his weight. He pushed in among them, dodging high-fives and hacky sacks, ignoring cries of “Go, Diego, go!” and “Watch it, fun size,” as he threaded his way toward the library.

The voices followed him, but nothing else. There was an art to moving through a crowd, and Conor had the knack—head up, eyes down, bag tight on both shoulders, and above all keep moving, even if it meant turning sideways or doubling back. It would have been easier to walk all the way around, hugging the outer wall. But the press of bodies made for good cover, and besides, the outer alleyways were dangerous—prime real estate for drug deals and shakedowns.

At not-even-eight-AM on a Tuesday?

Shhh.

It was an odd feeling, the need to avoid notice. Conor was no stranger to furtiveness—had run from neighbors and teachers and construction site managers, had hidden from security guards while playing soldier at night on the grounds of the old folks’ home. But always before, the wariness had been part of the game, had vanished as soon as he stopped playing. This was different—a sort of lingering paranoia, as though he still carried the bag in his belt and Guyler’s blood on his shirt. He felt unclean, and was glad when he passed between the library and the office and out into the courtyard, where he was officially allowed to be.

The crowds on the middle school side were thinner, and other students began to call and wave, kids he knew from the halls and from last year’s classes. He nodded back, not slowing as he made a beeline toward the usual spot. There were just a few minutes left before first bell—if Ashleigh was there, they wouldn’t have much time to talk.

Rounding the corner, Conor angled for the side entrance, a long, wide passageway sandwiched between the library and the outer wall, shaded by another breezeway roof. Not many kids chose to wait this far out—it was comfortable enough, with benches aplenty, but the library doors stayed locked until after homeroom, which meant you had to walk all the way across the courtyard when the bell rang, trailing along behind everybody else. He and Ashleigh had spent the previous year haunting a corner all the way at the very end, as out-of-the-way as it was possible to be—

Conor blinked.

The corner was occupied, but not by Ashleigh, nor by any of their other friends. Instead, there were three boys—small boys—boys Conor didn’t know, had never seen before—

Ah.

Right.

Sixth graders.

Between the climb, and the bag, and the police cordon, Conor had completely forgotten that two or three hundred new kids would be entering East Binder for the very first time that day, huddling together like sheep, getting lost on the way to electives. Looking around, he confirmed it—all of the other kids he’d brushed past on his way in were undersized, and two of them he recognized from elementary school. A voice floated up in memory, the drone of a teacher directing traffic, tuned out by reflex: “Sixth graders by the library, seventh graders by the flagpole, eighth graders by the cafeteria. Sixth graders by the library…”

Conor sighed. That meant that his spot was no longer his spot, and that Ashleigh could be anywhere, assuming he was anywhere at all. Frustrated, he turned to head back out into the courtyard—

He paused.

It was a sign of their naïveté that none of the other kids in the passageway had reacted to Conor’s presence. East Binder would cure them of that soon enough—one of the first things new students picked up was a radarlike awareness of older kids who weren’t where they should be.

But with less than an hour under their belts, and still accustomed to their former place at the top of the food chain, none of the newly minted sixth graders were on the lookout for trouble. They had paid no attention to Conor, and were now paying no attention to the three older boys swaggering in from the courtyard.

The middle one was familiar, a seventh grader—

No, eighth grader, now.

—named Craig Eichardt. He rode Conor’s bus, alternating between tormenting the smaller kids near the front and sucking up to the thugs at the back. Conor had had a few run-ins with him the year before. He didn’t know the names of the other two boys, but he knew the type, could read the precursors of cruelty in their faces.

Rule five—

No.

No. Not his problem. Not today.

Conor began walking slowly back toward the exit, head down, radiating insignificance, tracking the bullies out of the corner of his eye as he drifted to the opposite side of the passageway. They had zeroed in on a cluster of sixth graders and were looming, now, laughing, pressing the smaller boys back against the brick wall of the building. One of the thugs reached out and snatched the hat off a kid’s head. In response, another dropped his bookbag and pushed to the front, hands clenched into fists.

Not. Your. Problem.

He drifted even further to the side, hoping—and hating himself for it—that he would be able to slip past unnoticed.

(It wasn’t like there was anything he could actually do. The bullies weren’t looking for trouble—just the opposite, in fact. They would call some names, push the little kids around a bit, establish the pecking order and then slouch away before any grownups could show up. The worst thing anybody could do was give them something to push against. As long as nobody did anything stupid, it would all be over in another thirty seconds.)

He was almost past them, just a few steps away from the courtyard proper, when three things happened in quick succession:

Eichardt reached out and shoved the kid with the fists, who staggered back into the wall behind him.

The kid rebounded, shouting in fury, and as Conor heard his voice and looked squarely at him for the first time, he felt his jaw drop.

And as Eichardt turned to laugh with his cronies, Timothy Falhanner dealt him a savage kick that landed audibly in the center of the older boy’s left shin.

Timothy—Ashleigh’s little brother.

Shit.

Eichardt went down, hard, and before the other two eighth graders could react, Timothy had snatched back his friend’s hat and darted away, the rest of his group scattering. One of the bullies gave chase; the other leaned over to help a fuming, cursing Eichardt back to his feet.

“The fuck you looking at, faggot?”

Conor took a step back, ducking his head meekly, raising his hands in silent answer. Mollified, the red-faced eighth grader snorted and turned away, taking short, shuffling steps as he and his friend made their own way out into the courtyard.

And just like that, it was over. It had all happened so quickly that Conor had not even had time to form a coherent thought. The other kids around him looked equally stunned, more than one mouth hanging open.

Yeah, you’re gonna need to get used to that sort of thing.

There was a bookbag lying on the ground where the confrontation had taken place—battered and familiar, the initials AMF written in faded sharpie on the front pouch.

Ashleigh’s old bookbag.

Conor looked around, feeling helpless. None of Timothy’s friends remained anywhere in sight, and he doubted he’d be able to find the younger boy in the courtyard with only a couple of minutes left before the bell—

“Conor?”

Turning, Conor saw a man standing in the doorway of the side entrance, head and shoulders leaning out past the glass. It was his math teacher from the previous year, one he’d gotten along reasonably well with.

“Hi, Mr. Marowitz.”

“What are you doing here? Seventh graders should be out in front of the office.”

“Yeah, I…” he said, hesitating. “I was, uh. Trying to give Timothy his bag. Um. Ashleigh’s little brother. He forgot it…”

Conor trailed off. Mr. Marowitz looked down at the bag, then back out into the courtyard, where the two eighth graders were still visible, limping away. His eyes narrowed.

“I didn’t take it,” Conor said hastily. “That was—there were some kids giving him a hard time and he…uh…dropped it.”

“I see,” said the teacher, nodding slowly.

(He didn’t ask any questions. They never did, the teachers. They knew the students couldn’t afford to answer honestly.)

“He’s actually in my homeroom,” Mr. Marowitz said. “Give it to me, I’ll get it to him.”

Conor handed it over.

“They want you in the office, by the way.”

Conor’s stomach lurched. “They do?”

“Yes, they were calling for you a couple of minutes ago. Shall we?”

Turning, the grownup gestured, and Conor followed him through the doors of the side entrance and into the hallway that ran past the library.

So. They’re looking for you after all.

How about that.

A part of Conor tried to panic again, but by this point there was nothing left, only a tired, defeated sort of feeling.

“Ready for seventh grade?” Mr. Marowitz asked, as they turned the corner and walked past the entrance to the electives building.

(Conor’s eyes tried to look up, and he stopped them.)

“Guess so,” he answered vaguely.

“Sad that summer’s over?”

Ha. “I kind of like fall.”

His former teacher nodded, and fell silent. They turned the final corner just as the first bell rang, the double doors swinging open before the flood of students pouring in from the courtyard. Mr. Marowitz led him through the crush, the students parting around him like fish around a shark. They stopped at the doors of the front office, and the teacher hesitated briefly.

“Well,” he said. “Good luck.”

And he turned to walk back the way they’d come.

Gnawing at his lip, Conor entered the office, unable to stop himself from scanning the room for Ashleigh, who wasn’t there (of course). There were six or seven other kids waiting in the chairs around the edges of the room, and a handful of teachers and parents vying for the attention of the lone secretary. Conor sat, picking at the scabs on his wrist as he waited. Several minutes passed before his turn, at which point the secretary ushered him down a short hallway and into a small, deserted lounge. Depositing him on a couch, she knocked sharply on a door marked Asst. Principal, told him to wait until called for, and disappeared just as the tardy bell rang, leaving him alone.

Conor put his head in his hands.

Ready for seventh grade?

Not really, no.

Mr. Marowitz didn’t know—hadn’t heard, or he wouldn’t have asked, so casually, so normally. The lounge was quiet, and the second hand of the clock thundered in the silence as Conor pressed his palms against his eyelids, feeling his heartbeat in his forehead.

Too much. It was all too much—the weed, the jump, the fight, the ambulance. Ashleigh’s disappearance. The bag, the cops. And now Timothy and Eichardt, of all things—

It felt like he’d spent days off-balance, reacting and reacting, unable to catch his breath. He wasn’t ready for school to begin again, wasn’t ready for the onerous task of figuring out seven new grownups, seven new sets of arbitrary, incomprehensible rules—of forcing himself to stay awake through seven hours of pointless busywork while everything else crumbled around him. He could barely hold the events of the past day together in his mind—if he had to calculate the distance between Train A and Train B, or write five paragraphs on the legacy of slavery, he was pretty sure he would lose his shit entirely.

Hey, remember when Conor went nuts and started eating his textbook?

But that was the thing about being twelve—you just had to put up with it. There was no escape hatch, no opting out. As if eight hours of school followed by two hours of homework and an hour of sports and then video games until bed was just…just…just how the world worked, the natural order, the only way for things to be—

There was a sharp click, and an unfamiliar voice filled the room.

“Good morning, students and staff,” it said. “Welcome back to another year at East Binder Secondary School. My name is Everett Sykes, and I will be joining you as your new assistant principal.”

Conor’s eyes flickered toward the closed door.

Mr. Benson quit…?

“I have just a few brief announcements for you, before we all get down to business…”

The words were dry, clipped, and precise, wasting no time or energy. Conor hadn’t known they were getting a new AP, and wasn’t sure whether that was good or bad, all things considered—he’d met Mr. Benson on the first day of last year, when he and Ashleigh had been caught impersonating absent students to steal their locker combinations…

Hey, it’s not like we were going to do anything bad with them.

“…and for those new students who have still not purchased the school uniform, this is a reminder that you have until Friday to do so. After that, uniforms are strictly required for all classes and at all official school functions. Thank you for your attention, and go Bulldogs.”

The voice clicked off. Scarcely five seconds later, the door to the assistant principal’s office swung open, revealing a tall, grey-haired man wearing a dress shirt with a blue-and-gold tie.

“Hello, Mr. Moreton,” the man said, the same taut, formal voice that had come out of the intercom. “My name is Mr. Sykes. Please come in.”

Conor stood, following him into the small office. It was different than it had been the last time he’d seen it, with Mr. Benson’s picture frames and knick-knacks and piles of paper all gone, replaced by a single photo resting on the corner of a nearly empty desk, a landscape showing a rocky mountain over a mirrorlike lake.

“I’m sorry that our first meeting has to be across a desk,” Mr. Sykes said as they both sat down, “but I needed to check in with you as soon as possible about the events of yesterday.” His chair was identical to Conor’s, the same molded plastic that could be found at every desk and table in the school. “You’ll be happy to know that Mr. Stevens is recovering nicely, and neither his concussion nor the shock seems likely to cause him any lasting harm. The attending doctor particularly mentioned that the compress on his forehead probably saved him from needing a transfusion, and that you should be commended for acting so quickly.”

A tension that Conor had not even been aware of left his shoulders at this news, and he felt himself relax into his seat a little. “Will he be—uh—I mean, what about his face?”

“His nose was broken. It’s not clear how well that will heal. But the scar on his forehead should be quite thin once the stitches come out. At the moment, I’m told he’s having more pain from the fractured rib, which won’t be fully healed until November.”

Throughout this recitation, the AP had been studying Conor’s face intently, and now he leaned forward, clasping his hands together, his eyes sharp. “Were you in the tree with Mr. Stevens when he fell?”

So random, so unexpected was this question that Conor—who had come into the office fully prepared to lie on Ashleigh’s behalf—was caught completely off guard. “I—wait, what?”

The grey-haired man nodded, his lips tightening into a thin, bloodless line. “I thought as much. Let’s try another one: did you by any chance move Mr. Stevens before the EMTs arrived?”

Move him?

“Drag him, roll him, help him walk. No? Could he have moved himself? You told Officer Grimsley that you heard a shout, came over the outer wall, and found him by the sidewalk—is there any chance that he crawled there from somewhere else?”

“I…”

Conor was growing more confused by the second, and somewhere in the back of his mind, a small voice warned him to be careful.

Rule two.

“This is very important, Mr. Moreton. Are you quite sure that the place where you found Mr. Stevens is the same place where he first collapsed?”

(A memory of Guyler falling, of Ashleigh vanishing around the corner.)

“Yes,” Conor said. “But—”

“How can you be sure?”

“I…” He hesitated. “The—the blood. There was blood on the sidewalk. Nothing on the grass. Why? What does that have to do with anything?”

Mr. Sykes ignored the question. “It was Mr. Stevens who started the fight, wasn’t it?”

Conor froze. That was exactly the story he had planned to run with, the best he had been able to come up with without conferring with Ashleigh first. It was plausible, since half of the fights between them had been started by Guyler anyway, and it was the only way to draw sympathy for a kid who’d put his classmate in the hospital—that it had been self-defense.

(It might even be true.)

But the way Mr. Sykes had sprung the question—the intensity with which he was now staring at Conor—

“I don’t know,” he said, instinctively changing tactics.

“You don’t know who started the fight?”

“I don’t know anything about a fight.”

Mr. Sykes leaned back in his chair, still studying Conor’s face. “Last night, you told Officer Grimsley that you didn’t know what had happened to Mr. Stevens, that you found him that way, and that, quote, ‘Ashleigh is gone.’ Apparently you repeated that last part quite a few times.”

Conor kept his face carefully neutral. “Ashleigh was supposed to meet me in the park across the street.”

No, wait—too specific.

“I mean, he wasn’t supposed to. But I was—that’s where I was waiting for him. Looking for him, I mean. We meet there all the time.”

“But he wasn’t there yesterday?”

“I don’t know. He might’ve been. I left when I heard the shout.”

“So you didn’t see Mr. Falhanner at all?”

What is this?

Mr. Sykes was fishing, that much was clear. But why was he asking Conor, when Guyler was already awake?

“I don’t remember,” Conor said.

The grownup’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t remember?”

Conor said nothing. They sat in silence for a long moment.

Slowly, Mr. Sykes’s expression softened. “He’s your friend, isn’t he? Mr. Falhanner, I mean.”

Conor nodded.

“And you want to help him out of this, don’t you?”

Help me out of what, exactly?

“And you’re trying very hard not to say anything that will get him into trouble, aren’t you?”

Conor still didn’t answer, and the grey-haired man sighed. “Listen, Mr. Moreton. I’m not here to interrogate you, or to trick you into betraying your friend. As it happens, you’ve already cleared up the major issue for me, and there’s no need to drag this out if you plan on being stubborn. If you want, I can write you a pass to homeroom right now.”

He paused briefly, as if to give Conor a chance to take him up on the invitation, then continued. “But there are still a few things that aren’t making sense to me yet, and I’d appreciate it if you were a little more…open, than you seem to be right now.”

“Why don’t you ask Guyler?”

“I’m interested in what you have to say.”

Conor’s heart began to race.

He really doesn’t know.

Why? It made no sense at all—Guyler and Ashleigh had been enemies for a full year, and neither had ever hesitated to spill the beans on the other. The teachers had gotten involved when Guyler stole Ashleigh’s shoes in gym class and filled the toes with yogurt, and when Ashleigh had put Guyler’s research paper in the shredder, and they’d never found out about the frozen piss thing but if they had—

Holy shit.

Maybe the other boy couldn’t remember.

Mr. Sykes cleared his throat, and Conor twitched.

Say nothing.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Sykes. Like I said, I don’t know what happened. I heard a shout, came over the wall, and called 911. That’s—that’s all I know.”

The assistant principal’s face darkened. There was another long pause, and when he finally spoke, there was a new edge of sharpness in his dry, serious voice.

“Let me tell you a story, Mr. Moreton,” he said, leaning forward and fixing Conor with a cold stare. “I came here from Central High. Do you know where that is?”

Conor nodded.

“We have our fair share of problems at Central. Gangs and so forth—I’m sure you’ve heard stories. Enough that Officer Grimsley and I have become quite close, over the years. I wouldn’t be shocked to see five fights in a single week, and those would be just the ones we managed to find out about. Most of them never make it to the office.”

He smiled, but there was no mirth in it. “So there I am, last night, getting ready for my first day at this new school, this good school, where there are only a couple of fights a month and they only bring the drug dogs around once a quarter, and I get a call from Mike, and he says Everett, I know this isn’t really your problem, it still being summer and all, but I thought you’d want to know that we just responded to a 911 call from a kid about another kid who got his face pasted on a sidewalk at East Binder.

“And so I ask, did the caller see anything? And Mike tells me no, the kid is in shock and isn’t making much sense, but he’ll stop by the hospital once things have calmed down, and interview the victim. And I say thanks, Mike, I appreciate it.”

Conor felt himself beginning to sweat. Nothing good could come from whatever it was Mr. Sykes was trying to do—intimidate him? Trick him?

“After an hour, Mike calls me back. You’ll never believe it, he says. Kid claims he fell out of a tree. And I ask Mike what’s wrong with that story, and he says that for one thing, this kid, Guyler Stevens, he doesn’t have any mud or bark in any of his cuts. None. Plenty on his hands and clothes, but none in his cuts. For another thing, Mr. Stevens was found on a covered sidewalk, and the closest tree was thirty feet away.”

Conor could see it clearly in his mind’s eye—the wet splatter on the speckled concrete, the distant trunk of the old magnolia. He hadn’t registered the bark on Guyler’s hands and clothes, but suddenly the point of Mr. Sykes’s opening questions became clear.

Wait, though—does that mean Guyler was in the tree at some point? Why—

“Now, Mike and I have both been in this game for a long time,” Mr. Sykes continued. “So before I can even ask, he tells me that he already checked the caller for busted-up knuckles and came up empty. At this point, all he has to go on is another kid that the caller mentioned, a girl named Ashleigh. I offer to look into it, and soon enough I find that it isn’t a girl, it’s a boy, and furthermore that this boy has a long history of getting into fights with our very own Mr. Stevens. I give Mike the phone number and address, and I hang up.

“So now things are fairly clear. Mr. Falhanner is our suspect, Mr. Stevens is our victim, and you, Mr. Moreton, are our witness, but nobody’s going to talk, because snitches get stitches, yes? I figure we’ll do things the hard way, since our defendant has no alibi and probably has split knuckles and that’s usually enough for the judge. But then Mike calls a third time, with two bits of bad news.”

Conor kept his eyes steady through sheer force of will, kept them pointed in the grownup’s direction despite an almost overwhelming desire to run, to hide.

“First, he’s had no luck tracking down our suspect. He went by the house, but no one would answer the door, and apparently the house phone doesn’t have voicemail. Second, he’s been back to the hospital to talk to Mr. Stevens again, but the kid is really sticking to his story, so much so that Mike tells me he’ll have to drop the case entirely—Mr. Stevens insists that he’ll testify in court that the only thing that took a swing at him was the root of a magnolia tree.”

Conor struggled to process this.

“Mike is concerned, naturally. Usually only two reasons for this kind of thing. Either the victim is scared out of his mind—and Mike says this kid doesn’t seem the type—or he has his own ideas about how to settle the score, and they don’t involve the authorities. Mr. Stevens seems perhaps a little young for that sort of thing, but hey, some kids are precocious. Mike’s hands are tied, so I agree to follow up here at school. I assume this means Mr. Falhanner will get away with it, but that we’ll talk to the parents and keep a close eye out for a month or two. I draft a letter to both families, and I go to sleep.”

The grownup paused, the lines on his face tightening. “Imagine my surprise, then, when Wendy knocks on my door at seven thirty this morning to tell me there’s a boy outside my office with ice on his knuckles and dirt all over his clothes.”

Wait, what?

“And the icing on the cake: this boy isn’t saying a word. Not one word. Won’t even give his name, although a quick look at last year’s yearbook clears that up.”

Conor’s head was spinning. Ashleigh had turned himself in?

Ashleigh?

He’d once dug a hole five feet deep, to hide the broken pieces of his mother’s favorite flowerpot. He took his punishments cheerfully enough once they had him pinned down, but he always made them work for it. In Conor’s memory, Ashleigh had never, ever confessed.

But he hasn’t confessed. He hasn’t said anything.

So…

So…

Mr. Sykes was still watching, and gave a tight, satisfied nod. “You understand my frustration, then. I have a victim refusing to admit he has been attacked. A bully who surrenders, but refuses to confess. And you, a witness who clearly wants to do the right thing, but who says he saw nothing and is giving me no useful information.”

“Ashleigh isn’t a bully.”

(Conor had no idea what was happening, but honor demanded he say at least that much.)

Suddenly, Mr. Sykes dropped his fist against the desk, causing the picture frame to bounce. “I am not interested in your opinions, Mr. Moreton!” he hissed. “I am in need of facts. I want you to tell me what happened here, so that I can deal with it. I have sixteen hundred students awaiting my attention, and I have neither the time nor the patience for games.”

And then Conor saw that he was indeed trapped, though the trap wasn’t of Mr. Sykes’s making. For even though he’d been present for all but ten minutes, those were the ten minutes that had truly mattered, and he really didn’t have the answers the new AP wanted. There was a bitter irony to Conor’s next words, because he knew they would be taken as a lie—

(And he would have gladly braved the grownup’s anger to protect his friend if they’d been a lie.)

—but they were nothing but the simple truth.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Sykes,” he said, his voice trembling. “I didn’t see what happened, and I really don’t know.”

The silence that followed was the longest and most uncomfortable of the entire conversation, but when the AP spoke again, his voice was flat and colorless once more. “So be it,” he sighed. “Two weeks’ suspension for your friend.”

“What? But—”

“Discretion, Mr. Moreton. As assistant principal, I may suspend any student for up to ten days for any reason, without appeal. A fact which you would do well to keep in mind, since you seem to have decided that our relationship will not be one characterized by an excess of trust.”

What?

Mr. Sykes reached over to a phone on the corner of his desk and pressed a button. “Wendy, please notify Mr. Falhanner’s parents that he will be taking a two-week suspension, beginning tomorrow. I’ll still want to talk to him, but I have enough information to make a decision. If the parents complain, schedule a conference.” The voice on the other end acknowledged, and Mr. Sykes released the button.

“It’s just his mom,” Conor said, as the AP turned to look at him once more.

“Pardon?”

“Uh,” Conor said, and swallowed.

(He couldn’t have said where the words had come from, or what they were for, and already wished he’d caught them before his mouth had opened.)

“You said ‘parents,’” he continued reluctantly. “There’s just—he’s only got one. His mom.”

The grey-haired man said nothing, his gaze at once flat and sharp and somehow distant, as if Conor were not even there, was only a ghost, or maybe a memory.

Seconds crawled by.

“I don’t like things that are messy, Mr. Moreton,” the assistant principal said at last, and his voice was distant, too, the words directed at Conor but seeming to pass right through him. “If your friend is caught, he should be punished, and if he’s going to get away with it, then I should not have to deal with it anyway. The three of you have given me the headache of a problem and robbed me of the relief of a solution, and if I were you, I would try very hard not to find myself in this office again any time soon.”

He gestured curtly to the exit, and Conor pushed himself to his feet, his palms leaving a faint smear of sweat on the polished surface of the desk. Opening the door, he took one last look over his shoulder—

“Mr. Falhanner, you may come in, now.”

Conor’s head twisted back to the front so quickly that his neck cracked. There, on the same couch where he had sat listening to the announcements, was Ashleigh.

Time held still. There were bags of ice balanced on his friend’s hands, not quite covering up the cracked and bleeding knuckles beneath. There were leaves and twigs in his hair—wide smears of black dust on his shirt, his pants, his skin—splatters of what looked sickeningly like dried blood—

He didn’t go home last night.

Their eyes met.

“Ash,” Conor said, the beginnings of a question forming on his tongue—

—but before he could say any more, Ashleigh looked away, stood and walked past him with eyes downcast, sliding into the seat in front of the AP’s desk.

Conor hovered in the doorway for another half-dozen heartbeats, until Mr. Sykes called out “Close the door, please, Mr. Moreton.”

There was nothing to do but obey.

•   •   •

Conor exited the office, stepping out into the main quad, the four high school buildings lined up like tally marks on his right, the three middle grade wings arranged in a T shape on his left. He trudged past the familiar sixth grade doors to the seventh grade hall in the middle and made his way to the bathroom.

Two of the mirrors inside had tape around their edges, as though they’d been recently replaced and hadn’t fully set yet. The other two were useless, covered almost entirely in scratch graffiti, badly spelled obscenities and poorly rendered pictures of girls, cars, nuclear explosions, penises. Even though he was alone, Conor used the stall. It was mercifully clean, the result of the school year being less than thirty minutes old.

Conor’s locker was a top locker, and as he unloaded his bookbag into the half-sized space he sent up a silent thank-you; at least this year he wouldn’t have to choose between crawling around his classmates’ knees or waiting for the halls to clear and being late to class. He closed the door and opened it again three times, making sure he knew the combination with his hands as well as his brain, and then checked his schedule.

There was no point in heading to homeroom; it would be dismissed in a few more minutes anyway. His first class—English—was in a room just thirty feet away. Walking over, he pressed his back against the locker nearest the door and slid to the ground.

English.

English.

First period English.

…the thought refused to complete itself, Conor too tired to force it into words. There was just the feeling, trapped and sinking and overloaded all at once, stuck stuck stuck stuck stuck—

English.

He had to go to English because he had to do well in seventh grade so he could move on to eighth grade so he could go to high school so he could get into a good college so he could get a good job, blah blah fucking blah—

Hey, come on, it’s not that bad.

But the echo of Ashleigh’s voice in his head was halfhearted, because it was that bad. Ashleigh knew it, too—stuck, they were all stuck, one day they would both grow up and the ones who had bought it, bought into the system, the ones who thrived on it, they would be the bosses and they would have all the money and it wasn’t fair, just because they were the ones who didn’t have anything better to do—

(He could feel his thoughts racing, gathering speed. But he didn’t have the energy to stop them, nor the sense that trying would make anything better.)

Conor didn’t want to be a teacher. Didn’t want to be a doctor. Didn’t want to be a lawyer or a scientist, couldn’t see himself as a politician or a businessman or a garbage truck driver. He always wanted to ask them, those grownups who smirked and blathered and condescended to him about buckling down and taking it seriously—do you like what you do all day? Was the prize worth having spent sixteen years in a hamster wheel?

(He never actually said the words, though. There was a chance they would say yes, actually, and then what would he do?)

There wasn’t one single thing he’d ever witnessed a grownup doing that he genuinely wanted to be a part of. Not every day for the rest of his life. But there was no alternative.

He wasn’t terrible. He’d made B’s all the way through elementary school, with the occasional A thrown in and only a couple of really memorable failures. He knew how to do it. Only today—now—it was too much, the fakeness of it too blatant, too in-his-face, the whole thing was papier-mâché and shadow puppets and he couldn’t, could not do it, would not be able to fake it for even a single hour. He’d just made an enemy of the new AP, had watched them roll Guyler’s limp body onto a gurney and drive off with lights flashing, had smoked his first joint with Ashleigh and had jumped—God, I broke Binder’s Gap yesterday. I really actually did it. I jumped all the way from the auditorium to the gym…

How on Earth was he supposed to care about English, after all that? He already knew English.

Ashleigh.

What he needed was to talk to Ashleigh. But that wasn’t possible until who-knew-how-many hours or days had passed. He didn’t know whether they had any classes together, or whether Ashleigh would be on the bus, or whether Mrs. Falhanner would even let him use his phone, his computer—

(Conor’s thoughts stumbled.)

(Stumbled, because Ashleigh hadn’t gone home last night, which meant that it hadn’t been his mother stopping him from answering his phone, it had been something else, Conor had been pinging him for hours and he simply hadn’t answered. And just now, in the office—)

The bell rang.

Exhausted, he hauled himself to his feet, pressing back against the locker as the hallway flooded with students. He waited for the stream to slow, turned and walked through the door—

The classroom was a cold, bare place, tile floors and metal desks in long, straight rows, with whiteboards covering every inch of the front wall. The teacher, a youngish woman in a plain outfit, was busy erasing the leavings of her homeroom activities. Conor took two steps and slid into the nearest desk, up against the wall and just inside the door, where he could see the whole classroom in front of him without having to twist around.

“Hey, Monito!”

Conor turned as a skinny boy with dark, close-cropped hair dropped his bag and plopped breathlessly into the nearest seat in the next row over. “Hola, ’olt,” Conor answered.

Conor had known Holt Avery since the fifth grade, when the other boy had cheerfully ramped up a food fight Ashleigh was trying to start by dumping an entire plate of creamed spinach onto his own head. They’d spent a week together in afterschool detention, along with the three other boys who made up Ashleigh’s fan club.

(Conor had never gotten along very well with the larger group. It sort of felt as though Ashleigh disappeared when the others were around, transforming into some near-perfect copy of himself that Conor didn’t understand, could never quite figure out how to talk to.)

By himself, though, Holt was the sort of boy it was almost impossible to dislike. He lived a few streets over with his mother, grandmother, and three sisters. They invited him over for dinner from time to time, and Conor had spent the night afterward more often than not.

“Been looking for you,” Holt said. “Long time no see. You missed homeroom.”

“Office.”

“Yeah, I heard. Was it about Guyler?”

Conor shot him a sharp look, and he shrugged. “Ellie Maye’s mom checked him into the ER last night, told my mom about it. Figured it might’ve been you and Ashleigh.”

There was no hint of judgment in his voice, nor anything like approval, either, for which Conor was grateful.

“I notice El Capitán isn’t back yet.”

“Still talking to the AP,” Conor said. “Does everybody know?”

Holt shook his head. “Don’t think so. Nobody was talking about it.”

Which meant Holt himself hadn’t said anything, either.

“What’d Ellie’s mom say?”

“Concussion, broken nose, black eyes, fractured rib. Eleven stitches on his forehead, but no internal bleeding. They kept him there overnight to keep an eye on him.” Holt gave Conor a measured look. “Pretty serious stuff. She said there was a cop there, talking to him.”

It was the closest the other boy would come to digging for more detail. When he saw that Conor wasn’t talking, he shrugged again and switched gears. “Did you see any of the new high schoolers?”

“What, the ninth graders?”

“No, I mean the new ones. The ones from—”

Just then, the sound of a single clap cut through the chatter. Holt broke off, both of them turning to see their teacher at the front of the room, hands still raised, her face expectant.

Quickly, silence settled over the class. There was no name on the board, and Conor glanced down at his schedule.

Ms. Palmano.

Without a word, the woman turned to the dry erase board behind her and drew four large columns, labeling them A, B, C, and D. She capped the marker, and then, as an afterthought, uncapped it again, adding the word (grades) after the letter D. Stepping back toward her desk, she spoke.

“I’d like you all to come add your names to the board, please.”

No one moved.

Cautiously, a girl named Katie raised her hand. The teacher nodded.

“Um. What?”

“Come add your names to the board under the appropriate column.”

Another hand went up. Again the teacher nodded.

“Like, what we got in English last year, or…?”

“Was your grade last year correct?”

Again a confused silence. Holt caught Conor’s eye, and jerked his head toward the front of the room, waggling his eyebrows. Conor shook his head.

Rolling his eyes, Holt stood and strolled casually to the board. Picking up a red marker, he wrote HOLT in large capitals right across the middle, with the HO in the B column and the LT under C. Then he walked back to his desk with his hands in his pockets, whistling.

There was a smattering of nervous laughter as the class waited for the teacher’s reaction, but she gave none—just watched, her face revealing nothing. Eventually, two other students stood up, and then the floodgates opened. Soon there was a scrum at the board as they fought for colors and pride of place.

“Why are we doing this?” asked one boy as he waited outside the pack for a blue marker.

“I thought we might start with a moment of honesty,” the woman answered. Only a few students were close enough to overhear, Conor among them. Quietly, he picked up a black marker and added his name in small letters right underneath Holt’s. There were ten or eleven other kids who had also chosen to straddle one of the lines.

When they had all retaken their seats, Ms. Palmano reached into her desk and pulled out a phone. Holding it up, she photographed the board.

“Well,” she said, “half of you cheated.”

Another nervous chuckle.

“I think I can fix it, though. If a solid A is a 95, and a solid B is—what, 89?—then I suppose I can give Arianna a 92.” Arianna’s name was written across the boundary between A and B, and she squirmed uncomfortably in her seat as everyone’s eyes fell on her. Not for long, though—a moment later, the attention shifted again as the teacher picked up her gradebook and began scribbling, looking back and forth from the board to the page.

“Wait—what are you doing?”

This from another boy, one whose name Conor didn’t know.

“Writing down your grades.”

“What? What do you mean?” He sounded slightly panicked, and from the looks on the faces of the other students around him, he wasn’t alone. “For what?”

“You tell me. You’re the one who gave it to yourself.”

“No, I mean—what’s it for? Is that, like, a quiz grade, or—”

“Oh, I don’t know. I was just going to put it onto your report card.”

This triggered a wave of protest, which their teacher completely ignored. She kept writing, her eyes flickering back and forth, until she reached the bottom of the page and set the gradebook back down on her desk. Turning, she hoisted an expression of exaggerated innocence onto her face and asked, “Is there a problem?”

A dozen voices spoke all at once, and she raised her arms in a calming gesture. Slowly, the voices quieted and were replaced by a dozen raised hands. She pointed to one.

“But we haven’t done anything yet!”

“So? You’re going to. Now we both know what to expect.”

Another outburst, this time involving at least a dozen voices. Again, she waited, and again the students slowly settled and raised their hands.

“If those are our grades for the quarter, what’s to stop us from just doing nothing?”

“I hope you’re not suggesting that it would be a good idea to cheat in my class, Miss—”

“Gibson. Susanne Gibson.”

“Are you saying you plan to cheat, Susanne?”

Susanne fell silent, her face burning. Someone else spoke in a stage whisper. “Wish I’d put myself under A instead of C.”

“Cheating, Mr.—”

“My name’s Ben.”

“And twice a cheater—you didn’t wait your turn.” She called on another boy in the front row. “What’s your name?” she asked.

“Rami, ma’am—and can we change our grades?”

“CHEATING!” she roared, and the class was evenly split between those who laughed and those who flinched. “One does not simply change a grade!”

“But we didn’t know what the grade was for!” protested the boy who’d spoken first. There was a general mutter of agreement, quickly smothered by the stern glare their teacher swept around the room. Not everyone had joined in—there were a dozen or so students who hadn’t spoken at all, Conor among them—but those whose hands were raised looked mutinous. Holt was shaking with suppressed laughter.

“The grade is for your work in this class, which I would have thought was perfectly obvious from the fact that I was writing it down in my gradebook,” Ms. Palmano said. She nodded toward the girl sitting directly in front of Conor.

“What work, though? And my name’s Jennifer.”

“You tell me, Jennifer. You’ve promised me”—here she paused, scanning the board—“an A’s worth of English work. What will it be?”

“Aren’t you supposed to tell us? You’re the teacher!”

“And you’re the student. Would you rather learn how to follow directions, or how to write them?”

There was a lull as the protesters digested this. Holt was still laughing silently; Conor reached over and punched him in the arm. “What’s so funny?” he hissed.

“This whole thing,” Holt whispered back. “Está jodiéndolos—they’re all taking it so serious, and she’s just trolling them. I bet she didn’t even write those grades down. Bet she was just taking attendance. Oh, man, I hope she doesn’t get fired.” He started laughing again.

Hands were going up into the air once more. The teacher called on another boy, who identified himself as Jeremy. “Are you saying we’re supposed to make up our own assignments?”

“I’m saying you owe me something for that B you’ve asked me to sign off on.”

“What if we can’t think of anything?”

“Then you’ll fail.”

“There aren’t any failing grades up there,” Ben pointed out. “You only went down to D.”

“Oh, I’m not saying you’ll fail the class. Then you’d just be right back here again next year—how would that help?”

“Wait—are you saying we can’t fail?”

“Of course you can fail, I just sa—weren’t you listening? I’m saying that your grade has nothing to do with it.” She threw her hands up in mock frustration. “Look, this is a very simple concept. I don’t know why you’re having so much trouble with it.”

“You’re not explaining it!”

“Exactly!”

The discussion dissolved into chaos. Conor watched with clinical interest as half of his classmates came unhinged, feeling oddly detached. There were a few—like Holt—who clearly found the whole thing funny, and a few more who were just watching, wary or anxious or bored. But most were somewhere between stricken and outraged, their voices piling up on top of one another.

And there in the center of it all, making no effort to temper the riot, stood Ms. Palmano, a small smile curving her lips as she let them wear themselves out.

Holt was right—she was doing this on purpose. Was winding them up.

Why?

It wasn’t a loud question. Not like the ones Jennifer and Jeremy and Ben and Susanne were currently shouting, to no avail. But it penetrated Conor’s fugue, somehow—caused his brow to furrow, tilted his head a fraction of an inch.

This woman was up to something.

Conor wondered what Ashleigh would do, if he were here. Probably go up and erase the board, or declare the class dismissed and walk out.

Or…

He hesitated. A beautiful idea had just occurred to him—but it couldn’t be that simple, could it?

Conor swept his eyes around the room, at the pandemonium still raging unabated. Slowly, he reached into his binder, took out a sheet of paper and a pencil, and laid them on his desk.

Ms. Palmano winked at him.

Oh, Ash would just love this.

Conor picked up the pencil and wrote his name and subject at the top of the page. Then, looking up at the board, he also wrote the number 85, and circled it. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Holt following his lead; a moment later, the girl in front of him withdrew her voice from the tumult and did the same. Slowly the idea spread, in fits and starts, like ripples radiating out from Conor’s corner, until a tipping point was reached and the whole room fell silent. Then there was only the zip of bookbags and the snap of binders, the rustle of paper and the scratching of graphite and ballpoints.

•   •   •

At the end of the period, no one had finished, but that was okay—Ms. Palmano assured them that anything worth turning in would take at least until Thursday. When the bell rang, they packed up and left, and although he was closest to the door, Conor was the last to go. The teacher didn’t wink at him again, but she did smile, and as he smiled back, he felt a tiny flicker of…of something, he couldn’t put his finger on it but it was warm and promising in a way that nothing else that morning had been.

Maybe having English first period won’t be so bad.

It didn’t take long for the glow to wear off, though. The rest of the morning crawled by, an endless parade of icebreakers and course outlines, all soul-crushing tedium. By the time he left his fifth period and headed for lunch, he felt as if summer had been a lifetime ago.

“Do you think they ever stop to consider that by seventh grade, we already know everybody’s names?” he grumbled to Holt, as they joined the long line of kids waiting to pass through the double doors.

“You don’t know everybody’s names,” Holt countered. “Who’s that over there, by the drink machine?”

Conor squinted. “Shorty McShorticus.”

Holt chuckled. “It’s so they can learn our names, brohombre. Besides, you’re looking at it all wrong. Think of it like an experiment. We’re getting to hear every possible way to mispronounce Siobhan. Plus, no homework.”

Conor grunted, and the line moved, the pair of them passing out of the sunlight and into the building.

The cafeteria at East Binder was enormous, yet even so it took three separate lunch rotations to cycle everyone through. It was divided down the center by a long staff table, with middle schoolers on the right and high schoolers on the left.

This was third lunch, which meant that the food was at its worst, but it also meant that Conor had nothing left for the afternoon except for an hour of Activity and seventh period Art.

It took the two of them a full five minutes to get through the line, and they wandered for another looking for a table before Holt nudged him on the shoulder and pointed. Conor followed his finger to a table in the corner, took stock of the people already sitting there, and hesitated.

“Oh, come on,” Holt said. “Don’t be that guy. Nobody likes that guy.” He began threading his way through the minefield of chairs, and after a moment’s indecision, Conor sighed and reluctantly followed.

Might as well get it over with.

The table held six chairs, three of which were already occupied. As Conor approached, Holt plopped himself down in a fourth, shouldering aside Nolan Brinkley and Eddie Hooper and tearing savagely into his cheeseburger. Conor took the left of the two remaining chairs, next to a smaller boy who was introduced as Nicholas, Nolan’s little brother.

“Where’s Sam?” Holt asked thickly.

“Second lunch,” answered Nolan. “Ashleigh, too.”

They were a miscellaneous bunch—among them, only Nolan and Sam were close outside of school, although Holt did his best to be friends with everyone. In the hallways and classrooms, though, they stuck together. One reason was that East Binder was the kind of place where a guy could use a few people watching his back. The other reason was Ashleigh.

The other boys—Holt, Nolan, Eddie, and Sam—followed him religiously, which had the effect of ensuring that they were usually all in the same place at the same time. They were his cheerleaders, his minions, his guinea pigs—each, in his own way, under the other boy’s charismatic spell. When he wasn’t around, they gathered together like lost ducklings, clinging to one another as a substitute for Ashleigh’s missing gravitational pull.

(At least, that was how Conor saw them. No doubt they would describe it differently. When he was honest with himself, he knew that his own friendship with Ashleigh probably looked no different, maybe ultimately was no different.)

But for some reason, the love and respect they all shared for Ashleigh hadn’t transferred, wasn’t quite enough to bring them all properly together. Ashleigh was usually with Conor or with the group, and when they did all end up in the same place at the same time, there was inevitably something of a tug-of-war, the two sides jealously competing for the greater share of Ashleigh’s attention and approval.

(Conor had tried to put this into words, once—with Holt, the only one of the four he felt able to properly talk to. But it had been an awkward, unproductive conversation, and by silent, mutual agreement, neither of them had ever brought it up again.)

Had Conor not already been standing in line with the other boy, he would have gone off and found a quiet spot of his own. But given what had happened the day before, the posse was bound to track him down eventually, and in the fairer portions of his heart, he reluctantly acknowledged that they had at least some right to know.

“Is it true?” Eddie asked, as Conor set down his own tray.

Conor shot a glare at Holt.

“Don’t look at me, you,” the other boy grumbled. “I said nada.”

Nolan raised his hand, looking slightly sheepish. “I saw him this morning,” he said. “When I took attendance down to the office. Just for a second. He was in that little room behind the secretary’s desk, icing his knuckles.”

“And Guyler wasn’t in homeroom,” Eddie added. “So what happened?”

Conor took an immediate dislike to the excitement in Eddie’s voice—the sense that the other boy was thrilled, that he was expecting to hear a fun story, was thinking of it all as entertainment—

He doesn’t know.

“I didn’t see what happened,” Conor said flatly. “I came around the corner and Guyler was already down. Ash was—he took off.”

“So there was a fight,” Eddie crowed. “Man, I wish I’d been there.”

Conor felt his face flush. “You wouldn’t say that if you had been.”

“Are you kidding? A chance to watch Ashleigh kick the shit out of that fuckstick? Dude, I’d’ve bought tickets.” Eddie grinned, and even Nolan smiled shyly.

“It wasn’t like that,” Conor shot back, struggling to keep a rein on his rising frustration. He tried to remind himself that Eddie was an idiot, that he didn’t know any better—that up until yesterday Conor hadn’t known any better himself, would’ve probably had the same reaction—

If only Eddie would quit looking so goddamn smug.

“You don’t get it,” Conor continued. “Guyler’s in—he ended up in the hospital. There were cops out looking for Ashleigh. He didn’t go home last night. It wasn’t funny, or epic, or awesome, it was—stop laughing!”

He slapped his palm down on the table, and everybody jumped.

That’s right. Shut up.

“You weren’t there,” he growled, feeling the blood pulsing in his temples. “It was—it was scary, all right? You can’t—this isn’t like some game that Ashleigh won. Things are fucked up, now. It’s—it’s—”

It’s real, he wanted to say, but he could already tell that line was hopeless, could see in the faces of the other boys that they didn’t get it, weren’t going to get it—that he didn’t have the words to make them understand.

Although it wasn’t like they understood nothing, either. They had quieted, at least, the grin sliding off of Eddie’s face. “What happened?” he asked again, this time in a very different voice.

Conor heaved a sigh.

They do deserve to know.

Some of it. Not the drugs, or the Gap, or Guyler’s strange, inexplicable lie. But the stuff they would eventually find out anyway—that much, Conor could give them.

(In as few words as possible.)

“Look, we were messing around on campus, and we got separated. I guess Guyler was there, too, or maybe he followed us, because I was gone for a couple of minutes, and when I came back, he’d been decked. Ashleigh split, I called 911, and this morning they picked up me and Ashleigh both and asked us questions. I got yelled at, he got a two-week suspension. That’s pretty much it.”

“Two weeks, damn,” Eddie breathed.

Nolan frowned. “How long until Guyler gets out of the hospital?”

“He’s out already.” This from Holt, who had finished his burger and was halfway done demolishing a double basket of fries. “He probably won’t be back for a week or two, either, though. Broken nose, fractured rib.”

Eddie’s eyes widened in wounded surprise. “You knew?”

“Not my story.” Holt made a point of catching Conor’s eye, and Conor nodded in silent thanks.

And that was that. For a minute or two, Eddie blustered on about how Guyler had gotten what he deserved, but that was just Eddie being Eddie. Conor let it wash over him, focusing on his food, and soon enough the conversation left him behind. His thoughts wandered as the three of them offered tips to Nolan’s brother, and as Nolan told stories from their summer rafting trip. They were almost to the end of lunch before Holt made an attempt to draw him back in.

“So, Conor, did you see any of the guys from Central in the office this morning?”

Conor had no idea what he was talking about.

“You didn’t hear?” Eddie asked. “Didn’t you wonder what the deal was with all the cops this morning?”

Conor blinked. “I thought—”

Apparently not.

“Tell me.”

“They found some kind of toxic waste in the ceilings at Central two weeks ago, had to shut down the whole campus. They couldn’t find a building for a temporary school in time, so they spread the kids out to all the other high schools in the county.”

Conor remembered what Mr. Sykes had said in the office that morning—we have our fair share of problems at Central. “So the cops…”

“They were here in case anybody decided to bring knives or drugs or whatever.”

Nolan’s brother Nicholas piped up, the first Conor had heard him speak. “My friend Philip said they caught a guy with a gun. Cuffed him up right out in front of everybody.”

“Bullshit.”

“No, for real. Philip saw it himself.”

“Man, how stupid can you be? You’d think he’d’ve ditched the thing in the bushes or something.”

“Must’ve thought he could sneak it past, I guess.”

“Did you see any of them, Conor?” Holt repeated.

“No,” Conor said. “I wasn’t down there for very long.” He paused, wondering. “How many of them came here?”

They all looked at each other blankly. “Well, there’s what—like, two hundred kids per grade, right?” Nolan asked.

“Different in the city, though,” Holt pointed out.

“Yeah, but not that different. Call it two fifty per grade, maybe—that’s like a thousand for the whole school, right? How many schools did they spread them out to?”

“My dad said the whole county,” offered Eddie.

“So that’s us, Northern—”

“—East Chatham—”

“—Lincoln—”

“—South Bedford, Lakeside, and Voyager,” Nolan finished. “What’s a thousand divided by seven?”

There was a pause. “More than a hundred,” offered Eddie.

“It’s one-forty-three,” said Nicholas.

They all stared. The younger boy shrugged. “So divide that by four, and that’s about thirty-five new kids in each grade.”

“One classroom, give or take,” Holt mused.

“They’ll spread them out for sure, especially if they’re worried about gangs and stuff,” Eddie said confidently.

“Unless they keep them all together, like quarantine.”

Once more, Conor withdrew into his own thoughts, letting the conversation drift past him. Had there been drug-sniffing dogs, in among the cops that morning? He couldn’t remember, but he didn’t think so.

He thought about the bag of weed, currently buried in the mulch beneath the equipment shed. If Guyler didn’t mention the roof—and at this point, it didn’t sound like he ever would—then there was no real need to take it back up to its old hiding spot. He wondered how much it was worth, and whether it would keep as well in the cool, dark damp as it had in the dry heat of the rooftop.

What, we selling drugs now?

No. Of course not. He was just wondering, that was all.

The bell rang. There was a vast roar as five hundred chairs slid backwards all at once, the teachers shouting to corral the sudden chaos. Together, Conor and the other boys stood, dumping their trash and their trays and joining the flow of students slowly filtering through the double doors.

As they passed out into the hallway, Holt and Eddie still speculating about the Central students, Conor realized that he had managed to go almost a full five minutes without thinking of any of the horrors of the previous day. And while Eddie had been annoying as always, once they’d quit talking about Ashleigh, the rest of it had been harmless, casual.

He looked at the faces of the other four boys as they walked, found—to his surprise—that he felt no desire to escape, to pull ahead or let the crowd swallow him. It didn’t rankle, the way it so often did, to be within arm’s length, to exist inside the bubble of their conversation. For the moment, at least, it felt fine to simply be there.

Which was something.

•   •   •

Three quick spins of the dial, one solid shove on the door of the overstuffed locker, and Conor was free. He weaved his way through the crowd, moving half a step slower than a jog as he headed for the exit. The gusting wind was cool against his face as he passed through the doors and out into the quad, but he left his jacket open, letting it ripple, capelike, behind him.

One down. One hundred and seventy-nine to go.

The afternoon had stretched on forever. His sixth class, Activity, had begun with the presidential fitness test. Conor was one of the few who actually enjoyed it—after a whole summer spent clambering around on rooftops, he was able to do twelve pull-ups in a row, now. But the test had been followed by flag football, and he had nursed an injured wrist all the way through Art.

Passing through the front hallway and out into the courtyard, he stepped out of the flow of students and paused, turning on his phone. He was disappointed (though not surprised) to see that there were no new messages, and he argued with himself for a full minute before pocketing the phone without sending any of his own.

Rejoining the crowd, he headed for the long line of buses parked along the south side of the lot. They were a mismatched bunch, ancient steel-and-diesel relics alternating with sleek, flat-faced modern designs, the wall of classic school-bus yellow broken here or there by pale blue or dingy beige or peeling white. Already there were hundreds of students, strung out in clumps, waiting for the drivers to arrive and unlock the doors.

Conor drifted down the row, searching for number 134. Spotting it, he quickened his pace to a trot—

—until suddenly the shape of the crowd next to it clicked in his brain, and he broke into a flat-out run.

God damn it—

There were precious few reasons for everyone to be standing in a circle like that, and none of them good. He could see phones out, filming—could hear jeering laughter—felt a sudden premonition so strong that he heard himself shouting “Let him go!” before he could even see past the densely packed shoulders.

“What do you want, faggot?” Eichardt snarled, as Conor shoved his way through into the open space at the center. There was only one lackey with him this time, but that was plenty—the hulking boy had no trouble holding both of Timothy’s arms behind his back as Eichardt pawed through his bookbag. Conor cursed himself for not making the connection earlier—that all three of them rode the same bus, that of course Eichardt would remember the morning’s humiliation, and seek revenge.

Did you have to pull this shit on literally day one, my fucking god—

If Conor had been there two minutes earlier, he might have been able to head the older boy off, rally the crowd against him. But it was too late, now—there was a circle, and the circle was hungry.

“Who’re you calling a faggot?” Timothy’s voice rang out. “At least he’s not grabbing all over little boys like your friend here.”

Conor winced. Eichardt’s face darkened.

Maybe we should just get it over with. Push some buttons, take a couple of black eyes—

(Again the memory of flashing lights.)

Sometimes it wasn’t just a black eye.

The fear made him hesitate, and the hesitation filled him with self-loathing, and the self-loathing curdled into something black and reckless, all of it happening in the space of a heartbeat, so that by the time he opened his mouth, he no longer cared about dropping the temperature.

“Let the kid go,” Conor repeated, his own voice taut and burning.

“Or what, bitch?” The bully dropped Timothy’s bag, spilling pencils and books onto the sidewalk. He turned to face Conor head-on, stepping forward, looming—

The shin, go for the shin—

“Or we find out who’s the faggot when we put you on your knees, asshole.”

Eichardt’s head jerked toward the new voice as Conor’s breath caught in his throat. Off to the side, the crowd was parting, the circle opening up as a fifth boy edged his way in. His face had been washed, and he was wearing an old, threadbare blue-and-gold East Binder t-shirt over his ruined jeans, and the look in his eyes was flat and cold and utterly unafraid.

Ashleigh.

He stepped forward, stepped close, and now it was Eichardt’s turn to hesitate. Conor could see the calculation unfolding in the older boy’s mind—he and his friend still had the upper hand in terms of raw strength, but it was two against three, now, and the privacy of the circle would not last forever. He hadn’t actually come there to fight—had probably just been hoping to put Timothy in his place—

Before the eighth grader could recover, Ashleigh bent down, reaching for a small scrap of bark on the ground. Straightening, he balanced the chip of wood on his left shoulder and locked eyes with Eichardt.

The circle held its breath. That was a formal challenge, one that even the sixth graders would recognize—either Eichardt would knock the chip off of Ashleigh’s shoulder, giving the younger boy an opening to throw the first punch, or he would decline, and everyone would know that the eighth grader had backed down from a fight.

With a seventh grader.

A seventh grader whose little brother had kicked him in the shins and gotten away unscathed.

Conor had only a split second to appreciate the trap before the inevitable happened, Eichardt’s arm jerking forward as if on puppet strings. The chip went flying, and before it had even hit the ground, Ashleigh’s fist was already swinging. It struck a glancing blow to the side of the bully’s jaw, enough to make him stagger but not enough to knock him over. Eichardt fell back, arms windmilling—

—and Ashleigh screamed.

It was a raw, animal sound, shockingly loud, and the whole circle flinched, recoiled, drawing back on itself. Eichardt regained his footing, but froze, half-crouched, a trapped and hunted look appearing on his face as his eyes darted from side to side. He watched along with everyone else as Ashleigh crumpled to his knees, still screaming, clutching his right hand with his left—

(Suddenly, Conor understood. Ashleigh had hit the boy with his swollen, ruined knuckles.)

It was a situation for which no one had anything even remotely resembling a script. Long seconds passed as Ashleigh’s scream tapered to a moan, which then broke apart into sobs and finally died. Still no one moved—not Eichardt, not Conor, not even Timothy.

The teachers heard that, he thought. They had to—they’re on their way, they’re coming—

Ashleigh rose slowly to his feet, jaw trembling, tears leaking from furious eyes. He reached up to wipe his face, and when he pulled his arm away, there was another collective gasp.

There was a second woodchip. On Ashleigh’s right shoulder this time, indicating that he would punch with his left.

“Your move,” he said, and though his voice cracked halfway through, no one laughed.

There was a brief, wild moment in which it seemed that Eichardt would do it anyway, was going to sweep the chip off and trigger the whole performance all over again, but then he took a step back, stumbling over Timothy’s bag, and the spell was broken. “What the fuck, man,” he shouted, to no one in particular. Still looking hunted, he grabbed his friend by the arm and dragged him out of the circle, almost taking Timothy with them. At the last second, the bully released the younger boy, who bent and began silently gathering his things.

And just like that, it was over. The crowd exploded into conversation as Ashleigh’s shoulders sagged, as he sank back to the ground, cradling his hand once more. Conor rushed over to him, a smaller space remaining around them as though Ashleigh’s crumpled figure was generating some kind of force field.

“What the fuck, man?” Conor echoed. He reached out tentatively, put a hand on his friend’s shoulder, and was relieved when the other boy didn’t shrug it off.

“They never mess with the crazy ones,” Ashleigh said wearily. “Best I could come up with on short notice.”

“Well, it worked, but—Jesus.” Ashleigh had stuck his fist inside his shirt, wrapping the fabric tightly around it, and Conor could see fresh blood already leaking through. “We can ask the driver for some ice when he gets here—”

“Not taking the bus.” With a groan, Ashleigh began rising to his feet again; Conor put a hand under his arm, and the other boy took the help without comment. “I’m walking.”

He turned, and Conor followed his gaze to Timothy, who was standing rigidly a few feet away, trembling, his bag back on his shoulders and both fists clenched.

“Tell Mom,” Ashleigh called out.

“Fuck you,” the younger boy spat. “Tell her yourself.”

And then Timothy spun on his heel and stalked away, disappearing into the crowd. Ashleigh stiffened, a look of surprise breaking through the exhaustion on his face.

Conor blinked. “What—”

“Dunno,” Ashleigh said, sounding almost threadbare. His eyes remained fixed on the spot where Timothy had stood. Conor watched the rise and fall of his shoulders, the way each breath leaked slowly in, and left as if crushed out of him by some vast weight. He opened his mouth to say—

What?

Something.

But before he could find words, the sound of a diesel engine roaring to life made both of them jump. Turning, they saw that the driver had arrived, the bus doors now standing open, shadowy shapes moving down the aisle within.

“I’ll go with you,” Conor said. “We need to—”

“No,” Ashleigh said flatly. “Look after my brother.”

“Ash—”

“No.” He looked directly into Conor’s eyes for the first time, and underneath the exhaustion there was steel, and fire, and something else—something Conor didn’t recognize, but it brought him up short.

“I’m going alone,” Ashleigh said. “Don’t call.”

And without another word, he was gone, walking up the row toward the street, hand still tucked into his shirt. He didn’t look back, and Conor made no motion to follow—just watched until he disappeared over the hill, feeling lost all over again, and almost surprised when he looked down and there was no body lying at his feet.

•   •   •

Conor was slumped at the kitchen table when his parents came home, eyes closed and head buried. It was after six, the sun already hidden behind the treetops as the two cars pulled into the garage, one right after the other. They said nothing as they came in, and neither did Conor. There were small sounds—the scrape of a drawer, the soft clunk of a knife, chair legs sliding along the floor. A plate was placed on the table, and pushed toward him.

He lifted his head. His mother had made him apple slices with peanut butter, and both she and his father were sitting across the table, arms crossed and waiting.

He picked up an apple slice and licked it, knowing without looking that his mother’s nose was wrinkling with disapproval. After another long silence, he sighed and put the whole slice in his mouth, chewing it into applesauce before swallowing.

“I’m in trouble,” he said finally, lifting his eyes to meet theirs. They sat like bookends, mirror images of stern concern on each of their faces.

“What tipped you off?” his mother asked dryly.

“You guys never say hi when you’re mad.” He reached for another apple slice and bit it in half, putting his chin back down on his forearm. He should have expected this, he realized, just like he should have expected Eichardt’s attack on Timothy. He wondered what else he wasn’t expecting, and how bad it would be when it happened.

You need sleep.

“How else did you know, Conor?” his father asked quietly.

This was how it went, with his parents. No yelling or arguing, no lies or excuses. He couldn’t recall the last time they had pronounced judgment on him; they almost always waited until he pronounced it on himself.

He tried to gather his thoughts. “You had to come pick me up from a police car.”

“Why would we be mad about that? It was an emergency, you called 911, case closed.”

“But there was a fight, and I was, um. Involved.”

“Nonsense. You said you didn’t lay a finger on Guyler, and we believe you. You tore up your own shirt for bandages. Unless you were lying?”

“I wasn’t lying.” He finished off the second apple slice and reached for a third. “I was trespassing on school property?”

“Come on, Conor. You’re stalling.”

He chewed thoughtfully, wondering as he did so what answer they were looking for. Almost, he wished he could just tell them everything, have them mete out punishment and call it a day. Then it could all go back to normal, back to the way it had been before yesterday…

Yesterday, when he still didn’t know what the inside of an ambulance looked like.

“Conor?”

“Sorry.” He popped another apple slice into his mouth. There was no such thing as back. The world hadn’t ever been that way—it had always been this way, and he just hadn’t noticed.

“Um,” he said. “I…wasn’t very helpful when the AP called me into his office? Did you hear about that?”

“Warmer, but you’ve gone too far. Rewind a little.”

Conor frowned. Rewinding a little would take him to the police cordon, and the bag, and the rooftop. But there was no way they could know about those, was there?

He felt his throat tighten. No, they couldn’t. For one thing, even they wouldn’t be this calm, not if they were waiting for those particular bombs to drop. For another, he’d left before they even—

Oh.

“This morning,” he said.

“Bingo.”

“I left early.”

“Too early,” his father corrected.

“With no note,” his mother added. “After everything that happened yesterday. How do you think your father felt, when he came down to wake you up and found an empty bed?”

(They all knew she was the one who came downstairs first in the morning.)

“Your mother had to call the school to make sure you were all right,” his father said, picking up the thread.

“I’m sorry.”

“Oh, not yet,” his mother said cheerfully. “But you will be.”

Conor’s heart sank. “How long?”

“A couple of weeks,” his father answered. “More, if you haven’t finished all the yardwork by then.”

Conor looked at him dully. “You planned this.”

“Not at all. But it is convenient. Rake the leaves, mow the grass, and stack the firewood. Oh, and blow off the driveway and the roof while you’re at it. We can negotiate about the weeding once you’re through.”

“You want me to use the leaf blower on the roof?”

“What, suddenly monkey boy is afraid of heights?”

They were past the hard part now, and into banter. Conor could never decide if he liked his parents’ method or not. It was good that they never yelled, that the three of them could laugh together even in the middle of a lecture. But still. He sometimes wished there could be sides. Something to press against, something to fight. With all of them working together, there was nowhere for his frustration to go, and so it built and built and built—

“Two weeks is a long time,” he said slowly, hoping to bargain.

“Not nearly as long as the infinity I spent between finding you gone and hearing that you were safe,” his mother shot back. “Two weeks is nothing. You’ll barely even be started with the quarter by then.”

That reminded him. “Ashleigh’s suspended for two weeks. They told me this morning.”

“Oh?”

“Can I take him his homework?”

His parents exchanged a look.

“Can’t Timothy do that, now that he’s graduated from Littleton?” his father asked.

“If I’m grounded and Ashleigh is suspended, it’ll be my only chance to see him.”

Silence.

“Twenty minutes,” he pleaded. “Walking time included, just down the street and back. Please?”

“What is there for tonight?”

“Nothing.” He knew better than to lie.

“Go to your room while we talk it over. No computer, no phone.”

He stood up.

“Yes, ma’am,” his father prompted.

“Yes, ma’am, yes, sir,” he echoed.

He walked down the hallway and into his bedroom, closing the door without turning on the light. Flopping down onto the bed, he rolled over and stared up at the ceiling, at the scattering of glow-in-the-dark stars still clinging to the light they’d gathered in the day. He could hear his parents’ voices through the wall—muffled, indistinguishable, warm, reassuring. He had heard those same voices through that same wall for as long as he could remember.

He rolled over onto his stomach, buried his face in the pillow, trying not to think.

About Ashleigh.

About Timothy.

About the bag, and the Gap, and the long year ahead.

About Ashleigh.

Sighing, he got up, turned on the light, and moved over to his desk, where he fiddled with his supplies as his mind wandered. Pens, pencils, erasers, paperclips—he picked them up and put them down, switched them from one compartment to another, moved his sticky notes from the drawer to the stand and back again, rearranged the books on the bookshelf. On a whim, he got out a sheet of notebook paper and drew an 85 at the top. Thinking for a moment, he wrote the words Dear Ashleigh in the upper left corner. Then he erased the Dear and wrote Hey. Then he threw the paper away.

He pulled out the blank book that Ashleigh’s mother had given him for his last birthday—a black, leatherbound journal, the kind with a little ribbon for marking your place. He opened it to the first page, which was shockingly, paralyzingly white.

There was a knock at his door.

“Come in,” he called. His father entered, walked around the bed, sat down on it facing him. It was low, so his eyes were exactly level with Conor’s.

“Your mother and I agreed that you can take Ashleigh his homework. Twenty minutes, like you said. Twenty minutes and two seconds, and you’re done.”

“Thanks.”

The word came out sounding flat, but Conor meant it. He was exhausted now, drained and limp, but he would go over there soon—needed to go over there soon, he wasn’t sure exactly what it was that had fallen between him and the other boy but whatever it was, the longer it lay there the harder it would set.

He glanced at the open book on his desk.

His father cleared his throat. “There’s something else, Conor, and it’s awkward to try to get you to say it, so I’m going to give you one chance, and then I’m going to say it myself.”

Conor blinked, feeling whiplashed. His father was looking at him seriously, expectantly, eyes full of concern.

Oh hell.

The silence stretched out uncomfortably. Conor could feel the tension in his body, rising in tandem with the growing disappointment on his father’s face. What is it, what is it, what does he want me to say, what did I do—

When he could bear it no longer, he spoke, trying his best not to sound flippant.

“Can I have a hint?”

“Yes, you can have a hint. Smoke.”

A kind of chain reaction took place in Conor’s head. It began with they know, which became they know about the drugs, and then they know about me and the drugs, that I took drugs. From there, his brain leapt to I’m the kind of kid who does drugs, and as the whole thing reached critical mass, he gasped out loud. What felt like fifteen different feelings all slammed into him at once, guilt mixed with shame laced with dread and smothered in self-loathing, all layered atop a vast, boiling reservoir of fear and desperation.

He burst into tears.

Instantly, his father was beside him, arms wrapped around his shoulders. Conor turned into the embrace, pressing his face into his father’s chest as he wept, shuddering into the dark as meaningless words of comfort washed over him. They sat like that for a long time—whether seconds or minutes, Conor couldn’t have said—until slowly he became aware that his father was no longer murmuring, was calling his name, calling him back.

“Conor. Conor—Conor.”

He came back to himself with a jerk, like waking up from a dream—lifted his head, saw the smears of tears and snot he’d left on his father’s shirt and felt another wave of disgust. He could feel his chin trembling, and another handful of tears rolled silently down his cheeks.

“Conor, wait.”

He looked up at his father’s nose, unable to make himself meet his eyes.

“Conor, it’s okay. This is okay. You can cry, it’s fine. But Conor—Conor! Wait. Talk, first. Tell me, first, and then we can deal with it.”

And his father’s voice was so soft, so familiar, so reassuring, that Conor did tell him, the words tumbling over one another, fighting to get out. He told him the whole story, the whole entire story, from the very first day on the rooftop, all the way back at the start of the summer—when they’d discovered the bag and conceived of the plan, decided that they were going to catch a bad guy.

“We waited all summer, Dad, every day we were up there waiting for somebody to come and get it, we had cameras and tripods and everything, we even spent the night up there a couple of times and we didn’t mean it, Ashleigh didn’t mean it, we just—we just thought of it, and we tried it, and it was—it was stupid, it was wrong, we didn’t mean for Guyler to end up in the hospital, it’s all my fault, I could have said no but I didn’t, I said yes and now it’s all—it’s all—it’s all—”

He couldn’t find the words, could not draw out the last lingering bit of poison, and eventually he broke down again, collapsed into his father’s arms and cried again.

And then—like flipping a switch—he was finished, the storm easing into hollow emptiness. And then he was ashamed for an entirely different reason—because he had come completely apart, had broken down and cried like a baby in front of his father, it had been years since he’d done that. He felt naked, and weak, and he turned away, suddenly unable to bear the weight of his father’s sympathy, and he scrubbed violently at his face with his sleeve until his eyes and nose stopped leaking.

A coward and a criminal and now a crybaby, too.

“Sorry,” he choked out.

His father burst out laughing.

Conor twisted, humiliated, furious, only to see that there was no mockery in his father’s expression, that his eyes still held the same love and care that had been there from the start. “Conor,” he said gently. “Didn’t I say it was okay to cry?”

Conor said nothing.

“There’s nothing wrong with being upset, kiddo. You’ve been carrying this—this—it sounds like a mountain, honestly, all day long you’ve been carrying all of this, and nobody asked you if you wanted it, and you didn’t have anybody to help—hell, I’d be worried if you didn’t feel like crying a little, right now. That’s what would really scare me—to think that you’d turned into the sort of person who just takes all of this in stride.”

“I didn’t cry just a little.”

“Forget it, Conor, there’s no shame in that. Or rather, there is shame, but it’s a good shame, a shame that means you feel bad about being bad, that you haven’t taken the badness inside of you and decided to get comfortable with it. What are you worried about—that I’ll think less of you?”

He looked into Conor’s eyes and saw the answer there, reached out and pulled him into another hug, squeezing so tight it almost hurt. “Conor, I’m just glad you told me. We smelled it on you last night, you know—your mother and I both smelled it. Probably the cop smelled it too, that Grimes or whoever he was, but he had bigger fish to fry and he was nice enough to let it slide. We were going to talk to you about it this morning, but when we woke up, you were already gone.”

“That’s why I’m grounded, isn’t it. It’s not about me leaving early.”

“Well, that too, but no, you’re right—it wouldn’t have been such a big deal if it hadn’t been for your poor timing.”

“So you don’t think—you don’t think I’m—”

Conor tried mightily, but he couldn’t finish the sentence, couldn’t quite make it past the embarrassment that his father had assured him he didn’t need to feel. It was too childish, the question he wanted to ask—too blunt, too simple, and he couldn’t bring himself to do it, even though he burned with the need to hear the answer.

“No, Conor, you’re not a bad person. You made a mistake, that’s all. Nowhere near as bad as the one Ashleigh made. You didn’t hurt anyone but yourself—and to be honest, you probably didn’t hurt yourself, not even a little bit, one joint isn’t going to hurt you, not at all, although don’t tell your mother I said that. How do you think we both recognized the smell?”

Conor nodded, and hiccupped, and his father laughed—they both laughed, and the laughter was twice as good as anything he’d felt in the past day and a half, better even than the moment when he’d broken through the Gap. His father hugged him again, and spoke to him for a few more minutes, and promised him that he wouldn’t have to see his mother until the morning (when the shame of it wouldn’t be quite so fresh). And then he kissed him on the forehead, and ruffled his hair, and left, and Conor fell onto the bed, and for the second night in a row he drifted off without undressing, though it wasn’t even seven yet.

Two thoughts came to him, then, in the shifting fog just before sleep. The first was that Ashleigh—whose burden was surely heavier than his own—Ashleigh had no father to confess to, had only his mother, who worked two full-time jobs and was never around, and would not be able to help him the way Conor’s own father had just helped. This was desperately sad, and for a moment it almost roused him—almost sent him for his jacket, his shoes—but he was tired, so tired, and empty now, drained—and besides, he was grounded—it could wait—it could wait.

Tomorrow.

Conor would talk to him tomorrow, and would drag him back to the surface—understood now just how deep into despair a single mistake could drive you, and what it meant to hear it from someone else—that they believed in you, that you weren’t a bad person, that it was going to be okay.

And then the second thought, a lone, flickering fragment as oblivion rolled in: that in all of that confession, his father had not asked—

(And he had not volunteered.)

—what had happened to the bag.


Chapter 2Methods


September 1st, 11:34AM

“I never realized you could see our houses from up here.”

“Yeah, this is where I go to watch your mom in the shower.”

“Funny. Your mom just invites me in.”

“No wonder you smell like a girl.”

“…think we could get on top of the chapel?”

“What, like the steeple?”

“No. I mean, yeah, that’d be sweet, but I meant the castley part. The cracks between the stones look big enough to get your fingers into.”

“Maybe. Pretty long climb, if we’re going straight up the wall. Why?”

“Well, if we were up there, we could probably see every roof at the community college. Maybe there’s some cool stuff up top that we never spotted from the ground.”

“Like more roof jumps?”

“Maybe. Wouldn’t hurt to warm up with one that’s a little less—”

“Insane?”

“It’s not insane. We both did it at the beach, didn’t we?”

“Into sand. And it took, like, six tries before we made it far enough.”

“Yeah, but we also didn’t have as much height.”

“You think reminding me how big the drop is will make me feel better?”

“That’s why I want to practice. The sand thing was good, but we’ve got to get better at rolling on hard stuff.”

“I still think there’s, like, a limit on how much of a difference the rolling’s actually going to make.”

“It worked when we jumped off your garage. And it works for paratroopers. They hit the ground a lot harder than we do.”

“Not if we’re dropping four stories.”

“It’s one story! Not even, really. Twelve feet.”

“Onto gravel. At a full sprint. And that’s assuming we make it.”

“This was your idea! You saw it first! What gives?”

“I was joking. I didn’t think you’d actually drag us up here. And it’s scary. You’ve been obsessing over it for months, and it’s still scary. I don’t think more practice is going to make a difference. I think it’s time to admit that you’re never going to feel more ready than you do right now.”

“I don’t feel ready right now.”

“Yeah, that’s my point.”



•   •   •

For everyone else, the real trouble started on Wednesday.

It didn’t take long—Conor had been on the bus for less than five minutes when Eichardt, making his way down the aisle, timed things so that the bus jerked into motion just as he was passing Timothy’s seat. The older boy fell deliberately, driving his elbow squarely into the sixth grader’s gut. Conor and several other boys leapt to their feet at once, but the damage was done—smirking, Eichardt sauntered on toward the back while Timothy doubled up, wheezing, tears streaming openly down his face. It wasn’t until they pulled into the parking lot that he was able to uncurl and take a full breath. Conor made sure to stay between them as the bus emptied, but neither made a move toward the other. As they passed through the cars of the front circle, each went his separate way—Timothy toward the library, Eichardt toward the cafeteria, and Conor to the flagpole in between.

Of course, they first had to pass through the police cordon, which in addition to patdowns and drug-sniffing dogs now had officers inspecting the hands and fingertips of every single student. A blood-red eagle—the mascot of Central High—had been spray-painted across the front doors of the office during the night, and the cops were looking for traces of red paint. The janitor was hard at work, scrubbing away at the glass with chemicals, but much of the eagle was still visible, drawing baleful looks from every corner of the courtyard.

The brazen act of vandalism triggered widespread resentment against the new Central students, many of whom had apparently been rather unpleasant the day before. Every time Conor stepped out into the hallways for class change, there was another story of someone being cornered in a bathroom or hurled into a locker door. It didn’t help that the newcomers were the only kids in the whole school without uniforms—each time one of them tried to disappear into the crowd, the crowd solidified, bouncing the unfortunate student back into the arms of their pursuers. By the middle of the day, they were moving around the campus in packs, bristling at anyone who looked their way.

Meanwhile, the classes themselves were almost surrealistically normal, as if the teachers were trying not to think about it—or trying not to let them think about it. Conor’s homeroom turned out to be the same as his math classroom; Mrs. Atkins introduced him to the rest of the group—most of whom he’d known since kindergarten—and assigned him a seat at a table with Holt. They left for English together, and on the way were told by a breathless Eddie that someone had somehow filled a locker in the civics wing so full of shaving cream that it had poured out of the vents and made a puddle on the floor five feet across.

Conor had been looking forward to Ms. Palmano’s class, but it turned out to be far less interesting than…whatever the word was, for what had happened the day before. When they entered the room, the words KEEP GOING were written in foot-high letters on the board, and those students already seated were bent over their papers, working silently. Apart from a whispered bless you when Holt sneezed and borrowing an eraser from Jennifer, Conor said nothing the whole period.

Then it was off to Spanish, his first elective, and after that break, followed by Science, Social Studies, and Math, all in a row. They were getting into actual work, now, and Conor went up to his teachers at the end of each class, collecting homework for Ashleigh in a folder. Back out in the halls, he overheard a rumor that Mr. Sykes had already suspended fifteen of the new Central students, for their own protection—no, it was fifteen Bulldogs, as the East Binder students were suddenly calling themselves, and the Central kids were all in the nurse’s office. No, it wasn’t fifteen, it was only three—two Bulldogs and one Eagle—but the police had taken all three of them away in handcuffs.

“Ándale,” said Holt. “That’s right—one of them had a grenade, and the other two were fighting with knives dipped in the poisonous juice of the bullshit berry.” He winked, and Conor laughed. They listened to fewer rumors after that, but there was no denying that at least a few of the stories had a kernel of truth in them—Conor had spotted Mr. Sykes when he passed the office on his way back from the electives building, and the grey-haired AP was talking in low, serious tones with Officer Grimsley. The grownups didn’t see him, and he ducked quickly around a corner, taking a longer route to his next class.

Now, it was lunchtime. Conor, unwilling to put up with Eddie’s idiocy, split off from the others and sat down at a table with a group of eighth graders he didn’t know. Instantly, it was as if he’d built a wall around himself—the older boys ignored him completely, and when one of them spilled his drink next to Conor’s tray, he wiped it up without speaking, as if Conor and his food were simply part of the furniture.

Conor had slipped the little leatherbound journal into his bookbag that morning, and he opened it now, setting it on the table as he ate. He’d thought he might use the book to keep in touch with Ashleigh during his suspension—with no phone or computer for the next two weeks, and only a couple of minutes each afternoon to drop off the other boy’s homework, there was no time for anything like a real conversation. Conor figured he could write in the journal during the day, and leave it with Ashleigh overnight, collecting it from Timothy on the morning bus ride along with Ashleigh’s completed assignments.

It had seemed like an excellent plan, at breakfast. But now, he hesitated, the blank page stark and vast and intimidating. He’d opened it up half a dozen times already that morning, each time putting it away without writing anything. There was at once too much and too little to say, and he wasn’t sure he knew how to write down the things that actually mattered.

Maybe start with “Dear Ashleigh.”

But even that turned out not to be simple. As he had the night before, he wrote Dear, then Hey, then Hi, and finally What’s up? before giving up and settling on Ash. Then he moved his pencil to the next line, where it hovered, waiting.

A minute passed. Conor squeezed his eyes shut.

That’s what you get for trying to use your brain inside the cafeteria.

The sheer volume of noise made it almost impossible to think, five hundred voices all striving to be heard over each other. Setting the pencil down, Conor took a sip of chocolate milk.

The problem was, there really weren’t any other good times left. After lunch, there was just Activity (where he wouldn’t be able to bring the little book at all), then Art, then homeroom, and the bus ride home. He could try writing something during Social Studies tomorrow, maybe—

No. It has to be today.

He paused, taken aback at the forcefulness of the thought.

It…doesn’t?

It didn’t have to be any time at all. He would see Ashleigh later that afternoon, in person. The book was just in case…

(He felt another twinge.)

In case?

…in case what?

Slowly, as if approaching a wild animal, Conor felt his way around the edges of the thought, asked himself—gently—what might be inside of it.

It’s okay, he whispered, feeling ridiculous. It’s okay.

Fragments began to float to the surface, his mind relinquishing them one at a time. Ashleigh’s refusal to talk, outside the bus, and his brief but undeniable cold shoulder outside Mr. Sykes’s office. The way he still hadn’t responded to any of Conor’s calls or texts. The fact that he’d slept outside on Monday night, and not at Conor’s house, the way Conor would have expected him to, if he ever needed to not-go-home for some reason…

The way he turned and ran when he saw you coming around the gym.

Conor took a deep breath.

It’s in case he’s decided he’s just not going to talk to me at all.

A part of him scoffed that he was being paranoid, dramatic. But he recognized in that a hint of something like performance. Self-consciousness, audience-awareness. Like he needed to look like he wasn’t concerned…

But there was no one watching. No one to look cool in front of, no need to pretend, inside his own head, that he wasn’t worried.

Which he was.

The very idea that Ashleigh might have—have cut him off, might be intentionally refusing to talk to him—

(And refusing to acknowledge it, either, pretending like it wasn’t happening, Conor knew exactly how the conversation would go, could hear the words in his mind, so plausible—what are you talking about, I was grounded, stop overreacting—)

Hey, um. What? Can we, like, slow the fuck down?

He took another deep breath.

(And then a third, when the second did no good, and then a fourth after that, and then he gave up.)

Okay, fine, maybe he was being paranoid, some part of him jumping to conclusions. Maybe he would knock on Ashleigh’s door in a couple of hours and everything would be—well, not normal, surely. But fine, maybe. Maybe everything was fine.

But something had spooked him. Spooked the animal parts of him—the parts that knew things without knowing why, without being able to justify or explain. Some part of Conor was scared, and it hadn’t been scared on Monday. Had become scared in the subsequent day-and-a-half, as Ashleigh’s silence stretched and stretched.

He looked down at the empty page.

Ashleigh was grounded.

That wouldn’t stop him, though.

And that was it, really. Conor wasn’t sure what the other boy’s silence meant, but it was silence—conspicuously so. And that—

That was new.

(A memory tickled at the back of his mind, from the spring of fifth grade, when his parents had quietly left a copy of It’s Perfectly Normal on his pillow. He’d messaged Ashleigh that evening to say that the two of them needed to look into this whole jerking off thing, only for the other boy to respond two hours later with field notes.)

There had never been any sort of barrier between them, not in four full years of friendship. They shared everything, without shame or judgment, each of them the one person to whom the other could say anything, anything at all…

Slow down.

He slowed.

…it could just be coincidence. Or—not coincidence, exactly, but boring, normal. The situation with Guyler was pretty serious—maybe Ashleigh was actually grounded, in a way he was nervous about trying to circumvent.

Maybe.

But maybe not.

And if not—what then? What would he do—what would it mean, if his best friend really, truly did not want to talk?

Slow. Down.

Conor gnawed at his lip.

You don’t have to have an answer. Nothing’s happened yet.

And maybe nothing would. Maybe it was enough that he had recognized the fear, named it—that his brain had let him in on the secret, and he was no longer flying blind—

A sudden hush made him look up, a flash of movement catching his eye. A few tables away, over on the high school side, three boys in the blue-and-gold sweatshirts of the East Binder uniform were looming menacingly over a fourth in jeans and a t-shirt. The fourth boy was seated, but he tried now to rise, and as he did so, one of the Bulldogs put a hand on his chest and shoved, sending him crashing backwards to the floor, his tray and food flying, his head hitting the linoleum with a sickening thud that was audible even thirty feet away.

Fast.

The teachers were already on their feet, had already been closing in, and in another heartbeat they were there, hustling the three antagonists away, helping the fallen boy up to a sitting position.

Fat lot of good, whispered Ashleigh’s voice, in the back of Conor’s head. It was just like Eichardt’s strike on Timothy, on the bus, the damage done too quickly to be stopped, and the punishments were never enough to stop the bullies from doing it in the first place…

(Conor was surprised to see that none of the other Central students were nearby, or had rallied to the boy’s defense, but a moment later he understood: the victim had the scrawny, underfed look of an outcast, and had been eating lunch alone, without protectors or allies.)

Speaking of which.

He threw a sidelong glance at his tablemates. They were paying no attention to him, were watching the aftermath of the confrontation with satisfaction on their faces.

Conor tugged anxiously at the neck of his sweatshirt.

He hadn’t thought about it, because he was used to not having to think about it, because Ashleigh was always, always there. The stuff that was happening to the Central students—it was sudden, it was coordinated, there was more of it than he was used to seeing, but none of it was unusual, really. Incidents like the one he’d just witnessed happened pretty much every week, if not every day, and the standard advice was simple: never be alone.

Picking up his pencil, he began to write, thinking as little as possible, putting down words as soon as they came to mind. When he reached the bottom of the page, he stopped, scribbled his name, and read back over it.


Ash,

Hope your doing ok at home. I cant call or message you bc I’m grounded bc I didn’t leave a note when I went to try to meet you yesterday before school. I did try to meet you just like I tryed to call you. We got to talk about Gyler and stuff. I dont know what your mom knows, my parents know most of it, there not too mad tho. I’m not mad ether so if you thot I was dont worry. I’m just worreid about you (not to be gay) and I dont know what hapend.

Schools ok. I found out were your locker is and its pretty close to mine (449). We have English together and I’m pretty sure your in pe with me to. Tim got hurt on the bus but I guess you already know that by now but it wasnt like a big fight. Sorry. Ill try to watch out for him better. PS I cleaned up the mess we left and put it all in a BAG. Let me know if you wont any of it back or Ill just throw it away. Write me back if you wont. Ill come get this in the morning b4 school

Conor



He sighed. It was not at all what he wanted. He had hoped to convey concern—respect—understanding—forgiveness—all of the things his father had given him, in their conversation the night before. Most of all, he’d wanted to show that things were the same between them—that he was fine, that they were fine—that there was no need for this to be different than any of the hundred other misadventures they’d survived together.

But the right words hadn’t come, and in their place was this stumbling, disjointed mess. It made Conor uneasy, because he couldn’t work out why all of this was suddenly so hard.

He traced his eyes over the words again, considered starting over.

Just leave it.

It wasn’t like a second draft would be any better. And this one was honest, at least. Maybe Ashleigh would pick up on that, and respond to it.

The bell rang. Closing the book, Conor stood, joining the crush as he threw away his trash and dropped his tray into the bin.

Two more hours.

Just two more hours, and he would be on his way home.

Of course, he’d have to share a bus with Eichardt to get there, and once he did, he had little to look forward to except yardwork and homework until he fell asleep and it all started over again. With any luck, he’d see Ashleigh, but with a half-mile walk each way, they would have at most something like three minutes to actually talk. Not so much two hours as two weeks, really—then, hopefully, things would start to return to normal.

But two hours first.

•   •   •

There was no circle of onlookers outside of bus 134, and Conor permitted himself a small sigh of relief. Both Timothy and Eichardt were in the crowd—they were far apart and seemed to be ignoring each other, but he maneuvered quietly between them anyway, waiting for the driver to arrive and open the door.

For the most part, East Binder was split between the four halls of the high school and the three wings of the middle, the main quad a vast buffer between them. Some places, like the cafeteria and the electives building, brought the two populations together, but there was still segregation, supervision—structure.

Not so on the buses. Here, and here alone, sixth graders rubbed shoulders with seniors without guards or chaperones. There were rules, but they were emergent, natural, the fragile equilibrium of a lawless frontier.

A little over half of the middle schoolers were bus riders, with the rest being dropped off and picked up by one parent or another. There were fewer high schoolers—most of the older kids had cars, or rode with other kids who had cars, meaning that the juniors and seniors still on the bus were those who were too poor, too reckless, or too antisocial to get to school any other way. They were massively outnumbered by the younger kids, but they were the ones who set the grid—everyone else just fell into place.

This year, there were only four seniors, and they claimed the wide bench at the back as their own. Immediately in front of them sat the small handful of juniors (with the druggies and the dealers tending to cluster together on the left side, where they couldn’t be seen as well by the driver).

Conor supposed that outside of East Binder, it was those upperclassmen who would be the most dangerous—two of them at least were rumored to be actual gang members, and he had watched with his own eyes as one of them quietly dropped a knife out of the window last year when the old AP had boarded the bus.

But in practical terms, the oldest kids were nothing to worry about. None of them had the slightest interest in terrorizing little kids—even for the bullies among them, the novelty had long since worn off, and they largely picked on people their own size.

Of greater concern was the next tier—the tenth, ninth, and eighth graders, posers and wannabes who clustered on the border of the older kids’ territory. They were the ones most likely to cause real trouble, picking fights, floating from seat to seat in search of prey. They tended to work a year or two down, trying to impress those above by intimidating those below, and sometimes the scuffles got genuinely mean.

Eichardt was among them—was one of the smallest and youngest, and thus keenly motivated to show off, appear tough. Conor watched as the eighth grader carefully chose a seat in the middle of a near-empty section in the rear third of the bus. It was deliberate—the bullies spread themselves out, leaving open spaces to draw their victims in.

(The sixth graders were in particular peril. Usually the last to board and—this early in the year—the least aware of the danger, and almost never able to force someone else to scoot over and give them room. Some of them found shelter at the very front, in the seats closest to the driver where no bully bothered to operate. But that was the loser’s haven, the province of those who valued safety and comfort over social status, and they sat three to a seat in awkward quiet.)

Conor had settled himself in the sixth row, his usual spot—close enough to the front for peace, but not so close as to invite mockery. Ashleigh’s place beside him, against the window, was empty. He could hear Eichardt’s voice, overloud, telling outrageously filthy jokes, and he listened with half an ear as he peered out through the glass, looking for Timothy.

The younger boy still hadn’t boarded, and as Conor counted the remaining seats, he felt the muscles in his shoulders beginning to knot and clench. Yesterday’s ride had been uneventful, Ashleigh’s bizarre stunt serving as a kind of shield, keeping the bullies at bay. But Eichardt’s attack that morning was proof that the effect had worn off. Given the chance, he would make trouble.

Conor held the spot beside him as long as he could, but eventually had to yield it to another seventh grader, who grumbled about not getting the aisle before sliding sullenly in. By the time Timothy came through the door and started down the row, there were only a few obvious places left, and all of them in hostile territory.

C’mon, Timothy, make somebody scoot over.

(He didn’t say it aloud, of course.)

But the younger boy showed no sign of slowing. Glancing backwards, Conor saw a feral grin on Eichardt’s face as he watched his victim’s approach. Making a swift decision, Conor stood up, blocking the younger boy’s progress down the aisle.

“Here,” he said, gesturing. “Take my seat.”

Timothy stopped short, frowning. His eyes flickered down at the open spot, then back to where Eichardt was waiting, then back up to meet Conor’s. “Why?”

Conor dropped his voice to a murmur. “Are you kidding? Just take it, thank me later. I’ll sit back there with the sharks.”

The sixth grader’s frown deepened. “No,” he said flatly.

“What? Why?”

“Move.”

“But—”

“Move.”

“Timothy—”

“Move.”

Conor hesitated, and the other students waiting in the aisle began to call and complain. In a moment, Conor was shouted down, and he sank back into his seat, turning to watch as Timothy carried on toward the back.

“I’ll sit there, if you want to move so bad,” the boy next to him said.

Conor ignored him.

A prickle of foreboding worked its way up his spine as the younger boy headed straight for Eichardt. The eighth grader was sitting longways, by himself, shoulders against the window, arm draped casually over the seat back. Timothy stopped directly in front of his outstretched feet and turned toward him, unshouldering his bookbag. He said nothing—only stared, until Eichardt opened his mouth. Then Timothy spoke, too—quickly, his words cutting across the older boy’s.

“What do you—”

“You gonna move your legs, or not?”

Eichardt’s grin slipped, but he recovered quickly. “Sorry, kiddo,” he said airily. “Afraid this seat’s taken.”

He smiled again, crocodilian, and crossed his legs, his shoes brushing against Timothy’s knees.

“Bull,” Timothy said, and around him, conversations fell quiet. The two kids closest in the aisle behind him each took a step back, distancing themselves from the situation.

“What’d you say, shithead?”

“You heard me, IEP. I said bull.” Timothy’s voice was clear and unafraid, and he glanced at the watching faces around him. “I got an older brother—you think I don’t know how this dumb shit works? You find out what I want, hold it over my head, make me beg and cry—that how you make yourself look big and bad? Playing keep-away like a kindergartener?”

Eichardt’s face darkened. That was how it worked—usually. But suddenly it was Eichardt who looked small, and pathetic. It was a cheat, but a good one—the other bullies were laughing now, and not at Timothy.

“Anyway,” the sixth grader continued. “I was just asking. There’s a seat here, and there’s three of us waiting. But if your ass is so fat you need the whole thing all to your—”

Too far. The eighth grader surged to his feet, lunging at the younger boy with hands curled into claws, snarling with rage.

But Timothy was ready. At exactly the right moment, when Eichardt’s body left the seat, he swung the bookbag, slamming it into the bully’s face. With so little room to work with, he couldn’t muster enough force to do any real damage, but it completely broke the older boy’s momentum, throwing him off balance, knocking him right back the way he’d come—against the window, leaving a space by the aisle.

Quick as an adder, Timothy slipped into the seat, dropping his bookbag onto the floor. “Hey, thanks!” he chirped, just before Eichardt lunged again, grabbing him by the throat and sending both of them tumbling out between the seats.

Conor was helpless, cut off by the two students still standing in the way. But they weren’t helpless, and neither was the tall black boy who had been sitting by himself in the next row back. In a second, the two combatants were separated, and suddenly the tables were turned as the black boy pinned Eichardt up against the window by his throat, leaning across the seat back between them.

Everyone froze. The black boy wasn’t wearing a uniform—was from Central, and an unknown quantity. A couple of the older East Binder boys began to rise, but he stopped them with a glare and a raised finger. “Hold on, there, folks,” he said, his voice an exaggerated drawl. “Let’s just everybody calm the fuck down, shall we?”

He looked to be sixteen at least, thin but tightly muscled, with hair in a short afro and fingers that spread easily across Eichardt’s neck, touching the glass behind on either side. Conor’s eyes flickered up toward the driver, but the whole fight had taken place under the radar, and even now the standoff wasn’t clearly visible in the grownup’s mirrors.

Slowly, the boy released his hold on Eichardt’s throat, putting a hand on the eighth grader’s chest instead, pressing him back against the window. “It seems to me our little man here just demonstrated that there’s plenty of room in your seat, don’t you think?” He glanced down at Timothy, who was frozen along with everyone else, still sitting on the floor of the aisle. “Now, I’m kind of new around here—”

The boy broke off, looking over his shoulder. Following his gaze, Conor saw that he had locked eyes with the largest senior in the back—the one who had ditched the knife the year before, who Conor would bet five bucks to a nickel was carrying one right now. Something passed between them, and the senior lifted a finger dismissively, as if to say go ahead. Raising his chin respectfully in acknowledgement, the boy turned back to Eichardt.

“—but where I’m from, it’s considered rude to jump a guy who’s just trying to make friends, know what I’m saying?”

Eichardt had no response. He sat rigid, as if cast from iron, only his eyes moving as they darted wildly from side to side. Conor was struck by how small the eighth grader looked, stripped of his usual bluster—much smaller than the Central student, and no different from any other scared little kid.

Timothy, on the other hand, spoke up in a ringing voice. “Hey, little man, did I ask for your fucking help?”

The bus grew suddenly airless as the spectators sucked in a collective breath. Slowly, the black boy’s head turned toward the sixth grader on the floor, his expression blank and unreadable.

Every fucking time—

It had to be genetic, Timothy’s knack for throwing sparks, so similar to Ashleigh’s. But there was no explosion. Instead, the older boy burst into a laugh of deep, rich amusement. “Well, well,” he said, looking around as though inviting everyone else to join in on the joke. “Seems our little man don’t want a hand. All right, all right—no hand it is.”

He pulled his own away from Eichardt’s chest, raising it in mock surrender, and settled back into his seat. “You two can work this shit out on your own, then.”

All eyes turned to Eichardt, who seemed to search among them, looking for sympathy or support. Finding neither, he cut his losses.

“Fucking psychos,” he spat. “You and your retard brother both. It’s just a seat—who gives a shit?”

But the words were hollow, the retreat obvious. The bully’s face burned as he turned to stare out the window, muttering balefully under his breath.

Timothy stood and took his seat, carefully keeping his distance. The other two kids in the aisle quickly found places—nobody making any pretense at refusing to make room—and as the bus shuddered into motion, the tension in the air slowly, slowly, slowly drained away.

Conor continued to watch, sitting backwards in his seat, trying to decipher Timothy’s intentions. If the younger boy had been attempting to get Eichardt off his back, he had failed spectacularly—by the look on the bully’s face, if there had been fewer witnesses, Timothy might have found himself following Guyler into the hospital.

…was that the point? To provoke him, goad him into some rash attack? Conor thought back to the words that Timothy had thrown at the older boy, how they had been perfectly chosen to work their way under Eichardt’s skin.

Younger brother.

More than once, Timothy’s best defense against Ashleigh had been to push him over the edge just before their mother walked into the room. But a strategy that worked with family was risky when applied to outsiders. Ashleigh loved Timothy, and so even in his blindest furies there was a check on his capacity for violence. Eichardt had no such built-in safety, and there was no mother to intervene.

And Timothy had now been the instrument of the eighth grader’s humiliation three times running…

(A memory of flashing lights rose in Conor’s mind, and he swallowed.)

“Hey—little man. My name’s Devon. What’s yours?”

Conor’s ears perked up.

“Listen, little man, you want me to stop calling you little man, I’m down, but you gotta give me something to work with.”

There was no arguing with that.

“Timothy.”

“And your brother, the one with the chip on his shoulder. Where’s he?”

So Devon saw that.

(Or heard about it later, maybe.)

“Suspended,” Timothy growled.

“Ain’t that the shit. How long?”

Timothy said nothing.

“C’mon, don’t be all puffed up and grouchy. I’m trying to have a conversation. Was it two weeks?”

No answer.

“Bet it was two weeks. Old man Sykes, he loves that two-week suspension. ‘Discretion,’ and all that.”

Devon peered at Timothy, who continued to stare straight ahead. “Maybe you don’t know him yet, and that’s why you’re not laughing,” he said. “Sorry. Just thought I’d share some sympathy with another victim of the system. Me, I only spent twenty-seven weeks in school last year.”

“Ashleigh’s not a victim,” Timothy spat. “He deserved it.”

“Hey, look—it talks!” Devon grinned. “Big bro done pissed you off, huh? Me, I’mm’a say that just because he deserved it don’t mean he ain’t a victim. Ten other motherfuckers on this bus deserve it, too, but they ain’t suspended, are they?”

Timothy bristled. “What do you want?”

“Like I said. Just making conversation.”

“Well, get to the point.”

“Ain’t no point, friend. Small talk. I say shit you don’t care about, you say shit I don’t care about. You know it’s supposed to get up to eighty degrees on Friday? Y’all motherfuckers in them damn sweatshirts are fucked.”

“I don’t like small talk.”

“Oh? Well then, how about big talk? Like how this motherfucker here is sitting there scheming about how he’s going to whoop your ass first chance he gets?”

Eichardt, who had been staring out the window the whole time, stiffened noticeably.

“Yeah, that’s right, you—what’s your name, kid?”

Reluctantly, Eichardt turned so that Devon could see his face. “Craig,” he said sullenly.

“Craig, you gonna tell me I’m lying?”

Eichardt said nothing.

“Hey, Craig, let me ask you something. If I told you not to lay a finger on little man’s head, would you do it anyway?” Devon leaned forward as he spoke, his eyes glittering.

Eichardt said nothing.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. But I haven’t told you that—have I, Craig? Funny, huh?” He turned back to Timothy. “Want me to tell him that, Tim?”

Timothy glowered.

“Boy, you two don’t ever shut up, do you?” There was no answer, and Devon laughed. “Well, shit. Looks like I got nobody to talk to today. Let me know, you change your mind—I saw the weather report for the whole week this morning, and I could go on for fucking hours.”

Still laughing, he sat back again, his eyes drifting.

Timothy said nothing. Eichardt said nothing. Conor watched as they rode in silence, surrounded by the chatter of the other riders. Bit by bit, the bus emptied out, and soon it came to a stop at the corner by Timothy’s house. Without so much as a glance at either of the two older boys, the sixth grader stood, shouldering his bag and pushing his way down the aisle. Conor watched him go, wrestling with indecision—

“Seriously? Seriously? You’re following me to my fucking house? What the hell is wrong with all of you?”

They had gone a dozen steps before the sound of the bus had faded enough for Timothy to realize that Conor was behind him.

“What?” Conor replied, confused.

“You think I don’t see what you’re doing? You, and my asshole brother, and that fucking rando—let’s all look after the baby, he can’t take care of himself, we’d better hold his hand or he’ll get lost and start crying.” The words boiled out past clenched teeth. “Did any of you stop to think that if I wanted your goddamn help, I’d ask for it?”

Conor opened his mouth—hesitated—

“Seven classes yesterday, and all I hear is ‘Oh, so you’re Ashleigh’s little brother!’ And then today, everybody’s all ‘Dude, did your brother really take down an eighth grader?’ Like I’m not even there, like I don’t count for shit, and it’s your fault, you and Ashleigh both—you think I didn’t know Eichardt was going to try something yesterday? I wanted him to try something. So what if I lost? Even getting the shit kicked out of you is better than being rescued. Princesses get rescued. And now you’re literally trying to walk me to my house?”

“No,” Conor interrupted, and the younger boy broke off, his chest heaving. “I didn’t—I mean, I wasn’t—”

He fumbled at his bag, pulling out the folder with Ashleigh’s assignments. “That’s not—look, I’ve got Ashleigh’s homework. His makeup work. Both.”

Timothy glared at him suspiciously. “Why didn’t you give it to me on the bus?”

You were busy.

“I wanted to say hi.”

“He’s not allowed visitors.”

Conor blinked, and then mentally kicked himself. Right. He’d been so focused on getting permission from his own parents that he hadn’t thought to check—

“Did she take his phone?”

Timothy’s eyes narrowed. “No?”

Conor chewed at his lip. “How long is he grounded?”

The younger boy shrugged, his expression still dark. “She didn’t say. He’s lucky she only knows about the suspension—I didn’t tell her he was gone all night Monday.” Conor gave him a look, and he shrugged again. “She was at work. I told her I was asleep when the cops came by.”

“Did he tell you what happened?”

“What do you think?”

Conor winced. “Sorry.”

“Yeah, well, whatever.” Timothy shifted, crossing his arms. “What did happen?”

“I don’t know.”

The younger boy’s eyes narrowed again.

“I don’t, seriously. I was—we were together, and then we—we got separated, and it all happened while I was, um, around the corner.”

Something moved behind the narrow eyes.

“They’re saying the other guy ended up in the emergency room,” Timothy said quietly.

“Yeah. He’s out now. Should be fine. Eventually.”

“They said Ashleigh broke his nose and his ribs.”

“Yeah.”

“Wonder why.”

“Me, too.”

The two of them stood for an awkward moment. Then Timothy gestured to the folder and the book. “Want me to take those?”

Conor hesitated. “Is your mom home?”

Timothy scoffed. “You think I’m going to let you in?”

“I’ll owe you one.”

“How about you don’t, since every time you try to help you just make things worse.” He turned and began walking up the driveway. “Come on,” he called over his shoulder.

Conor followed him into the house. It was a tired, messy place, with stacks of paper and magazines covering every surface and toys and clothes lying here and there where they had been abandoned, some of them years earlier. In the sink, the pile of unwashed dishes was partially obscured by a layer of empty boxes and tattered plastic wrappers, Eggo and Lunchables and Top Ramen.

“He’s upstairs,” Timothy said. “Or at least, that’s where he stayed all last night. Mom gets home at five, so watch it.”

Conor turned, climbing the creaking, warped staircase to the second story. Ashleigh’s room was to the right, at the end of the hall, overlooking the driveway where Conor had stood the morning before, throwing acorns. The door was shut, a stripe of light shining at the bottom. Walking softly toward it, he knocked. “Ashleigh?” he called out.

There was no answer.

“Ash, it’s me—Conor,” he said, and he waited for a slow ten-count before reaching out to try the knob.

Locked.

He knocked again, more firmly this time, and jumped when he heard Timothy’s voice behind him.

“Use the paperclip.”

The younger boy was standing in the doorway of his own bedroom, holding a glass of water and a plate with two uncooked s’mores Pop Tarts. He gestured. “On top of the doorframe. You can use it to pick the lock.”

I know where the paperclip is.

“Are you sure he’s in there?”

A shrug. “Find out.”

And with that, Timothy disappeared into his own room.

Conor knocked for a third time. “Ashleigh,” he said again. “Open up, I brought your homework.” He pressed his ear against the wood, listening for movement.

Nothing.

He looked up at the top of the doorframe, seven feet off the ground.

He sighed. Either Ashleigh was in the room, in which case he didn’t want the door opened, or he wasn’t, in which case there was no point.

Again, Conor felt a swirl of twisting, queasy panic, as if the floor had tilted under his feet. He didn’t know what to do, didn’t know what he should do, whether he was supposed to be pushy or patient or what. He had the sense that something was happening—still happening—like some rift had opened up between them, and was widening, or like the space between them had been filled with concrete that was slowly drying.

Or—hear me out—I’m just in there taking a nap.

Yes. Although that line of thinking was starting to feel…a little bit pathetic. Sort of vaguely Eddie-shaped, in a way that Conor felt better-than.

He looked down at the folder in his hands, and the little leatherbound journal on top of it. There was a right answer, here—he was sure of it. Ashleigh’s cold shoulder could be sincere, or it could be a cry for help. It might be an act, or a test; it might have no meaning whatsoever beyond the other boy being stubborn and dramatic.

But Conor didn’t know, couldn’t tell, had no experience to draw from. They’d had fights before, disagreements—squabbles of various kinds—but it had been literal years since they’d gone forty-eight hours without at least a word.

“Ash,” he called out again—

(And he couldn’t help but notice that his voice had pitched itself half-loud, as if to avoid waking the other boy, or to avoid being loud enough that the other boy would have woken, would have heard even through headphones, would have no excuse to hide behind.)

“—I’m leaving your stuff out here in the hall, okay?”

Silence.

He set the folder and the journal down on the rough wood of the hallway floor.

“I’ll be back tomorrow.”

And then he turned to leave, feeling small, and defeated, and very, very alone.

•   •   •

One last drag of the rake, a final flutter of ochre and amber, and the backyard was clean. Conor leaned on the slim shaft of the rake handle, feeling it flex as he looked out over the ragged, abused lawn. It was almost seven, and the sun had already slipped below the trees; he had worked for over two hours to get the whole thing done.

He heaved a sigh, and his breath caught in his throat, turning into a cough. After leaving Ashleigh’s house, he had run the half-mile back, hoping to make it home within the time limit of twenty minutes. His parents were at work, and would never have known either way, but with so much else off-balance in his life, he wanted to avoid the lie if he could.

The run had taken him barely five minutes, but it had left him completely winded; upon tagging his mailbox, he had needed to walk around the yard three times before his breathing slowed enough for him to drink a glass of water. Another half hour had passed before his heart rate fell all the way back to normal, and even now his chest felt dry and tight.

It bothered him more than he would have expected, to discover this weakness in himself. Conor had never been athletic, not even a little—on the Vikings, his soccer team, they’d dropped him at fullback in second grade and left him there ever since. His father had tried to interest him in running and swimming and even a little light weightlifting, but none of it had stuck. His body worked just fine, as far as he was concerned, and he’d never seen the point in fitness for its own sake…

…until the warehouse.

The warehouse, which had been his first climb, and his first failure, his arms quivering, Ashleigh’s laughter ringing in his ears, good-natured but still somehow cutting.

He had come back alone the next day, and again the day after that, fighting fear and exhaustion in equal measure, working each impossible step until it became possible…

…and then working each one further, until he almost couldn’t get them wrong. It took three full weeks, but the look on Ashleigh’s face the next time they happened to pass by together had made it all worth it.

And then Ashleigh insisted that Conor do it again, show him how each step was done, and the course of their summer was set. Their next triumph had been a night mission, at the monstrous Victorian mansion that had been converted into an old folks’ home—Ashleigh had almost gotten them caught when he slipped and came crashing down onto a balcony just a few feet away from an old man sleeping with his window open.

After that had come the Raymond tower downtown, and then they’d begun exploring the school—which had led to the discovery of the Gap—and in the intervening months, Conor had started to think of himself as tough, capable, ready for anything.

Yet now, a simple flat-ground run had brought him almost to his knees, leaving him weak and shaking so that hours later the chill autumn air still burned in the back of his throat. It was embarrassing, shameful—the half mile had beaten him just as thoroughly as any too-high wall or too-wide gap, and he felt an almost primal need to do something about it.

It would have to wait, though. He had learned a few things about weakness, over the long, arduous summer—knew that there was nothing to be gained from punishing his heart and lungs when they’d already been pushed to the limit. Plenty of time to build them up later, after he had recovered—when he could test himself slowly and methodically, map the boundaries of this newfound frailty.

Still. There were other parts of him that weren’t tired, and he itched with unspent energy, his limbs thrumming with nervous tension. The last two days had left him feeling caged and useless, unable to do anything but pace. He needed exhaustion—the weariness of overworked muscles, arms like lead and legs like butter, the ache that worked its way deep into his body, drowning out his thoughts, transforming him into a lower sort of animal.

It was time to be Batman.

Dropping the rake, he strode to the edge of the backyard, where the roots of the old oak tree rose up from the hard, packed earth like the tentacles of a sea monster. Squinting at them critically in the fading light, he chose one that was roughly two inches thick and maybe twice that off the ground. Stepping onto it, he brought his legs together, perching like a bird, balanced on the balls of his feet with the root stretching out to either side.

Balanced, but not steady—for several tense seconds, he swayed back and forth, bowing and straightening, knees bending and unbending as he fought to find a stable equilibrium. Slowly, he coaxed his body into the ideal position—hips slightly back, legs at a boomerang angle, chest and arms forward as if he were scratching behind the ears of an invisible dog. Only then did his body grow still, all but the tiniest adjustments shrinking away as he focused on his target, another thin root emerging from the soil two and a half paces away.

For a single heartbeat, he stood absolutely motionless, everything in perfect balance as he drew in a breath, an archer on the draw.

And then, he jumped.

It all happened in a flash, but to Conor it was like a dance, like a poem, each part distinct and necessary. It began with his arms, which swung backwards like the hammer of a gun being cocked as he sank deeper into his half-crouch, leaning forward until it seemed he would fall on his face.

Then—as he passed the point of no return—everything uncoiled, his arms reversing direction, swinging forward as his legs fired explosively, driving him up into the air, his whole body stringing out along a line drawn at forty-five degrees. He rose as he flew, and at the peak of his jump he drew his knees up and in, flashing into a cannonball before once again reversing, his legs now extending out in front of him, feet stretching, reaching, grasping for their target.

He made contact with the root just behind his toes and immediately began to compress, collapsing, absorbing the impact with the muscles of his legs, every joint hinging as he folded back into a ball, ending in a deep crouch. And that was the end, and it would have been perfect, except that he came in slightly too low, had just a hair too much forward momentum and didn’t adequately compensate. Windmilling his arms, he lost his balance and had to step down, down onto the ground in front of the root.

Turning to face the way he’d come, he again assumed the position, finding his balance on the second root. He jumped again, and fell again, this time because he’d overcompensated, had come in too short and ended up staggering backwards.

Again he turned, again he stood, again he jumped, and again he fell.

And again.

And again.

And again.

He was seven jumps in before he made his first good landing, but he didn’t pause to celebrate—only spun around without stepping down, found his balance and jumped again, this time arriving with one leg too far forward, so that a jolt of pain stabbed through his heel.

Focus.

Four jumps later, he stuck his second landing, and this time he found the rhythm, making two more before he lost concentration and fell again.

And again.

And again.

Slowly, Conor felt his mind recede, his body’s reflexes gradually assuming control as he sank into the repetition—jump, turn, balance, jump, turn, balance. A dull burn kindled in his thighs and in the arches of his feet as he passed his fifth success in twenty attempts.

I’ll go until I’ve stuck thirty, he decided. Either that, or until it was too dark to see—already the crickets were chirping, and the cars driving past on the street had their headlights on.

He landed another, but badly—heavily—wobbling dangerously on the root, his arms swinging as he fought for balance. Grimacing, he added it to the count of failures and turned around again.

Jump.

After this, I’ll do topovers on Mr. Baker’s wall. Then tomorrow I’ll cut the grass and practice vaulting over the deck railing.

Jump.

Thursday I’ll work on rolls, after I finish stacking the firewood.

Jump.

Friday I can do switchovers and slipthroughs.

Jump.

And I’ll work on running every day. I’ll get off at home, run to Ashleigh’s, and run back.

Jump.

It had quickly become apparent, once they started training together, that Conor and Ashleigh approached their little adventures from very different starting points. For Ashleigh, it seemed to be all about going places—places that no one else had been, places no one else could reach. The other boy climbed for the thrill of the challenge and the joy of exploration—once a particular route had been broken, he saw little point in going back and doing it again.

But Conor had never quite gotten past the sting of that very first failure. He remembered all too well the bitter frustration of seeing the way up, knowing it, understanding exactly how it could be done…

…and coming up short.

It wasn’t so much that he couldn’t as that his body wouldn’t, his survival instincts taking over, his limbs refusing to cooperate even as he screamed at them that it was right there, just reach over and grab it, this isn’t hard—

On that first attempt, he’d gotten stuck hanging from a tiny ledge, unable to go forward, unable to go back—had hung there until his fingers simply could not do it any longer, and then he’d fallen. It was something that Ashleigh—who was a natural athlete, who did not seem to be afraid of anything—would never really understand. In those three long weeks, when Conor had gone back to the warehouse over and over again, he hadn’t just made it to the top. He had become the kind of person who could. The climb had changed him, physically and mentally, and the process of transformation had awakened in him a hunger for more.

It took him three weeks. Ashleigh, following, did it in ten minutes.

Unacceptable.

And so, Conor began to push himself. While scouting out the second climb, he started taking deliberate detours whenever the route became too easy, using his fear as a gauge to make sure he stayed close to the limit of his ability.

(The little copy of Ashleigh that he carried around in his head had been confused—had asked wait, isn’t the whole point of practicing to stop being scared? But Conor had answered no. The point was to make it so that the things he was almost too scared to do were better things. Fear was not the enemy. Fear was part of it.)

As his skill increased, he sought out ever-more-terrifying challenges, striving every day to find the edge so he could practice pushing past it, practice dealing with it anyway. When the natural obstacles weren’t difficult enough, he handicapped himself, skipping handholds or carrying rocks, closing one eye or limiting himself to only three limbs. He practiced slipping, sliding, falling—hung by his fingertips from the top floor of the seven-story parking garage downtown and breathed until his heart quit trying to climb out of his chest.

(It never really got easier. He went back a dozen times, and it always, always, always scared him. But it took twenty minutes to work up the courage that first time, and only two the last.)

It was some time after their third climb, while they were planning out the fourth, that a light went on in Conor’s brain. Kicking off of walls, vaulting over planters, hauling himself up and over ledges—each of these skills was cropping up over and over again, as the most straightforward solution to a certain category of problem. And each of these skills could be strengthened independently of any particular route or climb—could be practiced individually, at ground level, where he would have the freedom to work out the kinks without the threat of falling.

It was a revolutionary shift in his method, no less powerful for being (in retrospect) kind of obvious. Like rock climbing, or skateboarding, or gymnastics—there were basic ingredients to this thing he was discovering, building-block movements that made up the bulk of every route. If he could master those, it would dramatically reduce the time he was spending solving the same problems over and over again, would let him focus his attention on the unique and interesting aspects of each new challenge. It would mean stepping back from the edge, where he’d done all of his growing so far, but it would let him return to that edge with a much more versatile toolkit, ready to tackle significantly harder problems.

It was then that he’d first imagined being Batman.

Oh, he’d been thinking about Batman all along. That’s how the whole thing had gotten started—they were walking down the street, each arguing his favorite superhero’s merits for the thousandth time, and Ashleigh had pointed to the warehouse roof.

“Look,” he’d said. “Spiderman could climb that in ten seconds flat.”

“So could Batman!”

“Not if he can’t use his grappling hook.”

“If Batman can’t use his grappling hook, then Spiderman can’t use his web slingers.”

“And Spiderman wins. Climbing powers. No way Batman could climb that with nothing but his hands.”

Conor had disagreed, and they’d gone back and forth, their voices growing more and more heated until he found himself standing on a dumpster on his tiptoes, straining to reach the two-inch ledge of a rusted metal windowsill. He’d made it, and from there to the next window, too, but not to the pipe beyond that, and Ashleigh had declared victory—until Conor brought him back three weeks later.

He’d pretended to be the caped crusader ever since, romping across the rooftops as Ashleigh fired imaginary webs after him. But it wasn’t until his epiphany that he really felt it, could imagine himself actually standing in the Batcave, plotting out a training regimen, trying to anticipate every physical skill that he would need in the fight against the Gotham underground.

Combat training, sure—every superhero had to be able to throw a punch. But what fascinated Conor most—what drew him to Batman particularly—was the way he used the city as his ally, flitting from rooftop to rooftop, drawing the enemy in. Making the environment work for him, so that every brick and pipe became a tool, a natural extension of his utility belt.

And he got there by practicing. Not by being an alien or getting bitten by a radioactive spider or granted three wishes. In most of the stories Conor knew, Batman’s training was centered on punching bags and sparring drills, endless sets of pushups—but with a thrill of excitement, he realized that there had to be another side to it, a hidden one that the movies and comics rarely mentioned. Conor imagined Bruce Wayne standing before a ten-foot wall, running at it, throwing himself to the top, and scrambling over—and then doing it again, nine hundred and ninety-nine more times.

(Sure, it was all make-believe—the stunts Batman pulled weren’t realistic to begin with, which was probably why they didn’t bother to show him training for them in the first place. But hadn’t Conor done something similar, without even really meaning to? Haphazardly, unmethodically, without any goal beyond reaching the top of a particular building—and yet still, he’d grown. Improved. It had made a difference.)

Suddenly, the world around Conor…unfolded. Opened up, transformed. Where before there had been a static and empty environment, now there was a vast mosaic of possibility, a never-ending cascade of what-ifs stretching far beyond the streets and sidewalks he had previously thought of as the playable area.

What if he needed to hide on top of that sculpture?

What if he had to break into that fifth-story window?

What if the bad guy was on the other side of that fence, that ledge, that wall, that gap? What if it was a chase, a race, and every second mattered?

It was his Bat vision, and once it clicked on, he couldn’t turn it off. From then on, Conor found himself constantly evaluating the buildings and structures around him, eyes drawn to odd quirks in architecture and landscaping, always asking himself: what would Batman do?

And could he do it, himself?

He began practicing in earnest, drilling the core movements over and over, building up a repertoire of techniques that he could call upon at any moment. He spent hours studying the movements of the squirrels in his backyard, the cats that ran through the neighborhood, the monkeys on the Discovery Channel. Slowly, through trial and error, he developed his mantra—safety before simplicity, simplicity before speed, and silence wherever possible.

(And then the other rules, as he made mistakes, wisdom hard-won through blood and bruises.)

And all the while, he kept it secret, embarrassed. Because it was silly—wasn’t it? What would he say, if anyone stumbled upon him, dangling by one arm from a low-hanging branch, trying desperately to reach thirty hippopotamus before his screaming muscles refused to hold any longer—oh, yeah, I’m training to be a crime fighter?

It was ridiculous. Exhilarating, intoxicating, the most alive he’d ever felt—and ridiculous. Only Ashleigh would get it, but Conor kept it secret even from him, waiting for the perfect moment to blow his friend away.

That moment came on a hot day in late June, when they’d gone to the park to play on the playground, he and Ashleigh and the rest of them, Holt and Eddie and Nolan and Sam Marlin. One of the neighborhood kids had started a game of freeze tag, and after three rounds in which Conor had evaded capture entirely, they made him it, and he’d started running, and forty-five seconds later the entire playground was still, every kid frozen.

He hadn’t been particularly fast—had won the game by inches, in the closed jumble of the playground architecture, catching each victim on the scrambles as he floated over obstacles that made everyone else falter.

But inches made the difference. For a moment they’d all stared at him, unnerved, until Holt broke the silence, shouting “Es un monito—who are you, monkey boy, and what have you done with Conor?”

Then everyone had laughed, and as the last boy tagged started up the next round, Conor had walked quietly over to the benches and sat down to catch his breath, waiting for Ashleigh. Ten minutes later, they were gone, on their way to the bank where Conor’s favorite practice wall stood. They climbed it fifty times that afternoon before the manager came out and ran them off.

In the weeks that followed, it soon became clear that being Batman wasn’t really Ashleigh’s style. The other boy easily grew restless, was reluctant to drill, itched to move on to the next new thing.

But that was okay, because Conor didn’t have to do his serious work while they were together. It wasn’t long before he settled into a routine—skill sessions in the morning, then edgework with Ashleigh in the afternoon, the pair of them conquering the unknown. He quickly became the stronger of the two, his new discipline adding whipcord muscles to his slender frame, but that was okay, too—Ashleigh still had no fear, and so they remained matched, the other boy’s daring a perfect counterpart to Conor’s steady competence.

That was how they’d made it to the auditorium roof, their fourth major climb—Conor’s careful preparation, dangling off pipes for weeks as he built up his endurance, and Ashleigh’s refusal to quit, bombing up after him with every scrap of energy he had.

(It frustrated Conor sometimes—the way that Ashleigh, without putting in any work at all, was able to follow almost every trail that Conor blazed. But that was just Ashleigh. It wasn’t malicious—he never went anywhere Conor couldn’t follow, or mocked him for taking things slowly.)

Well, except for all that bullshit about how Spiderman doesn’t need to practice.

Conor paused in his jumping, teetering on the root as he wiped his brow. It was almost time to quit—the stars were coming out, and the shadows beneath the oak tree were deep and dark. Turning, he jumped again. Another miss.

Apparently Spiderman doesn’t need to do Binder’s Gap, either.

Conor frowned. That wasn’t right. It was not a contest, and seeing it as one was a good way to get hurt. They weren’t rivals, they were partners.

Besides, the Gap isn’t about practice.

It was about fear, plain and simple. So what if Ashleigh had finally found something he was afraid of? Conor was afraid of plenty. Rule number one was protect yourself—fear was what kept you alive.

He made one last attempt, barely able to see his target in the thickening gloom, and smiled as his feet connected cleanly, his balance holding without a wobble. Eighteen, out of seventy-six. Not bad.

But not great either. Fifty…four? No. Fifty-eight.

Fifty-eight misses. That was what mattered. Not how he stacked up against Ashleigh, but that he’d fallen three times for every good landing he’d made. That was why he practiced—it wasn’t about ego or adrenaline or a sense of accomplishment. It was about perfection. The split second of certainty, before his feet even hit the target, that yes, this jump was good, was going to end exactly as it was supposed to.

It was a small thing. A silly thing to care about. But with everything else spiraling ever further out of his control, there was something nice about the promise of it—the idea that all it took was work. Conor had no influence over Eichardt, no arguments to sway Timothy, no idea how to get through to Ashleigh. All he had was himself—one small, half-trained body that only sometimes did what he told it to.

But more than it used to.

Crossing out of the shadow of the trees and into the next yard, he stepped up to the low brick wall Mr. Baker had built around his air conditioning unit. Grabbing the top with his hands, he squatted down, lifting his feet one at a time, pressing them against the vertical surface so that he was dangling from his fingers in a tucked position, his butt mere inches above the grass. With a titanic heave, he pulled himself upward, hauling his head and chest over the top, his sneakers scraping as he scrambled to his feet and stood atop the narrow row of bricks. Then he reversed the movement, squatting to press his hands down on either side, kicking his legs out behind him, and lowering himself back into the tuck, careful not to dig his chest into the edge or let his feet touch the ground.

One.

Heave. Scramble. Squat. Drop.

Two.

•   •   •

Conor’s father was working in the shop when he came in with the rake, poring over a set of plans on the workbench. “Oh, hey,” he said, without looking up. “Finished with the leaves?”

“All done,” Conor replied, setting the rake on its hook against the wall. He walked back over to his father, peering over his shoulder. “New props?”

“Miniatures.”

The plans were for a scale model of a city, with buildings, streets, and cars all carefully marked out. Next to them was a large plywood board, covered in pencil marks. Conor squinted. It looked a little like a map.

His father was a corporate artist, part of a small production company. He worked in the physical design department, making sets and props for filming. Two years earlier, he had turned their garage into a workshop, filling it with wood and plaster, fabric and paint, so that he could spend more time at home. There was even a machine for injection-molding rubber and plastic, which Conor and Ashleigh had used over the summer to make the masks they were planning to wear for Halloween.

“I’ve got the foundations laid out there,” his father continued, pointing at the plywood board. “We’re going to do it with balsa and hot glue. Should only take a couple of days.”

“Cool,” said Conor, shifting various props aside as he dug through the mess. A realistic plate of plastic pizza made his stomach growl. “Can I smash it when you’re done?”

“Har har,” his father replied. “No, this one’s actually going to get demolished during filming. We’re only painting one side of it. Some kind of Godzilla thing—apparently it’s still cheaper to blow up a model and add the monster than to CG the whole shot.” He looked up to see Conor transferring boxes to the shelf above, making space to search the back. “What do you need?”

“I’m looking for those masks we made.”

“You and Ashleigh? I had to move them. I think I put them in the box with the Christmas ornaments.”

“They’re for Halloween.”

“The holiday ornaments.”

Conor snorted, reaching under the workbench for the box. The masks were right on top. He grabbed them and began putting back the rest of the things he’d moved.

“Your mother called,” his father said, yawning and stretching. “She’s going to be late, so we’re on our own for dinner. You want me to cook you something?”

“No, I’ll microwave some Hot Pockets. You going to be out here long?”

“Until she gets home. Remember, no—”

“No computer, no phone. Got it.” Turning, Conor went inside.

It took a few minutes for his dinner to heat up, during which he rifled through his homework folder. There was more than there had been in sixth grade; after only two days, he had something in almost every subject. Sighing, he grabbed the necessary books from his bookbag, adding a glass of chocolate milk to the stack and balancing the plate on his arm as he made his way down the hall to his room. It was easier to focus while he ate, so he set the books aside, toying with the masks as he waited for his food to cool.

They were a matched pair, different in detail, but similar in overall design, made to be pulled down over the head like a balaclava. Conor’s was mostly black, with maroon and dark grey trim along the sides, while Ashleigh’s was a uniformly bright red, relieved only by the dark plastic lens covering the eyes, scavenged from an old pair of ski goggles. Conor’s father had helped them every step of the way, and the final product was impressive—they looked good, real enough to qualify as professionally made.

Makes sense, since they are.

The idea had been Ashleigh’s. It was getting old, going as Batman and Spiderman every year—where was their self-respect? They should invent their own alter egos—new ones, that no one had ever seen before.

Conor had agreed. They’d found the bag on the auditorium roof just a week earlier, and his mind was filled with the thrill of possibility, the idea that they might actually catch a real-life bad guy. They had sketched out the rough beginnings of a design together, arguing back and forth until they settled on something neither Bat nor Spider, but definitely Man. They took the picture to Conor’s father the next morning, and a week later, the masks were cooling on a rack out in the workshop—black for the Tracer, and red for Siphon.

(Ashleigh had pointed out that Tracer was actually already the name of an obscure villain in some Spiderman comic, but Conor kept it anyway.)

They’d been planning to start work on the actual costumes once school started up again. There was a Halloween party at East Binder every year, and Ashleigh figured they had a shot at winning a prize in the competition.

If we even go, now.

Conor set the masks aside. He was tempted, for a moment, to sink back into despair, the grey fugue that had gripped him under the equipment shed and never really let go. It was just one more thing that had changed for the worse when Ashleigh pulled a lighter out of his pocket, sent the first domino tumbling.

But the ache in his arms and legs kept him afloat, kept him from going under. It was an ache he’d felt a hundred times, over the summer—a familiar, friendly pain that spoke of better days to come. He’d made progress today, if only in one insignificant corner of his life, and the next time he went out to do target jumps or topovers, they would come a little bit easier.

Picking up the masks again, he opened his closet and set them on the highest shelf.

No more.

For two full days, he’d been passive, reactive, a passenger in his own story. He’d been in limbo, waiting for things to go back to normal, and it was time to fully face the fact that this was normal—the new normal, whether he liked it or not. There was no point in dwelling on the year he wished he was having, when the real one was trying to knock his feet out from under him.

He closed the closet door, firmly.

They’re still there.

Still there, if Ashleigh asked about them. Still there, if the other boy came around. And if he didn’t…

What would Batman do?

Conor turned back to his desk, and sighed. Probably not a lab report, a current events questionnaire, and a worksheet on negative numbers.

But you played the cards you were dealt. Settling into his chair, Conor opened up his folder, took out the first assignment, and began to write.


Chapter 3Consequences


September 1st, 12:15PM

“I’ve been thinking—”

“Did it hurt?”

“Wow, you had that one locked and loaded, huh?”

“Yeah, I got it from your m—”

“Oh, please.”

“Don’t sulk. You’ve been thinking about what, exactly?”

“What’s the point of all this?”

“We’re going to catch—”

“—a bad guy, yeah. But Conor. What happens after that?”

“How should I know?”

“Are you kidding me? You expect me to believe that in an entire summer of sitting up here, you haven’t given any thought to your—what do you call it—encore? You?”

“I’ve been focusing on the—”

“The gap, I know. And?”

“And what? What’s your next big idea, Mr. I’ve-been-thinking?”

“Don’t have one.”

“Me, neither.”

“Then what’s with all the—the—”

“You just gestured to all of me.”

“I’m serious. I want to know why.”

“I don’t know. It’s fun?”

“It’s not. Not the way you do it. It’s creepy.”

“I just want to get better.”

“At what? Climbing walls? What for?”

“Dunno. In case.”

“In case what?”

“Nothing. It’s stupid.”

“Nothing? Or it’s stupid?”

“It’s stupid.”

“Cool. Tell me.”

“Well. I just. I keep thinking what if, you know? Like…what if something does happen.”

“Yeah, you’ve said that before. But like. Aren’t you, I don’t know. Done? I mean, you can already outclimb every kid we know. Probably every grownup, too.”

“You’re looking at it backwards. It’s not about what you can do. It’s about what you still can’t. Like the warehouse. I knew there was a way up, I could see it, but I just—it was just too hard.”

“But there’s always going to be stuff you can’t do.”

“Which means there’s always going to be stuff for me to work on.”

“But like—okay, look. What if something does happen, and it turns out what you really needed to learn was, I dunno, jiu-jitsu? Or CPR? Or how to hold your breath for a really long time?”

“You can’t be good at everything. At some point, you’ve got to pick.”

“So you picked Batman.”

“I picked something I couldn’t do. And now I sort of can. That’s better than nothing, isn’t it?”

“Depends on whether I’m the one who has to haul your busted ass out of the crater when you crash and burn.”

“I’m not going to crash and burn. That’s what all the practice is for.”

“Yeah, keep telling yourself that.”



•   •   •

The journal came back empty.

Timothy handed it to him on the bus on Thursday morning, along with Ashleigh’s completed homework and a not-so-subtle hint about how he was more than capable of carrying the folder home to his brother himself. For the rest of the week, though, Conor continued to run the half-mile between their houses, depositing the little book and his friend’s assignments in a neat stack outside the closed bedroom door.

Each day, he wrote on the left-hand pages of the little leatherbound book, leaving the right-hand ones blank, and each morning he picked it up from Timothy and flipped through them, looking for an answer.

None came.

It was disheartening, but Conor refused to quit. Soon, he was bringing the little book with him to every single class, jotting down a constant stream of thoughts and notes as he dragged himself through the day. Much of what he wrote was trivial—jokes, gossip, doodles of the girls that sat nearby. With a little effort, he found that he could imagine Ashleigh’s responses in detail, the other boy’s expression clear in his mind’s eye. He earned a silent lunch from Mr. Vernon for laughing out loud in the middle of his first science quiz, at a witticism that only he could hear.

It was a poor substitute for company, but it kept the thread of their connection alive, made the other boy’s absence slightly more bearable. At times, the little book made him feel even closer to Ashleigh than he might have, normally—his real friend would have been with him in only two of his seven classes, but the imaginary one could go with him everywhere.

That was small comfort outside of the classroom, though, where things were settling into a tense and unpleasant equilibrium. It didn’t take a vendetta like Eichardt’s to make you a target when the sixth, seventh, and eighth grade bathrooms were just a few steps away from one another and all three grades changed classes at the same time. The teachers poked in their heads often enough to make serious trouble rare, but Conor still had to endure the typical taunts and shoves of the bigger kids, and he only narrowly avoided getting drawn into an actual fight when he stumbled across a trio of bullies during an ill-advised mid-class emergency. The three of them had a sixth grader cornered in one of the stalls, and once again Conor found himself caught between the moral imperative to do something and the sad reality that there were no viable options.

(He raised his hands, backing away slowly, and went back to class. He didn’t bother saying anything to the teacher—by the time any grownup could get there, it would all already be over, and he’d be branded a snitch for no one’s benefit.)

Another time, he lingered too long during a class change, and as he came out of the stall he saw two eighth graders making a surreptitious swap by the sinks, each quickly tucking away whatever the other had handed him. Conor kept his head down and said nothing, but he could feel their eyes on the back of his neck, could not help his shoulders tensing as he washed his hands and left.

There were some bright spots to the chaos—Josh Miller, an eighth grader from Conor’s neighborhood, stole an eight-pack of crayons from the art room and took to holding one casually in his hand each time he walked down the hallway of the electives building, so that over the course of a week, a crooked rainbow slowly appeared at waist height on the whitewashed cinderblock. Mr. Sykes was furious—Conor overheard him berating the teacher on hall duty, demanding that she explain how another two lines had materialized during the hour he’d been away patrolling the high school.

(It wasn’t as though Josh was hiding. He had greeted Conor with a grin and a wave, had gestured toward his outstretched arm and said out loud that he was “just doin’ a little vandalism.” Everyone saw. Everyone knew.)

Overall, though, things were not pleasant. One day the bathroom was covered in what looked like half a dozen entire rolls of toilet paper, unwound and soaked, a sagging spiderweb of pulp. Another, he heard soft, wet noises coming from a locked stall and bent over to see two pairs of legs, one kneeling. Once, his foot sent something tumbling on the sidewalk just outside the cafeteria, and on closer inspection, it was a metal spoon, folded back onto itself and scorched black on one side.

The hazing, too, was harsher than he remembered, perhaps a byproduct of the tension in the high school, where the covert war against the Central students had splintered into a murky free-for-all as Bulldog solidarity waned. Conor went back to eating lunch with Ashleigh’s fan club after he had his chocolate milk poured into his mashed potatoes, and he had to lend his Spanish homework to Sam Marlin when the other boy’s locker was broken into and trashed.

(“Why you?” he had asked. Sam had shrugged.)

Things were going especially poorly for Timothy, who was clearly suicidal and continuing to provoke Eichardt at every turn. The older boy hadn’t tried anything on the bus since the second day, but he seemed to have memorized Timothy’s schedule, Nicholas quietly confirming at lunch that the bully was popping up outside of the other boy’s classes every time the bell rang.

At first, Conor tried doing the same, but Timothy gave him such looks of withering fury that he quickly stopped. Instead, he watched from a distance as the sixth grader’s clothes and possessions began to show signs of abuse, and his face hardened into a permanent scowl. From time to time, Conor overheard him spitting contemptuous poison at Eichardt in the courtyard, in the hallways, outside of the cafeteria—any time when there were too many witnesses for the eighth grader to respond with violence. But each of those fleeting victories was followed by a savage round of private retribution—by the middle of the second week, the younger boy had had to buy a new uniform, and had quit carrying a lunchbox altogether.

It was a jarring rhythm, in and out of danger, the high alert of the hallways and the stultifying safety of the classrooms. Conor could see it in the bearing of his peers—he wasn’t the only one whose shoulders visibly relaxed each time he passed through a doorway and out of the jungle, only to slump into exhausted semiconsciousness five minutes later when the adrenaline wore off.

Math was by far the worst—Mrs. Atkins was by no means cruel, but she could only circle the room so many times before fairness compelled her to call upon Conor, and it seemed distinctly unpromising that his answers confused her every bit as much as her questions confused him. Their first major test was coming up soon, and Conor couldn’t decide whether to bury himself in the textbook or write it off as a lost cause. He had briefly considered copying Ashleigh’s homework, then decided against when he realized that even the other boy’s C-level work would be implausible, coming from Conor himself.

The other classes were not quite so bad—in Science, Social Studies, and electives, he was meeting with his usual mixture of modest success and acceptable failure. But he still found it hard to look forward to any of them with anything like enthusiasm.

The sole exception was first period English. Ms. Palmano’s class was turning out to be the strangest one he’d ever been in. After their first discussion, she hadn’t spoken a word for two days straight, except to crack down on a pair of girls who’d come in chattering and been too slow to settle down.

(She had sent both of them straight to the office without so much as a warning, paying no heed to their protests, and the room had been deadly silent for the rest of the period.)

On Thursday, she had taken up their papers, put tape over their names, and passed them back out, so that each student held someone else’s anonymous work. They spent that day and all of Friday reading them aloud, one at a time, ignoring by tacit agreement the sudden and involuntary twitch of a classmate recognizing their work. The papers had varied wildly in topic, length, and style; throughout the recitation, Ms. Palmano had sat unmoving at her desk, a look of polite attentiveness fixed on her face.

Once the last piece had been shared, she had taken the papers back, gathered them into a neat stack, and dropped them into the trash. “Terrible,” she had said into the shocked silence, wiping her hands theatrically. “Unpublishable, across the board.”

As on the first day, reactions had been mixed. But the outraged students had been truly outraged, some of them actually leaping up out of their seats as they shouted their objections. It had taken Ms. Palmano a full thirty seconds to make herself heard over the clamor.

When she finally did, though, her response was devious. “Any student who disagrees with my evaluation is welcome to have me take a second look,” she’d said. “Simply identify which paper belonged to you, and we’ll go over it publicly, for everyone’s benefit.” At that, the shouters had abruptly recanted, their complaints trailing off into seditious grumbles (although Jennifer and a boy named William who sat in the front row had both seemed close to taking her up on it).

That had been the end of Friday’s class, and on Monday of the second week, they had come in to find laminated speeches and essays spread throughout the room, taped to the desks. The words READING REQUIRES SILENCE had been written on the board, and they had spent the period rotating from one seat to the next, poring over the words of Confucius and Alexander, Mandela and Churchill, Jesus and Socrates and Sun Tzu and Swami Vivekananda. Most of it was utterly incomprehensible to Conor, and his classmates didn’t seem to be doing much better—the indifferent ones were clearly daydreaming, and many of the nerdier ones were on strike. But he copied a handful of good quotes into the journal, and he managed to make it all the way through Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, which was the shortest piece. The entire time, Ms. Palmano sat behind her desk, ignoring them completely as she thumbed through a tattered paperback novel.

Strangely, Conor felt encouraged rather than frustrated by her offhand discourtesy. Partly it was because he felt none of the fear and outrage his more scholarly classmates were feeling—he was, after all, making an inoffensive 85. Partly it was because he enjoyed watching those same classmates get cut down to size—Ms. Palmano had affirmed what he’d always secretly believed, that while his own writing was admittedly awful, theirs wasn’t really any better.

But mostly, he liked it because it had the ring of pure truth. There were no euphemisms, no careful tiptoeing around people’s feelings. She talked to them as if she were a kid herself, unafraid to judge and even less afraid to pronounce those judgments. For as long as Conor could remember, grownups had bent over backwards to hide their real opinions, blurring the boundary between good and bad with an almost frantic desperation—No, no, it’s great, I love it!

Ms. Palmano, though, had reintroduced the sharp dividing line, driving the two sides apart once more. That she had placed all of them on the bad side was almost trivial, by comparison—what mattered to Conor was that she was willing to acknowledge the difference at all, wasn’t cringing and placating and scared to talk straight. It was a backhanded kind of respect, and it reminded him of Ashleigh, somehow.

Plus, she winked at me.

That hadn’t meant anything at all, of course, but it stuck in his mind. Out of everyone in the room, he had been the first to get it, that first day—to figure out the game that she was playing, and make a move in response. He might not have any special aptitude for reading or writing, but he knew how to recover after being thrown off balance, and if the first week was anything to go by, that was going to count for something, in this class.

And so it was that on Tuesday of the second week, he entered first period feeling almost eager, ready to participate. But there were no instructions on the board, and no papers on the desks, and the usual pre-class quiet had a nervous, apprehensive feel to it, their teacher’s expression dark and dangerous.

She must have been counting them as they came in through the door, because with half the class still on its feet, she strode over and closed it with a sharp click. “I thought,” she said, filling the sudden silence, “that we might start today with a bit of candor. You see, some of you tried to get me fired last night, and I think it’s best we clear the air before going any further.”

Her tone was light and casual, not matching her face at all, and so it took an extra heartbeat for the words to sink in, after which the air in the room turned to ice.

“Oh. Guess I’m not supposed to say that, am I? Unprofessional. I’m supposed to pretend like nothing happened, and if I know which students were behind it, I’m definitely not supposed to let it influence the way I treat them for the next—what is it, hundred and seventy-four class days. Right?”

There was a thick, uncomfortable silence as most of the students tried looking anywhere other than straight ahead. Conor exchanged a glance with Holt, who jerked his head subtly toward William. He was sinking slowly in his seat, his cheeks scarlet.

“Maybe I should back up, since only four of you actually know what I’m talking about.” Ms. Palmano leaned against the empty dry erase board, arms crossed. “The other day, I did something that took a lot of you by surprise. I took your papers—which you had worked on for four whole hours, gosh—told you that they weren’t good enough, and put them in the trash.

“Of course, I didn’t actually throw them away. That was a bit of theater on my part.” Following her nod, they saw a neat stack of papers sitting on the corner of her desk. “But since I never intended for you to have them back, let’s say I don’t hold it against you if you bought the act.”

She smiled tightly. “Now, I expected a certain amount of blowback, which is why I cleared my plan with our dear principal three weeks ago. He’s fairly old school—still argues we should bring back paddling—and so he got it right away. But being old school, he was surprised at the vehemence of the complaints he received. If you don’t know the word ‘vehemence,’ you should look it up later—it’s got an ‘h’ in it.”

She paused, as if expecting—what? But no one moved. No one spoke.

She continued. “Four sets of parents all called within the same hour, demanding I be fired on the spot. Well, seven in total—I did the same thing with all of my classes. But this class was the only one with so much…solidarity. Our dear principal asked me, what did I do differently with these kids, that their parents were so personally offended? And I said gee, I don’t know—which kids were they?”

There was a slight rustling as heads twisted back and forth. William had now sunk almost below the level of his desk, and in front of Conor, Jennifer had her hands cupped around her eyes like blinders.

“Exactly,” said their teacher. “That’s where it got interesting. Because wouldn’t you know it, every single one of those parents had a kid who’d put themselves in the ‘A’ column.”

She gave another tight, humorless smile. “Then it all made sense. You see, you guys are what we call the ‘higher level’ class. Did you know there are more academically gifted students in here than in any of my other periods? We don’t make a big deal out of it, but it’s true. Which means that this class in particular is made up of a bunch of kids who aren’t used to hearing that their work is…let’s say inadequate.”

She stepped away from the board and began walking slowly up and down the rows of desks, the students leaning away from her as she passed as if she were giving off heat. “The parents, of course, insisted that I had misjudged their brilliant children, that I was a terrible teacher, and that maybe the reason I couldn’t recognize quality work is that I’m unable to produce any myself. Oh, yes,” she said, catching Holt’s strangled laughter. “That one especially made me smile. Because as it happened, I’d already done something that afternoon, in preparation for this week’s lessons: I’d taken every paper that you all had written and typed them out in the same font and format, fixing all the little grammatical errors along the way so that everyone’s words were presented with the same level of polish.

“And guess what? Those very same parents were completely unable to pick their children’s work out of the pile. Only one father managed to do it, and he, at least, was honest enough to admit that he’d already asked his daughter what she’d written about.”

Ms. Palmano stopped at the back of the room, a few feet away from Conor’s desk, turning away from him as she faced the rest of the class, the other students all twisted around in their seats.

“So that put an end to that little episode,” she said. “Needless to say, if you’re going to get me fired, it’s going to take a lot more than that, especially with the county scraping the bottom of the barrel. I really shouldn’t tell you the sorts of things I honestly think I could get away with, so long as I’m, quote, maintaining order, unquote.”

A ripple of unease passed through the class, and Holt’s face turned uncharacteristically grim.

“For the record: I’m not actually the monster some of you were making me out to be. I’m not a sadist and I have no interest in bruising your self-esteem. I’m simply not going out of my way not to.”

She stepped around Conor’s desk and reopened the door to the hallway, leaving it ajar as she strode back up the aisle to her desk. Picking up the top paper from the stack, she began to read aloud.

“‘I am writing this paper, which is a dumb paper because you haven’t told us what we’re supposed to do, so I’m going to fail like you said because I can’t think of anything to write. This whole assignment is stupid. I don’t get how you can be a teacher if you don’t even have anything to teach. I thought you are supposed to help us instead of just sitting there but here I am not learning nothing. I wish I was fishing instead of wasting time writing down words until you say enough. If this is what this class is like then I’m going to get an F because it’s a waste of time and it don’t make no sense.’” She lowered the paper. “You all remember hearing this one on Friday, I’m sure. It goes on like that for about a page and a half.”

Setting it back on the stack, she leaned against the board again, fiddling idly with one of the markers as she swept her gaze across the room.

“In case you couldn’t tell, that was not one of the students who put themselves in the ‘A’ category. Our problem is more complicated than that. We’ve got one group that thinks they already know everything, and another that thinks they’re not learning anything. Add to that the kids who feel one way or another but are too polite to say anything, and the ones who just don’t care, and we’ve got maybe three-quarters of the class ready to walk out the door right now. Lucky for you, it’s open.” Raising her hand, she pointed with the marker. “Anybody wants out, now’s your chance.”

If the previous silences had been uncomfortable, this one was downright oppressive. The teacher looked at them. They looked at her—at the door—at each other.

No one spoke.

“You see, I’m not even remotely interested in trying to teach people against their will. It’s barbaric, it’s not what I signed up for, and—incidentally—it doesn’t work. You aren’t babies. If you want out, get out, and let the rest of us get to work.”

Conor’s fingers twitched. The little leatherbound journal was down in the rack under his seat, along with his binder and pencil pouch and second period textbook—he didn’t think it was wise, all things considered, to draw attention to himself by bending down and fishing it out. But there was something there that didn’t feel quite right—some note of confusion, something that had triggered his new habit of writing down anything interesting—

It was Holt who summoned the courage to speak first.

“What happens if we leave?”

“Not my department,” the teacher said, shrugging. “Whatever usually happens to kids who walk out in the middle of class, I guess. Detention.”

“That’s not fair!” Jennifer blurted.

“What’s not fair about it?”

“You aren’t even giving us a choice!”

“I’m sorry—was I supposed to? Did any of your other teachers offer you a choice?”

“None of them told us we should leave and then said we’d get in trouble if we did.”

“I never said you should leave. I told you that you could, if you wanted to. And that was already true—me acknowledging it didn’t make it possible all of a sudden. You can do whatever you want. But all else being equal, your best bet is to stay right where you are.”

“Then what was that whole lecture about?” Holt demanded.

“I thought it was pretty clear—I was clarifying your options.”

“What options? You still didn’t give us a choice!”

“Aren’t you listening? You already have a choice—stay, or go.”

“But that isn’t a choice. We have to stay. Those are the rules.”

Ms. Palmano opened her mouth to reply, then hesitated, a frown working its way down from her eyebrows. “Maybe we need to back up,” she said. “There’s a fairly basic point that you’re not getting, here.” She shifted her stance, turning away from Holt and addressing the class as a whole. “How many of you are here at school because you want to be?”

Several glances were exchanged before a scattering of hands rose hesitantly into the air. Conor’s and Holt’s were not among them.

“And how many of you would rather be somewhere else?”

The hands fell, replaced by a dozen more.

“Okay, those of you with your hands up—where would you be, if you didn’t have to be in this class right now?”

A sudden impulse seized Conor. “Fishing,” he called out.

There was a little laughter, and as Ms. Palmano smiled, the temperature in the room came up a degree or two from freezing. “All right, Conor, since you volunteered—”

Aw, crap.

“—what is it, exactly, that’s keeping you from going fishing right now?”

“Aren’t…you?” he answered, already regretting his decision to speak. He could feel the pressure of his classmates’ attention like a physical weight across his shoulders.

Rule two, rule fucking two, there’s only five rules and you forgot the second one—

“From all the way over here? You’re right next to the door—what am I going to do, use the Force?”

More laughter. Conor shifted self-consciously in his seat. “You could call the front office.”

“True. But by the time anybody got here, you’d be long gone, wouldn’t you? I mean, how long does it take to get off campus from here, two minutes? Half that, if you run.”

Tell her you could do it in thirty seconds if you go over the wall.

“The point is,” Ms. Palmano continued, “there isn’t actually anything stopping you. No guards, no chains, no barbed wire fences. If you wanted to leave, you could. But you haven’t. Modus tollens—logically, you must not want to.”

“Otis what?” Holt interjected, triggering another round of giggles.

Conor didn’t laugh. He was beginning to grow frustrated—she was toying with him, twisting things around so that his answers kept coming out wrong. “What are you trying to get me to say?” he asked, an edge of anger creeping into his voice. “That I don’t—that I’m wrong about what’s inside my own head?”

Ms. Palmano’s gaze sharpened. “Would you rather be fishing?” she asked quietly. “Because I can think of two good creeks in walking distance. Three, if you’re willing to skip second period, too. Or do you prefer to stay in class?”

“I prefer not to get grounded!”

“Bingo!” Throwing him a mock salute, Ms. Palmano turned back to the rest of the class. “I hate to sound like a self-help book, but the first step in taking control of your life is realizing that you already have it. Conor wants to go fishing, but he wants to stay out of trouble more—so he stays in his seat even though there aren’t any chains. He could get up and leave, but he knows I’d call the office; he could outrun the AP, but he knows we’d call his parents; he could run away from home, but it just isn’t worth it. So he chooses to follow the rules. He chooses—not his parents, not me, not the police or the president. Just him.”

She began to pace. “Unless you’ve been kidnapped, hypnotized, and put under direct control by the government or aliens or the Wicked Witch of the West, no one has ever made you do anything. Never. Not once. The most they’ve done—the most anybody can do—is limit your options. Make certain choices so attractive or unattractive that you’re overwhelmingly likely to pick the one they want. But even then, there’s nothing to stop you from going the other way. Somebody could put a gun to your head, and if you had a good enough reason, you’d still tell them no.”

She turned and began writing on the board. When she finished, she capped the marker and moved aside so they could read:


“There has never been a slave who did not choose to be a slave.

Their choice may be between bondage and death,

but the choice is always there.”



“Free will, kids. Whether you admit it to yourself or not, you’re here at school because you want to be—or at least, you unwant it less than you unwant all the other options. That’s how human beings work—we always pick whichever option looks best. Coming to class every day nets you the lowest possible amount of pain and suffering—although given how hard some of you tried to get me fired, maybe you’re reconsidering.” She smiled humorlessly, and the sinking boy twitched.

Conor frowned, feeling oddly unbalanced, as if he was up on the roof and the wind was blowing. He wanted to object—but he didn’t want to speak—but what she was saying was wrong—wasn’t it?

But he couldn’t put his finger on how, exactly—

“Holt was only halfway right,” Ms. Palmano continued. “The rules do say you have to stay, but the rules by themselves can’t make you do it. Rules and laws don’t control people—they just convince people to control themselves, by setting the price for misbehavior. Want to go ninety on the highway? Fine—but it’s going to cost you five hundred bucks every time you get caught. For some people, that’s a fair trade, and they take the risk. Other people have to get by on a public school teacher’s salary, so they can’t even afford a car that goes that fast. It’s all a question of what you want, and how much you’re willing to pay.”

She turned back to the board and added a third line beneath the quote:


THERE IS ALWAYS A PRICE.



“That’s what this lecture is secretly about. Because, see, you don’t just pay for the bad stuff. You have to pay for the good stuff, too. Robbing a bank might cost you twenty years of your life, but so does becoming a neurosurgeon. And some of you have been trying to get a free ride—you’re not willing to pay the price for skipping class, but you haven’t paid the price of taking class, either. You’re dozing off in the back, or you’re writing passive-aggressive essays, or you’re going home and complaining to Mommy and Daddy that your mean old teacher hurt your precious feelings.”

Leaning back against the board, she crossed her arms again. “It’s not going to fly. I let it slide for the first week, but the petulant little kid act has to stop. There have been kings younger than you—I don’t think you need your parents to fight your battles for you. Get off the fence, stop dragging your heels, decide whether you’re in or out because those of us who are here to get things done don’t need the rest of you slowing us down.”

Silence reigned as she pointed to the door once more. For several long seconds, the class held its breath. Then—

“What about what we want?”

It was Jennifer again, and her voice was laced with indignation. Conor couldn’t see her face, but the rest of the class could; she had stopped hiding behind her hands and now sat rigidly in her seat, arms crossed, a mirror image of the woman at the front of the room.

“Pardon?” Ms. Palmano replied, arching an eyebrow.

“You keep going on about prices and payment and stuff, but you haven’t said what we’re paying for. You’re saying we have to cooperate, but you haven’t given us any good reasons to, except that you’ll throw us out if we don’t. You sound like some kind of crummy stepmom trying to bully us into doing extra chores. Why should we say yes? What do we get out of it?”

“An education.”

“But you’re not teaching us anything! All you’ve done so far is throw out our papers and insult us!”

“And what did you learn from that?”

“That you’re a total jerk and you should be fired!”

Jennifer’s tone had risen with each exchange and was now not far from being a shout. A shiver moved outward from her desk like the shockwave from an explosion, leaving behind expressions of horror, trepidation, admiration, glee. Conor glanced across the aisle at Holt, whose face was surprisingly still, and thoughtful.

Ms. Palmano shook her head. “You say ‘total jerk’ like it’s a bad thing.”

“It is a bad thing! You’re supposed to help us, not treat us like dirt!”

“I am helping you. This is lesson number one, and I’m sorry, but I don’t know any non-harsh way to do it. I’m trying to unravel six-plus years of propaganda and we don’t have a lot of time.”

“You threw my paper in the garbage.”

“And you left the room without fishing it out.”

There was another collective rustle as half the class let out a breath.

Point, whispered Ashleigh.

“Because you would have—”

“Stop. Be honest, and by ‘be honest’ I mean actually check, inside your own head. Did you really, actually not fish it out because you expected the price to be too high? Like, you thought about it, and decided not to? Or did it literally not occur to you as an option? This is a question for all of you, to be clear—not just Jennifer.”

There followed a confused, awful silence.

“Of critical note,” Ms. Palmano said, and her voice was softer, now—gentler, more human. “I threw your papers away. Not you. The difference matters. If you’re not able to separate yourself from your work, then you won’t be able to separate yourself from your failures, and that means you’ll never be able to move past them. If you can’t admit even the possibility that maybe your paper really was that bad—”

“You can tell us our writing needs work without making us feel bad.”

“Not if your self-esteem is all wrapped up in being one of the smartest kids in seventh grade.”

Oof.

Jennifer blushed, looking down at her desk.

Their teacher’s voice softened still further. “Look. I appreciate your point, Jennifer—I really do. And for what it’s worth, I think we only have to do this once. I think—maybe—that now I can tell you your writing needs work without having to make you feel bad, first. But sooner or later, this is where we were going to end up. Maybe there was a way I could have done this more gently, brought you all to this point more slowly, but I’m not sure, and even if I could—by the time we finally got here, it would have been a month’s worth of work, instead of just four days. Four hours, really.”

She shook her head, turning to address the whole class once more. “I’m sorry,” she said flatly. “And honestly, you don’t have to forgive me. But what you have to understand—what apparently half of you have never been told before—is that no matter how good you get, you are always capable of failure. Of producing work that is completely and utterly worthless. Your first try was bad. So what? That’s what second tries are for. Some of you really are decent writers—already—but that doesn’t mean that what you wrote last week was quality. You have to break out of the trap of thinking that everything you make deserves to be on the refrigerator.”

She turned her gaze back to Jennifer. “What I’m about to say—well, if it makes you even angrier, so be it. But. Putting your paper in the trash was a compliment.”

Something happened on faces that Conor couldn’t see, and Ms. Palmano held up her hands. “I know! I know, okay? I know it wasn’t very nice, but—it means I believe you are genuinely capable of something better. If I had really wanted to insult you, I would have told you to be proud of it.”

Like every other teacher ever.

She held Jennifer’s gaze, waiting. Around them, the other students looked thoughtful, pensive. Here and there a defiant attitude still showed in a pair of crossed arms or a furrowed brow, but gone were the outraged objections of five minutes ago.

Conor lowered his eyes to the desk, trying to untangle his own thoughts. She had—she was fighting with Jennifer. Had actually fought with her, like an equal, instead of doing the thing that grownups usually did—

Ah.

Conor raised his hand.

“Mmmm?”

“If it was up to you—like, all the way—would you call the office on us, if we left?”

“It’s not up to me.”

The answer was prompt and unhesitating.

Conor bit his lip. “But if it was.”

The teacher shook her head. “It isn’t,” she repeated. “And that part’s important. It’s important not to dodge it. I could say, oh, of course not, I want everybody to be free, and then you’d all think, gosh, Ms. Palmano’s so nice, she’s one of the good ones, she wouldn’t turn us in if she didn’t have to. But I don’t deserve those points. I don’t have to. I’m right here, participating in this whole machine and very much not destroying it. If you walk out, I will call the office, because the alternative is getting fired, and I’m choosing not to get fired. Yet, anyway.”

“Why?”

She grinned. “Because the next guy would do a worse job,” she said. “I don’t actually get to choose between the world where you’re all trapped in here and the one where you’re not. The system is just too big. But I can try to slip you some extra food through the bars, and I’m pretty sure that’s still better than having a teacher who won’t. Most of them don’t.”

She turned to look at Jennifer once more.

Seconds passed.

Slowly, reluctantly, Jennifer nodded.

Ms. Palmano nodded back.

“I am sorry,” she repeated. “But it feels weird to apologize when I can’t honestly say I’ll do anything different next time.”

She waited, but Jennifer offered no second nod. “Paper and pencils,” she barked, her voice high and sharp once more. She clapped her hands, loudly, twice.

There was a moment of wild disorientation, and then the room filled with noise as they scrambled for their bags and binders. “Your assignment,” she called out, over the sudden tumult, “is to respond to the quote on the board with at least three hundred words. That’s about one sheet of notebook paper, front and back, or one page typed, size twelve. Say anything you like, as long as it’s interesting and relevant—a successful paper is one that you’re not embarrassed to read aloud and that your classmates aren’t bored to listen to. Bring your first three sentences up to me; I want to make sure you’re on a good track before you waste too much time.”

By the time she finished talking, the room was still again, with no sound except the scratching of pencils. All around Conor, students were squinting up at the board, jotting down the pair of sentences.

Conor looked at the words.

He looked down at the paper he’d placed on the desk, and the little leatherbound journal, open and intimidating.

He looked over at his teacher.

What?

It was Ashleigh’s voice, in his head.

I don’t know, he answered honestly.

Then he stood, and followed his feet to the front of the room.

“Finished already?” Ms. Palmano asked, as he approached her desk.

“No,” Conor said. “I—”

He broke off. Now that she was sitting and he standing, their eyes were nearly level, with her looking slightly up at him. She had a faint constellation of freckles across the smooth skin of her nose and cheeks that he hadn’t noticed before.

“The, um. The quote,” he stammered, casting about for something to say, some plausible justification for being there—

Rule fucking two?

“I was wondering—you didn’t write—who said it?”

She studied him for a long moment, and he managed—barely—not to squirm.

“I imagine it’s the sort of thing that’s been said a lot of different ways by a lot of different people,” she answered carefully. “This particular version came from a fantasy book, though. Forgive me, but if I recommended it to a seventh grader I think they really would fire me.”

Conor blinked.

“Anyway, it wasn’t said, exactly. It was a thought. The person thinking it had been a lord, but his family fell from power, and he ended up being sold as a slave a thousand miles away from home.”

Conor glanced at the board. “Is he still—I mean, did he—”

“No. He chose to live.”

“As a slave.”

“Yes.”

Hey, um. What are we doing?

Shhh.

Conor looked back over his shoulder, at his classmates bent over their papers. “You didn’t actually write that up there because of what me and Holt said, did you?” he asked. “You had the assignment planned out already. You…you wanted somebody to argue with you.”

She laughed. “That character said something else you might like—‘Why is it that when one man builds a wall, the next man immediately needs to know what’s on the other side?’” Still smiling, she winked at him, and gestured back toward his seat.

He turned, his mind curiously blank, walking slowly back down the aisle between the desks, past his classmates bent and scribbling. He stepped to one side to let Holt pass, the other boy heading for the front with his first three sentences.

Another wink.

He’d gotten another wink, somehow.

And a special quote, just for him.

Hello?

He wasn’t quite sure what it was he was feeling, as he slipped back into his seat, picked up his pencil. But he liked it.

He wondered what Ashleigh would make of Ms. Palmano, when he finally came back.

•   •   •

Tuesday was pizza day.

Conor broke away from Holt as they left fifth period, threading his way through the crush at a near jog. His locker was in the wrong direction, so he skipped it, tucking his math book and the journal under his arm. He arrived at the cafeteria ahead of all but a few dozen students; in two minutes, he was setting his tray down beside Nolan and Nicholas, who brought lunch from home. Turning his sweatshirt around backwards, he immediately went back for seconds, falling in beside Holt and snagging two more slices of pepperoni as the rest of the crowd rolled in behind them.

They were halfway back to their seats when Conor stopped abruptly, his elbow knocking over Holt’s cup as the other boy swerved to avoid a collision. “Qué carajos, man?” Holt protested, apple juice spreading across his tray. He shot Conor an exasperated look, then fell silent as he followed Conor’s eyes toward the double doors of the cafeteria.

Guyler Stevens had returned.

He was standing near the end of the line, hands in his pockets, his expression hooded. Even from a distance, Conor could see the dark shadow of a black eye above his bandaged nose. A headband stretched across his forehead, covering what was probably another bandage. If his fractured rib was dressed in any way, it didn’t show beneath his uniform.

There was no crowd around him—no circle of friends, no gaggle of gossipmongers. A few of the nearby students were throwing sidelong looks at his face, but for the most part he was simply there, alone and anonymous. Conor watched as he shuffled forward, his movements abbreviated and stiff. There was a rack of clean trays where the line split in two, and he might have winced a little as he lifted one off the shelf.

It wasn’t until Holt’s hand fell on his shoulder that Conor realized he had started forward again. He looked back to see his friend shaking his head. “Not now, dude,” Holt warned.

“I wasn’t—”

“Good. Don’t.” Holt held his gaze for a moment, then jerked his head toward their corner of the cafeteria. “Come on, let’s eat.”

Conor hesitated a moment longer, his eyes flickering back toward the line as Guyler stepped up to the counter with his tray.

Holt’s suspicion was understandable, but misplaced. Conor had no intention of starting anything. What he had was a sudden desire to kick himself—for a week and a half, he’d been struggling to get through to Ashleigh, desperate for answers that (he’d told himself) only Ashleigh had.

But Guyler had been there, too.

Yeah, and I’m sure he’s real eager to sit down and talk it over with you.

I did rescue him. Sort of.

He sighed. Holt was right—this wasn’t the time. Turning, he walked back to his table, where he discovered that he had lost not only his original seat, but also his first two slices of pizza.

“Seriously?” he grumbled, sliding into one of the remaining spaces.

“I traded you,” Holt said, gesturing to his own sodden tray. “Mine’s been marinated in apple juice. People pay extra for that.”

Conor rolled his eyes. Reaching across the table, he grabbed his books, pulling them into his lap as Eddie sat down beside him in the last chair.

As usual, the other boy wasted no time. “Did Jennifer really bitch out your teacher in first period?” he asked, looking eagerly back and forth between Conor and Holt.

Conor closed his eyes and took a deep, fortifying breath.

“They were kind of bitching at each other,” Holt said mildly. “But Jennifer did say she was a jerk, and that she should’ve been fired.” Someone gave a low whistle, and Eddie laughed. “It wasn’t a big deal, though,” Holt continued. “She didn’t even care.”

Nolan’s voice floated across the table as Conor fumbled blindly for a slice of pizza, his eyes still closed. “She must have been pissed, though. Jennifer, I mean. She doesn’t exactly yell.”

“Did her parents really call the principal?” Eddie asked.

“No,” said Holt. “Some people did try to get her fired. But Jennifer wasn’t one of them.”

Conor opened his eyes. “And you know this how?”

Holt looked sheepish. “She, uh. Came to get us, during break. Ms. Palmano. …all four of us.”

“Wait—you? I thought she said they were all in the ‘A’ column.”

“Not me, man, mi madre loca. And I guess she rounded up on the grades thing. Shireen, Katie, and William were all definitely in ‘A.’ Anyway, she didn’t say much. Just if we have beef with her again, we could at least try telling her, first.”

“Seems fair,” said Eddie.

“Dunno,” Holt said. “It’s not like she let us get a word in edgewise on Friday. Like, when she actually threw the stuff away. I’m not saying she deserves to get fired, but she was being kind of a jerk, and she hasn’t exactly given anybody a reason to try talking to her first.”

Conor chewed at his lip. She’d been dismissive, sure, but it wasn’t like they’d given her an honest chance to explain, either—they’d all just started shouting. And she had offered to go into more detail…it wasn’t her fault nobody took her up on it…

(The little copy of Ashleigh that lived on Conor’s shoulder perked up, but it didn’t say anything, and neither did Conor.)

The conversation moved on. By the time he finished his first slice of pizza, Holt and Nolan were talking about tryouts for the school soccer team, and Conor let his attention wander, looking out across the crowded tables, searching for—

There.

Guyler Stevens had seated himself at an empty table in the corner, near the row of desks reserved for students on silent lunch. He seemed to be picking at his food more than eating it, one hand propping up his chin while the other idly twirled a plastic fork. Every so often he would look up, his expression flat and unreadable. Conor glanced away each time, vaguely anxious that his interest would be misconstrued.

The third time this happened, Conor’s attention snagged on one of Guyler’s neighbors, a tall, thin boy sitting a few feet away at one of the silent lunch desks. He was holding a book open with one hand, eyes darting back and forth across the pages while the other shoveled pizza into his mouth. There was at once something odd and something familiar about him, and Conor frowned—

Right. He was wearing a uniform, where before he’d been dressed in street clothes, but Conor had seen him before, in the first week of school, when three other students had sent him sprawling to the floor.

Three other high school students. He was a high schooler.

Impossible.

Crossing the boundary between the middle school and high school sides was such a sure and swift path to suspension that students regularly used it to avoid upcoming tests. But there he sat, unmolested, undeniable. Looking more closely, Conor guessed that he was at least sixteen years old—probably a junior.

He turned to look at the staff table—

“Back me up, here, Conor,” said Eddie, derailing Conor’s train of thought. “You and Ashleigh found a whole bag full, didn’t you?”

Horribly wrong-footed, Conor just stared, his jaw hanging open. Several seconds passed, during which the rest of the table looked on expectantly. “I…what?”

Holt laughed. “You been on Mars? No wonder you’re failing math.” He nodded toward Nolan’s brother. “Nick says they busted into Louis Richardson’s locker this morning and found a whole mess of pills in his bag.”

“I still say he must’ve got them from one of the Central guys,” Nolan muttered.

“And I say bull,” Eddie shot back. “Louis was smoking pot out behind the band room all last year. Just because everybody’s worried about the Central guys bringing in drugs doesn’t mean they’re the only ones who have them.”

“Pot’s different from pills,” Nolan argued. “And that’s a lot of drugs. Nobody at Binder has a stash like that. Nicholas said the bag was, like, this big.” He held up his hands.

“Oh, come on,” Eddie said, rolling his eyes. “You’re being—whatchamacallit—naïve. There’s tons of deals going on over on the high school side all the time.” He turned to Conor again. “How big was the bag you and Ashleigh found?”

Conor’s lips moved soundlessly as he struggled to process Eddie’s offhand familiarity with the secret that had dominated his entire summer. “I don’t—I mean, how did—what?” he stammered.

“Oh, knock it off, we’re not gonna tell,” said Eddie. “It was a big one, right? One of those gallon freezer ones.” He rounded on Nolan. “Whole thing, full of pot. I’m telling you, there are, like, legit drug dealers around here. My sister went to this party when she was a junior where people were doing ecstasy in the bathroom. Louis could’ve got that stuff from anybody.”

“Looked to me like they were going to get it from him,” Nicholas put in.

“Either way, point is—”

Eddie broke off midsentence as Conor seized his wrist. “What?” he asked, annoyed.

Conor fought to keep his voice steady, his face suddenly hot. “How do you know about the bag?” he growled, the words striking like flint past clenched teeth.

Around the table, the other boys went still. Eddie frowned and tried to pull his arm away, but Conor held fast.

“What the hell, man?” Eddie protested. “Ashleigh told me—what do you think?” He twisted, wrenching Conor’s elbow, but Conor only tightened his grip, his fingernails biting into the other boy’s skin.

“When?”

“I don’t know, three days ago? Let me go.”

“What? How?”

“What do you mean, how? He just told me. We were talking, and it came up.”

“Talking where?”

“Online. He’s grounded, isn’t he? We were streaming. Get off me.”

“What else did he tell you?”

“Nothing, Jesus,” Eddie snapped. “You going to let me go? Dickhead?” Conor’s fingers twitched, and Eddie snatched his arm back, rubbing at his wrist as the blood began to flow back into his hand. “What the fuck was that about?” he demanded.

Conor didn’t answer, possibly couldn’t have even if he’d wanted to. His pulse was pounding in his ears, and he whirled away, his eyes burning, turning his face in the other direction lest his tears be seen and misunderstood—he wasn’t sad, he was stunned, he was furious, a flood of outrage and betrayal seething under a layer of pure disbelief.

Eddie.

To have waited almost a week and a half with no word—to have run the half-mile and back every afternoon—to have written the other boy page after page after page, unanswered, only to find that Eddie—Eddie!—

It was too much. Dropping his head into his hands, he poured every last scrap of self-control into holding himself absolutely still, praying that the other boys would take the hint, would leave him alone. Not until he heard Holt’s laughter half a minute later did he begin to relax, and even then he held his shoulders level, kept his breathing steady and shallow by brute force, willing himself to be invisible.

Eventually, the bell rang. He could hear the other boys stand, could feel someone lingering—

Holt.

—remained motionless, head bowed, waiting for him to take the hint. Bit by bit, the roar of the crowd diminished, fraying into a collection of smaller, individual sounds, the chatter and clatter of the final stragglers.

Only then did he open his eyes, straightening, finding as he did so that he was not the only one who’d waited for almost everyone else to leave.

For a long moment, he and Guyler Stevens stared at each other across the field of empty tables, each frozen in the spotlight of the other’s gaze. There was nothing meaningful about it—no flash of understanding, no sudden sense of kinship, no urgent unspoken messages. They were simply stuck, neither one able or willing to look away.

Then the moment passed, and Conor picked up his tray and headed for the doors without looking back.

•   •   •

By the time he turned the corner onto Ashleigh’s street, Conor had picked up seven pebbles, three shards of gravel, and two actual rocks. They rubbed together in his pocket as he walked, and every so often, he would reach in and fondle them, letting them spill through his fingers. The largest was always the last to fall, clinging stubbornly to the palm of his hand.

It was almost one o’clock in the morning, and the neighborhood was sound asleep, the light from the streetlamps scattering over sleek hybrids and muscular SUVs, brick mailboxes standing like sentries along the whitewashed curb. Conor padded softly down the sidewalk, his sneakers whispering against the concrete, rehearsing his grievances in his head.

For the first time in days, he had skipped both the run and his afternoon practice session, leaving Ashleigh’s books with Timothy on the bus and closing himself in his room as soon as he arrived home. It had been only ten when his parents went to bed, tiptoeing past his door on their way upstairs, but he’d stayed in his room for another two and a half hours, arguing with himself. In the end, it was the thought of Ms. Palmano that got him up and out the door—her voice had temporarily replaced Ashleigh’s in his head, and he had no answer when she asked him what was holding him back.

There were no signs of life as he turned into Ashleigh’s driveway. A single light shone over the front door, but otherwise, the house was dark. Mrs. Falhanner would be out at her second job; it would be just Ashleigh and Timothy in the house.

The driveway lay in deep shadow, shielded by the corner of the garage and the cluster of trees in the front yard. Conor stopped at the halfway mark, under the old, rusted basketball hoop that Ashleigh’s father had installed the year before he died. Pulling a pebble from his pocket, he looked up at his friend’s bedroom window and took careful aim at the reflection of the moon in the center pane.

The first pebble bounced off the glass with a sound like a snapping twig. Instantly, the dog next door sounded the alarm, its barks unsettlingly loud as they split the still night air. Fighting the urge to hide, Conor kept his eyes locked on the window, waiting for a telltale twitch in the drawn curtains. He counted to thirty, slowly, and then readied his next missile.

Six more times he let fly, and six more times a quiet click was all he got in return. Shortly thereafter the dog lost interest, offering one last growl before going back to sleep. There was an apprehensive quality to the silence that followed, a sense of things waiting to happen. Conor reached into his pocket to feel the stones that still remained—three little, two big.

Rule two.

The news of Ashleigh’s casual betrayal had kindled a fire inside his chest, hardening his resolve, burning through what was left of his patience, his compassion. It was no longer a question of respect, of giving the other boy the space he needed to recover. Whatever confusion or anger Ashleigh might have been feeling, whatever shame had sent him into hiding, he’d obviously had more than enough time to get over it.

Fucking Eddie.

Conor had spent the afternoon playing out the scene in his head, readying his arguments, polishing his comebacks. Little of what he’d imagined saying to his friend was civil, but that was fine—at this point, even bitter words would be better than nothing. They’d had fights before. Fights, they could handle.

Yet as he stood in the driveway, squeezing the remaining stones, their edges sharp against the bruises on his palms, he could not help but be aware of the imbalance in their positions. Ashleigh held the high ground, literally—Conor could force no confrontation without the other boy’s consent. For nearly five minutes, now, he’d stood waiting in the darkness. He’d knocked at the window seven times, with no response.

Maybe—

He swallowed, feeling sick, and forced himself to look.

Maybe silence was all that Ashleigh was willing to give him.

He looked back up at the curtains, hanging slack behind the moonlit glass. It seemed to him that they moved, infinitesimally, as if from the breath of someone standing just behind them—

No. No, that wasn’t it. Ashleigh was still asleep. Conor just needed to make a louder sound, that was all.

It was denial, and on some level he knew it, just as he’d known it under the shed, a few days and a million years ago. But he clung to it, because the list of forgivable justifications for Ashleigh’s behavior was short and growing shorter—

Fucking EDDIE!

—and whatever his reasons for shutting himself away for the past week and a half, a rejection here, now, at one in the goddamn morning—

Conor took a deep, slow breath.

Drawing the smallest chunk of gravel from his pocket, he moved forward until he stood almost directly beneath the window. He threw underhanded, launching the rock straight up, so that it knocked gently against the frame, a soft but solid thunk. Reaching out, he caught it as it fell, took aim and threw again.

Thunk.

On his fifth toss, he thought he saw a flicker of movement, a slight shift in the folds of the curtains. A surge of emotion ran up his spine as he stepped back, letting the rock tumble away into the darkness.

“Ashleigh?” he called out, his voice a hoarse compromise, halfway between a whisper and a shout.

Nothing.

He pulled the second chunk of gravel from his pocket and threw it where he stood. It hit the center pane with an even louder thunk and fell to the driveway. Next door, the dog began to bark again.

In the window, nothing.

Stepping back further, until the moon’s reflection appeared in the window once more, he hefted the third piece of gravel. This time he threw overhanded, lobbing it as gently as he could. There was a loud, echoing crack as it connected with one of the upper panes, and a thin spiderweb of lines appeared, shattering the reflection into half a dozen shards.

The curtains twitched.

This time, he was sure of it—they had pulled apart, and even now hung slightly open, a new sliver of blackness between them. “Ashleigh!” he called again, this time making no effort to keep his voice down.

The curtains closed.

It was as if time had stopped. Or maybe as if it had gone into a loop, the same empty moment repeating itself over and over again, marked by the steady barking of the dog next door. Conor waited, expecting to feel a flash of rage, a wave of grief—something to mark the fact that the two of them had just passed the point of no return.

But there was nothing. Only a distant chill that settled gently over him, leaving him calm and detached.

He put his hand into his pocket, drawing out the last two rocks. They were the size of chicken eggs, with jagged edges and flecks of mica gleaming in the moonlight. He tried to recall his reasons for having them, what he had been thinking when he first picked them up, but he couldn’t remember. Letting the smaller one fall to the ground, he bounced the larger one in his palm and looked to the window.

It’s all a question of what you want, and how much you’re willing to pay for it.

His teacher’s voice in his head was clipped, brusque, and matter-of-fact. Conor couldn’t begin to guess what it was that the other boy wanted. But whatever it was, he was obviously willing to pay for it with their friendship. It had taken almost two weeks, but Conor had finally gotten the message—all that remained was the sending of an appropriate acknowledgement.

He threw the rock.

It crashed into the wooden frame between the panes, splintering it and sending shards of glass into Ashleigh’s bedroom. More glass fell to the driveway, glittering in the moonlight, shattering into dust as it hit the pavement. He watched the curtains as they twitched open, then spun on his heel and stalked off into the night.

•   •   •

It took Conor nearly an hour to get to the school, but only five minutes to reach the auditorium roof. He paced back and forth across it as he caught his breath, kicking aside the stones, recreating the path of sound footing that led up to Binder’s Gap. When he finished, he paused at the edge, looking out at the gymnasium below.

The evidence of his previous landing was still there, the rough gouges casting long shadows in the slanting light of the setting moon. It looked somehow closer, as though the buildings were huddling together in the cold.

Conor was afraid of the dark—always had been. But during the summer he had made an important discovery: it didn’t take an act of bravery to overcome fear, only a sense of purpose. Terror crept in when you let your mind wander—to keep it at bay, you had to become the hunter, the chaser instead of the chased. You never let the darkness sneak up on you—you snuck up on it, and let the rumblings of monsters guide you in for the kill.

Tonight, he was the predator at his peak. The chill that had filled him outside Ashleigh’s house had taken root in his chest as he walked away, leaving no room for doubt or anxiety or fatigue. Restless, he had started to run, and when a wall loomed in his path, he discovered that there was something in him that would not be turned aside. Flowing over and past it, he became Batman—only instead of honing his skills, he was using them, blazing a trail at odd angles to the maze of streets and houses. He climbed fences, pushed through hedges, and jumped creeks until he reached the commercial district, and then he made his way across the rooftops, scrambling up drainpipes and dropping down into dumpsters. He paid no heed to the noise he was making—by the time anyone arrived to investigate, he would be half a block away, shielded by the glare of security lights.

After only a week and a half of running, his stamina was already markedly better. In the hour after he left the driveway, he covered two full miles of up-and-down terrain, and once he reached the school he did the climb in record time, pausing only once, at the bottom of the pipe. Though his forehead dripped with sweat, his breathing was deep and steady as he spun away from the edge and strode to the center of the roof.

He could barely remember the fear and hesitation he’d felt throughout the summer. His limbs tingled with energy, an electric pulse that crackled at his hips and shoulders where it met the ice that filled his center—

(This must be how it felt to be Ashleigh.)

—and try as he might, he could not summon even a shadow of trepidation as he looked ahead to the horizon. There was nothing to it—a quick run, an easy jump, a short flight and a smooth landing. It was physics, momentum—he couldn’t get it wrong if he tried.

The voice of Ms. Palmano echoed in his head. No matter how good you get, you are always capable of failure.

He smiled, a quick tightening of the lips. Yes, that was true. No amount of practice would take chance out of the picture. There were a hundred things that could go wrong—a piece of gravel turning underfoot, a catch of the toe on the raised metal edge, a fatal hesitation or a sudden change of heart. His leg could cramp at exactly the wrong moment, and if it did, he would trip, he would fall, he would die.

But that wasn’t going to happen. Not tonight.

He allowed himself the luxury of a countdown, savoring the penultimate moment. Adrenaline surged through his body—for once pure, untainted by anger or fear. As he took his final breath, the furrow in the gravel seemed to grow, swelling until it filled his vision. He let go and found himself running, his steps so light that they seemed to make no noise at all. Then came the edge—the Gap—the hanging, infinite nothingness—

—and then gravity reclaimed him, drawing him down, down, down to the gymnasium roof.

He landed with a meteoric crunch, feet and hands driving into the gravel like battering rams. Instantly, he tumbled, shedding momentum as he rolled across his back and hip and up onto his feet, still running. He staggered half a dozen more steps before he was able to bleed off the rest of his inertia, sinking to his knees as the world around him spun.

It was life itself, this feeling that welled up inside him. It lit up the ice in his chest like a sunbeam striking a prism. Throwing back his head, he laughed out loud for what felt like the first time in years, letting loose an unbridled whoop that echoed between the empty buildings. Spreading his arms, he collapsed onto his back, looking up at the stars as the sting in his palms grew louder, sharper, realer.

Nothing was different. Nothing had changed. The weight upon his shoulders had not shifted half an inch. But for the briefest, the most fleeting of moments, it had ceased to matter. The pressure had vanished in freefall, and the memory of weightlessness was like a talisman. There were no words inside his thoughts, in that moment, but if there had been, they would have been something like:

There’s a world outside of all of this.

A world where vicious bullies and broken friendships simply didn’t matter, where all of the pain and woe of the past ten days was small and meaningless. A world of places, not of people—of things, and paths, and possibilities.

And in that world—

(The real world.)

—Conor Moreton could fly.


Chapter 4Judgments


September 1st, 12:47PM

“You feeling anything yet?”

“Dunno. You?”

“Maybe? My stomach…”

“Nauseous?”

“Is that normal?”

“What, like I should know? I’ve never done this before, either.”

“Do your arms and legs feel weird?”

“What do you mean?”

“Try standing up.”

“Wh—oh. Oh.”

“Okay, I’m pretty sure it’s working.”

“Yeah, no kidding. Maybe we should sit back down.”

“Hang on, I want to…to…”

“What are you doing?”

“I just feel like messing around. Don’t you?”

“You’re going to fall off the fucking building.”

“And that’s funny to you?”

“You’re laughing, too.”

“I can’t help it.”

“Oh, man. We are so screwed. We’re going to die up here. We’re not going to be able to stop laughing long enough to get down.”

“You could always jump.”

“Four stories?”

“Just do like…seven rolls. You’ll be fine.”

“And now you’re trying to get me killed.”

“Hey, you’re the one who dragged us up here in the first place, Batman.”

“Me. I dragged me. You dragged yourself. Totally different.”

“Just saying. If it was up to me, we’d be at ground level right now.”

“So you’re saying it’s not your fault we’re…high?”

“Okay, look, just ‘cos I’m laughing doesn’t mean it’s actually funny.”

“Ground level doesn’t mean safe. We were on the ground when we did dry ice bombs.”

“Come on, you didn’t even need stitches!”

“And homemade napalm.”

“That worked out fine—”

“And we were under the ground when you got us lost in the sewers.”

“We only came out three blocks away from where I—”

“And don’t forget the bear.”

“Oh come on! You can’t blame the bear on me!”

“It was your idea to go climbing around in the quarry.”

“Yeah, and whose idea was it to bring fluffernutter sandwiches?”

“Exactly. Just like it was my idea to come up on the roof, and your idea to bring rolling paper and a lighter, Mr. Bad Influence.”

“Your mom’s idea to come over to my house last night.”

“We both slept at my house last night, retard.”

“Oh. Right.”

“But it was your mom who—”

“Conor.”

“…what?”

“You don’t think…”

“What?”

“Am I really a bad influence?”

“Depends on if we make it down in one piece or not. Or two pieces. Whatever.”

“I’m being serious.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“I just said I was being serious.”

“Ash, you peer pressured me into doing drugs, like, not even ten minutes ago. We are fucked up right now.”

“You could have said no.”

“I literally said no.”

“But—okay, fair, but—you’re not mad, right? I mean, like. This…this is okay, isn’t it?”

“Sure. I mean, my brain’s folding in half, but I don’t regret it or anything.”

“Yet.”

“Dude, what’s bugging you?”

“What you said. Bad influence. Like…bad. Like…not good, and messing up your life.”

“Ashleigh, we’re friends.”

“But all of those things you were just complaining about. When the dry ice bomb cut your arm, and getting chased by the bear.”

“Don’t forget the sewers.”

“Conor.”

“What? Seriously, what? You’re freaking me out.”

“Do you, like. You know. Resent me?”

“No!”

“I just—I don’t want to—I don’t mean to get you in trouble all the time.”

“It’s not like you’re throwing me under the bus or anything. You get nailed just as hard as I do.”

“But isn’t it always, I dunno. Kind of…my fault?”

“Ash, I’ve been trespassing on rooftops all summer.”

“Yeah, but that’s new. And that’s one thing. I’m talking about overall.”

“Talking about what overall?”

“Like. Am I…good for you?”

“What the fuck, dude.”

“I just—don’t want you to be mad at me.”

“So you’re getting all emo as, what, a preemptive strike?”

“I’m not emo, I’m just—”

“Eeeeeeeeeeeeeemo.”

“Shut up.”

“Eeeeeeeeeeeeeemo.”

“Conor. Seriously.”

“What? I am being serious. I didn’t want to smoke this stupid thing, you made me do it, fine. Here we are. What do you want, forgiveness? ‘I forgive you for dragging me into a bunch of shit that usually turns out awesome and once in a while sucks ass.’ Is that what you wanted to hear?”

“Yes.”

“For real?”

“Yeah.”

“Jeez, man, duh. I wouldn’t hang out with you if I didn’t want to.”



•   •   •

Conor’s eyes snapped open at the first chime of his alarm. He had slept dreamlessly for three hours, during which the fire in his blood had cooled, leaving behind only ashes and smoke.

Everything hurt. He staggered as he rose out of bed, an icepick pain in his heels, a dull millstone grinding in his knees. It took him a full minute to peel off yesterday’s clothes, and most of another to limp down the hallway to the bathroom, leaning heavily against the wall the whole way. The mirror showed filth everywhere, dark bruises blossoming on his shoulders, cuts on his face and his forearms. There was something oddly familiar about his eyes, dark and sunken, and he stared at his reflection for a dozen heartbeats before it clicked.

Hello, Guyler.

He turned on the shower as hot as it would go and leaned against the tile, watching the dirt and dried blood pooling at his feet. Bit by bit, the heat leached its way into his body, loosening him up until he was able to reach for the soap without wincing.

You may have overdone it.

This wasn’t the usual next-day soreness. Where normally there would be tightness and a dull, constant ache, he now felt a series of short, wild spasms with almost every movement, as though his muscles had lost the ability to control themselves, were one misfire away from contracting into black holes. The worst of it was in his back—when he reached up to lather his armpit, everything to the right of his spine seized up, dragging his vertebrae out of alignment.

…hm.

Slowly, carefully, he bent to wash his shin, where a shortcut through a thornbush had left a spiderweb of thin, black scabs. That one, at least, he remembered—as the water cascaded across his back, he tried to think, to match the various pains with specific moments, specific impacts. But it was all a blur. He hadn’t done anything new, really. Just…

A lot.

Too much.

Too much for your mom last night.

Conor stilled, an unpleasant weight settling into his chest.

(It wasn’t that he’d forgotten—wasn’t that Ashleigh’s voice in his head had suddenly brought it all crashing back, or anything like that. But he had been looking in the other direction, and the words had turned him back.)

Right.

Right.

…fuck.

He began moving again, filling his palm with shampoo, dumping most of it onto his head and saving a drop for the eight wispy hairs above his groin. By now, Ashleigh’s mother would have come home from her graveyard shift, would no doubt have seen what he had done to Ashleigh’s bedroom window, and…

And what?

He leaned forward, letting the water wash the bubbles from his hair, eyes closed against the deluge. Long seconds passed as he waited—for an idea, a next action, anything.

But there was nothing. No response, from his wrung-out brain—just a blank, animal awareness, like a deer in the path of a speeding car.

Incoming…

The word was still echoing in his thoughts when he entered the kitchen ten minutes later. His mother was already there, packing up her lunch, the coffee maker gurgling quietly on the counter. Conor shuffled past her, grabbing a stack of frozen waffles from the freezer and folding himself carefully into his seat.

“Plate,” she said, without looking up.

He groaned.

Smiling, she took one down from the cabinet and slid it to him across the table. “I’ll never understand how you can eat those things cold,” she said. “They taste like frozen cardboard.”

Conor shrugged, immediately regretting it as a muscle seized at the base of his neck, making him wince. “Syrup,” he said, reaching for the bottle in the lazy susan as he dug into the knot with the fingers of his other hand.

“Incidentally, congrats. You’re ungrounded today.”

He looked up. His mother was still smiling as she poured half of the coffee into her thermos and the rest into a mug. “Surprised?” she asked.

“I thought I had four days to go.”

“Time off for good behavior.”

You gonna tell her?

“Plus, your soccer tryouts are tomorrow, and neither one of us can get off work to drive you.” She blew lightly across the surface of her drink and took a careful sip. “Take the trail, not the street, and wear your helmet—Elena told me they’ve had three bike accidents come through the ER this week.”

Conor said nothing, his eyes unfocused, the waffle frozen halfway to his mouth.

Soccer.

He had completely forgotten about soccer.

It wasn’t a big deal, exactly—it was a small rec league, put together by the neighborhood parents, and none of the teams were any good. All the real athletes ended up trying out at school, or leaving to join the traveling championship circuit. It was mostly just a cheap alternative to a babysitter, a way for the grownups to force the kids to get some fresh air, for once.

But Ashleigh would be there…

The sound of his mother clearing her throat made him twitch—which made him wince again—and he looked up to see her standing with arms crossed, waiting.

“Helmet,” he echoed, trying to sound earnest. “Trail. Got it.”

Mollified, she turned back to the sink, began rinsing out the coffee pot. “Oh, and by the way,” she continued, speaking over her shoulder. “You’ll be going out for the Jaguars, not the Vikings.”

Conor’s thoughts, which had just begun to move again, screeched to a halt for a second time. His mouth opened—closed—opened again. “What?”

You mean ‘what’ like you didn’t hear her, or—

“I’ve already talked to Coach Matthews and to the Jaguars’ coach—I think his name was Pool or something?—so everybody knows what to expect. Your lucky number was taken, so you’ll have to settle for jersey number twelve. First practice after tomorrow is next Tuesday.”

Conor stared.

“Why?”

His mother’s eyes flickered briefly in his direction, then away. There was a long pause, during which she shut off the water, dried the coffee pot, and came over to sit down in the seat across from Conor. “A few reasons,” she answered guardedly. “For one, I’ve never liked the way Coach Matthews kept you stuck in the same position for year after year.”

“I like being a fullback.”

“You’ve been a fullback since second grade, though, except for one season playing goalie. You’re supposed to run around, not just stand there waiting for the ball.”

“I get plenty of exercise. I’ve been running back and forth to Ashleigh’s for like a week. And I was outside all summer—”

“That’s not the point. The point is that sometimes you need to shake things up. Try something new.”

Like marijua—

Hssst.

Conor clamped down, cutting off the intruding voice. “Why can’t I shake things up on my team?” he demanded.

“Don’t you think it’ll be nice to get to know some new people?”

There it is.

“I already know them,” Conor argued. “We’ve all been in the same classes since forever. I don’t like any of them.”

“Come on, Conor, half of them go to Blessed Sacrament. You haven’t even given them a chance.”

“But all my friends are in the Vikings!”

Conor’s mother arched an eyebrow, and he shut his mouth with a click, realizing too late that he had come perilously close to shouting. She held his gaze for a moment, then spoke in a steady, level voice. “First of all, that’s not even true. You told me last week that Holt and Nolan are going out for the school team. It’s just Ashleigh and Sam and Eddie on the Vikings, and you despise Eddie—”

“But—”

“And furthermore,” she continued—this time with an edge in her voice that made Conor sit very still—“if you’ll think back, you made most of those friends through the Vikings, and so there’s every reason to believe you’ll make five or six new friends by trying out another team.”

Conor’s mother waited pointedly, clearly expecting another outburst, and gave a curt nod when he held his tongue. “If you don’t like the Jaguars, fine,” she said. “Try the Stars, or the Hawks, or pick a different sport for all I care. But you’re not going back to the Vikings, and that’s final.”

“But why?”

“Because I said so, Conor.”

“What if I don’t want to be on any team, then?” Conor asked, hearing the sullenness in his voice and making no attempt to rein it in.

“Not an option. You need to get out and socialize. You spent the last two weeks moping around in your bedroom—”

“I was GROUNDED!”

“—and you will be again if you do not immediately lower your voice, young man.”

Her own tone had turned glacial, and her knuckles were pale as she gripped her mug. “This is not a negotiation. You are going to come home from school tomorrow and get on your bike. You are going to put on your helmet, and you are going to ride to the park—on the trail—where you will find Coach Pool and tell him that you’re there to try out for any position other than fullback. You’re going to make the team—heaven help you if you don’t and I think you did it on purpose—and then you are going to ride home and tell me all about it. Is that clear?”

“This is totally unfair! It’s my life—I should get a say.”

“Contrary to what you might think, Conor, you are not an adult. You are a child, which means that half the time your brain is physiologically incapable of telling a good idea apart from a bad one.”

(She said the word physiologically in pieces, their edges razor-sharp, as if each syllable was its own whole argument—fizz-ee-oh-lodge-ih-cull-ee.)

“…considering your recent track record when it comes to making decisions, you should count yourself lucky I haven’t pulled you right out of East Binder and dropped you into home school—”

Seriously, you gonna tell her?

Shut up, Ashleigh.

You know it’ll be worse if you wait until my mom calls.

“—you get a say once you’ve convinced me that we’re past this little rough spot, and I can trust you to be mature and act in your own best interest. Want to speed up the process? You could start by not throwing a childish temper tantrum over a change in your little league soccer career, which is clearly so central to your ambitions.”

Neatly trapped, Conor could do nothing but fume as his mother raised her mug and drained the rest of the coffee. His thoughts churned, mental fingers scrabbling, digging, looking for some lever that might move her—

Not like I was going to talk to you at soccer practice anyway.

Conor felt his throat tighten. The voice in his head had never been…been harsh like that, before—almost savage.

Lot of things happening for the first time, lately.

He finished his waffles in trembling silence, dropping his plate into the sink as he shuffled back to his bedroom. Moving as quickly as his aching limbs would allow, he gathered his school things, put on his shoes, and headed for the front door, giving his mother a wide berth as he passed once more through the kitchen. “I love you,” she called out after him, her voice still taut. “Have a good day.”

He let the door swing shut behind him without reply.

Yeah, that’ll show her.

Shut UP, Ashleigh.

The ghost of the other boy’s voice was like a soft wind, feathering over the embers of his frustration, fanning them into open fury. Stalking to the end of the driveway, he threw his bag to the ground and kicked it. None of this was his fault, none of this was fair, he hadn’t done anything wrong—

(An image of broken glass sparkling in the moonlight.)

Furious, he kicked the bag again, then tumbled to the ground as a muscle in his calf suddenly tightened into an iron knot. A wordless howl made it halfway out of his mouth before he bit it off, and he lashed out mindlessly, hammering the side of his fist into the driveway until his arm seized up too.

There you go, whispered Ashleigh, as he curled into a ball on the cold concrete. Nothing a little punching won’t solve.

Strangely, that did it, the anger vanishing as suddenly as it had spiked, leaving behind only a tired, clinical calm. Slowly, the tension drained out of his limbs, and he slumped, boneless, his cheek against the rough surface, the rhythmic throbbing in his muscles like the ticking of a clock.

This, pronounced a soft voice, is what happens.

For once, he wasn’t sure who it was, him or Ashleigh or somebody else.

What does that even mean? he shot back.

There was no answer.

Pulling himself up into a sitting position, Conor began to work out the cramp in his arm, kneading and squeezing his bicep until it finally unclenched. He did the same for his calf, then carried on stretching, slowly rebuilding his composure as he waited for the bus.

He felt almost human again by the time it arrived, managed to climb the three steep steps without staggering. Standing at the top of the aisle, he braced himself against the first two seats as the driver hit the gas, taking advantage of the brief imbalance to sweep his gaze across the battlefield.

If the afternoon bus ride was a hurricane, the morning one was a steady downpour of the forty-days-and-nights variety. There was the same social brinkmanship, the same jockeying for position, but it played itself out over minutes rather than seconds, the rules subtly but meaningfully different.

It was common knowledge that sitting down next to someone when you didn’t absolutely have to meant that you were either humping them already or you hoped to start soon. As a result, the seats filled up in waves, even best friends sitting opposite one another rather than sharing, the number of available options dwindling until every bench had a rider, then opening up again as students began doubling up.

Conor’s stop was in the second wave, but Ashleigh’s was right at the end of the first, meaning that the pair of them had spent all of sixth grade at the mercy of the system, bouncing around from place to place. This year, with Ashleigh on suspension, the short end of the stick had passed to Timothy, who more often than not found himself deep in enemy territory. Conor sat as close as he dared each day, unwilling to leave the younger boy entirely without backup but also eager to avoid pissing him off. That usually put them both somewhere in the rear third of the bus, with Conor a few rows closer to the front.

Today, though, Timothy had taken a spot only four seats back from the door, and he made a point of lifting his bag off of the seat as Conor started down the aisle.

Ah.

Right.

Great.

Conor sat down, noticing as he did so that the younger boy’s bag was brand-new, a tag still dangling off one zipper.

“What did you do?” Timothy hissed, without preamble.

Conor studied the sixth grader’s face, looking for clues. “Does your mom know?” he asked quietly.

“Sort of. She thinks he did it.” Conor shot the younger boy a look of surprise, and he shrugged. “We took all the glass and tossed it out through the hole, along with that bronze Spiderman thing.”

Something in Conor’s torso squirmed. He had given the little statuette to Ashleigh as a Christmas present, two years earlier.

“Did he say anything?” he asked.

“No,” Timothy said. “He just kept crying.”

The world lurched to a halt.

Crying?

“Same deal when Mom got home. He wouldn’t say anything, just sat there. He cut himself on some of the glass—just a little cut, on the side of his wrist, but she was super freaked about it. I think she’s taking him to a therapist today.” Timothy’s scowl deepened. “Which we can’t afford, so there goes my birthday. What did you do?”

“Nothing.”

“Bullshit.”

“No, really, nothing. Just the rock.” Timothy’s expression grew even darker, and Conor hastened to explain. “I came over to talk. He—at school, Eddie was—I just—I needed to talk to him, okay? I threw some pebbles up at the window to wake him up. You know, like usual. But he just stood there looking at me. So then I, um. Uh.”

Conor trailed off, his face burning with embarrassment. It sounded incredibly, incredibly dumb.

Timothy apparently agreed. “That’s it?” he spat, whisper-quiet and razor-sharp. “That’s why you broke my brother’s window? Because he didn’t want to talk to you at one in the goddamn morning?”

“He’s been talking to Eddie.”

Timothy rolled his eyes. “What are you, spoiled little girls?” he asked. “What is with the two of you? Why can’t you just fucking text each other, like normal people? Jesus Christ, of all the stupid, pathetic bullshit—”

The sixth grader broke off, his nostrils flaring, and as if to demonstrate an almost infinite capacity for irrelevance, Conor’s brain chose that exact moment to note that the younger boy smelled exactly like his brother.

“Look,” Timothy said, the word flashing out through clenched teeth. “Here’s a brilliant idea: instead of throwing fucking rocks at my house, why don’t you just give up?”

Conor swayed, as if Timothy had slapped him. “Huh?”

“Give up. He’s an asshole, he’s always been an asshole, he’s never going to stop being an asshole. Case in point, it’s been like two weeks and he’s still ducking you. Why not take a hint? And either way, how does throwing ROCKS through his WINDOW accomplish ANYTHING AT ALL?”

Conor was silent. The full reality of what he’d done was only just now sinking in, and he could hear in Timothy’s words a preview of what his parents would say, of what Ashleigh’s mother would say. Just when he had been on the verge of pulling clear, of putting enough distance between himself and the bag and the fight to start breathing again—

But they’re not going to say anything. They don’t know, and they’re not going to find out.

Because Ashleigh had covered for him.

(While crying, apparently.)

There was confusion there, a whole mystery to vanish into. But before that there was something else, something else he had to ask, he knew just how low the words were going to take him but he said them anyway, because a part of him had to know, had to be sure…

“You’re not going to tell, are you?”

The look of withering contempt on Timothy’s face hit him squarely in the gut. But before he could backpedal, another voice cut through the chatter, making both boys jump.

“Tell? Oh, hell no, man, ain’t no way little man’s gonna tell. Tell him you ain’t that kind of man, little man.”

It was Devon. He had somehow appeared in the seat immediately behind them, a giant out of place amid the middle schoolers, leaning in conspiratorially, his arms draped across the seat back. Timothy shifted his glare without losing a single degree of heat and snarled, “We were whispering, little man. Ever heard of a private conversation?”

The older boy grinned. “Y’all might want to double check the definition of the word ‘whisper.’ Besides,” he said loftily, leaning back. “You know what they say. Knowledge is power.”

He turned to Conor. “Which is exactly why ol’ Tim here ain’t telling nobody, Rocky. That’s the kind of card you can only play once. No sense wasting it, know what I’m saying?”

It took Conor several seconds to work out the implication behind Devon’s words, and when he did, he felt a small shiver of fear.

“Leave us alone,” Timothy snapped. “We’re not talking to you.”

Devon looked back at the younger boy. “You know, you’re kind of a grumpy kid, Tim. Surly. Hell, I might even go so far as to say mean. Anybody ever told you that before?” He shook his head sadly, pursing his lips. “Damn shame. You’re going to hurt somebody’s feelings someday, you keep hatin’ like that.”

The high schooler leaned back even further, lacing his fingers behind his head. “That’s okay, though. I don’t need to interrupt. I’ll just sit back here by myself and whisper, and you can sit up there and whisper, and we can be secret friends. Don’t no one have to know.”

Timothy’s face was a mirror for Conor’s own as he flushed red, his mouth working soundlessly in a mix of confusion and anger. Once again, the older boy turned his attention to Conor. “You ain’t got nothing to worry about, kid. I seen ol’ Tim here get his head swirled, lunch stole, books soaked, and gut punched, and he never said a word to nobody. I don’t think he’s a very big fan of authority. I mean, imagine somebody shitting in your shoes in the locker room, and you don’t even ask the coach for another pair.” He glanced at Timothy and flashed an expression of exaggerated horror, covering his mouth with one hand. “Oops. Don’t think I was supposed to tell you that. But no worries. I mean, we just whispering, right?”

Conor felt movement at his side and looked down to see Timothy’s fists clenched and trembling. The sixth grader’s face, though, was oddly calm, a closed sort of expression coming over it as he fixed Devon with an empty, emotionless stare.

“How did you know about that?” he asked quietly.

“Like I said, amigro, knowledge is power.” Devon flashed another grin, then paused, glancing up and past the two of them as the bus ground to a halt and a taller boy in an East Binder uniform began making his way down the aisle. Holding up a finger to Conor and Timothy, Devon dug into his pocket and pulled out what looked like a pair of bills, tightly folded. He handed them off without a word as the tall boy walked past, then continued on as if nothing had happened.

“Let you in on a secret,” he said. “Lot of knowledge floating around in schools, man. Shit’s omnipresent. Eight times eight is sixty-four, the capital of Djibouti is Djibouti. Facts out the ass…people be, like, giving them away.”

“What was that?” Conor demanded, pointing down the aisle.

“Oh, just paying some debts is all. Man did me a favor yesterday, and I’m not a big fan of hanging out in the red.”

“Forty bucks doesn’t sound like a favor,” Timothy said flatly. “Sounds like a job.”

Devon shook his head. “Nah, just thirty. Big bills on the outside. And I don’t expect nobody to do no job for anything less than a C-note. Thirty’s a good rate for favors. Helps ’em remember to get themselves done.”

He winked, and both Conor and Timothy stared.

What.

It wasn’t a question so much as a mood—everything about Devon was what, the past two minutes no less than their conversation the week before. The older boy was like—like a cartoon, a character, not like a person at all…

It had to be on purpose. An act.

But why?

“Are you selling drugs?” Conor murmured, the words rising all on their own from somewhere in the lower parts of his brain. A high schooler, someone from Central—

(Someone black, he carefully did not think, but seriously, it wasn’t like the black kids who lived in the Central district were rich.)

—throwing around hundreds of dollars like it was nothing—

“Not much of a salesman if I’m the one paying, wouldn’t you say?”

“What kind of favor is worth thirty bucks?” Timothy asked quietly.

“Oh, you know,” the older boy drawled. “This ’n’ that. Depends. Tell you what—you want to guess, start naming things you might could do for me for thirty bucks, and I’ll let you know if you get warm.”

He winked again.

Conor glanced at Timothy, but the younger boy’s eyes were still locked on Devon, a look of hard suspicion on his face. “How about if I volunteered to terrorize some little kid for you?” Timothy asked, his voice still quiet. “Say, maybe a sixth grader with a bit of a mouth. That the kind of thing you pay people for?”

Devon’s ever-present smile slipped, and his answer came out with none of its usual stageplay lightness. “Cold,” he murmured. “Job like that needs doing, I do it my fucking self. ‘Sides, type of thug you can buy for that shit ain’t usually wise enough to stay bought, and then we all got problems.”

He held Timothy’s gaze for a long moment, then tipped his head toward the back, where Eichardt was sitting. “Besides, last I recall, I was offering to get that motherfucker off your back, not paying him to stay on. An offer that still stands, by the way.”

“And that costs what?”

“Well, I don’t know. Kind of depends on whether calming him down works out to be more of a favor or a job, know what I mean? Want me to do you an estimate?”

Timothy’s only answer was to spin around and settle his back against the seat, eyes front and arms crossed. Devon chuckled softly.

“How about you, Rocky?” he asked, turning to Conor. “Looking to get the little man an early Christmas present?”

“Don’t you fucking dare,” Timothy hissed.

Devon laughed again. “Well, damn. Blue balls. Remind me not to start conversations around here unless I’m ready to finish ’em off myself.”

And then he leaned back once more, closing his eyes as if napping. Nonplussed, Conor turned back toward the front, throwing Timothy a sidelong glance. They rode in silence for a while, the jolting and lurching of the bus sending spikes of pain through Conor’s battered, aching body. When they stopped on a hill at the railroad crossing, his bookbag slid backwards under the seat, and as he bent down to retrieve it, he saw that Timothy was wearing a pair of Ashleigh’s old shoes.

Come on, say something.

Like what? Where would he even begin?

He fidgeted uncomfortably.

Maybe Timothy has a point, he heard himself think. Maybe it’s time to give up. Maybe let them both take care of themselves.

Except—

Ashleigh hadn’t told.

Ashleigh hadn’t told, and he’d been crying.

(Crying!)

So what? He’s being an asshole.

He was. He was.

And what he did to Guyler…

That, too, had crossed the line. But—

But what?

Conor looked over at Timothy.

But that.

In the cold light of day—with his whole body aching, with the sobering realization that he had fucked up, deeply, in more ways than one—

Timothy was alone.

Angry, determined, hurting—and alone.

And Conor, having just gone through a week and a half of life without Ashleigh, was more aware than ever of what it was he stood to lose. What it meant, to be on your own in a place like East Binder. What he’d thought he’d already lost—

Except that Ashleigh hadn’t told.

Not yet, Conor said, to the voice in the back of his head. He wasn’t ready to give up yet.

So last night was what—a warm-up?

He was unnerved, thinking about how far he’d swerved the night before, and how easily he’d turned back. Afraid that maybe this was just more denial—that he was only making things worse, digging himself deeper, making the eventual break even harder to take.

But still. Not yet.

Taking a deep breath, he reached out to tap Timothy’s shoulder.

“What?”

There was no fire behind the word, just a tired, deflated apathy, and for a moment Conor felt a sudden swell of kinship.

“Will you do me a favor?” he asked.

“You got thirty bucks?”

Conor had no answer for that, so he ignored it. “Just—look, I know you’re not about to start passing notes or anything. But could you—would you just say, um. Thanks? To Ashleigh? For covering for me, I mean. I just—want him to hear it.”

The two boys looked at each other for a long moment.

“Why?” Timothy asked.

Conor didn’t answer.

“He’s not worth it. Piece of shit.”

Conor said nothing.

“You want to say sorry, too?” Timothy asked.

Conor hesitated, biting his lip.

“To me, dickbreath. For waking me up in the middle of the night.”

“Oh, right. Yeah. …sorry, Timothy.”

The younger boy studied him for a moment, then turned back to the window. There was another silence, and then Timothy spoke again, his eyes on the world flashing by outside.

“One condition,” he said flatly.

“Yeah?”

“Stay the fuck away from my house. You guys want to play angry boyfriends, get a room and take turns slamming the door on each other’s dicks.”

“Thanks, Timothy.”

“Save it.”

•   •   •

The best that could be said about the rest of the morning was that Conor survived it.

The tone was set when he tried to stand to get off the bus, and discovered that every single one of his muscles had turned to stone. Hobbling as quickly as he could, he made it out the door and as far as the front circle before he had to stop to work out the cramps in his legs. It took him the full five minutes between bells to make it to homeroom, where he sat at his desk just long enough for everything to seize up again.

This went on for five more periods, during which he also failed to turn in two homework assignments, got told off for nodding off in Social Studies, and miserably bombed a math quiz. That last might not have bothered him except that Guyler Stevens—who shuffled in late only slightly less stiffly than Conor and handed a note to Mrs. Atkins—finished in under ten minutes and was writing in pen.

Conor hoped that he might have a chance to talk to the other boy at some point during the period, but after the quiz they dove straight into the material for the next unit, and by the time the bell rang his limbs were so unresponsive that even Guyler beat him out the door.

Yeah, so, this is really bad.

He had no option but to lurch awkwardly toward the cafeteria, where Holt and the others had saved him a seat and were kind enough to act as though the previous day’s outburst had never happened. Still, Conor sat in silence, making only token contributions to the conversation, spending most of the period with his eyes on the corner by the silent lunch tables, where Guyler had once again settled himself far away from everyone else.

It bothered Conor to realize that he couldn’t say whether this was normal for the other boy. If he’d been asked to name the twenty kids he knew best at East Binder, Guyler would’ve made the list simply by virtue of the sheer number of times he’d squared off with Ashleigh, often with Conor in the middle. The two of them had gotten off on the wrong foot on the very first day of sixth grade, and had been at each other’s throats ever since.

Yet outside of those encounters…

They had shared no classes the year before, and try as he might, Conor couldn’t picture Guyler in any context that didn’t also involve Ashleigh. He watched as other students drifted past the boy’s table, waiting for someone to stop and sit down—or at least say hello—but none did. Nor did Guyler seem bothered by this—for the most part, he kept his eyes on his food, and in his occasional scans of the tables around him his expression showed no anger, no sadness—not much of anything at all.

Doesn’t he have any friends?

It felt like a question Conor should know the answer to. Guyler was at the center of everything that had happened over the past ten days, and it was uncomfortable to realize that he knew practically nothing about him.

Except that Ash can take him in a fight, I guess.

He swept his gaze across the nearby tables, looking for anyone else who might be paying attention—a buddy giving him some space, maybe—

Conor frowned.

There, at the silent lunch tables…

Conor turned to Holt, nudged the other boy on the shoulder. “There’s a high schooler on the wrong side of the line,” he said, pointing.

The other boys fell silent, their heads turning.

“…huh,” said Holt.

“Is he on silent lunch?” Nicholas asked.

Nolan shook his head. “That’s just for middle schoolers,” he said. “High schoolers do lunch detention in the detention room. Or they stay after.”

“Well, the teachers aren’t murdering him, so there’s gotta be a reason,” Eddie pointed out.

“He was there yesterday, too,” Conor said quietly.

“It’s gotta be silent lunch,” Nicholas insisted.

“Trust me, Nick,” Nolan said. “Nobody crosses the line. Something else is going on.”

“One way to find out,” Holt said cheerfully, and he promptly stood, pushing back his chair. The four of them held their breaths as he marched straight across the crowded room, heading for the high schooler’s table. He reached out to tap the older boy’s book, and the two of them spoke briefly—

“Dude, that was ballsy,” Eddie exclaimed.

One of the teachers on duty had swooped in, exchanged a dozen words with Holt, then escorted him back to his seat with a stern warning and a sharp look.

Holt shrugged. “It’s okay,” he said. “Guy’s not actually on silent lunch. Miss Daniels just told me not to bother him. His name’s Oliver. He’s one of the seniors from Central.”

“What’s he doing there?” Nicholas asked.

“No idea. Said he sat there last week and nobody said anything.”

They all digested this.

“Why?” Nolan asked.

Holt shrugged again. “Beats me. Peace and quiet?”

“No, I mean—why didn’t they say anything? The line…”

“Maybe they figure it doesn’t matter?” Nicholas ventured. “Since he’s off to the side and he isn’t bothering anybody?”

“You don’t understand, man. I saw a sophomore trip across the line and they gave him detention. They don’t fuck around.”

“Isn’t that the same kid who was getting thrashed last week?” Eddie put in. “Could have something to do with that.”

“What, like witness protection?”

“But he said he sat there himself.”

“Maybe he’s got some kind of special needs thing?”

“Or the teachers are just getting lazy.”

“No way—you saw how quick they came down on Holt…”

Conor felt his attention waning as the conversation drifted further into speculation. Turning back, he saw that the scrawny teenager was reading once again, and that two tables over, Guyler had finished eating. He watched the pair for another minute, his eyes drifting back and forth between them, and then sighed and began packing up his lunch.

If you start now, you might be able to limp your way to Activity before the tardy bell rings…

Reaching under the seat, he brought up his stack of textbooks.

(They weren’t allowed to carry bags to class, so Conor had been lugging the whole stack with him since first period—as slow as he was moving, today, he hadn’t dared risking the detour to his locker.)

“Extra credit?” Holt asked quietly, making him jump.

“Huh?”

The other boy nodded to the little leatherbound journal sitting on top of the stack. “Saw you writing in that during English,” he said. “Thought maybe you were doing something extra for Palmano.”

“No,” Conor said, shaking his head. “It’s just…kind of a notebook.”

He’d tried to write in it in each of his classes so far, netting four pages redacted with sharpie and a fifth torn out entirely. He had halfway decided that this would be his final entry, and found himself vacillating wildly between I’m so sorry and Go to hell.

(But why was he crying, though?)

“How’s your slave paper coming?” Holt asked.

“Not great.” The bell rang, and the five of them stood, Conor gathering his books. He’d written almost five hundred words in class the day before, but they’d felt flat and unoriginal when he reread them that morning, and he’d scrapped the whole thing and started over.

Noticing a bit of a pattern, there.

Shut up.

“Same,” said Holt absently. And then—

“Hey, hold up a second?”

“What?”

“Hang back with me.”

His hand was on Conor’s sleeve, pulling him out of the flow of traffic, the other boys drifting ahead.

“Uh,” Conor said. “I’m going to be late for Activity—”

“Just a sec, man. I want to talk to you about something.”

Sinking toward the back of the crowd, they passed through the doors and stepped off to the side, out of the way of the last few stragglers.

“What—”

“Listen,” Holt said. “I know this isn’t any of my business, okay? And it’s not like I have any real clue what’s up. But it’s pretty clear you’re messed up about something, and I got ten bucks says it’s got to do with Ashleigh.”

Conor stiffened. He could feel his body…revving, slow waves of panic washing upward from the base of his spine.

“Yeah, I thought so. You guys pissed at each other?”

Conor said nothing.

“Okay, right, sure. Not my business, like I said. But look.” Holt leaned in half an inch, his voice softening. “I just wanted to say. Whatever it is, you decide you do want to talk about it…you got friends, okay? I mean, Sam, Eddie, whatever, but me and Nolan, we’re not taking sides. We’ve been worried about you. Both of you.”

The dark-haired boy looked at Conor searchingly, his gaze excruciatingly gentle. Conor turned away, suddenly unable to maintain eye contact. The panic in his spine had spread, had overflowed into his stomach and transformed into a squirming, animal discomfort.

“Whatever’s going on, you can trust me,” Holt continued. “I won’t say shit to anybody—you know that.”

Conor was fighting to hold still, his body rebelling, trembling—

“I care about you, ¿sale?”

His composure was a house of cards, and Holt’s voice the beginnings of a hurricane, his attention like fingers in unwanted places.

“I’m here, if you need me. Here to help.”

Away, go away, go away—

(Holt wasn’t—wasn’t supposed to talk about things like this. Wasn’t supposed to notice things like this. This was—it was private, it was none of his business—)

“I’m your friend. Yours, and Ashleigh’s, too. We stick together.”

Conor could feel his self-control slipping, another explosion looming—

“Anyway. Good luck in sixth. Try not to pull a muscle.”

And just like that, it was over. Holt held out a fist, and Conor bumped it out of sheer reflex, his throat tight, heart inexplicably pounding. The other boy’s gaze lingered on him for one last pair of centuries, and then he was gone, trailing along behind the rest of the crowd.

Conor went the other way.

A breath he hadn’t noticed himself holding tore from his lungs like a bird taking flight. There was sweat on his brow, and he found himself walking fast enough to hurt, the protests of his aching limbs ignored, irrelevant.

He—

Why would he—

Why DIDN’T he—

He can’t just—

Anger, fear, confusion—Conor didn’t know, had no words for whatever it was he was feeling. He was disturbed by the intensity of his reaction, the abrupt and overwhelming need to escape, the still-lingering disorientation. He’d never felt like that before, that he could recall—beleaguered and harried, as if Holt were an inquisitor tightening the screws. Somehow the other boy had struck a nerve that ran right to Conor’s core…

First my window, then trying to beat up your driveway. Maybe you’re just losing your shit.

He looped around the outer edge of campus, hugging the wall, crossing first behind the three arms of the middle school and then the four long halls of the high school, arriving at the gym from the wrong side, the doors of the emergency exit locked and handleless. Leaning against the bricks, he squeezed his eyes shut, listening to his heartbeat as it slowly dropped back to normal.

No. Just losing your shit wasn’t a reason, it wasn’t an answer. He might be walking around with a short fuse, but that didn’t remove the need for a spark. Last night, the spark had been Ashleigh; this morning, his mother—and both of those had made sense, Conor knew what they were, could see why and how they’d set him off. What had just happened with Holt was…

Crazy.

It was like that first time he’d run home from Ashleigh’s—the intolerable feeling of fragility, of inadequacy—a burning need to understand, to take it apart and fix it, fix it, fix it. Somehow Holt had—had knocked him over, knocked him flat on his ass without even trying, and Conor needed to know what it meant, how it had happened, how to make it not happen again—

The tardy bell rang.

Conor opened his eyes, holding back a groan. Disoriented, practically crippled, and now late, too—for a moment, he considered just walking straight to detention.

But the thought of facing Mr. Sykes made him shiver, and so, on the spur of the moment, he decided to ditch, instead. There were seventy kids in Activity, and half the time they didn’t even take attendance—he had a better shot at avoiding trouble by not going at all. He could wait outside Art, or maybe climb up onto the breezeway, poke around on the rooftops a little. As long as he was quiet, he should be okay…

Rule number—

Shut up.

•   •   •

Ms. Palmano wasn’t having a good week, either.

Conor could see it in the set of her shoulders as he limped in from the hallway on Thursday morning. There was a forbidding slant to her brow, and dark lines etched around her eyes that looked somehow out of place.

“Essays out,” she barked, as soon as the tardy bell rang. “You have ten minutes to confer with your classmates to ensure that they are free of errors. I’ll be at my desk if there’s anything you can’t figure out on your own. Today’s question limit is two.”

Holt raised his hand. “When you say ‘free of errors,’ do you mean—”

“This is one of your two questions?”

Holt’s hand dropped like a stone.

(Two days earlier, she had announced that she was instituting a limit on how many questions each of them could ask during a given period, with the intent of “reversing a tragic but predictable side effect of constantly drowning children in information, thereby leaving them with a falsely deflated perception of its value.” Conor had asked her to repeat it twice so he could write it down, and now, remembering it, found himself thinking of Devon, the older boy’s words drifting up in memory—facts out the ass. People be, like, giving them away.)

“Nine minutes, fifty-five seconds. Move.”

They moved. Standing, Conor took a step toward Holt, but was beaten by William, who looked panicked and slightly sick. All around him, students were pairing up, papers changing hands.

Someone tapped him on the shoulder.

“Any idea how you spell ‘ignominious’?” asked Jennifer as he turned, holding up a sheet covered in neat, careful handwriting. “I heard my stepdad say it this morning. Didn’t have time to look it up.”

Her voice was light and cheerful, her hair pulled back in a neat ponytail. Conor shook his head, slowly compacting himself back into his seat and handing over his own (slightly crumpled) paper. “Dunno,” he said. “What, um. What’s it mean?”

The girl grinned, a mischievous gleam in her eye. “No clue,” she admitted. “But it sounded bad, so I threw it in.” She glanced down at the page Conor had given her, and he felt a twinge of self-consciousness, his hand twitching as if to snatch it back. “Anything you want me to look for in particular?” she asked.

“Uh. Commas, I guess? And spelling.”

“Cool. Not, like, content, then?”

“Uh.”

There was a pause, and then Jennifer shrugged. “Okay,” she said.

Conor searched for something to say—

“What about you?”

“Just, like, whether it makes sense overall,” Jennifer said. “I’m sort of worried that it’s out of order, or something.”

Conor nodded, his cheeks warming as she smiled again. She turned away from him, setting his paper down on her desk and smoothing it flat with her hands.

(He felt an impulse to apologize, and squashed it.)

“Nine minutes, kiddos. Tick tock.”

He looked down at the paper on his desk. Jennifer’s essay was…

Pretty.

Okay, sure, but what did it say.

He spent several futile minutes trying to read it, the words oddly slippery. It was as if they weren’t really words so much as lines, curves, abstract patterns, his brain somehow stuck on the wrong level of zoom. Gritting his teeth, he forced himself to focus, making it halfway through before running out of time.

“Here’s yours back,” Jennifer said. “I liked it! Your spelling really sucks, though. I fixed everything I could, but I don’t think I got them all. What’d you think of mine?”

“Um,” he said. “It’s, uh. It’s good. There wasn’t—wasn’t anything wrong with it.”

Jennifer quirked an eyebrow, and he winced.

“I mean, I didn’t spot any mistakes. I think. I’m, uh. Probably not the guy for that.”

She laughed. “Fair enough,” she said, reaching out to take the paper. “What are you the guy for?”

“I—”

“All right, eyes front,” called Ms. Palmano. Jennifer gave one last soft chuckle, seeming (thankfully) amused, and turned back to face the front.

Smooth.

I wasn’t trying to be sm—

“I realized this morning,” Ms. Palmano continued—

(Her voice cutting through the last bits of chatter and popping Conor’s thought like a balloon.)

“—that we sort of dove in headfirst, and never took the time to talk about the big picture.”

Grimacing, Conor again forced his unruly brain to buckle down, turning his eyes to the front. There were new words written on the board, which Ms. Palmano had apparently added while they were all busy working:


	UNDERSTAND	CHANGE

	Yourself	Yourself




	UNDERSTAND	CHANGE

	The World	The World



She reached into her desk and pulled out a shiny and official-looking folder, bringing it with her as she took up her usual post at the front of the room. Without preamble, she opened the folder and began to read.

“One. Students will use text to understand characters and themes, such as by citing textual evidence to support an analysis of what the text means, both explicitly and implicitly. Two. Students will understand word choice and usage, such as by analyzing how a particular sentence, chapter, scene, or stanza fits into the overall structure of a story, essay, or poem and contributes to the development of the theme, setting, tone, or plot.”

Conor cast a sidelong glance at Holt.

“Skipping ahead to seven. Students will produce clear and coherent texts in which the development, organization, and style are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience, such as by writing arguments to support claims with clear reasons and relevant evidence that demonstrate a thorough understanding of the context surrounding a topic.”

Around the room, reactions ranged from strained attentiveness to open bewilderment. Up at the front, William was scribbling notes furiously.

“Skipping again. Students will gather and report information in writing, such as by conducting research projects which draw from multiple sources, require assessment as to the credibility of each source, and provide opportunities for quoting, paraphrasing, and summarizing the data and conclusions of others, while avoiding plagiarism and developing proper bibliographic citation skills—I trust everyone is following this?”

“You trust wrong,” Holt blurted. Laughter rippled out across the room, stifled at first, then more open as Ms. Palmano cracked a sympathetic smile.

“Is that the, um. The state curriculum?” one girl asked shyly. “The goals for this class?”

“Is that one of your two questions for the day?”

The girl blanched.

Holt grumbled something under his breath that Conor didn’t quite catch, sedenta peenchase pregoontas ontray totos or something like that, and thrust his hand into the air. Ms. Palmano nodded to him.

“Are those the state goals for the class?” he asked.

“Ostensibly,” she answered, throwing him a second nod and an approving look. “Which is another word you should look up, if you don’t know it. This is what the district gives you, when you sign up to teach seventh grade English. It’s not as bad as it sounds—there are actually a lot of useful things in there, once you finish dying of boredom. The problem is, as goals, they don’t really mean anything. They’re a great list of whats, but they only get you halfway on the how, and they miss the why completely.”

She tossed the folder onto her desk, where it landed solidly, like a book. “And it’s the why that gets a student—of their own free will—to put forth their actual best effort in class.”

She leaned back against the dry erase board, careful not to smudge the words. “Honest question, no traps. Show of hands. Do any of you think English class should exist, for seventh graders? If you were inventing something like middle school from scratch, say. Raise your hand if we would be here in this room together, in your version.”

There was a thoughtful silence, and then something like seven or eight hands went up. Jennifer’s was among them.

“Can any of you say why? I’m not going to put you on the spot, I’m just wondering. Do any of you have a vision of what English class is for?”

Slowly, the hands crept down—all but two, Jennifer’s and another girl whose name Conor couldn’t remember.

“Either of you feel like sharing? ‘No’ is a fine answer.”

“There are, um. A lot of good books?” Jennifer said cautiously. “And like maybe for some people they need a little help learning how to, sort of…appreciate them? Like last year, when we read Hatchet. We did a poll at the end. Everybody in the class liked it. But most of us wouldn’t have ever read it if the teacher hadn’t found it for us and kind of…pushed us, I guess.”

Ms. Palmano nodded. “That sounds like an elective, though. Like art. Helping people find beautiful things that enrich their lives. In this world, English is a core subject—it’s something they think you need. From your perspective: are you getting something you need, here? Do any of you feel like you wouldn’t be okay, if you didn’t have English class?”

They looked at each other.

“How about school in general?”

More silence.

“Okay, I’m not going to defend school in general because that’s too hard. But I am going to try to defend English class in particular—at least, the way I plan to teach it.”

She swept her eyes around the room, weighing. “How many of you have an uncle or a grandfather or a next-door neighbor who has a garage that’s just absolutely full of tools? Like, easily upwards of a hundred different tools? And there’s lots of grease and dust and a million little glass jars holding all kinds of bolts and washers and things?”

About half of the hands in the room went up, and she nodded. “For those of you without your hands up—there’s a way those grandfathers can kind-of-sort-of do anything. Like, you come to them with a ten-foot wooden pole that’s two inches thick and you need it to taper down to just one inch thick at the ends, and you have no idea how to do that, but he disappears into the back and comes out with this terrifying mishmash of clamps and levels and spinning metal parts and like five minutes later the job is done.”

“Why would you need a pole to taper down like that?” asked a boy.

“Is that one of your two questions?”

The boy shook his head.

“Okay, well, to answer a slightly different question—the whole point is that almost no one wants a pole like that. That’s not a normal thing to want, or need—if it was, you could just buy them at Walmart. The thing that makes the grandfather special is that he can do all these things that aren’t normal, that nobody else knows how to do, that even he himself has never done before. He has the power to do brand-new things, by combining a bunch of different tools and techniques. Hands up if you’re with me so far.”

The hands went up.

“Words are like that,” she continued, pushing off from the board and beginning to pace. “They are exactly like that. Some words are like hammers and screwdrivers—useful for a lot of things, so you keep them in easy reach. Others are more specific—they only do one very particular job, but they do that job ten times better and faster than any other tool, because they’re made for it.”

“Ignominious,” Jennifer murmured—to herself, under her breath, quietly enough that almost no one else could hear.

“The more words you learn, the more tools you have in your garage—but you also have to practice with them, keep them polished and in working order. Because what good is your grandfather’s shop, without his expertise to go along with it? You wouldn’t know how to taper the ten-foot pole, even though all the tools are right there.”

She stopped pacing and turned to face them again. “That’s what English class is all about, according to me. A dictionary is like your grandfather’s shop—it’s got pretty much every word you’ll ever need. But a dictionary isn’t enough. You need the practice, to take what’s in the dictionary, and turn it into—MEREDITH! ABSOLUTELY NOT!”

The explosion came without warning, and all of them jumped, Meredith twice as high as anyone else. Instantly, all heads swiveled in her direction. Craning his neck to look, Conor saw the girl’s face flush red as she tried to shove her phone back into her pocket.

“Stand up,” Ms. Palmano snapped, her voice suddenly cold as frosted steel. “To the front. Turn around, face your classmates.”

Meredith complied, the red in her face deepening to purple as she buried her eyes in her shoes. The room was horribly, awfully silent.

“Meredith is not interested in today’s lecture,” Ms. Palmano intoned. “While the rest of you are working hard to keep engaged and follow along, Meredith is playing games on her phone.”

“I wasn’t—”

“Meredith has decided that this class is not worthy of her undivided attention,” Ms. Palmano continued, as if the girl hadn’t spoken. “Meredith has made her choice.” Stalking down the rows of desks, she swept open the door and gestured out into the hall. “Meredith is free to go. I will inflict no more knowledge upon her today. Take your phone with you, Meredith—I’d hate for you to be bored out there.”

“I—I’m sorry,” Meredith whimpered, as the rest of them looked on in horror. “I’ll put it away, I won’t—”

“Whyever should you be sorry?” Ms. Palmano asked, her voice like thunder. “You’re not being punished. I haven’t called the office. You’ve got—what—almost thirty-five minutes, to do absolutely whatever you want. I’m simply not allowing you to carry on doing it in my classroom, which is reserved for students of English.”

Conor’s eyes found Holt’s, each seeing that the other also saw, and understood.

(Whether by chance or by design, Ms. Palmano’s choice of punishment here was devastatingly correct. Many of their classmates—most, even—would have simply taken their teacher at her word, would have shrugged and left, possibly with an unspoken fuck you, too. But this peculiar style of shaming was custom-cut for Meredith, who was now choking back tears.)

“I’m a student,” Meredith whispered.

“Not today,” boomed the voice of judgment. “You would like to think of yourself as a student, to be treated as one. But you have refused to pay the price of entry. Perhaps tomorrow you’ll feel differently. Now go—you’re wasting valuable game-playing time.”

Meredith fled. The rest of them sat, petrified, as her sobs receded down the hallway, punctuated by the distant slam of the heavy bathroom door.

“Anyone else?” Ms. Palmano asked, her voice terrifyingly cool.

Jesus fucking Christ.

“Apologies for the interruption, everyone,” she said. “I’ll try to speed things up, to make up for lost time.”

She turned to the dry erase board, uncapping her marker. “Language is at the center of everything,” she said, writing out the letters of the alphabet in the space between the four blurbs. “In a lot of ways, we can’t even think about something until we have words for it…”

The shift in her demeanor was abrupt, offhand, total. Unnerved, they listened attentively. But there was a new thread of tension in the room, manifesting itself in still hands, stiff backs, wary eyes, the students watching her like cats tracking the silhouette of a hawk.

“…I’m not going to pretend that all of language use falls into one of these four buckets,” she said, gesturing again at the board. “But a lot of it does, and that’s what English class is for. We use language to understand ourselves, to understand the world around us, to change ourselves, and to change the world around us.”

She punctuated each phrase by tapping the board with the tip of the marker, bulleting the four points. “You need to level up in English so that you can gain greater understanding and greater capacity for changing the world—particularly by getting the other people around you on board with your vision. Most things that matter require people working together, and being skilled with language is a huge part of making that happen.”

(Conor’s heart had not yet ceased to pound.)

She capped the marker and swept her gaze around the room, weighing. “Your essays,” she said abruptly. “Which category did they fall under?”

The whole class flinched. There was a long, squirming moment during which no one answered, in which everyone fought to be the least noticeable—eyes down, hands still, hardly daring to breathe—

“David,” called Ms. Palmano.

“Uhm,” David squeaked, his voice cracking.

(No one laughed.)

“I don’t—um. Maybe. Understanding the world?”

“Susanne.”

“Understanding yourself, I think. I mean, myself.”

“Ben.”

“Understanding myself.”

“Jennifer.”

Conor frowned. The teacher was clearly searching for something, some answer she hadn’t heard yet—

“Changing the world.”

“Makayla.”

“Understanding the world.”

“Conor.”

He hesitated, torn—

“Can it be more than one?” he asked.

“Is that one of your two questions?”

There’s not even half an hour left in class—

“No,” he said, surprised to find that his voice sounded firm and sure. “Because it can definitely be more than one.”

Ms. Palmano gave a somber nod, and the shadow of a wink. “Correct. In fact, it almost always is more than one. You’re a part of the world, and so your understanding of yourself is inextricably tied up with your understanding of everything else. And the act of understanding is a change, and that change almost always leads to other changes, which is why we still talk about authors like Erich Remarque or Harriet Beecher Stowe. Or Heisenberg, if you can’t resist the joke.”

The students looked at each other in bewilderment.

Ms. Palmano didn’t notice, or didn’t care—she had turned back to the board and was now drawing four large, overlapping circles around the clumps of words, creating a complex, flower-petal Venn diagram. Speaking over her shoulder, she continued.

“Long story short,” she said, “these are our goals—at least as far as reading and writing are concerned. Every assignment in this class is intended to push you toward at least one of these four guiding stars, and if you find that an assignment is not doing any of these for you, then you should change it. Any questions?”

Silence.

She glanced at the clock, and gave a small sigh. “Speaking of non-sequiturs,” she said, stepping over to her desk and pulling open one of its drawers. “How many of you have heard the word résumé before?”

Hands went up as she drew out a stack of papers and began counting them out to the students at the front of each row, gesturing for them to take one and pass the rest back.

Conor was the last to receive one. He looked down at the first box, where the words Name and Job applying for stood in front of a pair of blanks.

“How many of you know what it means?” Ms. Palmano asked.

Fewer hands, this time.

“Okay, well, easy enough to explain. A résumé is like a summary of your life, that you use when you’re looking for a job. It’s a list of all of your relevant experience, education, and skills. You could think of it like a report card, except it doesn’t just include grades. A grownup’s résumé will say things like where they went to school, what jobs they’ve had, and anything major that might make them look good—speaks a second language, won an award from the governor, has a black belt, et cetera.”

She swept her gaze around the room. “Your assignment for the rest of the period is to write one. All of your proudest accomplishments, all of your most impressive skills. Everything you’ve achieved up to this point in your life, and everything that qualifies you to achieve even more in the future.”

One of the boys near the front raised a hand. “Is this, like. A job we want when we grow up? Or like a job we think we could do right now?”

“Is that your—”

“Sure.”

“It doesn’t matter much, for this assignment. None of you have more than a sixth grade education, so a lot of real-world jobs would be outside your reach for a while anyway. Let’s say put down whatever you like—bonus points if you come up with a job you want that actually fits with your skills and experiences.”

“Does the job have to be real?” asked Holt. “And yes, this is my second question.”

“Give me an example of a fake one.”

“I dunno, dinosaur…chef?”

“No problem. Experience relevant to dinosaurs, experience relevant to cuisine. Just keep in mind—getting hired is a competition. Your résumé should highlight stuff that makes you a uniquely good pick, not stuff that’s true of everybody. Any other questions?”

She looked around the room, and Conor followed suit. He noted with some unease that his classmates appeared to be almost completely recovered from the incident with Meredith—half of them were already scribbling, and most of the rest looked like they were just waiting for the starting gun. Ms. Palmano’s lightning turnaround, coupled with the habit of compliance, had made the return to normalcy so seamless that the thought of Meredith sobbing in the bathroom already seemed slightly unreal.

“All right. You have—let’s see—twenty-five minutes. Work silently; work fast—your first draft is due at the end of the period. Get to it.”

There was the usual rustling of paper and pencils, and then the room stilled again, each student silent in the bubble of their own thoughts.

Conor looked back down at his own sheet. Under Name and Job applying for were three large boxes, labeled Experience, Skills, and Education. Besides that, there was nothing.

He looked up again. Although most of his classmates had dived in headfirst, a handful still had yet to begin. They were scratching heads and chewing erasers, their eyes hooded and downcast or glazed and staring off into space.

“Pssst.”

It was Holt, and as Conor looked over, the other boy jerked his head toward the front of the room, where an empty desk marked the absence of their teacher. She had slipped out through the door behind him without him even noticing.

Meredith? Holt mouthed.

Conor shrugged.

(It occurred to him that it was a rare teacher who could walk out on a class at East Binder without fear, and he wondered idly what Ashleigh would have done, in this moment.)

Returning his gaze to his paper, Conor considered the three boxes, trying to imagine which parts of his life belonged in each. He thought about his father, working in the shop in the garage, building props and sets—about his mother, who worked in finance, doing things with numbers he’d never bothered trying to understand. He thought of the jobs they put in children’s books, an endless stream of titles all ending in er, like a tribal chant—doctor, lawyer, teacher, mayor, driver, farmer, builder, baker. He closed his eyes, dropping his forehead into his palms.

(His heart was no longer pounding, but he still felt fragile, off-balance, a cup perched precariously on the edge of a table.)

Experience. Skills. Education.

He wasn’t one of those kids whose fathers took them out hunting in the mountains, or whose mothers insisted that they learn piano. He wasn’t obsessed with models or engines, and he’d never fallen in love with a sport that had a major league. There was nothing he could point to and say, this is mine. This is what makes me special.

Oh, please. Enough with the bullshit—it’s not like anyone’s watching.

He opened his eyes again, staring down at the sheet.

Scared somebody’s going to say you’re bragging? It’s a résumé—you’re supposed to brag.

His eyes drifted to the header box, where the words Job applying for were printed, his shoulder Ashleigh following along.

Is that what you’re afraid of? the imaginary voice scoffed. Holt’s putting down dinosaur chef. Write whatever the fuck you want.

Conor picked up his pencil.

There you go. Now write it down, under skills—I can jump from the auditorium to the gym.

He wrote, the words flowing down and out through his arm like blood.

And experience—let’s see. There’s the sewer, the warehouse, the quarry, the tower. Construction site and old folks’ home. Dry ice and napalm and Holt’s throwing stars. That time we picked the lock when my mom forgot to leave a key. And when we hacked the work zone sign on the highway.

(Reprogramming it to read OTTERS RAPE BABY SEALS, a fact with which Ashleigh had been morbidly fascinated—“To death, too, but that’s too many letters”—and a message whose shock value Conor had been unable to top.)

He wrote and wrote and wrote, each word coming easier than the last as he settled into the rhythm. Soon enough, he ran out of space, and began adding asterisks in the margins, pointing to appendices on the back. In ten minutes, he’d filled the entire page, front and back—all except for the blank next to Job applying for.

He stared at it, irresolute, the pencil tip balanced at the start of the line.

Is there something you’re waiting for, or…?

He wrote down Superhero.

Thirty seconds later, the paper was folded into a tiny square and dropped into the trash can beside Ms. Palmano’s desk, a fresh copy clutched in his hands. He felt dizzy—almost weak—and he imagined he could see Ashleigh out of the corner of his eye, shaking his head in disappointment.

Forest ranger, Conor told himself, and even in his own head he could hear the note of pleading. I could be a forest ranger. Forest rangers are cool.

Or a pilot.

Or a zookeeper.

Or you could just kill yourself now, and save the trouble.

He laid the new sheet out on the desk, picked up his pencil, wrote his name. Hovering over the second box, hand trembling, he stared at the words Job applying for until his eyes began to sting.

I can jump from the auditorium to the gym…

•   •   •

“Well, now we know,” Holt muttered, as they passed through the doorway and out into the hall. “Ten cuidado—don’t fuck with Palmano when she’s on her period.”

“Poor Meredith,” said Jennifer, who was right in front of them. “Do you think somebody should, you know, check up on her?”

“Ms. Palmano left right after we started on our assignment,” Conor said. “She probably took care of it then, right?”

Nobody ventured a response. Behind them, William squirmed through the pack at the door and came jogging over. “Okay, so—wow,” he said, as the four of them walked slowly toward the bathrooms.

“Harsh, right?” Holt said. “I wonder if she’ll get in trouble. I mean, the whole thing with the papers was, like, last week.”

“I’m not sure she should get in trouble,” William said darkly. “It’s about time one of the teachers actually bothered to follow through on the rules.”

Holt frowned. “That was pretty far past following through, don’t you think? I mean, if that’d been a kid, it would’ve been bullying, straight up.”

“Yeah, but it wasn’t a kid, was it? It was a teacher—they’re supposed to be in charge.”

“It’s not less bullying if the person has more power,” Holt pointed out. “Plus isn’t her whole deal that she’s not in charge of us?”

“Yeah, but that’s why she made it clear at the start—you can’t just float by. You’ve got to actually show up.”

“It’s not like Meredith was the only one, though,” Holt argued. “She—she—it’s like she wanted to, I dunno, make an example, or something.”

William shrugged. “Gotta start somewhere.”

Holt looked at him like he was crazy. “That’s fuckin’ cold, man.” He turned to Conor and Jennifer. “What do you guys think?”

Conor shrugged, looking to Jennifer, who sighed. “I don’t think it was nice,” she said cautiously. “But I think it was more like…fifteen percent too much, rather than three-ex, or something.”

Holt’s eyebrows climbed up to his forehead. “Seriously? After you tore into her the other day for the trash thing?”

Jennifer didn’t back down. “I’m not saying she isn’t a total bitch. But William’s right. At least this way we know what the actual rules are.”

“Plus, it’s not like it was some big misunderstanding,” William added. “Meredith was blowing her off. And it’s not like Palmano gave her silent lunch, or dropped a zero in the gradebook. She just kicked her out. She didn’t even call the office.”

Holt shook his head again, incredulous. “So you don’t think that was over the top at all?”

“I think Meredith got exactly what she asked for. Not Ms. Palmano’s fault if nobody’s ever given it to her before.”

“Conor,” Holt said. “Back me up.”

Conor swallowed, his throat suddenly tight. “I,” he began, hoping that the next word might appear of its own accord. When it didn’t, he followed up with “Um,” and then fell silent, the other three all staring at him.

What’s the matter, Bat-boy—cat got your tongue?

“I don’t know,” he said.

And then it was time for Spanish.

•   •   •

Conor’s soreness hit its peak on the third morning after the window. He shuffled through the courtyard during break like a zombie, his arms and legs made of wood, every step agony.

You know, you didn’t have to be crippled today, Ashleigh whispered.

Yes, we have established this.

Man, imagine if there was an emergency right now. You’d be fucked, and all because you went nuts and started eating every wall in sight.

Oh, ‘went nuts,’ huh? Like it just…happened? For no reason?

Hey, don’t blame me. I’m just the clone.

Conor rolled his eyes—

—and then halted abruptly, stiffening.

In front of him, Guyler Stevens did the same.

(There had been multiple chances for Conor to speak with the other boy, in the days since his return to school—besides math and lunch, they passed each other regularly in the halls, and often stood close in the bus lines. They had even shared an uncomfortable hour at soccer tryouts, confined to neighboring benches, neither physically able to participate. Each time, though, Conor had hesitated, unable to feel his way forward into a conversation. Half of the moments had felt too intimate, and the other half too public; some of them would have been rushed, while others would have dragged on interminably. He had started to worry that his ability to come up with excuses might be inexhaustible—)

“So, where were you?” Guyler asked.

Conor blinked.

“What?”

“I saw you both go up, but only he came back down. Where were you?”

Guyler’s tone was level and serious, pitched for relative privacy in the crowded open space. There was a narrow line of sticking plaster running all the way across his forehead, covering the stitches just below his hairline, and Conor tried not to let his eyes linger on it.

“I was…trying to find a different way down.”

The other boy’s head tilted fractionally.

“Well, you missed the show,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” Conor said, the words feeling like golf balls in his mouth. “About—about what happened.” He waited for a reaction, but Guyler said nothing, his face a flat mask. “If I’d known—if I’d been there—”

Guyler scoffed, quietly.

Conor broke off.

Seconds passed.

“How’s your rib?” he asked.

“How’s your mom’s asshole?”

Another pause. Oddly, there was no fire in Guyler’s words—the retort had been delivered tonelessly, almost dutifully, as if it were something the other boy was saying simply because the rules said he had to.

But there was something thickening in the air between them. Conor switched gears again. “You, uh. You didn’t tell,” he said, letting the question mark imply itself.

“What, and have that asshole come back here and brag about it?” Guyler scoffed again. “I’m surprised he didn’t turn himself in, just for the street cred.”

He did turn himself in.

But that was a whole other conversation, with its own set of unconnected dots. Conor had no idea what Ashleigh had actually said to Mr. Sykes, or even if he’d said anything at all…

He just kept crying.

Conor shook his head. Focus.

He decided to try being a little more direct. “What were you guys fighting about?”

“Other than whether or not my face needs more fist? Nothing.”

Something must have shown on Conor’s face, because Guyler shrugged. “Hey, you’re the one asking, sidekick.”

It wasn’t that Conor didn’t believe him—

(Well. It wasn’t that Conor did believe him, either.)

—so much that it wasn’t an answer, didn’t explain anything, why that one day had ended up so different from all of the others—

“You didn’t say anything first?” he asked.

“Of course I said something,” Guyler replied, his voice still flat and emotionless. “I told him that I owed his mom about three fifty and asked him where his boyfriend was.”

The usual, in other words. Conor frowned. Could he have been thinking along the wrong lines this whole time? Was the answer as simple as Ashleigh being fucked up on drugs and pissed about bailing on the Gap?

But it wasn’t that kind of drug.

…right?

The other boy was watching him closely. “That’s why you’ve been eyeballing me since I got back?” he asked, a note of incredulity coloring the edges of that dead, toneless voice. “You’re trying to figure out a way this is all my fault?”

“No, I—”

Conor started to speak, started to explain, but broke off as Guyler lifted up his shirt, revealing a hurricane of yellow, green, and purple bruises swirling around his midsection. A few of the nearby students turned to look, morbid curiosity on their faces.

“This is what your psycho butt buddy decided to do after he knocked me out,” Guyler snarled. He dropped the shirt and crossed his arms, leveling a glare at Conor. “Unless that was you, showing up fashionably late.”

“Wh—you—I’m the one who rescued you,” Conor spluttered. “That was my shirt holding your forehead together!”

More students were paying attention now, as the conversation rose in volume. “Yeah, nice trick,” Guyler said, his voice dripping with venom. “Perfect way to keep yourself from getting suspended. But you’re skipping over the part where you wouldn’t’ve had to hold my forehead together if your lord and master hadn’t split it open in the first place.”

“Which wouldn’t have happened if you weren’t sneaking around fuc—following us, waiting for a chance to pick a fight!”

(Conor could feel that he was picking up speed, accelerating, some sort of poise or balance slowly draining away.)

“Oh, you’re right, I was totally asking for it. I mean, when’s the last time you called somebody a faggot and didn’t end up in the emergency room?” Guyler spread his arms wide, an exaggerated expression of contrition on his face. “Poor Ashleigh. If only I hadn’t forced him to give me a concussion and then kick me while I was down. I mean, look at what it got him—two whole weeks off school! He’s the real victim here.”

The bell rang, and the larger crowd began pulling away, those closest drawing closer. Guyler continued, his voice thick and heavy with sarcasm. “What do you say, sycophant? Will you apologize to him for me? Will you tell him how sorry I am that he had to go through all of this?” His lip curled. “I’d offer to suck his dick, but I wouldn’t want to put you out of a job.”

All eyes turned to Conor, who was struggling to hold his expression steady even as he reeled internally. The sight of Guyler’s ribs, still livid and discolored, had had a raw and visceral effect on him, and half of him was planted firmly in the past, the other boy’s blood slicking his fingers—

(A shiver seemed to work its way through the assembled witnesses as the silence stretched, and stretched, and stretched, becoming more of an admission with every passing second.)

Conor opened his mouth—

“I’m sorry, Guyler.”

It wasn’t what he had meant to say. He’d meant to say something like You’re right, or It was fucked up, what he did, or maybe even I’m mad at him, too.

But there were rules. You didn’t throw your best friend under the bus, didn’t openly take the other side. Even if he was wrong. Even if he might not be your best friend anymore, even if it felt like he was throwing you under the bus—

He didn’t rat about the window.

It was almost nothing. A tiny scrap, a mere remnant of the trust that had held between them for four years and counting. But it was enough to bind him, bar him from speaking the full, unvarnished truth. Conor had been desperately hoping to find some reason, some excuse, something in Guyler’s account that would leave room for Ashleigh’s innocence, or at least justification—

“That apology and a nickel would be worth four cents,” Guyler spat.

Conor opened his mouth again—

“Heels!”

This from someone on the edges of the circle—the standard warning, presaging the heavy footsteps of a grownup.

(No one moved.)

“You don’t get to act all sad and nice and—and regretful, just because this one time turned out worse than you’re good with. You backed that psychopath all year, last year, and if you think saying sorry gets you off the—”

“All right, people, let’s go. Break it up, get to class.”

The transition was abrupt, and quietly violent. Conor felt dizzy, whiplashed, as the teacher swept them toward the doors. He let himself fall to the back of the group, feeling as though he were stumbling, his mind trapped twenty seconds in the past, trying uselessly to reconstruct the rest of what Guyler had been about to say, and what he should have said in response—

I think there might be something wrong with your brain.

Except there wasn’t, there wasn’t, it was the world that was doing this to him, of course his wheels were spinning, all the ground had turned to mud.

Skill issue.

Conor bit his tongue so hard it bled, and mercifully, the Ashleigh in his head said nothing more.

•   •   •

By the time he climbed onto the bus that afternoon, Conor wanted nothing more than to collapse. For once, the rest of his morning classes had actually been tolerable—there had been churros in Spanish, an experiment on sound waves in Science, and a bloody video about the Aztecs in Social Studies, followed by a math lesson in which he miraculously suffered no public ridicule whatsoever.

But he’d felt Guyler’s eyes on him all through lunch, and had arrived at Activity buzzed and jittery. They’d done sprints and hurdles, which had genuinely hurt—

(Although in the end it had been good, had worked the soreness out enough that he was starting to feel normal again, was only in ordinary pain.)

—and he’d been utterly useless in Art, and had barely even registered the crowd around him as he waited to board bus 134.

It was perhaps not surprising, then, that he failed to notice Devon’s absence, or think about what it might unlock.

He awoke with a jerk as the bus lurched to a halt—had not even known he was asleep—his face and shoulder slamming painfully into the seat in front of him. He was immediately aware of several different kinds of shouting at once: the startled exclamations of other students similarly thrown off balance, the well-practiced bellows of friends talking across the aisle—

—and the high-octane roar of a fight.

Before he could collect his bearings, the massive body of the driver tore past him down the aisle, headed for the back, carving a path with the sheer weight of adult authority. Conor’s eyes followed, to a rowdy cluster of boys halfway to the back, and his heart sank.

This is what happens.

It was clearly far too late for him to help, but he stood anyway, watching as the driver snatched the shredded bookbag out of the hands of one teenager and the sobbing sixth grader out of the grip of another. Thrusting both of them behind him, toward the safety of the front, the man began to make his fury known, the back of his neck purpling as he shouted. Stunned, the bullies and their audience recoiled, retreated, the tirade sending them shrinking into their seats.

Squeezing his way past the kids crowding the aisle, Conor found Timothy sitting sideways on the floor between the two rows, head in his hands, his whole body shaking as tears streamed past his fingers. A horrible stench filled the air, and Conor saw that his shirt and pants were soaked in what looked like half a gallon of urine. Beside him, his brand-new bookbag lay in pieces, completely empty, the tag still dangling off the broken zipper.

Grabbing the younger boy by the arm, Conor half-pulled, half-guided him back up the aisle and straight off the bus, lifting his own bag out of the seat as they went.

(The driver took no notice.)

Stepping down onto the sidewalk, Conor saw that they had pulled over in the middle of a quiet downtown street, in the early part of the route. He knew the area, had trained there multiple times over the summer, and without thinking he steered Timothy down the block and around the corner toward the small neighborhood YMCA.

The woman behind the counter was instantly sympathetic, swiping them in to the shower room and showing Conor where to find spare shorts and t-shirts. Timothy had recovered enough to look after himself, and Conor left the younger boy to shower while he dug through the bins, looking for clothes that weren’t too big or too threadbare. Returning a few minutes later, he found the sixth grader sitting on a bench, wrapped in a towel, his expression vacant.

Say something.

Do not say something.

Conor threw him the clothes he’d found, and soon they were back out on the sidewalk, the feeble light of the September sun gleaming in Timothy’s still-damp hair. They stood in silence for a moment, watching the cars pass through the intersection.

“Thanks,” Timothy mumbled, without turning his head.

Conor tried clumsily to communicate, through stutters and hand-waving, that it was nothing. There was another long pause as he worked up the courage to ask for details—

“Eichardt,” Timothy said quietly, and Conor nodded, not wanting to press too hard. “Him and about six other guys. They had a jar. I think they’d all been—you know—using it. They got ahold of my bag—one of them pulled out my books. My homework…”

He trailed off, looking utterly dejected, and Conor felt a sharp stab of guilt. “Timothy, I—”

He hesitated, not sure how to put it into words, and filled with a nauseating sense of déjà vu. “I’m sorry.”

The younger boy shrugged, a slow-motion lifting of his shoulders followed by a cut-string slump. “Mom’s going to kill me,” he said flatly. “That bag cost thirty-five dollars.”

Conor began to feel a sort of rising panic as Timothy stood inert, passive, staring blankly at the ground. He felt an urgent need to do something—to accomplish something beyond just sitting there and watching as the younger boy finished falling apart.

“What time does she get home?” he asked.

“Eight. Maybe later. She locks up sometimes.”

They were perhaps an hour away from their neighborhood, walking. For a brief moment, Conor considered calling his parents to ask for a ride—

(Flinch.)

“Come on,” he said softly, taking Timothy by the shoulder. “I want to show you something.”

•   •   •

There was nothing particularly patriotic about Freedom Plaza, as far as Conor could tell. The tiny courtyard was tucked away between the bank and the police station and held no flags, no eagles, no presidential monuments. Just a handful of marble benches, a collection of concrete walls, and a dry and empty fountain with a huge and beautifully abstract sculpture in its center.

It was one of Conor’s favorite places. The giant slabs and angled surfaces of the fountain provided almost limitless opportunities for jumping and scrambling, while the walls and benches were built in a range of sizes and shapes perfect for vaulting and striding. There was a water fountain over in the corner that ran pure and cold, and a pair of large (and climbable) oak trees that provided shelter from the blistering summer heat.

Unlike the bank itself, or the grocery store around the corner, he could practice there for hours and no one would bother him. The police came through regularly to chase off the skateboarders, but they left him alone, sometimes even stopping to applaud. Once, one of them had brought him a donut from inside the lobby, along with a plastic cup filled with lemonade.

It took Conor a while to get Timothy moving. At first, the younger boy could barely even be convinced to watch, the look of dead apathy on his face like a splash of cold water every time Conor caught sight of it. He tried to interest Timothy in pop-ups, switchovers, and vaults, grunting as he worked through his lingering soreness—all to no avail. His highest wall climb met with indifference, and he was disappointed to see that even the big running gap jump between the benches—which had taken him two full weeks to work up the courage to attempt—left the younger boy unimpressed. It wasn’t until he dropped down from the fountain, tucking and rolling to absorb the shock, that the sixth grader showed any sign of life.

“Can you do that again?”

Holding in his smile, Conor nodded. He turned and clambered back up the fountain, crouching at the edge of one of the large, overhanging blocks, roughly seven feet up from the concrete below. Stepping lightly off the edge, he stretched his feet out to receive the ground, controlling his collapse and falling forward onto his hands as he tucked his head and tumbled over. The roll passed behind his left shoulder and across to his right hip, giving his movement a diagonal slant that propelled him back to his feet with one leg in front, already running.

He turned back to where the younger boy was sitting.

“How did you do that?” Timothy asked.

Conor extended a hand, pulling him off the bench and onto his feet. “Over here,” he said, jerking his head toward a small lawn off to the side of the courtyard. “You’ll want to start on something soft.”

He began to explain the mechanics of it, the principles that he and Ashleigh had worked out over the summer—stay tucked and tight, lean rather than twisting, let the point of contact pass over the spine rather than traveling along it. After a few tries, Timothy had the basic pattern down, and they moved back out onto the concrete.

“Hurts,” Timothy complained, rubbing his shoulder and his hip as he came up from his first careful attempt.

“It shouldn’t,” Conor said. “It won’t, once you get it right.”

He demonstrated again, and Timothy tried once more, managing to bypass the bones of his shoulder but this time hitting his hip even harder. Conor made him crouch down, his hands ready, and adjusted the positioning of his feet a little. “Now stay tucked,” he said. “Don’t straighten out, just roll over like an egg.”

This time, the younger boy came up smiling. “Hey, I did it!”

Conor smiled back. “Yeah—that time. Try ten more.”

They continued to roll around for the next half hour, Conor gradually progressing him to running starts, and then standing jumps off one of the lower stone walls. He noticed that Timothy was using his knee as he climbed up, putting his shin down on the sharp edge at the top of the wall and levering himself over, and he gave a gentle correction, showing the younger boy how to post off of his foot instead. “For emergencies only,” he said. “Only when you have to. You won’t notice it right away, but every time you put your knee down, you bruise it a little more, and by the time it catches up to you, it’s too late.”

(Ashleigh hadn’t been able to walk for a whole week, the first time.)

When they tired of rolls, Conor began teaching the younger boy vaults, the two of them crisscrossing the plaza in a game of follow-the-leader that left them both winded, but whooping. Timothy had trouble with the cat jump, but when practicing the pop-over he got it so quickly that he actually overtook Conor, tagging and passing him with a triumphant shout.

Next they went over to the handicap ramp, where Timothy watched, bug-eyed, as Conor leapt and spun on the metal railings, shifting his balance from one foot to the other in a complex dance. Eager to impress, he went faster and faster until eventually he slipped, barely catching the rail with one hand before crashing to the ground. Undeterred, Timothy clambered up, spending a tense minute trying to find his balance before Conor realized that he was standing on his arches instead of the balls of his feet.

They ended with the fountain, where a fearless Timothy ignored Conor’s words of caution and scrambled straight to the highest point, letting out another shout that echoed around the entire plaza. Conor grinned.

He’s really not a grumpy kid, he thought, watching as the sixth grader descended in a series of daring bounds, his feet sliding and scraping on the sloped concrete. They left the plaza as the shadows began to lengthen, following the line of the railroad tracks, making their way out of the city and into suburbia. They were tired, both of them—physically drained and emotionally spent. But they were far from silent, the thrill of the session fueling Timothy’s curiosity, which drew Conor out of his quiet shell in turn.

“So this is what the two of you have been up to all summer?”

“Mostly.”

“Where else do you go?”

Conor told him about the warehouse, the tower, the old folks’ home—everything but the Gap, which he felt for some reason was not his secret to tell, or at least not his alone. The younger boy drank it all in, his visible awe making Conor blush.

“But you don’t actually have to go anywhere,” Conor added. “I mean, it’s more fun if there’s more stuff—you can do more if there’s more stuff. But I spend a lot of time just practicing in my backyard, too.” He explained about his daily drills—the target jumps on the roots of the oak tree, the topovers on Mr. Baker’s wall, all of the little movements he’d practiced over and over until they flowed from his body like thought. “Stuff like that you can do anywhere.” He pointed to a crack in the sidewalk in front of him, planted both feet on it, and leapt lightly forward, landing on the next one with hardly a sound.

Timothy tried as well, making the distance with ease but landing with a heavy thud, flat-footed, his upper body tipping forward so that he had to take another step to steady himself. “Quieter,” Conor urged, and he jumped again, looking back as the younger boy squared off on another crack. “Try to land on your toes.”

“Why?” Timothy asked absently, this time making less noise but still stumbling forward. “What difference does it make, so long as you land it?”

Conor blinked. Ninjas were quiet, Batman was quiet—therefore Conor had always strived to be quiet himself. It was a decision he’d made early on, by instinct, and never revisited. “Um,” he said, filling the silence as he struggled to think of an answer.

He took another jump, landing with difficulty on flat feet, his well-trained muscles reluctant to execute the unfamiliar movement. He felt the impact in his knees and at the base of his spine—unpleasant, but certainly not painful, and no worse than the roughest of his normal landings. “I don’t know,” he admitted, turning back to the other boy. “It just…feels better?”

“Yeah, but it’s harder,” Timothy said. “It’s like you’re landing on a railing on every jump.”

Conor smiled. “Which means you’re practicing for landing on a railing on every jump.”

Together, they leapfrogged down the sidewalk, jumping until their aching legs could take no more and they reverted back to their ambling pace.

“I wish you guys had told me,” Timothy grumbled, as they turned a corner and entered the neighborhood. “Would’ve been better than sitting around bored all summer.”

Conor gave him a sidelong glance, again unsure what to say. In all honesty, he’d never even considered inviting the younger boy, because—

“He never lets me do anything,” Timothy continued, his voice growing dark with bitterness. “Never. Even though I cover for him all the time. Even though I’ve never ratted him out for anything. He wouldn’t even let me come along when you guys did dry ice bombs, and I’m the one who showed him the video in the first place.”

He kicked at a piece of gravel on the sidewalk, sending it spinning. Again, Conor said nothing. He hadn’t known that, and he doubted it would have made much difference if he had. He’d always sort of liked Timothy, but not as a friend so much as…

A friendly part of the background?

He winced.

The silence stretched.

“I hate him,” Timothy said, quietly and with sober finality. “He’s a terrible brother.”

That, Conor was honor-bound to respond to.

“What do you mean?” he asked. “How?”

“All he cares about is himself. Big brothers are supposed to look out for you, right? Help you along?” The younger boy gave a hollow laugh. “We went to Disney World one time, for Ashleigh’s birthday. You know, back when Dad was still around. We were there for like three days, on those passes that let you go to all the parks. On the first day, we rode that golf ball ride at Epcot, the one that’s all about the future and stuff. I kept begging and begging to go on it again, but nobody else wanted to, so we never did. On the last day, like two hours before we were supposed to leave, we’re eating lunch, the golf ball is right there, and Dad says Ashleigh can pick any ride he wants, any one at all. And he picks Splash Mountain, and we have to get on the monorail and go all the way back to the Magic Kingdom for this ride that he’s already been on seven times. And when I start to complain about it, he just goes, ‘Shut up, it’s my birthday.’”

Timothy kicked at another piece of gravel, this one skittering off the sidewalk and out into the street. “It’s always like that,” he said. “He’s always, like, just barely justified, so you can’t really do anything about it. We’ll be getting pizza, and Mom’ll be short on money, and he’ll point out that plain cheese is cheaper than what I want. Or he’ll do something stupid, like stick gum under the seat in the car, and Mom’ll find it and go berserk, and he’ll swear up and down it wasn’t him, and then we both get punished, because it’s either that or snitch, even though the whole keeping quiet thing only goes one way because I never do stupid stuff that gets us both in trouble. Did you know he got a new bike when I wrecked and bent his handlebars? And then I had to ride the broken one for, like, two years? And the only reason I wrecked it in the first place is because four times he didn’t show up to teach me when he said he was going to, and I had to try to figure it out all on my own.”

Conor’s throat was tight, and his jaw was tight, and his eyes were tight and stinging. There were feelings swirling around inside of him that he didn’t have names for, something awful slowly growing.

I didn’t know.

But he had—hadn’t he?

“That’s just brothers, though, right?” he asked feebly. “I mean—lots of guys don’t get along with their brothers. He still looks out for you. He punched Eichardt for you.”

Timothy gave a hollow laugh. “Oh, yeah, Ashleigh’s big fight scene. The one where he didn’t stop me from getting roughed up or getting all my books dumped on the ground but he did show up in time to stop you from getting pounded.”

Conor frowned. That…didn’t exactly seem fair…

“And then the next day, everybody’s talking about him like he’s some big hero, even though he threw one weak punch—not to mention that you’re the one who actually stepped up and put the whole thing on pause. Meanwhile, I’m stuck being that stupid little sixth grader who can’t take care of himself.”

“Come on,” Conor objected. “You can’t pin that on Ashleigh. It’s not like that’s the reason he stepped in.”

“Of course that’s why he stepped in,” Timothy shot back. “That’s the only reason he ever does anything, is to make himself look good, or show off. Or to impress you—though I guess that’s over, now.”

Conor swallowed. “So you’d rather take a beating than let your brother help you out?”

“I already said, didn’t I? I don’t want protection.”

Could’ve used some today.

(Conor held his tongue.)

“Then what do you want?” he asked carefully. “I mean, you can’t blame him for not taking care of you and then get pissed when he does.”

“It’s not about whether he’s looking out for me or not. It’s about the fact that he decides one way or the other based on what’s convenient for him. He doesn’t actually care about what happens to me. He doesn’t give a shit about what happens to anybody. He only sticks his neck out when he’s getting something out of it, himself.”

Conor felt his head shaking. It was like they were talking about two completely different people. It wasn’t much of a stretch to accept that Ashleigh was a shitty older brother—Conor had seen them together, after all—but even off the top of his head, he could think of at least half a dozen times when his friend had put his freedom or his reputation on the line without hesitation—taking the fall for this or that bit of mischief, making a fool of himself for the sake of solidarity, or to provide a distraction, or simply to make Conor laugh. There was the time in fourth grade when Conor had accidentally shattered the decorative clay turkey in the center of the cafeteria, or the time when Ashleigh had screamed and yelled at their asshole of a counselor at summer camp, or the time when he’d literally pissed himself to stop everyone from laughing at Conor over the apple juice he’d spilled on himself—

“Yeah, he’ll do that stuff for you. You’re his friend. I’m just his brother.”

Conor had no answer to that.

“Besides—what about the past two weeks? Hasn’t gone out of his way to help you much lately, has he? Doesn’t matter what you’re going through. I’m telling you, this is what he’s like with everybody. You just…aren’t immune anymore, for some reason.”

There was too much truth in that to ignore, and Conor’s brow furrowed as he fell silent, considering.

Was Ashleigh…bad?

Conor had never had reason to wonder, before. But Guyler, that morning—those awful bruises, wrapping all the way around his ribs—

This is what your psycho butt buddy decided to do after he knocked me out.

The carelessness that Timothy was describing…Ashleigh had always been the kind of kid who gave no fucks. He was notorious for it. In many ways, it was his superpower.

But was that a good thing?

There was a word for people who didn’t care about anyone, who lacked the basic building blocks of empathy. Guyler had used it more than once. But Ashleigh wasn’t actually a psychopath…

Yeah, he’ll do that stuff for you. You’re his friend.

Had Conor been giving him a pass, just because he was nice to Conor?

Once more, he traced his mind back over their adventures together, the myriad scrapes they’d gotten into, the rules they’d bent or outright broken. The lies they’d told together, without ever doubting the other’s word—some for their own protection, some as a means to an end, some just to see if they would be believed.

None of that seemed bad. Mean, maybe, some of it—but nobody was nice all the time. Selfish and immature, perhaps, but come on, that was normal, they were kids, everybody was selfish and immature sometimes.

But—

(He could feel himself flinching, the push like two magnets set wrong way to each other, sending his attention anywhere else. But he resisted, fighting the fear, refusing to let it drive.)

There was just one thing that Conor could not explain away, one act so monumental and terrible that it seemed beyond all possible defense:

Guyler.

There was no question that Timothy would point to that as clear evidence of moral bankruptcy. Guyler himself certainly thought so. And standing in the courtyard, looking at the aftermath still written on the other boy’s body, Conor had found it hard to disagree.

No one has ever made you do anything, said Ms. Palmano’s voice, rising up from memory. Somebody could put a gun to your head, and if you had a good enough reason, you’d still tell them no.

What had happened to Guyler—

(You mean what Ashleigh did to Guyler, some stern part of him corrected.)

What Ashleigh had done to Guyler, he’d done on purpose. Had chosen, freely—or if there had been some reason, some excuse that made it all make sense, made it all somehow okay, he’d chosen not to let Conor know it, for two weeks and counting.

That’s why you’ve been eyeballing me? Guyler had said. You’re trying to figure out a way this is all my fault?

No. Not Guyler’s fault, and not right, not a good thing, but there had to be some explanation that would cause it to fall short of outright evil.

…didn’t there?

Not to dig myself a hole, here, but you really sound like you’re trying to talk yourself into something.

Yeah. He was. And it was getting harder and harder to do so, with every passing day.

“Maybe you’re right,” Conor said softly, breaking the silence. “Maybe he is just a self-centered jerk.”

The younger boy glanced at him, saying nothing.

“But if so, he’s not the only one.”

Conor thought about the other kids in his grade, most of whom he’d known for years, none of whom seemed even half as real, half as alive.

“And I think—”

Conor swallowed, feeling the fear rise up once more, the sense that he couldn’t say that, that isn’t okay—that he couldn’t get away with it.

But it was the truth. And Timothy deserved that much, at least.

“I think I’d still rather be friends with him than with anybody else.”

(The knife sliding across their palms—Ashleigh’s first, and then Conor’s—the grin on the other boy’s face as they clasped their hands together, and the light in Ashleigh’s eyes, brighter than the setting sun.)

“Oh, were we talking about you?” Timothy asked sarcastically, though without much heat. “In that case, problem solved. Guess I’ll just get over myself—not like I can go swap him out for a new brother anyway.”

Conor winced. “Sorry,” he said, feeling sheepish.

Not the only self-centered jerk, indeed.

Timothy sighed. “Whatever,” he heaved. “It doesn’t matter. It’s not like any of this is new. I should be used to it, by now. It’s just—”

He hesitated, and Conor held still, waiting.

“East Binder is nothing like Littleton, you know?”

Conor knew.

“And—and whatever, it’s fine, I can take care of myself. But like. You have a big brother, you kind of think that maybe might give you a little bit of a leg up on the whole situation. Friends in high places, and all that. Just once, it would be nice if Ashleigh pulled his head out of his ass long enough to make my life just a little bit easier. I’m not saying I expect it. I’m not saying he owes it to me, or anything. I’m just saying it’d be nice.”

Conor had no answer, and Timothy didn’t seem to be waiting for one. They covered the last quarter mile to the Falhanner house in silence, each alone with his own thoughts.

“Well,” Timothy said, as they paused at the foot of the driveway—

(There was a black plastic bag taped over the broken window, rippling gently in the wind.)

“—thanks.”

“No problem,” Conor replied. “Anytime.”

(He winced.)

“I mean—you know.”

“Yeah.” Timothy looked up at the house. “He’s coming back next week, you know.”

“I know.”

“You got, like. A plan?”

Conor shook his head.

Timothy’s lip twisted sympathetically. “Well, either way,” he said. “If you want to—you know, after—I mean, I wouldn’t mind jumping around some more.”

Conor nodded. “For sure,” he said, doing his best to inject confidence into the words. “See you later, Timothy.”

“G’night, Conor.”

And the boy disappeared into the house.

•   •   •

It was six o’clock in the morning, and there were choices to be made.

Conor rolled out of bed, his body abuzz with a Christmas morning tingle of anticipation. He showered quickly, donning his uniform and slipping quietly into the kitchen, where he forced down a pair of frozen waffles and half a glass of chocolate milk, pouring the rest into the sink.

It was six fifteen, and he wheeled his bike out of the garage, pausing at the end of the driveway. In one direction lay Ashleigh’s house. In the other direction lay the school—the courtyard, the shed, the rooftop—a dozen places where the other boy might go, might wait, each tinged with its own special significance.

It was six thirty, and Conor was on the road, the morning fog whipping his cheeks bright red, his heart pounding as he pedaled as hard as he could. Six thirty-five, and he was chaining his bike up in front of the cafeteria, considering his next move.

It was a quarter to seven, and he was standing on the roof of the auditorium, looking out at Binder’s Gap. He paced back and forth, his thoughts moving in circles, the morning ahead playing itself out in his mind in a hundred different ways. He kicked out a second runway for the jump, heedless of the noise he was making, restoring the path to its summer shape.

It was five after seven, and he was sliding back down the pipe, bracing himself for the final, bone-rattling drop at the bottom, walking past the roots where Guyler had never really fallen and never hit his head. It was seven twenty, and he was standing in the courtyard with the other early birds, shuffling and stamping, their breath misting in the air. It was seven forty-five, and he was frozen with trepidation as he spotted bus 134 pulling into the parking lot.

Calm down. It’s just me.

And it was. There, emerging through the doors, two hundred yards away but utterly unmistakable, was Ashleigh. He sauntered across the blacktop, bookbag slung over one shoulder, his neatly combed hair disarranging itself in the breeze.

Conor took a deep breath. This was the first test.

He stepped away from the nearest clump of students, positioning himself out in the open, directly in the other boy’s line of sight. If Ashleigh pretended not to notice him—

Ashleigh waved.

So huge was Conor’s relief that several seconds passed before he managed to raise a hand in answer, and even from a distance he could see the other boy’s smirk. Blushing, he waited as Ashleigh closed the distance, unrushed and untroubled. He was suddenly hyperconscious of his hands, hanging awkwardly at his sides, and he felt no small amount of gratitude when the other boy raised a fist for their traditional greeting.

“Batman,” Ashleigh said coolly, brushing his knuckles against Conor’s.

Conor felt his mind divide in two, one half dissolving in celebration, the other sharpening into a tense and wary vigilance. After fourteen days, sixteen hours, and nine minutes, Ashleigh had acknowledged his presence—smoothly, effortlessly, without even a hint of hesitation or unease. It was better than Conor had dared to hope, and worse than he’d steeled himself to expect—out of all the angles Ashleigh might have chosen, he’d settled on pretending like nothing was up.

“Hey, Ash,” Conor replied, matching the other boy’s tone exactly. Calm. Casual. Carefree.

“What’s our spot this year?”

“There isn’t one.” Conor gestured vaguely toward the flagpole. “Holt and them usually chill over by the bushes, but there’s nowhere to sit.”

“Lame,” Ashleigh pronounced, dropping his bookbag on the spot and plopping down on top of it. “So, what’d I miss?”

Conor twitched. This wasn’t just carefree—it was careless, the other boy’s tone almost offensively nonchalant…

“A lot,” he heard himself say, dropping his own bag and settling in beside the other boy. He began sifting through the events of the previous two weeks, lifting out memories and shaping them into stories, filling Ashleigh in on rumor, suspicion, happenstance. As he talked, he studied the other boy’s face, furtively, looking for clues and finding none.

“—there was a ton of crap going on with the new kids from Central, graffiti and bullying and stuff, but that’s quieted down a little. They kicked a bunch of people out in the first week, and Mr. Sykes is nailing anybody else he catches to the wall.”

“How good is he at catching people?”

Conor grinned in spite of himself. “Not very,” he admitted.

“You said we’ve got English and Activity together?”

Conor frowned. That was right, but he didn’t remember mentioning it. “Yeah,” he answered slowly. “First and sixth.”

“I’m in second lunch. You?”

“Third.”

“Dang. What’s your locker number?”

“Four four nine.”

“I’m four eighty. Bottom—that’s going to suck.” Ashleigh glanced around at the students in their immediate vicinity. “Wonder who’s on top.”

Conor shrugged, feeling more unsettled with each passing moment. The conversation between them was flowing too easily—was almost unnaturally smooth. Every time a promising pause appeared, Ashleigh filled it, leaving Conor no openings into which he might insert a statement of substance. When the bell rang, the other boy sprang lightly to his feet, holding out a hand; taking it, Conor was irresistibly reminded of a moment two weeks earlier—Ashleigh, lying flat on his stomach on the roof of the equipment shed, his arm dangling down as Conor leapt up to grab it. The grin on his face looked exactly the same as it had then, the intervening chaos having left no visible mark.

They set off for the doors of the front office together, Ashleigh drifting slightly ahead. Sixty more seconds, and their reunion would be over, a critical window closed.

Say something!

It was his own inner voice, Ashleigh’s having disappeared from his head the moment its owner stepped into view.

Like what? he shot back. “We need to talk”?

Well, don’t you?

Conor looked at the other faces in the crowd around him. Most were preoccupied, incurious, but every now and then he thought he caught a flicker of interest, of cool hostility—the legacy, perhaps, of Guyler’s speech. The other boy took no notice, head up and eyes forward, his attention fixed firmly on the path in front of him, never drifting to one side or the other.

He came to me, Conor thought slowly.

Not to Holt, not to Nolan, not to fucking Eddie—Ashleigh had made a beeline straight for the place where Conor was waiting, had greeted him as a friend and ally, shown no desire to go anywhere else. He was back, and if he needed to pretend—if he needed this first day to feel normal—

Well, Conor could play along. For a while, at least. It was little enough, compared to everything else.

It was eight o’clock in the morning, and Conor walked down the hallway toward his locker, his best friend Ashleigh Falhanner beside him.


Chapter 5Legend


September 1st, 1:59PM

“Conor.”

“Mmm?”

“D’you ever think about dying?”

“You’re on drugs.”

“I’m on drugs and there’s a fifty-foot drop over there.”

“Forty-eight.”

“Whatever, nerd. Do you?”

“Not really. You?”

“Sometimes. You know. Ever since Dad.”

“Oh. …right. Sorry.”

“No, it’s okay.”

“I just—”

“Really, it’s fine. It’s been long enough, you know? I’m okay.”

“Okay.”

“I just—I think about it sometimes. Not just Dad, I mean. All of it. What it would be like. Whether it matters.”

“Matters?”

“Whether it makes any difference.”

“Being dead? Or dying?”

“Either. Both.”

“Dude. Ashleigh. You’re not, like. Suicidal, are you?”

“No.”

“You sure?”

“Man, why’s everybody always so uptight about this? Mom’s like, ‘Stop talking like that, you’re twelve years old, you don’t have to worry about that kind of thing for a long time.’”

“Well, you don’t.”

“Says you. What if we fall off the roof?”

“We’re not going to fall off the roof.”

“But we might. Or we might get hit by a bus on the way home. Kids die all the time. Cody died. It’s at least worth thinking about.”

“What’s gotten into you?”

“What?”

“This is weird. You don’t—you’re not usually like—”

“I don’t think it would be all that bad.”

“Dude!”

“Seriously. Think about it. It’s not like you’d notice or anything. You’d just—stop, you know? No more. Nothing.”

“Unless you don’t. What about ghosts? Or heaven?”

“You’re kidding.”

“I dunno. Maybe.”

“No way do you believe in ghosts or heaven.”

“Hey—”

“You don’t.”

“Hey!”

“You don’t. Admit it.”

“You don’t know that.”

“You don’t.”

“I don’t know, I just—look, I just don’t think about this kind of stuff.”

“Well, think about it now. Decide.”

“What?”

“I’m serious.”

“Ashleigh—”

“No joke. Right now.”

“Why? Why’s it so important all of a sudden?”

“Because there’s no way in hell I’m letting you run off that edge if you think there’s a second chance waiting for you at the bottom.”



•   •   •

“So, they make us sit in that fucking circle every day, huh?”

Conor smiled faintly as Ashleigh slammed his locker closed and straightened from where he was kneeling on the floor, rebalancing the stack of books in his arms.

“Yeah,” Conor answered. “They don’t even call it homeroom anymore. It’s ‘morning meeting,’ and there’s always some kind of touchy-feely thing.”

“We had to write down something we thought nobody knew about us on a little piece of paper and drop it in a hat,” Ashleigh grumbled, as they began making their way down the packed hallway toward first period English. “Then everybody tried to guess who was who.”

“Us too. Michael has a glass eye. Nobody noticed. What’d you say?”

“Pet fox,” Ashleigh said. “Classy. Believable. Keep ’em guessing.”

“Anybody peg you for it?”

“Bell rang before it came up.”

They joined the line of kids waiting outside Ms. Palmano’s classroom.

“What’s this one like?” Ashleigh asked.

“Don’t fuck with her.”

The other boy raised his eyebrows. “Oh?” he said. “That an order?”

Conor shook his head. “For real. Don’t fuck with her, you’ll regret it. She went off on Meredith and it was scary. She doesn’t play fair.”

“Meredith,” Ashleigh said, his tone skeptical.

“I warned you,” Conor said. “Don’t expect backup if you start something you can’t finish.”

The stack of books fell to the floor as Ashleigh clutched at his own chest with both hands, a look of mock betrayal spreading across his face. “Abandoning me…for a teacher?” he gasped.

“Shut up,” Conor said, nettled. Together the pair of them bent down and began gathering up the scattered books. “I like this class, okay? She’s good. Better than Mr. Marowitz, even. I’ve got a B right now. I don’t want to mess around just because.”

“Oh, I get it,” Ashleigh said, peering ahead as the door opened. “It’s all becoming clear to me now. It’s boobs, isn’t it?”

Conor gritted his teeth, fighting back a surprisingly powerful wave of irritation. Ashleigh’s irreverence—the casual irrelevance of it—

What? That’s how we talk.

But that was the problem. The ease and ignorance with which the other boy had set his sights on their teacher was a spotlight on the gulf between them, a glaring reminder that they had just unshared a pivotal stretch of personal history. Things weren’t—they weren’t normal, they were different now—and Ashleigh should be different, in response—

But he couldn’t be. He hadn’t been there. Had been gone for two full weeks, lacked the context to even recognize how much he didn’t know.

It’s like talking to Eddie.

He followed the other boy on autopilot as the line began to move, then bumped into him as he came to a dead stop just inside the doorway. Someone else ran into Conor from behind—

“Don’t stop and gawk,” came Ms. Palmano’s voice. “Get in and get out of the way.”

The traffic jam dissolved.

Inside the classroom, the neat rows of forward-facing desks were gone, replaced by two long ranks on either side, facing each other like bleachers on a soccer field. Atop each desk was a sheet of paper, annotated in red. The center of the floor was clean and empty, the handful of seats that hadn’t fit along the walls clumped together near the back, giving the whole setup the look and feel of a stage.

“Find your résumé and have a seat,” Ms. Palmano said. She was standing at her usual post at the front, watching them as they fanned out and began searching.

Conor glanced briefly at Ashleigh, who shrugged and made a beeline for their teacher. Turning, Conor found his own paper almost immediately, on a desk just a few feet from his usual spot. The ever-present 85 was circled in red at the top, along with what had proven to be Ms. Palmano’s most frequent note—the letters NSNB, meaning not special, not bad.

He settled into his seat, noticing as he did so that Holt, William, and Jennifer had all found their papers on the same side. Looking up, he saw Ashleigh waiting in silence as Ms. Palmano scanned the résumé he’d completed as homework. She spoke to him briefly, then handed the paper back to him, pointing toward a desk on the opposite side of the room, directly across the central space from Conor.

It could have been Conor’s imagination, but he thought he saw a slight ripple of hostility as Ashleigh walked down the row—a tightening of lips, a barely noticeable shift as students already seated leaned back in their chairs. Their eyes seemed to linger on the other boy just a little bit more than usual, and a few of them threw furtive looks at Conor, their eyes flickering away when he tried to meet them.

Guyler.

The other boy’s speech had clearly gone onto the grapevine. How that would ultimately play out, Conor had no idea.

He turned toward the board, looking for the instructions Ms. Palmano usually left there. There were none, but the blurbs from the previous lesson had been rewritten in a corner in smaller lettering. Beneath them were two neat lines of text; squinting, Conor was just able to make them out:


THEMISTOCLES OF ATHENS

HUANGDI, THE YELLOW EMPEROR



The-mist—no—them-is-toc—

He shook his head. Athens—that was either Greece or Rome, and Hua-whatever sounded pretty Chinese. There was nothing else written on the board, no obvious hints in the rest of the room.

Ms. Palmano began to speak, her voice cutting off the low chatter as if it were a switch. “I have divided you into two groups based on one very specific principle,” she said, without preamble. “Your first task for today is to figure out what that principle is.”

Conor and Ashleigh exchanged a look across the empty floor as the rest of their classmates took stock. There was no immediately obvious pattern—there were boys and girls on both sides, smart kids and dumb kids, a mixture of heights and weights and races.

Holt raised his hand. “Do we get a hint?”

“Are you sure that’s how you want to phrase that?”

Holt lowered his hand.

Another girl raised hers. “Can you give us a hint?”

“Yes.”

An expectant silence, followed by groans and grumbles as the realization sank in.

“Grades?” William asked, hastening to clarify: “I’m asking us, not her.”

A moment’s discussion ruled out grades.

“Could it be something with the alphabet? Last names, maybe?”

Also no.

“Stop guessing and think,” Ms. Palmano said.

Rami spoke up, from the far side of the room. “Our résumés.”

Ms. Palmano winked, and something inside Conor bared its teeth.

Thirty-five chins dropped downward, thirty-five pairs of eyes scanning the papers in front of them for anything that might resemble a clue.

Jennifer raised a hand. “Can we look at each other’s papers?”

“No,” said Ms. Palmano. “Too slow. And that’s one of your two questions for today—”

Jennifer winced.

“—but you’ve earned an extra question for coming up with a solid idea, so you still have two. Let’s try this.”

She reached into her desk drawer, pulling out two boxes of dry erase markers, one red and one blue. “Everyone on this side of the room, pick an item off your résumé and write it on the board on this side of the line, in blue. Everyone on that side of the room, same thing but in red. See if putting them all side-by-side helps you make sense of things.”

There was the usual moment of hesitation as they all waited for someone else to step up first, and then Holt and William broke the ice, followed quickly by the rest of the class. Space around the board soon proved to be the bottleneck, and Conor and Ashleigh came together at the back of the crowd as their classmates wrote up their accomplishments two by two.

“So,” Ashleigh remarked, his voice low. “Everybody’s acting scared.”

“Told you.”

“You know this makes me want to try something even more, right?”

Conor shrugged. “Your funeral.”

They shuffled forward. The red list was filling up faster, its entries trending shorter on average. At the top was Juggled four eggs, followed by 12 point buck, compared with All-county first chair clarinet and Published article in Binder Review, Community section in blue. As Conor watched, a girl whose name he couldn’t remember finished writing Toght myself gitar and handed the red marker to Ashleigh.

The sound of a brisk double knock drew Conor’s attention away, and he turned along with most of his classmates as the door to the room swung open, revealing the solemn, unsmiling figure of their assistant principal.

There was a collective stiffening as Mr. Sykes entered, sharing a curt and professional nod with Ms. Palmano and proceeding silently to the row of chairs at the back of the room. No one spoke. The students watched with bated breath as the grey-haired man settled himself in one of the chairs and—either heedless of the apprehension his sudden appearance had caused or simply used to it—pulled out a tablet and began to tap quietly.

Conor turned, hoping to catch Ashleigh’s reaction, but the other boy was already stepping away, heading back toward his seat. Taking a marker, Conor shifted his eyes to the board—

He stopped short, his entire body freezing in place.

There, in the red column, right at the bottom in Ashleigh’s tight, blocky capitals, was a single sentence:

I CAN JUMP FROM THE AUDITORIUM TO THE GYM.

Dumbfounded, Conor actually reeled—had to take a small step backwards to avoid losing his balance. Someone—he didn’t even register who—finished writing and made space for him at the board. He stood gaping for long seconds, until Ms. Palmano’s gentle cough penetrated his astonishment and he realized that he was the last one, alone at the front of the room.

Fumbling with the marker, he scribbled something, anything, who even cared what, it didn’t matter. Dropping the marker back into the tray, he lurched back to his desk, only thinking to actually look for Ashleigh once his brain no longer had to devote all its spare power to keeping him upright.

The other boy was sitting slightly hunched, fingers laced together under his chin as he eyed Mr. Sykes warily. His expression was one of sudden sobriety and second thoughts, and Conor realized that he must have written his line before registering the presence of their AP.

Conor wasn’t the only one looking. Though Mr. Sykes himself seemed utterly indifferent, the rhythm of his tapping steady and unbroken, at least a quarter of the class had made the connection between Ashleigh and his entry, and many of them were nudging their neighbors, pointing and whispering. Three desks down, Holt was unsubtly trying to catch Conor’s eye.

Conor didn’t want to look at Holt, though. He didn’t want to see Holt, or hear from Holt, or spend one single scrap of energy dealing with whatever worries Holt had about whatever he imagined Conor was feeling. It was not Holt’s job to care about Conor’s feelings, do anything about them. That was Ashleigh’s job, and it was toward Ashleigh that Conor directed all of his attention, as if he could force the other boy to acknowledge him through sheer mental pressure.

Look at me, Ashleigh.

Look at me.

God dammit, LOOK at me.

Ms. Palmano gave a second cough. “I believe we were looking for a pattern?” she said, eyebrows arched.

Gradually, begrudgingly, the class refocused.

(Most of them. Conor’s eyes stayed fixed on Ashleigh.)

“Is it, like, school stuff versus sports stuff?” hazarded David.

“No, look, it can’t be—soccer shows up on both sides.”

“I’ve got it! Half of us wrote in red, and the other half wrote in—”

“Shut up, Holt.”

That was a secret, Ash.

“Maybe the blue side is, like…jobs? And the red side is more hobbies?”

“—just for fun—”

“—you can get paid to juggle, though—”

A secret, and it belonged to both of us.

“It’s got to be something simple.”

“She didn’t say simple, she said specific.”

It belonged to me. All you did was spot it. I’m the one who got us up there. I’m the one who did it.

“There’s no pattern. She’s messing with us again.”

“There’s totally a pattern. Look—blue is stuff your parents want you to do, and red is stuff you want to do.”

You have no right. You can’t—you haven’t even—you wouldn’t have even made it up there without me. You’re just giving it away and it’s mine.

Mine.

“Doing what you’re told,” said Ashleigh.

Preoccupied though they were, most of the students had left some small scrap of attention tied to Ashleigh’s corner, and when he spoke, they noticed, their heads twitching toward him as though tugged by strings, the other chatter falling away.

“Go on,” said Ms. Palmano, her voice carefully neutral.

“All the stuff on the blue list,” Ashleigh continued. “It’s like Shireen said, it’s stuff your parents tell you to do. Stuff they brag to Grandma about when she comes to visit at Thanksgiving.”

“They don’t brag to Grandma that you can juggle four eggs?”

No one laughed.

William raised his hand. “My parents didn’t tell me to take Tae Kwon Do,” he said. “They wanted me to play football.”

“Bullshit,” Holt blurted. “You’re the one who broke a cinderblock?”

Several students gasped, their eyes darting to Mr. Sykes in the back of the room, who ceased tapping and looked up, his face unreadable. Realizing his blunder, Holt stiffened, his own face paling.

Mr. Sykes said nothing, however, his gaze shifting to Ms. Palmano as she crossed the room to add Holt’s name to a small list in the corner of the dry erase board, under a placard reading Minor purchases.

“Bid, Mr. Avery?” she asked calmly.

Holt swallowed visibly. “Silent lunch?” he replied, a mixture of hope and apprehension coloring his tone.

“Just one? Don’t know if I can go that low. Maybe if we call your mom?”

“Um. Three lunches instead? Please.”

Ms. Palmano nodded, writing a small 3 next to Holt’s name. “Was it worth it, Mr. Avery?” she asked, her voice still mild.

“No, ma’am,” Holt answered, his knuckles white as he gripped the edge of his desk. At the back of the room, Mr. Sykes began tapping again, and the room relaxed fractionally.

During the whole exchange, Conor had continued to stare unrelentingly in Ashleigh’s direction, watching as the other boy followed along, willing him to turn, to look up, anything. There were echoes in his head of Guyler, of Timothy, of his mother—all of their spoken and unspoken condemnations of the other boy’s character resurfacing as his own thoughts sprouted thorns.

Liar.

Traitor.

Asshole.

Thief.

“You were saying, Mr. Thompson?” Ms. Palmano continued.

William finished smirking and returned his attention to the front. “Nobody told me to take martial arts. I did it because I wanted to. So it’s not about doing what you’re told.”

“What if I told you it is, though?”

William frowned, and Ashleigh let loose a short bark of laughter.

(Conor caught the joke a half-second later, but it wasn’t funny enough to make a dent in his anger.)

“Take a closer look at the lists, with that hint,” Ms. Palmano said.

Ashleigh did, along with everyone else. Conor didn’t. And then—

As the conversation continued, other students raising their hands, Ashleigh leaned back in his chair, turned his head, and locked eyes with Conor—just for a moment.

Nothing. Not even a crack in his easygoing façade. A grin, a nod, a casual disconnect. As if nothing was weird, as if nothing was wrong. Already his attention was back on the board.

You could try the rock thing again.

It was the worst possible time for his shoulder Ashleigh to return, and something inside Conor snapped. Reaching down under his desk, he fumbled around until his fingers found the little leatherbound journal, still with him out of inertia and habit. Pulling it out, he opened it to the first empty page, a pen materializing in his hand. Without any intercession from his conscious mind, words began to spill out.

Other students were still talking—Holt, Jennifer, a few more he didn’t know, Ms. Palmano’s crisp interruptions channeling the flow. Conor ignored them, head down as he scribbled, blood roaring in his ears. It wasn’t until two full pages later, when his pen began to run dry, that his fury cooled enough for some part of the discussion to force its way through, catching his attention again. Looking up, he saw that their teacher had drawn an arrow between two of the entries on the board, annotating each one:


	SYSTEMATIC	ANARCHIC

	(top down)	(bottom up)



“—Ben, on the other hand, just ran fast,” she was saying. “Sure, the conventions of miles and minutes are what let us measure how awesome he is, but Ben’s achievement stands on its own, without need for context.”

“Hey, my achievement stands on its own,” Holt protested, his arms crossed. “Scoring from a goal kick is hard. Most people couldn’t do it even if the field was empty!”

Conor felt as though he were waking up from a dream, a nightmare—was drained, unbalanced, as if the act of writing had burned something out of him. He looked across the room at Ashleigh, who still wasn’t looking back—

“Right,” Ms. Palmano continued, “but notice that you didn’t say you kicked a ball eighty-five yards, into a five-yard target. You said you scored a goal as keeper. See the difference?”

They were too far in, the thread too difficult to catch, and Conor was about to give up and turn back to the journal when Ashleigh spoke up again.

“So this is about, like, internal or external? Whether you’re doing it for yourself or for somebody else?”

“Probably better to say intrinsic and extrinsic, but no—not quite. It’s not about why you do it. William earned his black belt because he wanted to, but he just as easily might’ve done it to make his parents proud. The difference I’m trying to point at is in the game itself—William and Holt were playing one. Ben wasn’t—or at least, not as much.”

There was something horribly familiar in Ms. Palmano’s tone, something about the way her eyes lingered on Ashleigh’s for a fraction of a second longer than they had to, and the thing inside of Conor that had growled at Rami suddenly roared to life, a once-bitten part of him surging forward with a sense of white-hot purpose.

Ms. Palmano was his, too.

His eyes darted about, scrambling for some kind of connection, something useful he could say. They landed on the journal—

Rules.

He was late to the conversation, was shooting in the dark, but he had to say something—

His hand shot into the air. “What if you’re making up the rules of the game yourself?”

Ms. Palmano nodded approvingly. “That’s exactly the point,” she said, and Conor felt a wild, euphoric rush. “Why does Holt brag about the fact that he scored from a goal kick? Because we told him that it’s impressive, and worthy of respect. We invented a game called soccer, and built fields for it in our parks, and once or twice a week half the parents in the country drive their kids out to those fields, and meanwhile on television even the American soccer champs are making hundreds of thousands of dollars a year, easy. Holt’s achievement comes pre-measured and pre-cut—we know exactly how we’re supposed to feel about it. Holt knows exactly how he’s supposed to feel about it. Compare that to—let’s see—whoever it was that built their own PC. No trophies for that, not even in seventh grade.”

Jennifer broke in. “What if whoever built the computer—”

“Like we don’t all know it was Jordan—”

“—what if they did it because their parents wanted them to? Or whoever? Like, they’re on a computer science team, or something.”

“Context,” Ms. Palmano said. “Remember, I got to read your whole résumé. Sure, there are lots of things that could fall into the grey area, but when you look at the whole picture at once, it’s usually pretty clear. Somebody writes down spelling bee champion, they probably also wrote down AB honor roll, cub scout, student body rep, team captain. Somebody writes down highest flying paper airplane, I give you ten-to-one odds they also wrote about arm wrestling, breath holding, cake baking, and teaching themselves guitar—although please, don’t demonstrate, Kaitlyn, because there’s a pretty low ceiling on how good any seventh grader can be at guitar.”

There was some scattered laughter. Ashleigh caught Conor’s eye again, and for half a heartbeat it felt right and normal and familiar, a private moment shared between them in the middle of a crowded classroom. Half a heartbeat, and then resentment dropped between them like a guillotine, and Conor looked away.

“Point is, there isn’t a lot of overlap. Most of you fell pretty clearly into one bucket or the other. Which leads us to Big Picture, Part One, because this distinction is bigger than just hobbies. We’re talking about two very different ways of viewing the world.”

Ms. Palmano was now pacing back and forth across the front of the room, her hands clasped behind her back. “Let’s imagine two hypothetical people for a moment, okay? We’ll start with Sid. Sid takes his education very seriously—he’s the kind of guy who already knows which colleges he’ll be applying to. He’s the one who gets irritated when you throw the substitute off track and she doesn’t make it through the material, because excuse me, have you even considered the fact that this stuff is going to be on the quiz next week either way?”

Everyone but Conor was looking at William.

“If there’s a group project, Sid is the guy you want to work with, even though it’ll probably end up with him yelling at you for not doing your part right. When Sid’s mom asks how his day went, he’s got seven different stories—one for each period, because that’s what counts—and then he’ll go wash his plate without being asked. Raise your hand if you know Sid.”

The hands went up.

“Now, let’s talk about Anna. Anna couldn’t care less about school. It’s not that she’s dumb, or lazy—it’s just that it all seems kind of pointless and arbitrary. She goes through the motions, but she’s not fussed about the difference between an A or a C, and she’s not going to get upset if the teacher forgets to take up the homework—it’s not like she spent more than ten minutes on it anyway. She’s got more important stuff to worry about—like the doodle she’s got going on under her desk, or the trip she’s planning to go on this weekend, or her friend who’s going to the dance with some jerk loser. Most of Anna’s stories take place in the hallway, or the cafeteria, or the bathroom, because that’s where real life happens. The classes are just limbo. I assume you’ve all met Anna, too?”

They nodded.

“Okay, good. Now, let’s take Sid and Anna and put them on fast forward for about ten or fifteen years. We’re past college—let’s say we’re even past grad school, because let’s face it, Sid’s not going to be satisfied with a bachelor’s degree. Where are they now?”

Conor felt his brain surge into overdrive, once again scrambling for an answer—he had no idea where she was going with this, but he wasn’t about to let Ashleigh get there first—

Hey, uh, just checking: do you even hear yourself right now?

Ms. Palmano continued. “The party line says: Sid’s doing great, and Anna not so much. Right? That’s what your parents and teachers have always told you—you need to buckle down, focus on your studies, do the right thing now because it’ll pay off later. It’s not hard to imagine Sid as a brain surgeon or a CEO, and it’s pretty easy to imagine Anna cutting hair or waiting tables for eight bucks an hour. Maybe, if she’s lucky, she hit it big in music or Hollywood, but let’s be real, yeah?”

She paused again, gesturing at the words on the board behind her. “For better or worse, society is built for people like Sid. It’s built for them, and it’s built by them, and it works the way that Sid likes things to work. It’s systematic. It has to be—you can’t get millions of people all living shoulder to shoulder unless they’re willing to fall in line, follow some rules, work smoothly together. So people who tend to be good at that—who are good at doing what they’re told, who find the game meaningful and fulfilling—they tend to do well, inside the machine.”

Conor felt his body tensing, as if bracing for a blow. The anger, the urgency—they were still there, but they were flickering, wavering, as the words Ms. Palmano was saying fought to claim his full attention. There was a but coming, he could feel it—

“But here’s the thing,” Ms. Palmano continued. “Anna’s not stupid. At least, not necessarily. There’s certainly a perspective that says it’s dumb to refuse to play the game, if playing makes you rich and not-playing makes you poor. But there’s another, equally valid perspective that says it’s dumb to play the game if doing it makes you miserable, and not-doing-it gives you at least a chance at happiness. Anna’s not wrong to value things the system can’t really give you. It’s maybe okay for Sid, because he likes that stuff, and all the work he’s putting in now is going to come back around someday, with interest. But Anna’s already bad at the game, and the prizes don’t tempt her, either.”

Conor was fully distracted, now—or perhaps it was more accurate to say that he had let go of the distraction, was no longer thinking about Ashleigh, had become entirely absorbed in the lecture, because Ms. Palmano was suddenly talking about him—

Wait a sec—which side of the room do you think you’re sitting on?

“So what does Anna do?” Ms. Palmano continued. “She chooses anarchy. Not chaos-in-the-streets anarchy, necessarily—although not necessarily not that, either. But she doesn’t look to the system for meaning and purpose. She builds her own life, bottom up, based on the things she finds fulfilling. Friendships. Hobbies. Adventures. Stuff that makes memories.”

The teacher nodded toward the hallway, still visible through the door that Mr. Sykes had left ajar when he entered. “The thing is,” she said, “there isn’t really some real life waiting to kick in, five or ten years down the road. Things don’t just suddenly change when you turn eighteen. The adult world is somewhat more flexible than middle school, but a lot of it is just…more systems. Laws instead of rules, work instead of school.”

She raised a finger. “I want to be clear—I’m trying not to take sides, here. I think it makes sense to be Sid, in that following the rules and doing what you’re told really does actually tend to pay off, in the end. College grads tend to have much easier lives than high school dropouts.

“But there’s a certain kind of person that can’t bear to wait that long, and that person makes sense, too. If every single school day feels like seven hours of suffocation, then maybe it makes sense to give up on the dream of a six-figure salary and just go ahead and start living life for real, right now.”

Conor’s heart was beating faster than usual—as fast as if he were standing on the edge of the Gap.

“It’s funny,” Ms. Palmano said, giving a soft, sad little chuckle. “Sid and Anna both look at each other and say gosh, grow up. Sid’s like, don’t you get it, this is how the world works—and he’s not wrong. And Anna is like, man, you spend your entire life jumping through other people’s hoops, fitting yourself into other people’s boxes, being a box for other people. And she’s not wrong, either.”

Their teacher turned to face them, straightening, hands clasped behind her back as if she stood at an invisible podium. “Look around, kiddos,” she said. “The people next to you, the people across from you. Sid and Anna. Like it or not, change it or not, this is who you are today. Or at least, this is who you were yesterday, when you wrote out your résumés.”

“Come on, you can’t just cut people up based on stereotypes like that!” a girl protested.

“Says someone sitting on Anna’s side,” William pointed out.

Conor felt dizzy, disoriented. In spite of everything, he found himself looking over toward Ashleigh, catching a small frown on the other boy’s face and feeling its mirror on his own.

What did he write?

Ms. Palmano had barely glanced at Ashleigh’s résumé before assigning him to the far side of the room. Ashleigh, the science wizard, a literal choir boy who’d earned more merit badges in his single year of scouting than half the fifteen-year-olds in their troop, and who to this day still absolutely refused to jaywalk.

Ashleigh, who gave you a joint on a rooftop two weeks ago. Who put Guyler in the hospital. Who put cuss words in his fifth grade graduation speech and kept going until they literally dragged him off stage.

In fourth grade, the other boy had cut power to their entire school because he’d found a big red switch behind the cafeteria and wanted to know what it did.

And what about you, Bat-boy?

Conor looked down at his own résumé, the empty sentences he’d scribbled in haste after throwing away his first draft.

…why?

Why had he written those things down? Why had he ditched the other?

Which side of the room did he belong on, really?

Conor raised his hand, and Ms. Palmano nodded to him.

“What if we lied?” he asked.

For a brief, beautiful moment, his teacher was speechless, her mouth hanging open around an unspoken word. Then her breath escaped in a laugh, and she shook her head ruefully.

“Touché, Mr. Moreton,” she said. “That honestly did not occur to me as a possibility, and it should have. Care to switch sides?”

Conor shook his head, something squirming in his stomach. He hadn’t meant it that way, just—

“I was just wondering,” he said, feigning indifference. “It’s just—some of the stuff up there looks like it might not be true.”

There was a soft rustle as heads turned toward Ashleigh.

(Not Conor’s, though.)

Ms. Palmano glanced over her shoulder at the pair of lists and shrugged. “Generally speaking, Anna’s a better liar than Sid,” she said. “She’s got more practice, after all.”

There was a pensive silence, and Ms. Palmano picked up a marker and popped the cap, drawing a line under the words THEMISTOCLES OF ATHENS.

“I hope you haven’t all died of boredom while I’ve been droning on and on,” she said, “because now we’ve arrived at Big Picture, Part Two, and this one’s a doozy. When it comes to understanding the world and your own place in it, there’s not much that’s more important than what I have to say over the next five minutes.”

She closed her eyes, as if gathering her thoughts, and Conor chanced another glance at Ashleigh. The still-smoldering part of him almost hoped that the other boy’s face would be bored or dismissive—that he would double down on the attitude he’d shown just before the start of class, and make an ass of himself.

But Ashleigh was merely watching, quietly attentive.

Seriously, when did this become some kind of competition?

Ms. Palmano opened her eyes, began to speak.

“Who’s the most important person you can think of, in the last hundred years?” she asked. “Overall impact—don’t worry about whether they’re good or bad.”

“Einstein.”

“Hitler?”

“Martin Luther King.”

“Junior.”

“For Christ’s sake, William.”

“Bill Gates.”

“Gandhi?”

“Isn’t he from more than a hundred years ago?”

“No.”

“Harry Potter.”

Laughter. Ms. Palmano cracked a smile.

“Okay,” she said. “Now, can anybody tell me who was Einstein before Einstein? When Einstein was growing up, who was the guy everybody pointed to as the world’s most influential thinker?”

Silence.

“How about Hitler? Who was the Hitler of the 1800s?”

Jennifer raised her hand. “Napoleon?”

“Not the worst guess. How about the 1700s?”

Nobody ventured a response.

“Let’s try another tack. Who invented the computer?”

Nothing.

“Vaccines?”

Nothing.

“Plastic.”

Nothing. She was darting around, following no pattern that Conor could see.

(Other than the fact that she was clearly striking at their ignorance, looking for answers she knew they didn’t have.)

“How about something more recent? Who ended the war in Iraq?”

“Which one?” Holt muttered aloud, triggering a wave of dark laughter.

“Barack Obama,” supplied Meredith. The laughter softened into a slight rustle of surprise—no one had expected her to speak up for at least another week.

“And who ran that war? Who was the general in charge?”

Again, nothing. Conor looked around at his classmates. The ones in his row were shifting guiltily, while—true to form—the ones across the room were mostly disengaged, many of them slouching in their seats. Ashleigh was one of only a handful who still looked bought-in.

“These are all shadow versions of the same question,” Ms. Palmano said. She pointed at the board. “Who was Themistocles of Athens?”

“Somebody important,” Holt offered helpfully. A few of the Annas chuckled, while half of the Sids scowled.

“You don’t know,” Ms. Palmano said levelly. “Which is at the core of what I want you all to understand. Here it is: nothing you accomplish in life will matter.”

More than anything else, the silence that greeted this pronouncement was a testament to the changes she had wrought in them over the past two weeks. There were no cries of indignation, no shrugs of apathy—just a weighing thoughtfulness, a bit stronger on one side of the room but stretching undeniably across both. Conor noticed that Mr. Sykes was no longer tapping at his tablet, and wondered how long ago he had stopped.

“Who was Themistocles?” their teacher continued. “He was a politician and general in Athens, around the time of the Persian invasions of Greece. Before the wars, he spent most of his political capital convincing the Athenians to expand their military power, and during those wars, he used that power at Artemisium and Salamis to turn back forces that outnumbered them three to one. In short, for people whose cultural heritage traces back to the ancient Greeks—like us, if you squint—Themistocles saved the world. Without him, maybe the Persians win, democracy gets dismissed as a failed experiment, Rome has nothing to copy and never rises to prominence, and the whole arc of history looks different. And none of you know his name.”

“No fair,” Jennifer said immediately. Her voice was calm and matter-of-fact, but she spoke confidently, without hesitation. “We’re in seventh grade. We’re not supposed to know stuff like that yet—we’re here to learn it.”

Ms. Palmano shook her head. “A good argument, except for one thing—I didn’t know who he was, either. I spent half an hour on the internet last night, looking for a good example to use in class today. And it took half an hour, too. It’s simply not common knowledge. Neither is the name of the first guy to actually circumnavigate the globe, the way Columbus hoped to. Or the guy who invented the X-ray. Or the first man to go up in space. Most people don’t even know about the thing Norman Borlaug did, let alone knowing that he was the one who did it, but he probably saved over a billion lives—that’s billion with a ‘b,’ and I’m not exaggerating.”

She gave a small shrug. “Ask an average adult the questions I just asked you, and they’ll be lucky if they know the answers to a quarter of them. At best, we recognize these people because we see their names pop up on quiz shows, or because we remember them from biography book reports in grade school. At worst, we never hear about them at all.”

“That doesn’t mean they don’t matter, though,” William objected. “Just because you don’t get recognized, it doesn’t mean you weren’t important. The guy that invented the X-ray made a huge difference.”

“Also true, until you take into account the size of the known universe. Which is a bit like shooting a mosquito with a cannon, I know, but even if we stick to just the Earth, mass extinctions and dark ages and Nikola Tesla are proof that even the worthiest contributions don’t necessarily stick. But there’s a simpler, more direct way to prove my point.”

She looked up and down the ranks of desks, at Sid on one side and Anna on the other. “Any of you harbor dreams of being a doctor?” she asked. “Don’t worry, I promise not to crush them. At least, not on purpose.”

Two students cautiously raised their hands. Meredith, and a boy whose name Conor couldn’t remember. Ms. Palmano called on the boy.

“Mr. Brewer. I’d like you to picture a medical situation in which you’re saving someone’s life. Let’s say you work in a hospital—a big, fully staffed one.” She waited for a few seconds, then asked, “Got one ready for us?”

The boy nodded.

“Okay, what’s wrong?”

“School shooting.”

There was a collective flinch.

“You’re the surgeon?”

The boy nodded again.

“Okay. What would’ve happened if you were sick that day, and hadn’t come in to work?”

The boy frowned for a moment, then shrugged. “Somebody else at the hospital would’ve done the surgery.”

“And if you’d never worked there at all? If you never became a doctor? Would the victim have just died, for lack of medical care?”

“…probably not?”

Ms. Palmano spoke to the class as a whole. “You see where I’m going with this? Part of the reason Sid’s systems work so well is that they aren’t dependent on any one person. If Mr. Brewer decides not to be a doctor, somebody else will take his place. If the president gets shot, the vice president is there as a backup. Sure, if nobody decides to go to med school, we’ll run into trouble, but that doesn’t really happen. Instead, what we’ve got is a situation where doctors are needed, but if one doesn’t show up, there’s almost always another one.”

“Not in places like Africa,” said Susanne.

“True. Which is why a lot of doctors go there—to make a difference. Because here, they don’t—not really. But barely a third of our population ever makes it out of the country at all, vacations included, so you’ll forgive me if I assume most of you aren’t heading to Africa.”

Ashleigh raised his hand. “Even if it wouldn’t matter if we weren’t there, that’s not the same thing as saying it doesn’t count when we are.”

“Also true. But it means you’re reduced to being a single drop in the ocean, a single cog in the machine, and that’s kind of my point. Sid is part of society, not an independent entity. His personal contributions are effectively rendered insignificant by the fact that everyone else is pitching in, too.”

“But that’s a good thing,” Jennifer cut in.

“Oh, for sure. Life is better now than it’s ever been, after all. And you’re probably going to make it better still. Look at it this way—how many of you have been told by your parents that you can be anything you want to be?”

The hands went up.

“Logically speaking, is there any difference between that and saying ‘we don’t care and it doesn’t matter’?”

A harsh silence followed.

“So what’s the point, then?” This from William, who was looking even more upset than the rest of his fellow Sids. “Why are you telling us this? Is it just to ruin our day?”

“The opposite, actually. None of this stuff is meant to be brilliant or original—everybody gets nihilism at some point. I’m just trying to help you get it out of the way early, so you can start making decisions rationally—or at the very least, deliberately. Would you rather I lied? Pretended that every little assignment is super duper important, actually?”

There was another silence, this one more confused.

“What kinds of decisions are you talking about?” asked Rami.

“Any of them. All of them. Doesn’t matter what it is you’re trying to accomplish—having your eyes open helps.”

“But if none of it matters, why should we do anything?” asked Holt.

“Because you WANT to!” Ms. Palmano roared, causing all of them to jump. “That’s what I’ve been trying to pound into you since day one. Do what you want, because we can’t really stop you. Do what you want, because we don’t really need you. Do what you want, because ten thousand years from now, literally no one is going to remember—but the difference between eighty years of happiness and eighty years of misery will mean a whole heck of a lot to you. Take control of your life, and spend it on something, because you can’t take it with you when you die.”

A knot had formed in Conor’s stomach, had grown larger and tighter as his teacher went on until it now seemed like there was a bowling ball just behind his belly button. Almost against his will, he felt his hand rise into the air, felt the full weight of Ms. Palmano’s attention like a spotlight.

Is this your second question for the day, ‘Mister Moreton’?

“Conor?”

He swallowed. “What happens if you can’t think of anything?”

Ms. Palmano shrugged. “Then you fail seventh grade English, I guess,” she said. “Heaven forbid.”

•   •   •

Thirty minutes later.

“You lied.”

“Did not. I didn’t say I’d done it, I said I can do it.”

“But you can’t.”

“Can, too.”

Conor’s fists were clenched, had been clenched, and now they started to tremble.

“I was there, Ashleigh,” he growled, his cheeks feeling hot enough to blister. “I was there when you chickened out, and I was there when you took it out on Guyler Stevens or whatever it was that made you pound his fucking face in. And you sure as hell haven’t gone back and done it since. You lied, and you put it on the board where everybody could see it. Where fucking Mr. Sykes could see it.”

Two feet away, Ashleigh kneed the door to his locker shut and turned to face him, arms crossed, defiant, their fellow students flowing around them. “Yeah, because I didn’t realize you’d be such a pussy about it,” he shot back. “Who gives a shit?”

“Me,” Conor hissed. “I give a shit. I worked all fucking summer for that goddamn jump. You can’t just—just give it away like that. It’s—”

“It’s what?” Ashleigh broke in, his own voice rising. “It’s yours? In case you forgot, I’m the one who found it. You never would’ve even known about it if it wasn’t for me.”

“And you never would’ve gotten up there if it wasn’t for me.”

“So what the fuck are we fighting about, then? It’s not like the stupid thing is going anywhere.”

“They could take away the pipe.”

The words had spilled from his mouth before he’d had the chance to think, and Ashleigh’s look of withering contempt was eloquent.

“Or put up a fence,” he continued, ignoring the twisting in his stomach. “Or a camera. Whatever. The point is, it was our thing. A secret.”

“You never said you wanted it to be a secret.”

“The whole plan was a secret!”

“The plan, not the jump. What were you gonna do, just jump it and then never mention it to anybody?”

Yes.

“The point is, we were supposed to decide together.”

“Fuck that noise. You’re not my mom.”

“Am I your friend?”

Ashleigh’s eyes narrowed, but Conor stood his ground. “Am I?” he repeated. “Because last I checked, friends don’t leave each other in the fucking dark for two weeks straight.”

“I was on lockdown, in case you didn’t notice.”

“Don’t fucking even. I swear to god, if you try to—to—to fucking gaslight me, here—”

Conor’s words caught in his throat, and he squeezed his eyes shut, every muscle in his body quivering.

Next time I see Eddie I’m going to fucking—

(A quick flash of memory—blood spattered across the sidewalk, the feel of his shirt tearing between his teeth.)

He took a deep, steadying breath, and continued, eyes still closed. “Answers. You owe me—you know you owe me answers. You owed them to me two goddamn weeks ago. I wasn’t going to push it, but then you pull this fucking shit and I—I’m done. I’m done. You’ve got, like, ten seconds.”

He opened his eyes to see the other boy standing perfectly still, expression tight, his own gaze dark and hooded. Around them, the hallway was emptying, only a few stragglers still rummaging through their lockers. Conor could feel time passing as if each second were another band of metal wrapping around his chest.

Five.

Four.

Three—

“I was pissed, okay?” Ashleigh snapped. “All those times you dragged me up there, and then—and I thought I had it—but then we started running and I—and you—you fucking—”

He broke off.

“I just choked, and then there you fucking go, like it’s nothing, you come up laughing and I’m stuck there holding my dick, and—”

He broke off a second time. “I was high, and I went back to try again but I couldn’t, my whole body was shaking, so I climbed back down and when I got to the bottom fucking Guyler Stevens—”

He broke off a third time, his jaw twitching. “And no, I didn’t want to talk to you about it, because it was your fault, you were the problem, you and your rules and your stupid fucking training schedule—”

Conor’s jaw fell open in pure shock.

“—and—and—and whatever, it’s fine, who gives a shit, but I just needed some time to—to cool off, okay? It was—I was—”

He faltered again, and Conor frowned, confusion seeping in around the edges of his anger, softening it.

He was what?

(The lone head still lingering in their vicinity turned their way, and Ashleigh burned it with a glare before turning back to Conor.)

“Look,” he said, and his tone was suddenly different, lower and cooler and almost bored. “I just—I wanted to sort it out on my own, all right? I didn’t want you to—I wanted you not to help.”

“You were fine talking to fucking Eddie,” Conor said pointedly.

Ashleigh shrugged. “Like I give a shit what Eddie thinks,” he said. “It wasn’t Eddie who—”

The bell rang, and they both flinched, but neither moved to leave. The silence stretched—five seconds, and then ten. Conor opened his mouth—

“Eddie didn’t fucking beat me, okay?” Ashleigh said, before he could speak. “You were better than me, and it pissed me off, and—I didn’t want it to piss me off, it’s dumb, but it did, and the last thing I wanted to see was—”

He broke off yet again. Conor was awash with emotion, anger and confusion and something that might have been pride all fighting for supremacy as he stared into his best friend’s eyes.

“Your face,” Ashleigh said finally, his voice cooling still further, becoming glasslike and smooth. “I didn’t want you floating around while my head was messed up, and I was this far from saying some stupid, friendship-ending bullshit. Maybe it was a dick move to shut you out, but I’m here, aren’t I? We’re both here. So…ball’s in your court, I guess, because if you’re looking for an apology, you’re not going to get one.”

He crossed his arms, his expression untense, unworried, un-anything as he waited for Conor’s response.

Conor didn’t have one. Out of all of the explanations he’d imagined the other boy offering, he’d never come anywhere close to this.

Jealousy?

Shame?

Insecurity?

From Ashleigh?

(He was suddenly reminded of that day—the day—when he’d turned down the other boy’s offer of a joint and gone to leave, had almost left, had been just about to start down the pipe and had been pulled back at the very last second by the look on Ashleigh’s face, cracked open and terrifyingly vulnerable. Now the mask had slipped a second time, and some deep and wordless part of Conor realized that this was what Ashleigh was really asking of him—that he play along, cover it up, keep the secret of the other boy’s mortality from everyone else. For only the second time in four long years of friendship, Conor was getting a glimpse of—of—of something, something Ashleigh kept hidden from every other person on Earth.)

(And he wanted Conor to pretend he hadn’t seen it, either.)

A decade passed.

“How did you and Guyler end up fighting?” Conor asked finally.

(That much, at least, he had to know, before weighing up all the rest.)

Ashleigh shrugged again. “He dissed my mom and called you a faggot,” he said quietly. “I gave him exactly what he was asking for.”

Conor felt his brow furrow. “You went too far,” he said.

“Fuck him.”

More silence, but only a year, this time, as the world began to turn again. They were well over a minute late, now—needed to make some kind of call, to skip or get to class, to get on with their day and with the rest of their lives. But there was still so much they hadn’t said, hadn’t touched on—

“Walk home this afternoon?” Conor asked.

(Did Ashleigh hesitate, just a little bit?)

“Sure.”

•   •   •

Señora Dey let Conor off with a warning, but for the rest of the day, those missed minutes continued to plague him, as if it were impossible to catch up. He had to stay late to finish a quiz in Science, got caught in a line in the bathroom after Social Studies, and ended up dead last in the line in the cafeteria after knocking all of his things onto the floor just before the bell at the end of math.

By the time he’d gotten his food, he was in no mood to talk, so he walked past Eddie, Nolan, and Nicholas and joined Holt over at the silent lunch tables. The high school boy—Owen? Oliver?—was there too, head down as usual, turning the pages of his book with one hand while he ate with the other.

There was just enough time for Conor to finish his burger and fries, and then it was off to Activity. For once, he was actually looking forward to it—not only would it be his first P.E. class with Ashleigh since fifth grade, but they were slated to start soccer that week, and he and Ashleigh had history with soccer.

(It felt like that—like history with a capital H. Like magic, or destiny—as though the fact that they were playing soccer today was some sort of divine intervention, a chance at a ritual that might return the two of them to normalcy.)

They had first met on the soccer field, in the fall season of third grade—Conor as a left fullback for the Vikings, Ashleigh as a right forward on the Hawks. They’d locked shins half a dozen times in every game they’d played, culminating in a double trip that ended with each of them slinging grass and mud at the other while the ball spun uselessly into the parking lot, forgotten.

That was the same year that Ashleigh’s father got sick, and Ashleigh’s mother sold their house and moved them into Conor’s neighborhood, switching Ashleigh onto Conor’s team in the process. It wasn’t long before the two of them were carpooling together, which led to playdates, which led to sleepovers, which led to—

Guyler Stevens in the hospital.

Conor sighed, pushing aside the heavy wooden door and entering the locker room, his nose tightening at the smell of sweat and bleach.

That, too.

But before that…prank calls and night missions, porn magazines slipped to them by Ashleigh’s cousin, the dry ice bombs and the homemade napalm and the no-shit real-life actual goddamn bear.

But it had all started with soccer. With Ashleigh refusing to stop, and Conor refusing to yield, and the slow blossoming of mutual (grudging) respect when neither of them managed to break the other.

…yeah. Soccer will be good.

No sooner had he thought it, though, than thunder rumbled overhead, and sure enough, when he emerged into the gym, there were dodgeballs laid out on the center line of the polished wooden floor.

Jinxed it, whispered his shoulder Ashleigh.

Well, hitting you in the face with a dodgeball might work just as well.

But Ashleigh wasn’t there when the tardy bell rang. Conor craned his neck, scanning the clumps and clusters of students—maybe the other boy was avoiding him?

No—the coaches arranged them into rows and called the roll, and Ashleigh definitely wasn’t there. For a brief moment, Conor considered slipping out to go look for him, but if he was skipping, he could be almost anywhere. And if he wasn’t skipping—

Maybe Mr. Sykes had some questions about what he wrote on the board.

They had just begun their usual warm-up—jumping jacks, crunches, hamstring stretches—when a sharp, echoing crash from the roof brought the whole class to a standstill, drawing everyone’s eyes upward. It was followed almost immediately by a long peal of thunder, and a few kids shrugged and began moving again, but the rest continued to stare, their collective attention caught on a thin trickle of dust descending from the ceiling.

There was a wild, confused moment in which Conor both knew and refused to know, as the coaches blew their whistles and gathered the students together on the far side of the gym, opposite the place where the strange sound had come from…

It isn’t.

Of course it is.

That’s insane.

And?

After a brief, huddled conversation, one of the coaches headed for the supply closet, thumbing through a set of keys attached to his belt. Stepping inside, he began dragging aside various pieces of equipment, clearing a path to the steel ladder bolted to the back wall. The other coach directed the class into the bleachers and then disappeared into his office; between the rumbles of thunder, they could hear the muffled sound of him speaking into the phone on his desk.

No, no, no…

The dust had stopped falling, and the other students around Conor were abuzz with speculation.

“—think an air conditioner exploded, or something?”

“—gas pipe—”

“—a frigging airplane part—”

“—just thunder, you guys—”

“—that ladder goes all the way to the roof? Like a trapdoor?”

Conor’s eyes were glued to the closet, where the first coach had disappeared upward. With each passing second, he felt himself slipping deeper into a kind of nightmare paralysis, as though he could see exactly what was about to happen and was unable to do anything to stop it. It had taken him nearly ten minutes to find a way down—

It’s fine. They’re not going to find anything. If it was him, he was gone before they even blew the whistle.

But soon the seconds stretched out into minutes, and when the first coach reappeared down the ladder, it was only to call for his partner, the pair of them holding another muttered conference before he vanished upward once more.

(Conor stopped breathing.)

The second coach ducked back into the office to make another call—much shorter this time—and then hurried up the ladder himself, pausing only to threaten the students with dismemberment if they dared to move from their seats.

(Predictably, a few kids darted down from the bleachers and began to goof around on the floor, only to scurry back when the double doors swung open—)

It was Mr. Sykes.

Mr. Sykes, and the school nurse, her overlarge first aid kit slung over one shoulder.

Conor’s heart leapt into his throat. There was another interminable wait, this one punctuated by the occasional thrill of terror whenever the AP’s gaze happened to pass over him. Finally, the clunk of shoes on steel came echoing out of the closet, and Conor watched with bated breath as the first coach descended into view, swinging softly down to the ground and then lifting up his arms to spot another, smaller figure.

Ashleigh.

The other boy was moving gingerly, picking his way down the ladder with two hands and just one leg, his right bent up behind him, the ankle wrapped tightly with what looked like the blue and gold of his uniform sweatshirt. As soon as he reached the ground, the nurse rushed forward, producing an icepack and a roll of medical tape from the interior of her kit.

The second coach descended a moment later, and for a long minute, Ashleigh was hidden from view, the three adults clustering around him. When they pulled back, it was to reveal the other boy standing defiant and proud, a pair of crutches tucked under his arms, a pale bandage holding the icepack tightly to his leg. They escorted him out onto the floor, and he tapped his way straight to Mr. Sykes, sparing only a single, triumphant glance into the bleachers where Conor sat.

And then he was gone.

The double doors swung shut behind him, and the gym erupted into chaos, the image of Ashleigh allowing himself to be led quietly away crystallizing instantly into legend. Those who hadn’t already heard the story of his entry on the board were being told in awed whispers as the kids spilled out of the bleachers like conquerors, the seeds of a hundred rumors scattering in their wake.

Conor took no part, feeling numb and detached, an island of quiet in the chaos. There had been an entire conversation in that one, brief look, a flood of information that would have been incomprehensible to anyone else in the world besides Conor.

I did it! See? Told you so. It wasn’t even that hard, really. Ankle’s fucked, but who cares. And the air time! That totally counts as flying, has to, I was in the air for like two whole seconds. Worth it. And right in front of everybody! Oh, man, they’re going to be talking about this one for years…

He tuned out the voice, falling further inward, searching for a name to fit the feeling that had settled over him like a fog. A ball hit him—were they playing dodgeball, now?—and he climbed out of the bleachers, crawling around into the dark and quiet space beneath them.

Hollow.

That was how he felt. Hollow. Empty. Uninvolved—a bystander, in every possible sense of the word.

It wasn’t until halfway through Art that he unraveled the rest of the tangle, put words to the storm that was building inside him. The bag, the Gap, the bullies on the bus—even that morning, in Ms. Palmano’s class, as she shared with Ashleigh the same look that had previously been reserved for Conor—only Conor.

It was as if everything he did was a shadow of something that Ashleigh had already done, or was eventually going to do, or could easily do better if he just bothered to try. He felt like a sidekick, a second-rater, a supporting character—even when he had thoroughly outdone the other boy, had beaten him by two weeks and a sprained ankle, nobody noticed, nobody knew. Only Ashleigh, and Ashleigh wanted to win.

Nothing you accomplish in life will matter.

That was what Ms. Palmano had said, and she’d seemed to think it was a good thing, ultimately. That it might free them from trying to do what they thought they were supposed to do, give them the courage to chase whatever it was they actually wanted.

Which is what, exactly? What are you after, Bat-boy?

Conor didn’t know. But he knew that something was missing.

That night, when he couldn’t find the little leatherbound journal, he went digging through his desk, and then his drawers, and finally his closet, turning everything upside down—and everywhere he looked, he found mementos of their friendship, and always with himself just half a step behind. The trophy from their fifth grade soccer championship, where Conor had blocked the crucial shot, and Ashleigh had scored the winning goal. The photo from the skit they had starred in, in fourth grade—Ashleigh as Sherlock, Conor as Watson. The game the other boy had given him for Christmas last year, with the final boss that only Ashleigh had been able to kill.

I don’t want to beat him. I just don’t want him to always beat me.

Equals, that was all. He wanted to be—to feel like—to be treated like an equal. Not someone you could just ignore for two straight weeks, and then refuse to apologize to.

(There were tears, then, but he ignored them.)

He pulled another box off the shelf in his closet, and two small, soft objects came tumbling down—the masks they’d made for Halloween, Siphon and the Tracer. He studied them for a long moment—the curve of the lines, the arrangement of colors.

His was better.

Not that it matters when they’re just sitting up there on a shelf in the dark.

Conor felt his lip curl, something hot and savage sliding into his blood.

Okay, Ash. You want to show off for the shoobies?

Fine. I’ll play.


Chapter 6Plans


September 1st, 2:37PM

“Only like…eighteen hours left.”

“I’m trying not to think about it.”

“It’s gotta be better than last year, at least.”

“Maybe. How’s Timothy?”

“Hopeless. I keep trying to warn him, but he won’t listen. He was organizing his school stuff when I left yesterday. Like, he got up early to do it. Like it was Christmas or something. Mom got him color-coded dividers.”

“Cute.”

“It’s sick. They’re gonna eat him alive.”

“Not with Big Brother around, right?”

“Har har. I’ve got my hands full keeping your ass in one piece.”

“Me? When was the last time you had to bail me out of a fight?”

“A year ago tomorrow.”

“Right, right, fucking Guyler. But that’s one, out of—what, twelve?”

“I don’t get in a fight every month.”

“Oh, gee, sorry, guess it’s only eleven, then.”

“It’s not my fault that people can’t handle a little constructive criticism.”

“You told Josh Torrence to brush his teeth so people could tell his farts from his voice.”

“And it would’ve helped.”

“Poor Timothy. He’s not even going to know why so many people hate him on sight.”

“How about you? Young Master Wayne all ready for tomorrow?”

“I don’t know. Does this stuff mess you up the next day?”

“You mean like after the Halloween party?”

“Yeah.”

“I think we’ll be okay.”

“Hope so. First day back’s hard enough as it is.”

“You’re not excited at all?”

“Are you?”

“A little, maybe. Big year, you know?”

“Seventh grade?”

“I mean. We’re gonna be teenagers.”

“Yeah, we can finally go see Marvel movies without a chaperone.”

“And we got to pick our classes.”

“Two of them, anyway.”

“And there’s, y’know. Dating, and stuff.”

“I don’t think that’s got anything to do with seventh grade. Holt and Ellie went out for like a month last year, didn’t they?”

“Yeah, but you didn’t. I didn’t.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Why didn’t you, Batman?”

“Nobody I wanted to ask.”

“Same, I guess. But maybe this year.”

“What’s different this year? It’s still the same bunch of girls we’ve known since kindergarten. Feels like dating your cousin or something.”

“Eh, maybe. I just—”

“What?”

“I dunno. Getting bored with jerking off, is all. Aren’t you?”

“Dude. None of the girls in our grade are going to help you with that.”

“Phoebe gave Rami a blowjob at the spring dance.”

“He’s lying.”

“She’s the one who was talking about it.”

“Then they’re both lying.”

“Unless they’re not.”

“Even if they’re not, that’s Phoebe. Are you really that desperate?”

“Dude, whatever. I could rock it.”

“You could rock Phoebe.”

“Rocked your mom last night. Twice.”

“Then why are you thinking about hooking up with Phoebe?”



•   •   •

Twenty-five hippopotamus. Twenty-four hippopotamus. Twenty-three…

With a scattering of gravel, Conor skidded to a halt at the edge of the roof, catching the lip with one hand and turning sideways as he vaulted past and down, sneakers slamming onto the breezeway six feet below. Whirling, he ran down the center of the aluminum awning, his footfalls like thunder. When he reached the end, he ran over the edge without hesitation, this time plummeting onto the grass at the corner of the eighth grade building.

Fifteen hippopotamus. Fourteen hippopotamus.

His landing was surgically precise, the momentum of his roll taking him right behind one of the school’s giant holly bushes and into the dusty, musty space between its branches and the wall. There was a small, industrial-looking metal box bolted to the brick, with pipes coming out of it and disappearing into the ground, and that gave Conor the boost he needed to reach for the window that he knew would be hanging open, eight feet off the ground. Hauling himself up and through the narrow gap, he grabbed the top of the stall frame and dropped to the tile floor, sending up silent thanks for the fact that there were no girls in the bathroom.

Eight hippopotamus. Seven hippopotamus.

Despite the countdown in his head, he spared a moment to kick his shoes against the wall, knocking loose the dirt and mulch, anxious to avoid leaving a trail of incriminating footprints. The hallway was empty as he burst through the bathroom door, the voice in his head calling out one hippopotamus as he hurled himself across, pushing through the doorway opposite and into the boys’ bathroom—

The bell rang.

—where he sprinted to the first stall and locked himself in, heart pounding, chest heaving. Outside, the hallway began to fill with students, the sounds of squeaking shoes and locker doors and the babble of conversation swelling until they masked the sound of Conor’s coughing. There was a notable rise in volume when the bathroom door swung open, and he hastily pulled off the mask he was wearing, unzipping his pants as he turned toward the toilet. Still shaking, he spilled several drops onto the seat as he peed, electing to use the last three squares of toilet paper to wipe his face and neck instead of cleaning up the mess.

He counted out another thirty seconds as his breathing slowed fractionally, trying to judge the best moment to leave the stall. He wanted the bathroom to be full, but not so full that people would be standing around waiting for their turn, with nothing to distract them from his flushed face and slightly too-small frame. Making the decision based on feel, he pulled open the stall door and wormed his way out, skipping the sink and heading straight for the exit.

The hallway was packed with eighth graders, twin streams pushing through the double doors in opposite directions. Conor joined the crush, trailing slightly behind a pack of girls as they stepped out into the sunlight and headed for the cafeteria. He stuck with them until the last possible second, breaking off as they went inside, pretending to read the student council fliers posted in the vestibule as he waited for another source of cover.

There were plenty of stragglers still throwing their food away from second lunch, and soon enough Conor was drifting along with a clump of his fellow seventh graders, walking right back toward the middle school cluster. A pair of angry-looking teachers brushed past them, striding purposefully toward the eighth grade wing, and Conor allowed himself a tight little smile. It wasn’t until he was back at his locker that he felt the last cord of tension loosen in his shoulders, the hairs on the back of his neck shifting from attention to parade rest. Surreptitiously transferring the mask from his pocket to his bookbag, he shut his locker door and turned to rejoin Holt and the others leaving fifth period for third lunch.

He hadn’t even gone three steps before a hand fell on his shoulder, prompting an explosion of adrenaline in his chest that sent shrapnel tingles into every muscle of his body. Jerking instinctively away, he whirled, barely suppressing a gasp of relief as he registered the face of Nolan Brinkley, looking almost feverish.

“Did you hear?” the other boy asked, his voice quivering with excitement. “Ashleigh—he snuck back on campus again.”

•   •   •

There were rules to this game, and each time Conor put on the mask, he added another, or two, or three.

(That was almost a rule in and of itself, a way to stay sharp and focused, keep himself from growing cocky or complacent.)

Some of them were obvious, inevitable, included mostly for completeness—like the cardinal rule, his First Commandment:

Don’t get caught.

Others were niche, narrow, cobbled together from chance observations and careless mistakes. Those were the ones he disciplined himself to remember, repeating them over and over. Each was a tool in his toolkit, a tiny trade secret that might one day make the difference between victory and failure.

Never lose track of your shadow.

Roll your feet—don’t tiptoe.

Mulch sticks to clothes worse than grass does.

He used them like a scalpel each time he planned a new excursion, cutting away the bad ideas until only viable ones remained.

Never drop where they can see you.

Always have a second way down.

Once you’re on the ground, go where there’s a crowd.

There was a limit to how far they could take him, he knew. This couldn’t last forever—all it would take was one grownup in the wrong place at the wrong time, one loose brick or shaky pipe, one teacher who spotted the sweat leaking through his uniform and put two and two together.

Cross buildings—never run along them.

If you’re not wearing the mask, don’t carry the mask.

Wash your hands as soon as you can.

But so far, it was working.

There was a subtle irony to the way it had all come together. Ashleigh’s defiant leap—

(Leaving Conor feeling something…he hadn’t had words for it, hadn’t been able to name it, but it had burned inside of him like magnesium.)

—then Conor’s encore, a daring stunt aimed at puncturing the other boy’s reputation—

(Except that it had ended up reinforcing it, instead, of course it had, everyone drawing exactly the wrong conclusion.)

—and afterward, the school’s response, a massive mobilization aimed at preventing a third incident that no one had been planning.

(At which point he basically had to, right?)

There hadn’t even been a goal, in the beginning. Just pressure, building and building and building, until Conor found himself alone on the roof of the library at seven thirty in the morning, hiding behind a ventilation shaft, watching the buses roll in as he wrestled with himself.

The route itself was simple, no technical skill required—down onto the breezeway, up onto the office roof, back down onto the breezeway opposite, and then back up onto the cafeteria, where he would disappear from view as soon as he climbed down the pierced brick wall surrounding the dumpsters. Thirty seconds, at a generous overestimate—

—but it would take him along the entire length of the courtyard where the middle schoolers were gathering, the courtyard that the high schoolers were passing through on their way to the inner quad.

You can’t seriously be afraid that they’ll catch you.

His own voice, Ashleigh’s voice—it was hard to tell which was which, in that moment. They’d been blending together, switching sides at random, each arguing caution and brashness in turn.

You’ll be gone before the teachers even move. Most of them probably won’t even see. Even if there is randomly someone on the ground by the dumpsters, you can just double back around to the magnolia.

But still, the fear. The same fear, familiar—he wasn’t afraid he would hurt himself, wasn’t scared he might fall, but it was the same feeling regardless, no different from what he’d felt on the rooftop all summer, looking out across the Gap—the knowledge that he could just go home, that no one would ever know what he hadn’t done. That there was no one to judge him, dock him points.

And that was the problem, really. Was why (Conor realized) Ashleigh had written his claim on the board, where everyone would see—to make himself do it, set up an expectation he would then feel obligated to fulfill.

(And it had worked.)

(All those times they had trained together, over the summer, and Conor realized that he had never once insisted, never once told Ashleigh look, this one isn’t optional. He’d tried to be reassuring, supportive—gentle, with the one thing they both knew he did better. Right from the start, he’d made it clear that he had no specific expectations of the other boy, and he was only just now recognizing that there were two sides to that coin…)

How many of you have been told that you can be anything you want to be?

Conor had thought about it as he climbed back down—defeated, humiliated. As he rejoined his classmates in the courtyard, hearing Ashleigh’s legend spreading all around him, the story being told and re-told and re-told again. He had forced himself to listen, taking it as penance for his cowardice, and that afternoon, he’d followed Timothy right up the stairs and let himself into the other boy’s bedroom.

(The door had not been locked.)

“I’m going to cut across the rooftops,” he had declared. “Tomorrow, before first bell, while everyone’s in the courtyard.”

He had tossed Ashleigh the pair of masks, and the grin that had spread across the other boy’s face was like sunlight, like gold. They sat together for almost two hours, hashing out the details, thinking through potential problems, chipping away at the uncertainties until the plan was so solid that the actual act felt almost a formality.

And then he’d returned to Ashleigh’s room the following afternoon, triumphant, to share the hilarious news—that nearly every single person in the school had concluded that the mysterious figure had been Ashleigh.

“So that’s why Sykes called this morning,” the other boy said.

(Serendipitously, the call had gone to voicemail—Ashleigh had simply not felt like picking up, and so had utterly failed to establish an alibi.)

“I’m going to run with it,” Conor said. “It won’t work for long, but—”

Again the grin.

The other kids bought it. The teachers were buying it, even—the only person who seemed to harbor any suspicion at all was Holt, his voice unusually quiet, his eyes lingering until Conor met them, then shifting uneasily away. The second mission had been the closest of the four—in a reckless gamble, they’d decided that Conor should go for an exact repeat, crossing the rooftops at the same time on the very next school day.

(It was such a terrible idea, they reasoned, that the grownups would assume that no one would be stupid enough to try it, and therefore they wouldn’t actually bother to defend against it.)

And they were right—but they underestimated just how quickly the teachers would make it around to the far side of the cafeteria, now that they were on high alert. Conor had ended up taking a tortuous detour across half the buildings in the school, doing his best to throw walls in the paths of his fastest pursuers and circling back on himself until he finally found a quiet corner he could drop into. Luckily, more than half the students in the school had come pouring into campus, whooping and cheering, and ultimately his was just one flushed, breathless face among many.

And it would have stopped there, probably, except that the next morning he’d disembarked from the bus to find that the entire student body was being funneled straight into the gym, as if in preparation for a hurricane. Three days went by before they let the students gather in the courtyard again, and there were fewer teachers supervising them than usual, most of the faculty scattered across campus, guarding all of the obvious spots.

Ashleigh had scoffed. “They really think that’s going to stop you?”

And it might have—before. Of the two of them, Conor had always been the cautious one, the anxious one, the drag on Ashleigh’s recklessness. He’d drawn a hard line at half mad, and on more than one occasion his cold feet had saved them both from disaster.

But he was changing, now—had maybe already changed, the two runs he’d done transforming him, the old Conor sloughing away. This newfound feeling of power, of potential—it was addictive, and he was finding that his gift for anticipating danger was just as useful for troubleshooting crazy plans as it was for torpedoing them.

They’d given it an extra day, to lull the staff into a false sense of security, and then he’d gone for his third target—a small, level gap between two outstretched wings of the music building, facing a commons where the upperclassmen went for break. He’d turned in his Social Studies quiz a few minutes early and asked to be dismissed to the bathroom, whereupon he’d grabbed his books from his locker, darted over to the high school side, scaled the patterned brick façade on the back of the math building, crossed the rooftops to the music wing and broken the jump without skipping a beat, slinging his bookbag down to the ground and dropping meteorically after it as shouts and cheers rang out behind him.

(With no teachers present, he’d had only students to dodge, and he made it back to the middle school side just as the dismissal bell rang. By the time third lunch rolled around an hour later, the story had already spread throughout the school, another feather in Ashleigh’s cap.)

Ashleigh, for his part, was doing everything he could to draw attention to himself. Twice he’d limped theatrically away from his driveway as Timothy got on the bus, and he invited Holt, Eddie, Nolan, and Sam over to his house nearly every afternoon, offering ludicrous alibis and non-denial denials whenever the topic turned to Conor’s latest exploit. His ankle injury—a modest sprain, as it turned out—was healing rapidly, and he frequently “forgot” his crutches when he stood, only to stutter and collapse dramatically as soon as someone noticed. With the notable exception of Holt, they seemed to be buying it, awe and admiration clearly visible on their faces.

(Eddie was particularly enthusiastic about playing along, his usual stream of nonsense littered with retractions and corrections as he repeatedly pretended to almost give the game away.)

Still, there was only so much they could do to muddy the trail. Conor’s complicity in the first two missions had been covered by the fact that no one kept track before homeroom, and they had judged the between-class excursion acceptable in light of Ms. Nease’s absentmindedness. But there weren’t that many moments during the day when he could disappear unnoticed…

“You should start skipping classes when nothing happens.”

“What? Why?”

“So people don’t notice that Clark Kent disappears every time Superman shows up,” Ashleigh explained, in a come on, keep up sort of tone. “Maybe get caught making out in the bathroom, or something—”

“Dunno if your mom’s willing to come all the way out to East Binder during the work day.”

“I mean, she was kind of hoping you’d move on soon anyway. It was mostly pity; she prefers guys who’ve hit puberty.”

“Dick,” Conor said, sticking out his tongue.

He wasn’t at all sure what to make of the other boy’s easy camaraderie, the abrupt and total reversal of their previous estrangement. On the surface, their friendship was back to normal, all brag and bluster. They were messaging one another every night, and Conor continued to bring Ashleigh his assignments, collecting them from Timothy on the bus each morning.

Yet in light of all they’d left unsaid, the lack of awkwardness was itself suspect, the laughter too easy, the banter smooth and almost pat.

I don’t get it. Isn’t this what you wanted?

…no. Not quite. This was how Ashleigh was with everyone else—the untouchable good humor, the self-assured exuberance. Gone were the rough edges, the savage honesties and quiet sincerity that had marked their something-special.

(But you couldn’t exactly ask for that sort of thing.)

To fill the hours, Conor poured himself into his training. He was strong, now, and getting stronger, with even his longer training sessions leaving him only moderately sore the next day. He’d climbed Mr. Baker’s little brick wall so often that he’d rubbed a hole in the sole of one shoe, and he was landing one target jump for every one he missed.

(Almost, anyway—thirty-seven out of seventy-five.)

His newfound endurance was serving him well in soccer, where he had been assigned to midfield and was tentatively confirmed as a second- and third-quarter player for their upcoming game. He’d had only one really embarrassing moment, and that one not entirely his fault—while chasing a wild ball past the bench where Guyler was sitting, he’d felt something catch his ankle and gone face-first into a puddle.

His schoolwork, on the other hand, was suffering. Ms. Palmano’s class was now officially his only B, and math was threatening to tank him entirely. It wasn’t just that he was splitting his evenings between jumping and scheming instead of doing his homework—he was losing focus during the day as well, his thoughts sliding to the rooftops over and over again as though gravity had reversed itself.

Lately, he’d been caught on a brand-new possibility, a gap unlike any of the ones he’d broken so far. Just as with Binder’s Gap, the solution had been obvious almost immediately, with the one small problem being that it was completely, utterly insane.

He had first noticed it during his mad escape after the second mission, when he was crisscrossing the rooftops, searching frantically for an unguarded way down. He’d spotted it out of the corner of his eye, come back to it later that day, studying it from below in spare minutes between classes.

It was a space roughly twelve feet across, bounded on one side by the squat, garage-like shop classroom, and on the other by the higher brick wall of the high school science wing. With a running start, and a boost from the raised lip at the edge of the shop roof, Conor could cover the distance easily. The catch was that the edge of the second roof wasn’t at the same height as the first, but was instead a good three feet higher up.

He’d thought about trying to make up the difference by simply running faster, jumping harder, but a few test runs in his neighborhood playground had put that idea to rest—he simply didn’t have the power. And so, he was forced back to his first idea.

Some kinda crazy Wile E. Coyote bullshit—

Shh.

Whenever Conor climbed a wall—whether it was the tiny one in Mr. Baker’s yard or a real one like the ones by the bank—there was a moment when he hung just below the edge, arms extended, elbows around his ears, his fingers gripping the top and his feet braced against the vertical surface, knees pulled up tight to his chest. It was a surprisingly solid position—after working on it for a few sessions, he’d found that he could hang like that for almost a full minute before his forearms started to shake.

But that’s just hanging. What you’re talking about is way worse.

He could jump the twelve feet between the two buildings. He just couldn’t make it up the additional yard. But if he went for it anyway, and managed to get his shoes to a spot three-or-so feet below the edge…

…that would put his hands at exactly the right height to catch the top. Instead of landing downward, on the roof, he could land forward, on the wall, trading his own height for the last bit of reach.

There were half a dozen reasons why it was a terrible idea. He could come in too low and bounce off, or slice his hands open slipping off the raised metal edge. He could smash his face, his chest, his knees, break his ankles or his wrists. He could even make it, only to have his arms rip out of their sockets—for all he knew, with how hard he’d have to run, it would be like trying to catch a moving train.

But the more he thought about it, the more he became convinced that these were merely technical problems, a set of logistical hurdles between him and a solution that was fundamentally sound. It could work. The question was: could it work for him?

It was that question that had brought him back to East Binder, four hours after sunset on Sunday evening, his nose running in the chill night air. He would have preferred to study the problem in daylight, but between soccer, homework, and the increasing vigilance of the teachers, nights were now the only option.

(He also found himself strangely reluctant to share his new idea with Ashleigh—a feeling which he deliberately did not examine—and there were fewer questions from the other boy when he disappeared after dark.)

A harsh, yellow light illuminated the gap, its buzz the only sound now that the crickets were starting to go to ground. Conor stepped forward to the edge of the roof, looking out at his target, deceptively, tantalizingly close.

He tried to picture it, in his mind—what it would take, how he’d have to position himself. How it would feel.

It was hard. The thing he was imagining was unlike anything he’d ever done—the only remotely relevant experience he could think of was the time he’d overjumped coming down from the roof of the supermarket. He’d been aiming for one of the large, green electrical boxes, and he’d almost missed it entirely, his feet landing just a few inches shy of the edge, his palms slamming down to stop himself from tumbling headfirst onto the grass below. The pain in his wrists had kept him out for over a week, and he didn’t relish the idea of repeating the experience.

But I won’t be falling this time, so—so the impact shouldn’t be so rough, right?

Well. He would be falling, still, actually, but it should be more or less incidental, with most of his energy going forward.

Unless you end up higher or lower than you think.

Conor grimaced. There were just too many variables, too many questions he had no easy way of answering—should he be more concerned about the strength of his fingers, or the placement of his feet? Was he going to have more trouble with gravity, or with the fact that he was basically hurling himself straight into a wall at top speed? Should he try to lead with his hands, or his feet, or both? Did it matter?

It probably matters.

Sighing, he turned, hopping up onto the breezeway, walking softly around to the science building, lowering himself down into a hang at the landing spot, testing the grip.

If I come in too steep, my feet are going to slip out—skid down the wall.

But was that better or worse than trying to absorb all of the shock with bent knees?

Conor didn’t know.

Okay, then. The hard way, just like with the Gap.

With Binder’s Gap, there had been only one real factor to take into account: impact. He would make the lateral distance or he wouldn’t—the question had been whether or not he would drive his knees up through his ribcage on the landing. In the months leading up to it, he’d been able to get a sense of just how much shock he’d be dealing with by dropping into mulch beds and sand pits, gradually pushing his way up to twelve feet, strengthening his legs as he went. He’d done squats and lunges for weeks, carrying buckets of paint from his father’s workshop, and had once even convinced Ashleigh to sit on his shoulders as he wobbled up and down the steps of the stadium at the community college, the other boy’s fists clenched tight in his hair. The actual jump had still been terrifying, but there hadn’t been any surprises when he finally broke through.

But this problem was a whole new level of complex. He would have to cover all of the bases, preparing equally well for any number of possible mistakes. And he was naturally further behind—however extraordinary Binder’s Gap might be in scale, he’d spent his whole life using his legs to take impact. Up until a few months ago, it had been years since he’d put all of his weight on his arms. Through trial and error, he had discovered that a drop of even just a foot basically doubled his effective weight—if he came in at the wrong angle and his feet slipped out, he might end up taking as much as two or three hundred pounds with just his fingertips.

He could get part of the way there by approximation—finding smaller, similar gaps and attempting the same sort of technique in miniature. But there were only so many ways to mock up a given obstacle. At some point, he would have to commit to the real thing, and when he did, it would become binary—he would succeed, or he would fail.

And he could not fail. A mistake here wasn’t as obviously lethal as a forty-eight-foot drop, but it was still something he couldn’t afford.

My arms.

His arms were the weak point.

This was going to take time, and work.

He turned to climb back down, his body’s autopilot coming online as his thoughts began to wander. A part of him was already brainstorming—weighted topovers and one-armed hangs, maybe?—while the rest was reluctantly crossing monkey jump off the list of possibilities for his next mission.

(Everything else on the list was crossed off, too. If he didn’t think of something soon, he’d be back to the idea of retracing his previous paths, which was both risky and lame.)

Mulling, Conor drifted through the deserted campus, his eyes on the rooftops, looking for inspiration. He did two full circuits, looping his way around every building—

Nothing.

He checked his watch. It was only a few minutes after eleven.

Still early. You could hit the Gap before you go, end on a high note.

He hadn’t been back since Ashleigh had broken it. And doing it in the dark again would be properly scary—would count for something, wash away at least a little bit of his disappointment.

Five minutes later, he was halfway through the magnolia, picking his way across by feel in the darkness—

His foot dislodged something.

His foot dislodged something, and the something fell down through the branches and out of the tree, making an oddly familiar sound as it went—something both commonplace and out of place, not like a stick or a pinecone at all.

What…?

Curious, he lowered himself down a couple of branches and peered at the ground. The mulch below was in deep shadow, and he couldn’t see anything unusual in the dark…

He checked his watch again. Still not even eleven fifteen—he could drop down and take a look and have plenty of time to climb back up again, if he wanted to.

Swinging sloth-style on the lowest branch, Conor let go with his feet and dangled, released, wincing at the jolt as he hit the ground a split second earlier than expected.

(He hated dropping in the dark.)

He circled the tree, peering through the darkness, shuffling his feet as he walked. On his fourth pass, his toe brushed against something small and hard, and he bent down to pick it up.

It was a book.

Holding it by the cover, he shook it gently, letting the mulch and bark it had collected during its fall drift away. He couldn’t make out any of the pages in the gloom, so he stepped out from under the magnolia, back into the cold September starshine.

He frowned.

It was a small book, bound in black leather, and he recognized it immediately.

His journal.

For a long moment, Conor just stood there, trying to make sense of it. The little book had gone missing, what—a week and a half ago? Sometime around Ashleigh’s jump, anyway—he remembered searching for it and being unable to find it. After a while, he’d simply stopped looking, and it had dropped to the back of his mind, crowded out by other things.

I must have never got it back from Ashleigh, he thought. He’d been leaving it in with the other boy’s homework, after all. Maybe Ashleigh had found it, hung onto it, and then—

His thoughts stalled.

And then brought it to school and left it in the tree?

Conor inspected the cover. It was hard to be sure, but it looked pristine, not weathered at all, and there’d been a thunderstorm only a couple of days earlier. However the little book had gotten there, it hadn’t been there long.

Flipping it open, he squinted down at the first page—

Still too dark. He began walking toward the auditorium. There was a light on the far side, and if he could just take a closer look—

He stalled again.

The page was covered—absolutely covered—in red marks, looking almost black in the harsh yellow light. They draped across his writing like twisted shadows, a mass of corrections and annotations. There were strikethroughs and carets, whole sentences rewritten with punctuation where Conor had left none. In the margins, a narrow, angular script spelled out a series of smug little taunts:

Don’t you have to know “your” and “you’re” to pass third grade?

Oh, man. “They’re” and “we’re,” too. Maybe your problem is “re”?

Never mind, I figured it out. You can’t read, so you can’t spell check.

Plus I bet it’s hard to write when your hand is permanently wrapped around someone else’s dick.

Conor felt his body go cold and still. Somewhere else, somewhere distant, a storm was rising—panic and humiliation and outrage—but here all was icy calm.

He thumbed to the next page and skimmed it, then flipped past the following four in quick succession. Every single one of them had been defaced, scarcely a line left unmarked. Even his math notes, jotted down when he hadn’t had another sheet of paper—half of the problems had been crossed out and completely reworked, while the other half had been overwritten, mistakes corrected with heavy, dark strokes.

And in the margins, on the blank pages—

(The ones he’d left for Ashleigh.)

A constant refrain of cruelty, variations on a theme, the same two or three insults clothed in a hundred different words.

Come on, you KNOW how to use an apostrophe. You’re just being lazy.

Oh, are we making fun of retards now? Is this like black people and the N-word?

Man, if THIS boring shit is what you pick to write down…

I was going to make fun of you for not knowing what to do with periods, but I guess you’re a late bloomer.

Would HAVE, not would OF. Moron.

Loser.

Faggot.

Dipshit.

A complicated sort of feeling was growing, swelling, filling the hollow space inside of him as anger continued to howl around the edges. People stole journals, sure. People read them, spread their secrets, maybe even trashed them.

But this?

Conor was indignant, horrified, violated—as if the little book were a direct extension of his body, the jagged words an uninvited touch. This was the sort of thing that was Not Supposed To Happen. It was barbaric. Gross. Uncivilized.

Who?

It was obvious, of course, but still he thumbed through the pages, looking for confirmation. And there it was, on the very first page, amid the run-ons and the botched contractions—a single misspelled name, crossed out and recopied, the corrected letters formed with obvious care.

(Who else would have noticed? Who else had reason to come after Conor in particular, and knew just where to leave the book?)

He flipped to the final entry, scribbled in haste and anger on the day of Ashleigh’s jump. Beneath it, the rest of the page was filled with red ink, the thin, angular letters like knives next to Conor’s sloppy scrawl.


Wowsers. Trouble in paradise, huh? Didn’t realize you two had a catfight. Or is this where you scribble down all the stuff you’re not brave enough to say out loud?

I’ve got to say, I’m disappointed. Half this shit isn’t even worth the time it takes to read, let alone write. Where are all the dirty little secrets? You didn’t even give me anything to blackmail you with! I mean, other than the part where you’d totally gargle Ashleigh’s balls if he’d just be nice to you again. And the part where you’re hiding a bag of pot somewhere (high five, didn’t think you had it in you!). And the part where you’re the dumbass who’s been running around on the roof all week (that one’s just a guess, but it fits, don’t you think?).

Bit of advice for you, since you don’t know how to put two and two together. Your boyfriend’s not interested anymore. Get over it, move on, maybe try pussy next time. Also, quit writing in a fucking journal. It’s the 21st century…haven’t you heard of Google docs?

Your biggest fan,

~Guyler



Moving very, very slowly, Conor closed the book, sliding it gently into his pocket, all other mental processes suspended. He waited for the explosion—the implosion—for the storm of emotion to break in and overwhelm him. But instead, the anger seemed to shrink, to retreat, coiling up like a viper, watchful and wary. If anything, he felt calmer as the seconds ticked by, the ice in his veins thawing into a sensation of pure clarity.

Everything about the situation was heavy with implied threat. That Guyler had somehow managed to steal the journal—that he had figured out about the missions, about the bag—even the way the message had been delivered was carefully calculated to throw Conor off stride, impress upon him just how easily the other boy could fuck everything up.

But…

He hadn’t.

Just like he hadn’t told on Ashleigh.

Why?

It wasn’t out of a sense of mercy or fair play—that much was clear. And despite the offhand reference to blackmail, it didn’t seem like a shakedown. There had been no demands, and Guyler had only lost leverage by giving Conor the heads up.

…could it be that there was no grand design? That the other boy had destroyed the journal simply because he could, and left it in the tree for no reason other than to make Conor twitch?

Yeah, well, if so it’s working.

Somewhere in the distance, an owl hooted softly, jerking him out of his thoughts. Glancing around at the deserted buildings, he moved away from the light and back into the shadow of the magnolia.

Maybe there was no point in trying to guess at the other boy’s motives. Conor simply didn’t know him well enough.

Fine, then. Damage control.

He should probably stay off the rooftops for a while, at the very least. He could spend a few weeks practicing off campus, building up strength for the monkey jump.

And the bag?

He turned to look back at the equipment shed, a squat shadow pressing up against the brick wall of the gymnasium.

I didn’t actually say where I hid it.

And Guyler had been in the hospital when Conor had buried it. And it wasn’t like Conor had a better hiding place lined up—at least this way, if the grownups found it, they had about two thousand other suspects.

But still—he’d sleep easier if he checked on it, maybe dug it down another foot or so. Walking over to the shed, he dropped onto his belly and wriggled into the tight space.

Ten minutes later, he crawled back out, his fingers raw and bleeding, his face stricken.

The bag was gone.

•   •   •

Click.

The pebble bounced off the glass pane, dropping straight down to the driveway and tumbling away into the grass. Shaking the handful still in his palm, Conor chose the smallest and took careful aim.

Click.

It was well past midnight, and Ashleigh’s window was a pool of darkness, the navy blue curtains tightly closed. Conor had tried calling, but the other boy’s phone was off.

(Not for the first time, he wished that Ashleigh’s room and Timothy’s were switched; one side of their house was only one story, and Timothy’s window overlooked the lower part of the roof, making it much easier to knock at night.)

Click.

The curtains parted, revealing the vague outline of a face drawn in darkness, then fell back into place, swaying gently. Ditching the remaining pebbles, Conor turned and walked up the driveway. He reached the front door just as it opened, Ashleigh scrubbing at his eyes with one hand.

“Holy one-in-the-morning social call, Batman,” the other boy said thickly. “This good, or bad?”

Conor slipped past him and into the lightless living room, the other boy closing the door behind him, shoving his shoulder against the sagging wood so that the deadbolt would turn. “The bag is gone,” he said flatly.

There was a long and pregnant pause.

“What’s ‘gone’ mean, exactly?” Ashleigh asked.

“Gone,” Conor repeated. “I buried it under the shed after—”

He broke off. That was dangerous ground. “After,” he finished firmly. “I was scared they would search the roof once G—”

He stopped again, wishing uselessly that he had taken the time to plan out what he would say (and what he wouldn’t). In the gloom, Ashleigh was silent, waiting, his outline still and oddly monstrous.

“Anyway,” Conor continued. “I put it there first day of school, and just kind of…forgot about it. Tonight, I was out there training, and I decided to check on it—”

Oh, you just decided, huh? No particular reason?

Shut up, Ash.

“You were at school?” asked the real Ashleigh. “Just now?”

Conor winced. There was the barest hint of betrayal in the other boy’s tone, so faint he might have imagined it—

No, no, it’s fine, I see how it is.

“Yeah,” he answered. “I was, uh. Trying to scope out the next mission. Figured you wouldn’t want to risk it, since you’ve only got a few days left before you’re in the clear.”

He left space for the other boy to fill, but Ashleigh said nothing.

“Anyway,” he repeated. “I got sidetracked before I found anything—”

Don’t you mean after?

“—came straight here.”

Are you really not gonna—

Conor bit his lip, cutting off the voice in his head. It quieted, but didn’t go away, retreating to his shoulder, radiating disapproval and disbelief.

Meanwhile, the real Ashleigh shrugged, a slight shifting of shadows. “Wouldn’t worry about it,” he said, his voice easy and untroubled. “I mean, gone is gone, right?” His head tilted in the darkness. “You don’t have any idea who took it?”

“No. I mean, I didn’t exactly stop to look for clues, but—”

“Conor?”

Conor turned. There, in the doorway to the kitchen, backlit by the light from the stove clock, stood another dark silhouette, this one smaller and slighter than Ashleigh.

“What do you want, dwarf?” Ashleigh growled, his voice harsh.

The shape seemed to bristle, crossing its arms. “I heard you talking.”

“None of your business,” Ashleigh snapped. “Vanish.”

The shadow turned toward Conor. “You guys sneaking out?” Timothy asked. “Can I come?”

“I said go away.”

Conor shifted, uncomfortable, acutely aware that he had half-promised the younger boy another training session only to ignore him for more than a week—

Yeah, you dropped him as soon as your boyfriend came back.

It was Guyler’s voice, this time, and Conor was instantly grateful for the darkness, the fact that neither of the other boys would see his face, and wonder.

“We’re just talking,” he clarified. “I’ve got to get home soon, anyway.”

The shadow’s gaze seemed to linger on him for a moment before shifting back to Ashleigh. “Mom’s supposed to be home at two. You should—”

“Do I look like I give a shit?” Ashleigh interrupted. “Beat it, house elf, or you’re gonna get beat.”

The younger boy stiffened, uncrossing his arms with deliberate slowness. “Whatever,” he said acidly. “Fuck me for looking out, I guess.” He threw a stiff nod in Conor’s direction. “See you on the bus.”

And with that, he turned and disappeared, his footsteps deftly quiet on the creaking staircase. A long silence followed, in which Conor thought of half a dozen things to say and discarded every one.

You’re seriously not going to tell me?

Eventually, the real Ashleigh spoke. “There’s no rush,” he said, and now his voice was low and grim.

“Huh?”

“Mom’s not coming home. She’s been spending nights with her manager. As long as she’s back by six, Timothy doesn’t know the difference.”

Conor had no response to that.

“Oh,” he said. “You, um. You want to talk about—”

“None of my business whose face she wants to suck.”

Another awful silence, during which Conor was once again glad to be invisible.

After what felt like several hours, Ashleigh saved him again. “So,” he said, his voice suddenly back to normal, bright and light and unnervingly unbothered. “Next mission. Got any good ideas?”

“Actually,” Conor said slowly, feeling an odd flush of embarrassment. “I…kind of decided to hold off for a while? Thought maybe I’d wait until you’d been back for a bit, let the heat die down some.”

“Oh,” said Ashleigh.

There was another horrible lull.

Ashleigh cleared his throat. “So, hey,” he said, rallying. “Halloween.”

“Yeah?”

“We still going as Siphon and Tracer?”

Conor frowned. “You still…want to?”

“Yeah,” said the other boy, leaning back against the doorframe. “But I was thinking. Only like five weeks left. Not much time for full costumes.”

“My dad might be able to help.”

“Sure. Or, hear me out: we just wear the masks over our uniforms.”

Conor blinked. “But that’s—”

—what you’ve already been doing, during the missions. Yeah, exactly.

Even in the darkness, Conor felt like he could see the other boy’s grin.

“Didn’t you want to try to win the costume contest, though?” he asked.

Ashleigh shook his head. “This is better.”

Conor gnawed at his lip, considering. It was a bold move. Almost stupid, really. Pretty much asking for it. But at the same time…

“I am Iron Man,” Ashleigh murmured.

Conor laughed. “Okay. Maybe. But it can’t just be the two of us. That would actually get us caught.”

“Way ahead of you. The guys are already all on board, and I think William and Jennifer would probably be down, too.”

“When did you talk to William and Jennifer?”

“Grocery store. And Jennifer’s sister was there, too, and she was into it. She’s a junior, said she knows a bunch of people who’d probably join in.”

“A junior?”

“Yeah. She was right there when you did number three, said it was one of the coolest things that’s ever happened at East Binder. Which, you know. Low bar. But still.”

Conor fell silent, thinking. If it actually worked—if they actually got ten or fifteen people to show up, in uniform…

He crossed his arms. “What are you planning?”

It was Ashleigh’s turn to laugh. “Dunno,” he said. “Isn’t that your department? I’m just…opening doors.”

“Trying to tempt me, more like.”

“Hey, I’ll stop if you say the safeword.”

“I don’t remember us having a safeword.”

“Oh, did we not set one? Okay, how about I’m the littlest tiniest baby.”

“How about your mom?”

“If we have to stop whatever we’re doing every time you say your mom, we’re not going to get anything done.”

“Got your mom done last—”

“—last night, sure.” Ashleigh yawned. “Speaking of which, bedtime. You sleeping over, or…?”

“Nah. Don’t have any of my school stuff.”

“Right. School. That silly thing you all keep going to every day.”

“Like you won’t be back in October.”

“How long you think I’ll last this time?”

“Not as long as I lasted with your—”

“See, I told you it’s a bad safeword.”

The shadow shifted, and a punch landed on Conor’s shoulder, and then there was the sound of the deadbolt turning as Ashleigh opened the door, the skin of his shoulders pale and faintly spectral in the sudden moonlight. Conor stepped through onto the landing—

—hesitated—

—turned back.

“Hey,” he said slowly. “We’re not, like. Worried about whoever put the bag up there in the first place, are we?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well. Everybody thinks you’ve been running around on the roof all month. Say somebody goes and checks and it’s gone. Aren’t they going to think of you first?”

Ashleigh shook his head. “Nah,” he said easily. “There’s a million other people it could be. I mean, it was up there for three months and it never moved an inch. Who’s to say it didn’t disappear back in July?”

Conor frowned. There was something not quite right about that, something that wasn’t fully reassuring.

Another gentle punch. “You worry too much, Batman. We’re talking about potheads, here. Anybody goes up there looking for it, they’re just going to figure it fell in and got shredded. Or that some repair guy hit the jackpot. Nobody’s going to come looking for a couple of seventh graders.”

Not a couple of them, Ash. You.

Conor wasn’t finished, was going to press the issue, but Ashleigh was yawning again, and it was contagious. His own jaw was still cracking open when the other boy put a hand on his shoulder, turning him, nudging him down the steps—

—and then the moment had passed. There was the sound of the door closing, followed by the familiar thump of Ashleigh’s shoulder as he shoved it into place in the sagging frame. Feeling disoriented, Conor made his way down the driveway and out into the street.

Seriously, what the fuck?

Conor’s shoulders twitched.

I can’t believe you didn’t say anything about the journal.

Conor gritted his teeth.

It’s kind of a big deal, no? Since when do you not tell me everything?

You know exactly since when, asshole.

It was only a little bit after one o’clock. If he took it slowly, didn’t wake his body up too much, he could be in bed by one-thirty. Five hours of sleep, and then it would be time for another bus ride, another morning, another run through the gauntlet—

Hey, no complaints. Nobody’s making you do any of this.

With a sigh, Conor turned toward home and began to jog.

•   •   •

“Irfan picks up two shirts for twenty-five dollars each, and a pair of jeans at forty dollars marked down by thirty percent. Question one: how much do the jeans cost, after the markdown?”

Conor dropped his books and sank wearily into his chair. Around him, the room was aflutter with activity, the Sids digging for pencils and paper while the Annas shuffled in from the hallway, laughing and chatting.

“Question two: what will his final total be if sales tax is seven percent? You can use your calculators for this one, but show your work.”

At the front of the room, Mrs. Atkins was reading the warm-up problems off of the whiteboard, bulling through the pre-class chaos with her usual forceful monotone. The babble of conversation gradually tapered off as people began writing, the last few stragglers hurrying toward their seats.

“Question three: if he has an additional fifty percent off coupon for one item, which item should he apply it to? How much will he save?”

Beside Conor, Holt was already bent over his paper, his hand a blur as he raced through the first question, numbers streaming from the tip of his pencil faster than Conor could read them. The other two boys at their table were staring up at the board, their eyes glassy as they followed along.

“And last, question four: how big of a discount would Irfan get if the store offers an additional ten percent off everything? Does it matter whether the ten percent discount or the fifty percent coupon gets applied first?”

That’s six questions, Conor grumbled inwardly, looking up at the board.

It had been a terrible morning. He had barely slept, tossing and turning in an apprehensive fugue, only dragging himself out of bed after his alarm went off for the third time. He’d been a zombie in his first four classes, nodding off repeatedly and getting nothing done. Even Ms. Palmano had lost patience with him, sending him out into the hallway to sit until he felt ready for class. (He hadn’t ever gone back in.)

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw that Holt had filled half a page and showed no signs of slowing down. Looking down at his own paper, he wrote 25, 25, 40, and then moved his pencil back up to the top to erase the 85 he’d written and circled out of habit.

How much do the jeans cost, after the markdown?

Mrs. Atkins had shown them a multi-step process that she swore would lead them to the right answer, though it had yet to work for Conor. He started with 100% and subtracted 30%, leaving him with 70%. The next step was to multiply 70% with the original forty dollars, and it was here that Conor fell apart. He knew there was some trick with percentages about moving the decimal point two spaces, but neither $28800 nor $2.88 sounded right…

Thirty percent is a little less than a third, and a third of forty is…fifteen?

So fourteen, then. The jeans would cost fourteen dollars.

He moved on to part two, his brain rebelling as he tried to force it to buckle down. Seven dollars on top of each item made each shirt cost thirty-two, and the jeans cost twenty-one. So the grand total should be eighty-five…

Beside him, Holt was nearly finished with the fourth problem. Conor glanced up at the other boy’s answers and was heartened to see $83.46 as his answer for part two. It was close enough that he didn’t bother to change his own—better by far to live with a near miss than to risk being called upon to explain a correct result he didn’t understand.

“Two more minutes, everyone. Finish up.”

Dammit.

All right, fine. 50% off the jeans. That conflicted with his earlier answer putting their price at fourteen dollars, but it made more sense than picking one shirt when they both cost the same amount. 50% of forty dollars meant twenty bucks saved. Done; last question.

He fully intended to look up at the board, but somehow his eyes never made it. They caught halfway as if snared in a trap, held fast by the sight of Guyler Stevens staring at him from the table at the front of the room.

The other boy was finished, his hands empty, his ever-present scowl blurred somewhat by boredom. There was a clinical disinterest in his scrutiny, as if Conor were an object, or an insect, something incapable of looking back in any meaningful way. He gave no sign that he’d registered Conor mirroring his gaze, continuing to stare without embarrassment, without heat, without any discernible purpose.

“One minute.”

Swearing under his breath, Conor pulled away long enough to reread the last question and cobble together an answer. He finished scribbling just as Mrs. Atkins called time, catching only the back of Guyler’s head as the other boy spun around in his seat to face the board.

Asshole.

What little energy Conor had had that morning had mostly been spent on trying (and failing) to come up with some kind of response to the whole journal situation. Daylight had brought no new insight into Guyler’s means or motives, and without a clear sense of either, Conor had no idea what to do. The thought of simply waiting for him to make another move left a bitter taste in Conor’s mouth, but realistically, what options did he have?

You could walk right up to him and punch him in his fucking face.

Yeah, because that worked out so well for you, Ash.

A public confrontation—even a nonviolent one—was out. The last time Conor had tried that, Guyler had run circles around him. And there really weren’t any opportunities to corner the other boy privately. The only times Conor saw him were at school and at soccer practice. What was he going to do—follow him into the bathroom?

You could follow him home. Fork his yard, kidnap his dog, TP his house.

Shut up, Ashleigh.

You know I’m not really him, right? These are YOUR fucked-up ideas, Bat-boy.

Leave me alone, Ashleigh.

It would be so much easier if he could just snitch. But Guyler had left all of his incriminating evidence right on top of Conor’s; there was no way to separate the two.

Up at the board, Mrs. Atkins had finished reviewing the warmup and was beginning the day’s lecture. Doing his best to appear focused, Conor took out a fresh sheet of paper and held his pencil at the ready. Beside him, Holt let loose a quiet snort.

Conor shot him a glare, but Holt merely shrugged. “What, you think you’re fooling anybody?” he whispered. “Don’t bother, take a nap. If you actually give a shit, I’ll try explaining it to you at lunch.”

Miffed, Conor mustered, squaring his shoulders, straightening in his seat. He spent the next five minutes taking increasingly incoherent notes as he tried to follow their teacher’s tortuous explanations. Today, there were letters mixed with the numbers, some of which meant numbers, some of which meant other letters, and some of which—Mrs. Atkins claimed—meant anything, which seemed to Conor to be the same as saying they meant nothing at all. Eventually he gave up, trying to ignore Holt’s smirk as his gaze drifted back toward Guyler’s table at the front of the room.

They were nearly halfway through class when Holt spoke again.

“Don’t,” the dark-haired boy murmured, keeping his eyes on the board as he spoke out of the corner of his mouth. Conor threw him a questioning look, and he jerked his head down toward Conor’s notes.

There, in his own handwriting, scrawled messily across several lines of dubious math, were the words What do you want?

“Whatever that means, it’s a bad idea,” Holt continued, keeping his voice low.

Conor felt his face flush. “It’s nothing,” he whispered back, fighting the urge to crumple the piece of paper.

“Con todo respeto, amigo, that’s the same look you get right before you and Ashleigh go off and do something really fucking dumb.”

Holt glanced back for the briefest of moments, his eyes full of concern, but he said nothing more. Conor frowned, looking back down at the paper.

…Holt was right.

Honestly, Conor’s best move was probably to pretend that Guyler simply didn’t exist. It certainly wasn’t a good idea to let the other boy know that he’d been rattled.

But would ignoring him actually work? However Guyler had managed to get his hands on the journal, he’d gone significantly out of his way to place it in Conor’s path—not to mention the sheer amount of effort he’d put into defacing it. It didn’t seem likely, having gone that far already, that the other boy had no plans to go further.

Conor looked up at the front table again. Guyler was motionless, upright and politely attentive. He wasn’t taking notes—just watching and listening as their teacher droned on. Nearly a month into the school year, there was no more pain visible in his posture, no compensating for sore ribs or scattered bruises.

Snake, whispered Ashleigh. Remember what Sykes said? He’s up to something.

…probably. Besides—if he was honest—Conor was tired of reacting. Of letting other people dictate the terms of engagement.

The best defense is a good offense.

Reaching down below his desk, he pulled the little leatherbound journal out from among his other books. Picking up his pencil, he flipped to the last entry and drew a line below the other boy’s signature.

Then:


Guyler,

What the fuck do you want?

Conor



He closed the book, feeling more tired than ever, but at the same time relieved, the burden of indecision lifting off of his shoulders. He could feel Holt radiating disapproval, but he ignored that along with everything else, floating through the rest of the period in a blissful fugue, the world around him muffled, his own thoughts mercifully quiet.

When the bell rang, he gathered his things and walked straight over to Guyler’s table. Tapping the other boy on the shoulder, he held up the journal, then set it down on top of Guyler’s math book. There was a pinched look of confusion on the other boy’s face, and Conor walked away before he could say anything, allowing himself an inward smirk of satisfaction.

Out in the hallway, Holt was waiting, his own face a mixture of pity, apprehension, and regret. “Do I even want to know?” the dark-haired boy asked, falling into step beside Conor as they both headed for the cafeteria.

Conor shrugged.

Holt didn’t press the issue, and soon enough Eddie and Nolan and Nicholas arrived, filling the awkward silence, giving Conor the space to drift unnoticed to the back of the group.

It was simple, really: if Conor took action, Guyler would retaliate. If Conor did nothing, then Guyler remained firmly in control. By giving back the journal, he at least made it that much more likely that the next few moves of this game would be played out in words, rather than some other, more dangerous medium.

Sticks and stones may break your bones, but words can crush your soul.

Still. It was the best he could do with a bad set of options.

Besides, Guyler’s already done his worst with the journal. There wasn’t much chance the other boy would be able to land a second blow, now that Conor was braced. At the very least, he’d bought himself another day to think—if he could do that a couple more times, then Ashleigh would be back, at which point the pair of them could deal with Guyler together.

Oh, so you’re going to loop me in, then?

Conor looked out across the silent lunch tables to where the other boy was sitting, the journal open in front of him, pen in hand. The memory of flashing red lights danced across his thoughts, and he felt his breath catch in his throat.

Maybe, he thought.

Maybe.

•   •   •

That night, Conor skipped his regular training, using the extra time to make up lost ground in Science and Social Studies. His mother came home early, and the three of them ate dinner together as a family, watching TV, chatting during the commercials. Afterward, his father sent him out into the yard, where he raked leaves until it grew too dark to see.

He lingered in the shower, bringing his mother’s hand lotion along from the bathroom sink for what felt like the first time in weeks. It didn’t take long, vague images of internet camgirls and Jennifer from English flashing behind his closed eyelids as he leaned against the shower wall, his fist blurring. He slowed for a moment, unnerved, when the face of Ms. Palmano somehow appeared in the lineup, but then he started up again, a quiet heat spreading through his chest, and it was her face—and voice—that were front and center as he finished. Feeling vaguely unclean, he lathered and rinsed an extra time before shutting off the water and patting himself dry.

There was a green dot next to Ashleigh’s name when he opened his computer, but he stayed invisible, surfing idly, losing himself in a string of autoplayed videos. A curious lethargy crept over him, the sort of tired that usually only followed a day of hard training. Before long, he felt his eyelids drooping, and he crawled into bed, staring up at the glow-in-the-dark stars that clung to the ceiling.

His mind wandered. He thought about his father’s project in the garage, and the buckwheat loaf his mother baked for the fall festival every year, and Avatar: The Last Airbender. His thoughts returned to Ms. Palmano, and—

—feeling slightly bolder this time, almost defiant—

—he let the image of her linger, let himself look at it more openly, feeling an almost bashful flush in his cheeks as a tent formed in his sheets.

He wasn’t sure why, but for once, there wasn’t anything pressing—no stream of thought struggling to stay above the surface as sleep rose to wash over him. He felt loose, and relaxed—better still, he felt justified in relaxing—was oddly, satisfyingly empty—drained in more ways than one, with no responsibility and no stones left to turn.

Nodding off, he dreamed of flying, of fighting, of cities run by monkeys and math tests carved from ice. His mind was like a crossword puzzle, memories rearranged and juxtaposed, the contents of his brain emptied out, divvied up, and stitched back together in a psychotic slideshow.

The last dream was a simple one—barely more than a single image—two boys suspended in midair, with rooftops ahead and behind. He awoke with the sound of laughter still echoing in his ears, and the feeling of weightlessness held as he dressed, as he ate breakfast, as he shouldered his bag and went to stand at the end of the driveway. He felt almost optimistic as he waited for the bus, his breath fogging the air—like he might have been tempted to whistle, had he known how.

It wasn’t that he felt good, exactly. Everything was still fucked—Guyler and Ashleigh and Eichardt and Timothy—math, the missing bag and the monkey jump—

(And the strange reluctance he still felt, to tell his friend about the journal—the final nail in the coffin of four years of holding nothing back.)

—but he had finally caught the larger rhythm, the way in which recovery followed stumbles, and was followed by stumbles again. Things were going to go wrong—had already gone wrong—were bound to go further sideways in unpleasant, unexpected ways. But the word obstacle meant something different, now, after four long months of being Batman. There was something good about problems (Conor was learning), something better about having overcome than having taken a smooth and uncomplicated path. He certainly would not have chosen the month he’d just endured, would have changed any number of things about it, if given the option…

…but he wouldn’t have changed all of it, either. Would not have jumped to the timeline in which everything was quiet, boring, ordinary.

And that was good to know. Was a new thing for him to notice, about himself. It rhymed with the way he felt about fear—that it was better to have it, and pass through it, than stay tucked away in safety.

I can do this, he thought.

And as the bus squealed to a stop and the doors swung open, he managed not to think the word probably.


Chapter 7Secrets


September 1st, 3:02PM

“I’ve been thinking about the trapdoor.”

“What about it?”

“I don’t think it’s actually locked. At least, not from both sides. I mean, think about it—whoever left the bag got up here somehow, right? And there’s no way they climbed up that fucking pipe.”

“They could have.”

“Yeah, they could have, but come on.”

“…point.”

“Anyway, that’s what makes me think it isn’t locked. Breaking in, sure. And climbing around on the catwalks—whatever, I guess once you’re inside you’re going to fuck around a bit. But potheads cracking a Masterlock, or whatever? No way. I think they got inside, tried the door, and it just opened.”

“So if we could figure out a way into the auditorium—”

“—we wouldn’t have to go up and down the fucking pipe every time.”

“I like the pipe. I got a lot stronger climbing it. And just climbing up a ladder seems—I dunno—kind of lame, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, but remember when it rained while we were up here? We almost died, man. It wouldn’t hurt to have a second way down.”

“We’ve already got a second way down.”

“A third way, then, asshole. Which reminds me—assuming we ever do make it across to the gym, have you given any thought to how we actually get back down to the ground?”

“A little. There’s the trees, and the ledges on the far side, and the walls around that generator thing.”

“So in other words, we’re making it up as we go along?”

“Look, I can’t exactly test it out, okay? There’s more than one way down, but they all involve dropping like ten feet. The only way to get up there is to do the jump.”

“Didn’t you have some philosophy bullshit about being able to do everything backwards?”

“A, don’t be a dick, and B, that was just an example.”

“Of what?”

“The rule isn’t about doing things backwards, it’s about not getting stuck. There’s all kinds of situations where you might be able to jump to something, but you wouldn’t be able to jump back. You don’t want to be so focused on getting to point B that you cut yourself off from point A.”

“But in this case, we are cutting ourselves off from point A. There’s no way you’re jumping back across the Gap.”

“Yeah, but—okay, look. There’s two things here. The first one is getting to the gym, and the second one is getting away from the gym. Maybe to get all the way back to point A we have to climb down, walk around, and do the whole tree and pipe thing all over again, but we can do it.”

“If you’re right about there being a good way down.”

“I got us this far, didn’t I? I know we can do it. It’s just going to take a little bit of trial and error, that’s all.”

“Trial and error. Jesus. We’re going to end up haunting a fucking gym for all eternity.”

“Hey, look on the bright side. There’s always the girls’ locker room.”



•   •   •

In the end, Conor spent more time looking for an open bathroom stall than he did actually reading. Guyler had written back, and his response was brutal and short:


Dear faggot,

I’ve got to admit, the LAST thing I was expecting was for you to give this shit BACK. Are you really that desperate for a pen pal? I mean, I know you’re not getting any from your boyfriend these days, but seriously, this is a new low.

As for your question: from you, nothing. Unless this is you hinting that you’ve finally pulled your head out of Ashleigh’s ass, in which case I’ll take a complete list of his secrets, habits, and weaknesses.

Yours truly,

~Guyler



And just like that, Conor’s modest optimism vanished. Letting out a long, slow breath, he closed the journal and tucked it in with the rest of his books, holding his fury tightly in check. He used his foot to flush the empty toilet—camouflage, a habit—then nudged the stall door open with his shoulder and stalked back out into the bathroom.

It was the last minute of class change, and the space outside the stalls was nearly empty. A pair of boys looked up as he walked past, but their glances were idle; they had nothing to hide, which meant that Conor had nothing to fear.

(A week or so earlier he’d lost track of things and ended up needing to go in the middle of third period, only to stumble across three boys filling in bubbles on an entire stack of scantron answer sheets. He’d backed out through the door before they could react and ended up crossing over to the sixth grade building to pee; while he was washing his hands, after, a younger boy had backed out on him.)

Worming his way through the thinning crowd, he left most of his stuff in his locker, keeping only the journal and a pen as he turned toward the cafeteria. He moved as if half-held by invisible leashes, his fists and jaw clenched as energy thrummed through his body, seeking an exit and finding none.

He had walked into math class to find the little book lying on his desk, with Holt eyeing it as though afraid it would sprout fangs and lunge. He’d slid it under his desk with the rest of his books, waiting for the end of the period—had spent all of class staring at the back of the other boy’s head, imagining what Guyler might have written, assembling an army of devastating responses—

—only to find that once again it was Ashleigh who was at the center of things, Ashleigh who was the other boy’s sole target. The destruction of Conor’s journal wasn’t even part of some grand plan—it was a mere sideshow, an offhand act of cruelty, something Guyler had done just because.

Wait a sec—are you actually jealous?

Even in his own head Ashleigh tried to steal the show!

Overcome, he turned to a nearby pillar and kicked it—then backed up and kicked it again, harder—then pounded it with both fists, a feral growl clawing its way past bared teeth. Around him, several students froze in mid-step, their eyes widening, but he ignored them, continuing to hammer at the indifferent concrete until his rage collapsed under its own weight and he found himself sagging, a cut-string puppet left leaning in the breezeway.

Not his fault, he thought wearily, retrieving the journal from the dust as the rubberneckers chuckled and began to drift away. Ashleigh had not asked for any of this, was probably not even aware that his peculiar brand of fame was casting Conor in shadow.

But still. It was one straw too many. Entering the cafeteria, he filled his tray and headed for the tables, once again forgoing the company of Holt, Eddie, Nolan, and Nicholas in favor of the silent lunch section. Setting his food to the side, he opened the journal and picked up his pen, shaping each word with careful concentration.


You know for somebody who throghs around the word faggot the way you do you sure do think about dicks an awful lot. Something you wont to get off your chest? I mean, its ok, its perfecly normal to spend all your time obssessing over a boy oh wait no its not. You’ll have to get your stocker list the old fashoned way, perv.

Seriusly, you keep calling me and Ashleigh pathedic, but nether one of US is sneaking around stealing peoples jornals and trashing them or talking big in front of a crowd but where were you when Ashleigh came back to school? Didn’t hear you talking big then. Your mad cos Ashleigh beat your sorry little ass but you forgot that YOURE the one who started that fight and Ashleigh just finished it.

You wont to mess with one of us your gonna have to deal with both of us, cos that is how it works when you have friends (not that you have any) so FUCK OFF with your bully bullshit, you can make fun of my spelling all you wont and I don’t care, thats cos I have a life and your just sitting there being obsessed, signed “Faggot” see it don’t bother me cos I know its not true.



Conor dotted the last sentence savagely, the tip of his pen poking through to the page below. Somehow, the act of writing had made him more angry, not less, a kind of anti-catharsis slowly overtaking him as he refined and clarified his grievances. He found himself bristling at incidents that had long since ceased to matter, recalling every slight and scuffle of over a year of conflict—

Ashleigh overdid it this time, but Guyler started it at the skate park, and in Mr. Marowitz’s class, and on the bus on the way to the science museum…

It had been Guyler when Ashleigh had brought a fragile mural to school for his book report, and when Holt’s mother had done a ludicrous job with Holt’s haircut. It had been Guyler who’d tripped Ashleigh in the hallway right before Thanksgiving break and almost broken his nose. It was ridiculous for the other boy to act so aggrieved, to demand redress as if he had been uniquely and unfairly wronged—

Aren’t you doing the same thing, though? a quiet voice asked.

No!

But his fury faltered as a different set of memories began to surface. Guyler’s shoulders slumping as he stuttered to a halt while Ashleigh raced away with the bag that held his Halloween candy. Guyler’s hair shining like a beacon in the movie theater, an easy target for their popcorn, their pennies, their chewed-up gum. Guyler, on the verge of tears in the locker room, unable to find his brand-new sneakers because Conor had snuck them into Ashleigh’s bag while Ashleigh provided a distraction—

Fine, Conor snapped. So none of them were innocent.

But it was Guyler who was in the wrong today, Guyler who’d chosen to give up his transient claim on the moral high ground when he’d turned his anger at Ashleigh into an unprovoked attack on Conor.

He looked back down at the page. The message was all wrong for his original goal of stalling, of drawing the other boy out. But it fit just fine with the way he was feeling now. He had no idea how Guyler would react, and he didn’t care, and he sort of liked that he didn’t care.

Do your worst, asshole.

Standing, he stalked across the cafeteria to the table where Guyler was sitting, alone as usual. Setting the book down, he slid it firmly across the speckled surface, knocking a splash of juice out of Guyler’s cup as he pushed it against the other boy’s tray.

Guyler looked up, his eyes narrowing. Reaching forward, he picked up the journal, tossing it lightly back in Conor’s direction.

“Already read that one,” he said. “It’s boring.”

It took a full three seconds for this to sink in, after which Conor experienced a moment of horrible, clawing desperation in which the only response he could think of was you touched it last. “W—there’s more,” he said, suppressing a wince at the catch in his voice. “Whole page, brand-new.”

“Not interested.” Guyler feigned a yawn, which morphed into a predatory grin as he watched Conor splutter. “Whatcha gonna do now, pen pal?”

“Fuck you, Guyler, read it,” Conor growled, trying to ignore the tendrils of panic that were worming through his chest.

(Over at the staff table, several heads had turned in their direction. He had been out of his seat for over twenty seconds.)

“Why should I? Last I heard, your own boyfriend didn’t even want to.”

Conor’s breath caught in his throat, his lips moving soundlessly as a dozen angry retorts all tried to come out at once and formed a traffic jam.

“You couldn’t get enough of it before,” he said lamely.

(One of the teachers had stood and was heading their way.)

Guyler’s smile deepened. “Yeah, but this is more fun.”

Frantic, Conor felt his thoughts go slippery, and he scrambled for words, not bothering to filter for quality or relevance—

“You owe me,” he blurted. “For your forehead.”

Guyler’s eyes widened just a little, the mask slipping half an inch. He stared at Conor for all but their last two seconds, finally breaking off to shrug. “Deal,” he said, reaching out for the little leatherbound book.

“You need to be in your seat, young man,” said the teacher, an older woman Conor didn’t know. She had come to a halt and drawn herself up imperiously, looking down at them over the ramparts of her crossed arms.

“He was bringing me my diary,” Guyler piped up, a sudden and appalling choirboy cheerfulness in his tone. “I dropped it in the hall!” Already turning, Conor looked back to see the other boy holding up the book, a shit-eating grin plastered across his open, guileless face.

The woman’s expression softened. “Next time, wait until lunch is over,” she chided, punctuating the order with a frown. She watched as Conor beat a hasty retreat, not daring to look back until he’d arrived back at his seat. By then, she was gone, and Guyler was once more staring inscrutably in his direction.

We probably should have seen that one coming, whispered Ashleigh.

Fuck you, and fuck him too.

In a quieter voice, he added: New rule—no more plans that Guyler can fuck up just by deciding not to play along.

Yeah, I told you we should have just punched him.

•   •   •

The next day and a half passed in staccato savagery as the journal switched hands with ever-increasing frequency. It was on the floor of the hallway when Conor returned from Activity, some twenty feet away from his locker as if it had been carried downstream by the flow of students. He’d thrown it at the back of Guyler’s head in the courtyard after final bell, picking it up from the tree again that night. By the time they arrived in Math on Wednesday, they had each written in it three more times, and it passed between them again whenever Mrs. Atkins turned her back.

Guyler had apparently decided that his agreement to read it was generally binding, because after his initial capitulation in the cafeteria, he offered no further resistance.

(Either that, or he was simply enjoying the opportunity to take the gloves off.)

His first response had been ruthless:


I’m glad it doesn’t bother you when I call you faggot, faggot. By the way, faggot, *throws, *want, *it’s (4x combo!), *perfectly,  *obsessing, *stalker (I think, anyway), *seriously, *pathetic, *neither, *journals, *people’s, *you’re, *because (4x combo!), *YOU’RE. There’s more, but there’s no fucking way I’m doing all the work for you. Quit screwing around, put some fucking effort into it.

As long as we’re making lists of stuff you don’t get, we might as well add irony, because I’m pretty sure YOU just called ME obsessed. You know, by writing it down in this book. The one that you carry around with you everywhere because it reminds you of your butt buddy. I can’t decide if it’s funnier if he never even read it, or if he just didn’t bother to write back.

Not your friend (since I don’t have any),

~Guyler




P.S.—I didn’t steal your stupid journal, shithead. You dropped it on the ground in Math and never bothered to pick it up. News flash: no one’s out to get you, because no one cares.



Conor had accomplished very little in Art that afternoon, spending most of his time poring over the newspaper scraps they were using for papier-mâché, looking for the proper spellings of various words. He’d felt a grim pleasure at the lack of annotations the next time he’d opened the journal, but the feeling had lasted only seconds:


Hey, look, progress! Maybe we can work on your math skills next. I could teach you about negative numbers so you can finally understand your report card.



Livid, Conor had filled his next entry with deliberate errors, which Guyler had thoroughly ignored. It was infuriating—the other boy seemed to know each and every one of Conor’s buttons, while at the same time having none of his own. He didn’t react to name-calling or insults, and when Conor recounted several of his more public humiliations at Ashleigh’s hands, Guyler replied with details that Conor had forgotten, each word oozing a cool, dispassionate contempt.

Conor had considered breaking the chain—just keeping the journal the next time it came back, refusing to write another message. But they both knew that Guyler was currently winning—that to end their exchange prematurely would be an admission of defeat.

Of course, if Guyler felt the same way once Conor pulled ahead…

IF you pull ahead.

God dammit.

In any event, most of the low-hanging fruit was gone, and both boys were beginning to probe deeper, their battle shifting from a general bombardment to a slower insurgency as each looked for chinks in the other’s armor. A real conversation began to emerge, its content buried at first beneath the sheer volume of the abuse, but rising gradually to the surface as the insults became perfunctory. It was as if, having rigorously established their mutual disdain, they were by unspoken agreement giving one another room to maneuver, each risking a devastating coup de grâce in hopes of achieving the same.

Guyler’s advantage in this more intimate arena was indisputable, given his unlimited access to two weeks of Conor’s most private and vulnerable ramblings. Conor nearly choked the first time Guyler referred to Ashleigh as his imaginary friend, mocking his internal dialogue with unsettling accuracy.

Slowly, though, the gap began to narrow, glimmers of the other boy’s true personality poking through as their strange correspondence went on. Often, there was more to be learned from what wasn’t said than from what was, and Conor began quietly keeping track of which threads Guyler consistently refused to pick up. Most of the other boy’s deflections were subtle, as when Conor had asked once again why he hadn’t ratted Ashleigh out after the fight.

And here I thought you were grateful, Guyler had written, leaving the book on Conor’s desk at the start of fifth period. What’s the point of telling, when it doesn’t get anything done? I notice YOU haven’t told on ME for ruining your pretty little diary.

Which had in fact successfully distracted Conor from his question, though he privately resolved to come back to it later. I haven’t told anybody cos I don’t want to have to hold your stupid face together again, he’d written back.

Guyler’s response had been shrewd:


You wouldn’t have to WORRY about holding people’s faces together if your friend wasn’t a fucking psycopath with a short fuse. Seriously, how does this not bother you? I mean, it must bother you on SOME level, or you would have just told him I fucked with your journal, right? Why else would you keep it a secret?




P.S.—*because



It had taken Conor an extra read to be certain that there were, in fact, no subtle insults or hidden sarcasm—just an open, honest question. Without stopping to think, he’d picked up his pen and composed an answer:


Yeah, it bothers me. Its fucked up, think I don’t know that? He crossed the line. But you’re an asshole if you think you’re any better. You stoll my journal and spent like five hours wreking it, WHY? Just cause I’m Ashleigh’s friend. You ask me, BOTH of you need to get some fucking counsiling, difference is NONE of this would of happened except for you and your bullshit. If you would of just left us alone (hell if you just left us alone in the FIRST place, back in 6th grade) everything would be all normal right now. Ashleigh might have a short fuse, but your the one liting fucking matches and then crying cos you got burnt.



No sooner had he placed the final period than a note of worry rang softly in the back of his mind. Looking back over the message, he frowned.

Caught up in the act of writing, he hadn’t made any effort to filter his words, and his candor had brought him dangerously close to the edge of disloyalty. There was nothing in there that he wouldn’t share with, say, Holt, or Timothy, or even Nolan or Sam. He’d said as much to Ashleigh directly, on the one day they’d both been at school.

But this was Guyler Stevens he was writing to. Solidarity was called for—wasn’t it?

Conor closed the book on his finger, holding the page. He glanced toward the front of the room, where the other boy was talking quietly with Rami as the pair of them worked together on the day’s assignment.

…Ash? Little help, here?

Silence.

(It didn’t work like that, apparently.)

Conor opened the book again, rereading the message once more.

It wasn’t bad, exactly. Just…too honest. Even for Holt or Timothy, now that he really thought about it. The nature of what Ashleigh had done, the way Conor felt about it—these things were intimate, almost sacrosanct. They were, quite literally, just between Conor and Ashleigh—no one else had any right to eavesdrop, or comment, or judge.

Yeah, but it’s not like either of us gives a shit what Guyler has to say about it.

True. But there was still power in confession, in confirmation. Guyler was already uncomfortably familiar with the details of Conor and Ashleigh’s recent—what, disagreement? Separation? Rough patch? This would just be fuel for his fire, ammunition for his attacks.

Who the fuck cares?

Conor frowned. That was a question that cut two ways.

Come on. What are you going to do, rip out the whole goddamn page like some girl who can’t decide what to write to her crush? I’m sure he won’t have anything to say about that.

Which was the deciding factor, in the end. There was no way that Guyler would fail to notice, and no doubt that the other boy would milk it for all it was worth. Better simply to leave it, and let him think whatever he wanted.

Besides, Conor thought, closing the journal as he waited for Mrs. Atkins to turn her back. It’s the truth.

(There were things worth lying for, but the opinion of Guyler Stevens wasn’t one of them.)

•   •   •

It began to rain in the middle of last period, a heavy, monotonous downpour that made it hard to stay awake. After final bell, the students huddled awkwardly beneath the breezeways, packed in like sardines, breaking away in impromptu footraces whenever one of the buses pulled into the circle.

Conor was one of the last ones onto bus 134, having lingered at his locker, waiting for Guyler to give back the journal. He had waited at lunch, too—both before and after—and between sixth and seventh periods, but neither book nor boy had been anywhere to be seen. He’d been on the verge of giving up when Guyler had appeared around the corner in the empty, echoing hallway, tossed the little book like a Frisbee, and disappeared without a word.

Swinging into an open seat near the front, Conor pulled the journal out of his bag and opened it.


I didn’t fuck up your stupid diary because you’re Ashleigh’s friend, faggot. I fucked it up because you’re Ashleigh’s tool. I mean, Jesus, look at this crap. You spent two fucking weeks begging him to just PLEASE come back and make you his bitch again, and he wouldn’t even ANSWER you. After he got you in trouble, ditched you, ignored you, wrote your stupid little secret up on the board. All that and you’re STILL on his side. Go figure.

The problem is, he’s an asshole, and you’re his fucking stooge, and I can’t decide which pisses me off more. At least he’s got a REASON to try and ruin my life. He actually HATES me. But you? You don’t even give a shit! You’re just along for the ride! So don’t go bitching about how I came after you just because you’re Ashleigh’s friend, when that’s the only reason YOU came after ME. It’s a two-way fucking street. You want to be left alone, quit taking orders from a thug and start thinking for yourself. Get off his dick, grow a pair, and tell him to fuck off once in a while. Or better yet, forever. I’ll sign the fucking truce in a heartbeat.

Holding my breath,

~Guyler




P.S.—“Crossed the line,” my ass. Ain’t no line if nothing HAPPENS when he crosses it.



The engine came to life with a sputtering roar just as Conor finished, and the bus lurched forward, tossing the students back against their seats.

He closed the little book, slipping it back into his bookbag, looking out past his seatmate at the washed-out grey of the October sky, at the droplets tracing their way across the window.

Time passed.

Guyler was right.

(Conor didn’t think it, exactly. But he let himself know it.)

The other boy was biased, hypocritical, and vicious, and his loathing for Ashleigh colored every word he wrote, every move he made.

And he was right.

Conor closed his eyes.

What did that mean?

Conor didn’t know. Or rather, he didn’t want to know. In a flash of lucid self-awareness, he realized that this was the real reason he’d hidden the journal’s destruction from Ashleigh, the source of his strange, unnamed reluctance. Somehow, all the way back at the beginning, reading those first few furious passages at the foot of the magnolia, a part of him had intuited where Guyler was coming from, leapt ahead to the truth and spent the past week trying to dodge it.

But it had found him, now.

So, whispered the imaginary Ashleigh in his head. What happens next?

Conor didn’t know that, either.

A snatch of conversation behind him caught his ear and he turned toward it, grateful for a distraction, anything that could derail his current train of thought.

“—little man. But you feel free to do whatever. We red, white, and blue up in here—ain’t nobody making green unless they want to.”

It was Devon, sitting four rows back and making no effort to keep his voice down. He was speaking across the aisle to Timothy, who was looking back through narrow, suspicious eyes.

Conor watched as Timothy spoke, too quietly to be heard over the background chatter. Devon laughed. “Love that word, literally,” he said. “Straight out of a book, makes me think of Shakespeare. Sure, ain’t no reason why I can’t, but I got five or six reasons why I won’t.”

The older boy held up a hand, ticking them off as he continued. “Numero uno: today is by definition better than tomorrow morning, that’s why FedEx charges double for it. Numero dos: little personal rule of mine. I try not to bother a man before eight AM unless I got news that’s better than coffee or I don’t give a fuck, neither of which happens to apply in this particular situation. Numero tres: once a dude’s told you to fuck off, gets kind of hard to get him to break the habit, so I’d rather make shit smooth as possible before it gets to that point. And last and most definitely not least, if I do it myself, then how do I justify handing over thirty whole dollars to your skinny white ass?” Lowering his hand, he frowned. “Shit. That was only four, wasn’t it? Guess I literally lied.”

Timothy opened his mouth to respond, still too softly for Conor to hear. Just then, the bus came to a halt, and the two kids in the seat in front of Devon stood up to get off.

There was no time to be subtle. Seizing the opportunity, Conor darted down the aisle as soon as the two kids had passed, throwing himself into the empty seat as the bus jerked into motion again. “Uh,” he said. “Hi.”

A muscle in Timothy’s jaw tightened, but Devon merely chuckled. “Long time no see, Rocky,” the older boy drawled. Turning back to Timothy, he jerked his head in Conor’s direction. “Now that I think about it, maybe catapult here could help me out, since you seem so…unenthusiastic.”

Timothy crossed his arms. “Didn’t say no, did I?”

“Didn’t say yes, did you?” Devon spread his hands, waiting.

Timothy frowned, his gaze shifting back and forth between Conor and the older boy. “It’s so stupid, though,” he grumbled. “Isn’t there something else I can do?”

Devon shook his head. “I got plenty of people can do me plenty of favors. This the favor I need right now. You either the man who can do it, or you’re not.”

Conor cleared his throat. “What’s—um. What’s going on?”

Devon raised his eyebrows.

Timothy sighed. “Fine,” he grumbled. “Give it.”

Devon chuckled again, pulling out a pair of tightly folded bills. Opening them up, he skinned away a twenty, tucking it back into his pocket. The other, a ten, he passed across the aisle. “Pleasure doing business with you, Tim,” he said cheerfully. Lifting his chin in Conor’s direction, he added, “How about you, David? Want to make this into a race? I got me another ten right here.”

David?

“Oh, come on, ain’t you been to Sunday school? David throws rocks.” Devon looked back and forth between the two of them, then shook his head. “Shit. Y’all bitches just don’t understand the basic concept of nicknames.”

“What’s going on?” Conor repeated. Across the aisle, Timothy was folding the bill into a tiny rectangle, his expression baleful.

“Oh, just looking for an introduction to some local talent,” Devon said breezily. “Been hearing lots of stories about ol’ Tim’s big brother lately.”

Oh, here we fucking go.

“Game goes like this,” Devon said. “I give the little man here a ten, he comes back tomorrow with his brother and they’re both holding fives, I give each of ’em ten more. You want in? Bet five bucks on the other guy and either way you come out happy.”

Conor blinked.

“That’s thirty dollars,” he said, taken aback. “For nothing?”

The older boy shrugged. “You call it nothing, maybe. Me, I like to play the long game, know what I’m saying? Call it a retainer—my boy Tiny here pulls it off, I got two friends with goodwill who know they’ll be taken care of, they ever in the mood to do me a favor. And if he doesn’t, well. I lose ten today, but that’s a good price for learning the limits of the little man’s competence.” He grinned. “R-O-I, amigroes, return on investment. Nothing like a little goodwill in the bank, ain’t that right, Timothy?”

There was a long, uncomfortable silence.

“Uh, Timothy?” Conor said, unable to stop himself from glancing nervously over at the older boy. “This, uh. Sounds an awful lot like you’re getting recruited into a gang, or something.”

Conor expected another laugh from Devon, but the older boy said nothing as he turned to meet Timothy’s gaze, their faces still and masklike. There was another long pause as the two of them weighed each other, Conor looking back and forth between both. “So?” challenged Timothy, still staring in Devon’s direction.

So—gangs are bad?

“Ain’t no gang, Alcatraz,” Devon said, breaking the stalemate to look at Conor once more. “Just friends and favors—freely asked, freely given. You get people start thinking of they selves as part of a gang, shit gets all kind of fucked up.” He snorted. “Remember the first couple weeks of school? Stupid, man. Whole bunch of people could’ve just got along, except they had this idea between them. Eagles and bulldogs and shit. Set us back fucking weeks, man.”

Conor frowned. “Set who back?”

“Me and every other Joe out there just trying to make a quiet buck,” Devon said. “Live and let live, know what I’m saying? I must’ve dropped three, four hundred dollars trying to calm things down. But hey, you got to spend some to make some. Shit’s looking real entrepreneurial, now.”

“Wait,” Timothy cut in. “You’re saying you’re the reason everything got better in the last couple of weeks?”

Had things gotten better?

Conor bit his lip.

Other stuff on your mind, eh?

“Wasn’t just me, of course,” the older boy said. “Had to find me some similarly enlightened individuals to help put pressure in the right places, and that took a while. And good ol’ Mr. Sykes did his fair share, thanks to a couple of extremely accurate anonymous tips.” He winked. “But all in all, time and money well spent. Brother needed a little peace and quiet so he could get to work, you know?”

Timothy’s eyes had narrowed again. “And you’re telling us this why, exactly?” he demanded. “Want to make sure you’ve got street cred with the sixth and seventh graders?”

“I’m telling you so you’ll be fuckin’ grateful, man. Ain’t no point building a bridge if you don’t put your name on it. And it don’t hurt to have people think of you when they asking they selves who runs shit. Even if those people are middle schoolers. Middle schoolers have this habit of turning into high schoolers eventually.”

There was another silence. Conor studied the older boy’s face.

It was almost beyond belief—would have been beyond belief, if someone had tried to make the same claim a month earlier. And there was still the other boy’s—what, demeanor?—the way he seemed to think he was in a play, or something, every word exaggerated, every sentence crafted.

But a month of Ms. Palmano’s lectures had left their mark on Conor’s worldview, and after a moment’s thought, he was almost surprised that he hadn’t seen it coming. He could hear his teacher’s words in his mind as clearly as if she were on the bus beside him—agency is what we call it when an individual has power, control, the ability to make choices and have those choices affect the world around you.

Devon was not an NPC. He sounded like one—but that was on purpose.

“Aaaanyway,” the older boy said, leaning back and stretching languorously. “All that’s just a roundabout way of saying I ain’t after no lifetime commitment. I’m just looking to get up with anybody thinks they might could turn a little value into a little more value. And until we get that ball rolling, I’m more than happy to spread a little cash among good friends who know how to get shit done. Men of unusual talents, so to speak.”

The bus squealed to a halt, and Devon stood. “You ever short a couple presidents,” he said, his glance including Conor as well as Timothy, “you just say the word.” He shouldered his bag, threw them a mock salute, and stepped out into the aisle.

And then he was gone. Conor and Timothy rode in uneasy silence for the next few minutes, until Conor suddenly realized they were only a few blocks away from the younger boy’s stop.

“Hey,” he said.

“What?” Timothy growled, still looking out the window.

Conor swallowed. “I, uh. I’m sorry. Sorry I never caught up with you again. After Ashleigh came back, I mean.”

“Whatever,” the younger boy said, his voice brittle with bitterness. “Used to it. World revolves around Ashleigh, everyone loves Ashleigh, Ashleigh is love, Ashleigh is life.”

Conor winced, remembering the fury he’d felt at Guyler’s disdain, at Ashleigh’s usurping of the jump…

“Yeah,” he agreed. “I know that feeling.”

He looked down at the floor. “You don’t have to do this, you know. Run errands for Devon, I mean.”

“Mom’s got enough money for half a birthday present,” Timothy said levelly. “The other half went to Ashleigh’s new window and Ashleigh’s therapy sessions.”

A ghastly shriek filled the air as the bus driver downshifted, and Timothy stood, slinging his bag over his shoulder.

(He wasn’t carrying a lunchbox.)

“Besides,” the younger boy continued. “I need somebody I can count on to have my back.”

Then the bus stopped, and he, too, was gone.

•   •   •

A double life, a triple life—quadruple, quintuple, high enough that Conor no longer knew the word for it. A dozen lives, a hundred, each in its own little box, distinct from all the rest; a shifting sea of priorities as he stole time and energy from himself to satisfy the needs of the present.

He was awake at five in the morning, dangling by one arm from the old oak tree in the backyard, fighting for even an inch of lift, humbled by the pull of gravity. The monkey jump loomed on the horizon in the same way that Binder’s Gap once had—it was all he ever thought of, the sole consuming passion in his heart.

He was on the edge of his seat in Ms. Palmano’s class, razor-sharp and laser-focused. He rarely spoke, holding out for serendipity, for the rare and ideal coincidence of a brilliant insight and a silent room. He had come to need his teacher’s winks like water—a day between them parched, and two was almost unbearable. He had even made conscious efforts to improve his grammar, beating plowshares out of Guyler’s cutting mockery.

He was enduring that mockery in math, where the first test had rung a death knell for his hopes of earning a D. There would be a parent-teacher conference soon, and Conor had had two separate nightmares in which they made Guyler his tutor. Over a week had passed since the other boy’s last entry in the journal, and Conor still hadn’t handed it back; Guyler had responded by resuming his usual steady stream of snide asides and vague aspersions, taking particular pleasure in being provocatively right whenever Conor was forced to be publicly wrong.

He was gasping for breath on the soccer field, where the modest improvement brought about by his nighttime runs had been horribly misconstrued as the tip of an iceberg of talent. Coach Pool had kept him at midfield for two of their three games so far; perhaps out of respect for his former loyalties, he had benched Conor for the entirety of their first match against the Vikings. Guyler was showing a peculiar consistency of character on the field, resisting all appeals to decency, strategy, and esprit de corps—he had received yellow cards for tripping Conor on two separate occasions, and there was now a boy assigned to stay between them at all times.

He was at a loss for words in Freedom Plaza, struggling to translate his patchwork, piecemeal philosophy into some kind of coherent and teachable framework. Where Ashleigh had questioned his motives, Timothy challenged his methods, demanding that Conor justify the placement of every hand, the value of every drill. By the tenth time the younger boy interrupted his explanation with but why can’t you just, Conor was ready to scream.

(But Timothy was there at his request, had in fact only come because Conor had insisted, and so he swallowed his frustration, doing his best to think things through from a fresh perspective. It wasn’t that there weren’t reasons, after all. It was just that he’d never forced himself to figure out what they actually were.)

He was playing the good son at home, weathering his parents’ oblique comments about the importance of good study habits, laughing at his mother’s jokes, forcing himself to accept his father’s affections, unable to put his finger on the moment when his responses had ceased to be genuine. He did his chores, suppressing the layer of resentment that had overlaid his ordinary reluctance. He left his bedroom door open as an act of defiant self-discipline, closing it only when he needed to relieve some pressure, or when he was sneaking out, or when he was working on homework or listening to music. He realized he was closing his door all the time, and he gritted his teeth and opened it again.

And between and behind each of these, in the unscheduled hours that filled the cracks of his week, he was Ashleigh Falhanner’s friend. The two of them sat together on the bus, rendezvoused in the hall, defected to one another’s team in dodgeball. They shared afternoon bike rides and weekend sleepovers, shrinking the lengthening autumn nights with hours of online conversation. They told tales, dared dares, discussed dreams—solemn and serious one moment, dissolving into giggles the next.

(“You made it to first base with Jennifer yet?”)

(“Huh? I’m not—I mean, what do you—oh, fuck you, quit laughing.”)

It was by far the largest share of Conor’s attention, an archipelago that dominated the map of his life. But it was not one hundred percent, and in the quiet lull between laughs, each could see that the other had noticed.

(Conor sensed that they might have talked about it, together—cut their way through the tension from both sides at once, and in so doing meet in the middle. But the confidence to take that critical step was part of what had been lost. The other boy was—well, certainly not a stranger. But no longer so thoroughly known that Conor could be sure he wanted the distance closed, and would in fact be trying, from his own side.)

Ashleigh no longer came out to train, though his ankle had fully healed. After his fourth refusal, Conor had stopped asking. They still went up to the roof together from time to time, but by silent and mutual agreement, neither of them approached the Gap. It hung unacknowledged in the background, casting its shadow into the present, painfully apt.

There were times when Ashleigh disappeared entirely, leaving no note, his phone off or simply ignored. He offered no explanation, and Conor didn’t ask for one. He did, however, let die his long-established habit of dropping by the other boy’s home unannounced, demoralized by the sinking sense of abandonment he felt whenever Ashleigh failed to come to the window.

(The new normal was especially awkward at sleepovers, Conor’s mother and father expressing their hospitality through endless, cheerful interrogation, always with the pair of them lumped together by default—so, what were you boys up to this afternoon? What have you boys got planned for the weekend? You boys working on anything interesting in school? They soon defaulted to spending nights over at Ashleigh’s, where Mrs. Falhanner’s questions were cursory and tended to be pizza-topping related.)

By the second week of October, Conor had become aware of another new wrinkle in their relationship, one which seemed portentous or petty by turns, depending on his mood: since the day of their argument, Ashleigh had not called or texted him once.

Oh, he called back. He answered Conor’s pings most of the time, those occasional odd absences notwithstanding. And it wasn’t like he was going invisible online or avoiding Conor in the hallways.

But if Conor didn’t make the first move, nothing. Once, a full four days went by with zero contact outside of school before Conor finally caved—and when he did text, the other boy answered as if nothing was out of the ordinary. It was emblematic of the uncertainty that filled the space between them, at once too small for comment and too large to be ignored.

I’m not imagining it. I just don’t know what it means.

As if all of that were not enough, the seeds of doubt that Guyler and Timothy had planted in the back of Conor’s mind had been quietly growing. He began to notice patterns, obvious ones—a set of common triggers, common responses. Around other people, Ashleigh was constantly on edge, his composure stretched taut around a kind of vindictive petulance only partly restrained. He launched caustic attacks during classroom debates, elbowed his way through the halls as if itching for a fight, lost his temper with his fan club in the courtyard. He was dismissive, imperious, blunt to the point of cruelty—in short, every inch the self-centered, arrogant asshole that Guyler and Timothy had accused him of being.

But that doesn’t make sense.

Uncertain of his footing, wary of his own bias, Conor did his best to think things through in short, simple steps, confining himself to the realm of verifiable fact.

People like Ashleigh. That’s not just my imagination.

Evidence: they talked to him in the halls. Picked him early in Activity. Joined his group for projects. Followed his lead with substitutes. Invited him to parties.

People don’t like assholes.

Evidence: much weaker. There were plenty of stuck-up, bratty popular kids. But still. There was a difference between popular and “popular,” and Ashleigh really was well-liked—wasn’t he?

Unsure, Conor returned to his observations, this time turning his attention to his classmates, to the way they were reacting to Ashleigh’s abrasiveness. It didn’t take long to reach a conclusion: Ashleigh was popular, but he was losing ground, and fast.

So it wasn’t just me being dense, Conor thought. This is new.

Now that he knew what to look for, the signs were everywhere. There were furrowed brows and pursed lips when Ashleigh stormed through the hallways, dark mutters that spread behind him like a wake. A kind of ad hoc militia formed in English, a bloc of students who would immediately leap to a collective defense whenever he started gearing up for one of his rants. On the bus, he’d developed the same sort of anti-kid bubble that existed around Eichardt—none of the sixth graders sat within two seats of him anymore unless they had absolutely no other choice.

The change was most apparent in Ashleigh’s fan club, no longer quite so fanatical. Nolan and Sam seemed to be halfway through the process of splintering away, spending more and more time with each other, away from the rest of the group. When they were gone, Eddie became even more frenetic than usual, filling every second with puerile word vomit, as if terrified of silence. This had the effect of wearing away Ashleigh’s already thin veneer of patience, turning every get-together into a potential powder keg. Holt was doing his best to play diplomat, smoothing over misunderstandings and keeping everybody happy, but it was clearly just a matter of time before things came to a head.

It was agonizing to watch, this slow descent into self-destruction—not least because Conor couldn’t quite convince himself that it wasn’t exactly what the other boy deserved. He swung back and forth like a pendulum, one hour exulting in grim satisfaction, the next squirming in penitent guilt. And all the while helpless, held back by Ashleigh’s impenetrable pretense that everything was fine.

And you’re playing along with that why, exactly?

He doesn’t want my help.

Fuck what he wants! He’s falling apart over there!

Not my problem.

He’s your best friend!

He was my best friend.

He’s still your best friend. He’s your only fucking friend.

Not if he won’t even tell me what’s going on.

You mean like how you told him all about your journal, and the monkey jump, and having a big fat crush on—

Shut up.

It was spite, and he knew it. But dammit, Ashleigh had hurt him. Had gone right to the heart of everything they shared and made a mockery of it. Whatever trust, whatever loyalty, whatever friendship was left between them, it wasn’t worth saving on faith and hope alone. Conor needed something—some reason, some spark of encouragement. There would be no more forgiveness without apology, no more help without thanks. If they were going to come back from this, it was going to be because Ashleigh wanted them to.

And in the meantime, he can dig himself out of his own damn hole.

Slowly—experimentally—Conor began to disengage, reclaiming the hours he’d left in Ashleigh’s possession. He started by dropping their late-night chat sessions, using the extra time to play catchup in math. When Ashleigh gave no comment, he stopped calling and texting as well, with predictable results. An Indian summer rolled in, the clouds disappearing for days at a time, and Conor began to bike to and from school, cutting out wait time in the courtyard along with the bus ride.

They still saw each other, of course—in English and Activity, in the breaks between classes. But the flow of weekend and afternoon get-togethers slowed to a trickle as old plans got crossed off the list and no new ones replaced them. Before long, their friendship had shrunk to the level of mere acquaintance, no more time-consuming than Conor’s relationship with Timothy or Holt.

(They no longer talked about Halloween.)

Conor waited for the other boy to say something, anything—to give any sign at all that he’d noticed, that he too felt the sting of their estrangement. But if anything, Ashleigh only grew more relaxed, his smile like quicksilver, the unnatural smoothness of his banter in sharp contrast to his increasingly savage treatment of everyone else. The less they spoke, the easier the words flowed between them, and though he knew it was an act, Conor couldn’t stop himself from hurting at just how easy Ashleigh seemed to find it to slip on a mask of nonchalance.

He tried to distract himself, filling his evenings with yardwork, homework, games and cartoons—endless practice sessions that left him battered and drained and vividly alive. Bit by bit, the edges of his other lives expanded, pushing into the empty space until it almost seemed it wasn’t there. Whole hours would pass in which he didn’t even think about it, and when he did, the pain was dull and distant, like the bruise beneath a cut that had long since scabbed over.

There were times, though, when it seemed as if nothing had changed, when a glimpse of Ashleigh’s haggard face across a crowded hallway would rob him of his breath mid-laugh, or a stray thought half a moment before sleep would leave him tossing and turning for hours. He felt inexplicably guilty, as if it were not Ashleigh who had caused all of this, Ashleigh who had driven the two of them apart. Conor had no god to speak of, so he cursed the other boy instead, pouring his frustration into clenched fists and muttered rants, digging pens into his journal until the pages seemed to bleed. Above all, he was maddened by the utter absence of reason, the lack of explanation, the seemingly avoidable nature of every scrap of misery. It became his refrain, his mantra, a single word upon which he pinned all of his unhappiness:

Why?

•   •   •

There was a gentle knock at the door, sounding almost apologetic, and Conor heaved a sigh, setting his laptop down on the bedside table.

“Come in,” he called out.

He drew his knees up under the covers, pushing himself into a sitting position with his back against the headboard as his father entered the room, closing the door behind himself with a quiet click.

“Can I sit?” he asked.

Conor nodded, noting with some surprise that he was already angry (or something like it), his shoulders high and tight, an irritable restlessness creeping into his face, his fingers. He could feel his armor sliding into place, dull resentment oozing out between the plates.

Yeah, because you were so focused on your Social Studies homework.

There was a soft creak as his father slipped into the rolly chair that lived in front of Conor’s desk, turning it around to face the bed. His posture was unbalanced, asymmetrical—broken, almost, his limbs askew and tangled, body leaning sharply to one side, face quarter-hidden behind a cupping hand.

(Conor didn’t know—couldn’t know—had never really seen himself from the outside—but some other person, watching, would have instantly clocked that the two were father and son, the middle-aged man and the boy on the bed both folding their bodies in the same awkward manner.)

They studied one another.

“You’re worried about me,” Conor said quietly.

His father nodded.

“Because…”

(Conor squeezed his eyes shut, thinking.)

“…because I’ve been…”

There was no word for it.

He opened his eyes to see his father still motionless, waiting, watching. Passive. Conor felt a surge of impatience, like molten metal filling up his chest, his lungs, and beneath the blanket his hands curled into fists.

“What are you feeling?” the man in the chair asked softly.

“Mad.”

Another nod. “What’s the mad like?”

Some part of Conor tried to scoff, to sneer, the rest of him barring the way, keeping his face smooth.

Man, what is WITH you lately?

(It was his own voice, this time.)

“Hot,” he said aloud.

“Where?”

He tapped himself on the chest, and then—almost as an afterthought—his cheek, and his forehead.

Seconds passed.

“I’d like to help,” his father said.

A strange, strangled sound forced its way out of Conor’s throat, something halfway in between a laugh and a sob.

His father’s eyes held him, wide and gentle. “Still,” he murmured.

There was another long silence. Conor watched as his father visibly discarded three or four sentences before letting one through.

“Is there anything you do want to tell me?”

Conor gnawed at his lip.

“About—”

Conor stiffened.

(The man in the chair noticed, and backed off.)

Another minute crawled by.

“I don’t like this, bud,” his father said quietly. “I don’t like seeing you in pain, and I don’t like having no real clue what it is that’s bothering you. I get that you—”

He broke off, drew in a breath through his nose, let it out in a soundless sigh. “I get that maybe you don’t feel like letting me help for your sake,” he continued. “But if you could chip off a little bit of something I could help with, that would honestly make me feel a whole lot better.”

Conor winced. “Not fair,” he said.

“Hm?”

“This is hard enough without…”

He trailed off, looking for a word, then gave up when he saw that the message had already been received.

“Okay,” his father said. “Fair enough. Never mind.”

Again a quiet waiting. Again a restless roiling, the sensation of being trapped, cornered—

“I won’t say sorry,” his father said, breaking the silence. “I do take it back. I’m not here to make this worse for you. But I’m not sorry for wishing I could help. Wishing that you’d let me help.”

Conor felt his lip curl, his face twisting until it was as close as it was going to get to matching the crooked thing inside of him.

Unless you know how to make Ashleigh—

(And then silence again, even inside his own head. Because that was the problem, really—make Ashleigh what?)

He forced himself to look at the man in the chair—at the short hair splashed with grey, the soft eyes cradled in worry lines. He wondered briefly where his mother was, and whether she’d been asked to stay away.

“I can’t,” he said—

(Because he couldn’t—couldn’t take responsibility, on top of everything else, for finding a way to make his father feel better.)

“—sorry.”

And whether the man in the chair heard him, and understood, or heard something else entirely, or simply gave up of his own accord, Conor didn’t know. But he nodded, and said “Okay,” and pushed himself to his feet, his gaze lingering long enough to make Conor squirm but not quite long enough to make him scream.

“I love you, bud,” his father said finally, turning to leave the room. And then, over his shoulder: “Please don’t forget that I’m here.”

And the door closed behind him with another quiet click.

For a long, long time, Conor sat frozen, unmoving, his eyes glued to the place where his father had been as he waited for his body to uncoil. He kept his hands at his sides, afraid that if he touched his computer he would end up hurling it into the wall.

This can’t go on like this.

But that wasn’t a path, wasn’t an action. There wasn’t a thing that Conor could do, to make it not be like this any longer, and so he simply waited for the moment to pass, grateful that for once the Ashleigh in his head was wise enough to hold its tongue.

•   •   •

“So, anyway, I tried to explain it to her mom like you told me, about learning how to fall and stuff, take it slow, protect yourself. But she was still, like, pretty against it, and she said the only way she’d let Isabella try is if she can talk to your mom first, and you come with us.”

Conor blinked.

It was Halloween (or the day that would give birth to it, anyway). Timothy had ambushed him by the flagpole after dismissal, dragged him out of the flow of students heading for their cars, their buses, their bikes. There was a girl with him—another sixth grader—rocking back and forth on her heels and blushing faintly.

“What?” Conor asked. “I mean—what?”

The younger boy took a deep breath and started over, more slowly this time. “I was going to show Isabella some of the stuff you taught me,” he explained. “You know—target jumps, switchovers, the roll. At Freedom Plaza. But her mom won’t let her go unless she talks to your mom, first.”

“And unless I go with you?”

“Right.”

Conor turned to the girl. “And you’re—”

“Isabella. Hi.” She stuck out her hand and Conor shook it.

“Hi.”

He felt as though he’d been teleported, his thoughts stuttering like he’d missed the end of the moving sidewalk at the airport. Turning back to Timothy, he squinted. “So you…want me to teach her, too?”

(He still wasn’t used to the idea that Timothy wanted to learn from him, let alone some random girl.)

“No,” Timothy said, shaking his head. “I mean, yeah, sure, that’d be great, if you feel like it, but no—I can just show her the same stuff you already showed me. It’s just that she’s gotta have, like. A chaperone, or whatever.” Isabella snorted, and Timothy shot her a glare. “Like in case somebody gets hurt,” he amended.

Conor scratched his head. “Okay, I guess?” He glanced over at Isabella and hastened to clarify. “I mean, sure. The more the merrier. I just—I wasn’t—yeah, that sounds fine.”

“Awesome.” The two sixth graders shared a smile, and then Timothy turned back to Conor, expectant.

“What?”

“Um—your mom’s number?”

What, she didn’t give it to you last night?

“Wait—you mean today?” Conor asked, feeling a slight flutter of panic. “Now?”

“Um, yeah? If that’s okay.”

It wasn’t, not really, but Conor didn’t really have words for why not, nothing that passed muster when he imagined saying it out loud. So he simply dug into his bookbag and handed the other boy his phone, and five minutes later, they were on their way.

“So,” Isabella said, as they began walking up the hill that led toward downtown. “Timothy says you’ve got, like, a whole Zen thing going on.”

“I guess,” Conor replied.

There was a silence.

“Uh,” he added. “Do you…do anything? Or—sorry—I mean—what do you do? Like, um. Exercisewise.”

Smooth.

Isabella didn’t tease him, though. “Gymnastics,” she said, smiling. “Since third grade.”

“Oh, cool.”

Another silence.

Why is it my job to—

“Um. Can you do a backflip?” he asked.

“Yeah, but not from standing. I have to round off into it.”

Conor nodded.

So, how do you and Timothy know each other?

He winced and said nothing. Eventually, Timothy rescued him, the younger boy explaining that they had been in the same fifth grade classroom at Littleton, that they were not, repeat, not dating, and that Isabella had gotten interested after Timothy had climbed the patterned brick façade of the music wing during recess.

“They let you do that?” Conor asked, dumbfounded.

“Not really,” the younger boy said, shrugging. “They yell at me whenever they notice. But they only notice half the time, so.”

The most recent time, Isabella had asked Timothy what the hell he was doing, to which he’d cryptically answered tracing. Intrigued, she’d pressed him for more detail, and here they were.

They reached the plaza after maybe twenty minutes, and Timothy launched straight into his explanation, Conor’s words sounding strange to him coming from someone else’s mouth.

“…so there are sort of two different ways to think about it, right? Like are you trying to get to some place, to reach some specific spot, or are you just trying to get away from somewhere, so it doesn’t really matter which way you go…”

Conor floated an uncertain distance away, feeling irrelevant. He listened as Isabella probed at the boundaries of Timothy’s reasoning, asking many of the same questions he had asked of Conor.

“…yeah, if you make more noise than you have to, Conor’ll gripe at you for, like, days. It’s supposed to be about keeping your knees from wearing down, or whatever…”

The two of them began to practice rolling, Isabella having both an easier and harder time than Timothy had, when Conor had taught him—easier because she was much more confident and in control of her body, and harder because she had clearly practiced a different kind of rolling until it was almost automatic.

Conor watched for a few minutes, but they didn’t seem to need him, so he drifted further, his fingers brushing lightly against the rough concrete of the plaza’s walls. His original plan for the evening had been to go straight home and get started on a new essay for Ms. Palmano, but as long as he was already here…

•   •   •

“I think you want to try using your back leg, actually.”

Conor jumped, startled, turning to see Isabella standing off to the side, watching him.

“Water break,” she explained. “This stuff’s pretty aerobic.”

Conor nodded vaguely, his attention still three-quarters elsewhere. In front of him stood a pair of low walls, flanking the ramp down to the parking garage, each about as high as the bottom of his ribcage and seven feet apart from one another. It was an obstacle he had revisited time and time again, his Bat vision showing him faster and more efficient methods of passing it every time he leveled up in skill.

“But yeah,” Isabella said—

(Making him twitch a second time, having already forgotten that she was there.)

“—it looked like you didn’t have enough time to get your leg under you? So you sort of, idk, stuttered?”

Conor frowned.

Back foot…

In the beginning, he had simply vaulted the two walls one after another, polishing the steps in between until the combination was a single, smooth, cohesive whole—right-left VAULT, right-left VAULT. The movement of choice was one he had privately dubbed a cat jump, after the leap of a pouncing tiger—it was like a leapfrog, but instead of planting his hands close together and letting his feet swing out to the sides, he spaced his hands shoulder-width apart and kept his feet tight, pulling his knees through the space between his elbows.

(He had smashed his shins more than a few times before getting the hang of it, and once he’d clipped his toes on the first wall and flipped straight over onto his back in the middle, winding himself. But it had quickly become one of his favorite tools thanks to the way it kept his body square, with no wasteful leaning or turning or twisting.)

More recently, he’d begun vaulting up onto the first wall—rather than over it—and then simply jumping across the seven-foot gap. But there was something clunky and unsatisfying about going from the one-two split step of his takeoff to a side-by-side, two-footed punch. So he’d been experimenting with a one-legged jump—more of a step, really—boosting the first vault by powering downward with one leg at the exact moment when the wall was already passing underneath him.

But the girl—

(He hadn’t forgotten her name, exactly, so much as left the version of the world where it mattered behind.)

—thought that maybe he was using the wrong leg, should be pushing off the wall with his back foot instead of his front…

Still frowning, he walked back to his starting point—the runup he had carefully paced out, seven steps to the vault at full acceleration, left, right, left, right, left, right-left, the last two linked together like a kindergartener galloping. Turning to face his target, he shook out his wrists, took a deep breath, ground the soles of his shoes against the concrete, looking for grip.

Right-left on the ground, and then push down RIGHT as I’m passing over…

He launched himself forward, the world shrinking, narrowing, everything disappearing except for the stretch of ground in front of him and the pair of walls at its end. At the last possible second, he drove himself up into the air, his legs firing like twin cannons, hands coming down to slap against the rough surface, his right foot cycling forward and pushing down, finding the wall that was already out of sight behind him—

Fuck.

Not only did he make the distance, he overshot, bringing both feet together just in time to tap the top of the second wall as it passed underneath him, landing roughly and rolling on the far side. He came to his feet as the girl—

(Isabella.)

—let out a whoop, turned back to see her applauding.

“Nice one!” she called out.

“Thanks,” Conor said, waving. “And thanks for the tip.”

(But it had not actually been nice—he had been out of control, had put in way too much—would not have been able to stop on the second wall if he’d wanted to, if he’d needed to. He would have to work it a dozen more times, start calibrating just how much power each individual piece was adding to the whole…)

He returned to his starting position, Isabella once again vanishing into the periphery. As before, he shook out his wrists, took a deep breath, wiggled the toes of his shoes against the concrete—

“Oooh, look at that.”

Conor blinked, twitched, followed the sixth grader’s gaze to the other side of the plaza, where Timothy was just pulling himself up and over the wall by the bank. “Yeah,” he said absently. “Best place to practice topovers.”

“Do you always start them with a jump like that?” Isabella asked.

Conor squinted. “Jump?”

“Yeah.” Cupping her hands around her mouth, she shouted across the open space. “Hey, Timothy! Do that again!”

Timothy waved, dropping down from the wall into a roll and stepping over to one of the squat, decorative concrete pillars that flanked the bankside entrance. Popping up on top of it, he turned to face the way he’d come, rubbing his hands together and stomping his feet in a way that seemed oddly familiar.

“Wait,” Conor said. “What’s he…?”

“He’s going to jump across—watch.”

Conor sucked in a breath, but before he could say anything else, the younger boy sprang into motion, his arms leading the way, the rest of his body stringing out into a line as he leapt toward the high wall, an impossible eight full feet away.

Conor’s heart leapt with him, clawing its way toward his throat as he let out a strangled croak. As if in slow motion, he saw Timothy’s legs tuck up and then extend forward, saw his head and shoulders sink below the line that marked the wall’s top, saw the other boy’s fingers reaching for the edge as his shoes made contact, five feet off the ground. For a split second, it looked as if he’d succeeded, but then his hands ripped from the top and he fell, barely getting his feet under him before tumbling backwards onto his butt.

“Fuck!” Conor yelled. Even from a distance, he could hear Timothy’s groan. He took off running, the sixth grade girl sprinting along in his wake. But before they had covered half of the distance, Timothy was already on his feet, brushing the dust off of his jeans, a scowl darkening his face. He turned toward them as they came pounding to a halt, and Conor saw that he’d left a small streak of blood on the denim.

“Are you okay?” Isabella asked, her voice tight with concern.

“I’m fine,” Timothy grumbled. He looked down at his palm, pressing at a flap of skin at the base of his index finger. “Just slipped, is all. Stupid slick wall.”

“Stupid boy, more like,” Isabella teased, relaxing.

Meanwhile, Conor’s jaw was hanging open, his thoughts skidding as the scene replayed itself in his mind.

That was a monkey jump.

Timothy had just done a monkey jump.

Well, technically he just bailed a monkey jump.

But that hardly mattered, especially since he’d apparently landed the first one, when only Isabella was watching—

“Timothy,” he said, his voice shaky. “You just—I mean, that was—where’d you learn that?”

The younger boy shrugged, still pressing the little flap of skin to his palm, waiting for the bleeding to slow. “Dunno,” he said. “I was kind of messing around with it last week—you know, over by the cafeteria, where they keep the dumpsters? I was trying to jump up onto the wall, but I kept not quite making it and sort of, like, dropping down into a hang. Eventually I just aimed for the hang in the first place.”

He looked up at Conor, his eyes narrowing. “Wait. You haven’t done that one before?”

Conor shook his head, unable to stop himself from staring at the younger boy’s clearly-not-at-all-ripped-out-of-their-sockets arms.

“Cool! Does that mean I get to name it?”

“I…”

“Oh, man, this is awesome!” He turned to Isabella and held up his uninjured hand, which she high-fived good-naturedly, rolling her eyes affectionately. “Um, crap. Okay, let’s see…sticky fingers! No, wait—cliffhanger. Suction cup.”

“Wall catch?” Isabella suggested.

“Lame,” Timothy declared.

“It’s not lame, it’s descriptive. Better than some stupid skateboarder name where nobody knows what the hell it is.”

The pair of them continued to brainstorm as Conor mentally retreated, speechless, shaken.

A whole month.

Conor had wasted a month, overpreparing—or close enough, anyway. The jump Timothy had just done was smaller than the one at East Binder, eight feet instead of twelve, but given the difference in their heights, it wasn’t that much smaller.

Plus he did it from standing.

Conor clenched and unclenched his fists, thinking of the hours spent dangling under the old oak tree, the dozens of extra topovers on Mr. Baker’s wall—all because of fears that hadn’t even crossed the younger boy’s mind.

He’d just…done it.

He turned and walked away from the two sixth graders, squeezing his eyes shut, pinching the bridge of his nose as if trying to stifle a brain freeze. He had been so sure that he was on the right path—that his progress was proof of the method, a sign that he really did know what he was doing. He had come so far, so quickly, that it had never occurred to him that there might be an even faster way—that his slow, methodical approach might be holding him back, actually—

(And underneath, the other fear, the one he didn’t like to look at, refused to linger on—that Ashleigh’s way was simply better, that Ashleigh was better—)

Which one of you sprained your ankle doing the Gap, huh?

The Gap, maybe. But Timothy hadn’t hurt himself just now.

Conor turned to the column, pulled himself up on top of it, looked out at the wall opposite.

It looked impossible.

It looked impossible.

Wait. Wait, hang on, let’s think about—

Ignoring the voice, Conor leaned forward, blanking his thoughts, letting muscle memory take over. Arms back, legs compressing and then firing, knees tucking in midair, his feet swinging forward just as his hands made contact with the top of the wall—

He landed with a jarring thud, the force of the impact reflecting his body upward into one of the smoothest, easiest topovers he’d ever done.

God dammit.

He dropped back to the ground, turning to see the two sixth graders approaching. Timothy was grinning, the resemblance to his older brother as strong as it had ever been.

“I’ve got it,” he said, a triumphant gleam in his eye. “I’m gonna call it ‘the Spiderman.’”

•   •   •

Coward.

Conor stood on the edge of the shoproom roof, looking across at the high school science building. The dull throb of distant music swaddled the stillness, barely discernible snatches of Monster Mash and the theme from Ghostbusters echoing through the breezeways. The lights were on and the parking lot was full, mobs of costumed students marauding across the grounds with airhorns and silly string as they searched for couples scrogging in the bushes.

But on the rooftop, there was only Conor.

(Conor, and the fear he’d brought with him, that he could not outrun, that maneuvered itself between him and the edge no matter what he did with his body or mind.)

It was his second Halloween dance, the previous year’s having ended with him and Ashleigh throwing up behind the library, a mixture of Skittles, Butterfingers, and spiced rum that had burned like lava coming up.

(There were two dances, technically—the middle school one in the cafeteria and the high school one in the gym. But on Halloween, with everyone in costume, it was impossible for the adults to maintain the boundary, and for the most part they didn’t even pretend to try.)

Conor had spent the first hour of the evening wandering the trunk-or-treat in the parking lot, his mask tight against his face, pillowcase slung over his shoulder. He’d hugged the walls of the cafeteria for most of the second hour, listening to the awful music, watching his classmates writhe and grind in the strobes and black lights.

By the start of the third hour, he’d given up hope that Ashleigh was coming—

(Which was fine, who cared, it wasn’t like they’d made an actual plan or anything. It had just been an idea, that was all, and they hadn’t even talked about it in weeks.)

—and so it was that without really meaning to—

—without really wanting to—

—like a leaf carried on the wind, like a pigeon homing—

—Conor found himself on the roof, facing off against the as-yet-unbroken monkey jump.

(Or trying to, anyway.)

He had never been less afraid of getting caught. A kind of holiday indulgence had overtaken the staff and the parents, many of whom had been drinking liberally from the punch bowl, and only the most egregious of offenses were being punished. At the same time, though, the odds of being spotted in the first place were nearly as high as they were during the middle of a school day. He’d been up there for less than ten minutes and already two adults and four different groups of students had passed by, forcing him to flatten himself out each time to avoid notice. It was inevitable that someone would eventually come by at the wrong moment, would look up and spot his body silhouetted against the silver clouds.

Good thing the jump only takes like six seconds, then, right?

He gritted his teeth, staring out at the other building—so tantalizingly close, so terrifyingly far. He had refused to repeat the jump at Freedom Plaza, refused to do even simple topovers on his way home after Timothy and Isabella wrapped up. He was done playing games, done preparing, done wasting time.

He was either ready for this, or he wasn’t.

Seven steps in the runup. Left, right, left, right, left, right, left. Jump UP, not out—get your feet out in front of you—not too high or you’ll fall backwards. Let your shoes slip if they have to—what matters is your grip.

(Except that wasn’t true, was not even close to true, what mattered was that Conor was afraid, the fear like a glass wall six inches in from the edge.)

Just—

(He couldn’t complete the thought—not in words. But he replayed, for what felt like the thousandth time, the memory of the monkey jump that afternoon, breaking it down into its smallest fragments, reliving the most minute of details.)

Easy.

It had been easy. Easier by far than Binder’s Gap—smaller, safer, closer to the ground. And sure, this one was bigger (a little) and higher (a little). But also there was a runup, and the far wall was lower, actually; so long as he actually tried there was basically no way for it to go wrong enough to be a problem—

So you’re just being a little bitch about it for no reason, then?

He gritted his teeth again, stepped to the very edge of the roof and stretched out his hands as far as they would go, imagining the feel of the far wall beneath his fingertips—

There were voices in the breezeway, and once more he dropped to his belly, shrinking out of sight, waiting for the danger to pass. As soon as they were gone, he would get up and do it—

(Flinch.)

Fine. As soon as they were gone, and he’d paced the runup one more time.

And re-checked the grip on the far side.

And warmed up his shoulders just a little bit more—

(More voices below, another group close behind the first.)

No more fucking around, he told himself. Sixty seconds.

He began to hyperventilate slightly, intentionally, pumping air through his lungs like a bellows, stoking the fire in his chest. He shook out his limbs, rolled his head and shoulders, cracked his knuckles. He tested the runup again, did a running jump along the breezeway, parallel to the edge, to confirm that he could indeed make the distance.

(It wasn’t even hard.)

Fifteen seconds.

Ten seconds.

Five.

Four.

Three.

Two.

One…

“God dammit!” he yelled, heedless of the revelers below. Turning, he kicked at one of the ventilation pipes, stomped on it, savagely, the metal giving way beneath his shoe.

“It’s fine,” he said, out loud. “It’s fine. It’s fine, because it only takes like three seconds, right, so I can still do it right now before anybody shows up to bust me. I just walk over here, see, and I count down from te—from five, and then I run, and then it’s over, no problem.”

He brought his feet together with a click, took a single deep breath, let it out in a huff. Counting down, he reached zero and threw himself forward, managing two strong steps before faltering, staggering to a stop several feet shy of the edge.

FUCK.

His fingers curled into fists, but there was nothing to punch. There was literally nothing holding him back except himself.

“It’s right there,” he moaned. If it were even one foot closer, he would have done it already, a dozen times over—

Yeah, but it isn’t.

“Come on,” he whispered. “Five. Four. Three. Two…”

A hundred heartbeats later, and Conor was halfway up the magnolia, heading for the auditorium roof, churning through the branches faster than he’d ever gone before. When he reached the pipe, he gripped it so hard that for a moment he was surprised it didn’t crumple beneath his fingers. He swarmed his way upward, reckless, profligate, and once on the rooftop, he stalked straight toward the center, to the place where he and Ashleigh had sat on the last day of summer.

Twenty—no, ten seconds.

Nine.

Eight.

“Conor?”

It was like waking from a dream, closing one tab and opening another, as if the last five hours—the last five weeks—had existed on the surface of a bubble, and the bubble had just popped. In that moment, there was no monkey jump, no Binder’s Gap, no terrible crisis of confidence.

(And no Guyler Stevens.)

There was just Ashleigh, sitting, his back against the air conditioning unit, and Conor, walking over to him—as if it were summer all over again, as if he’d known the other boy was there the whole time, as if that were why they were both there. As if they’d come there for each other.

“Hey, Ash,” Conor breathed, and the words were the first he had spoken in centuries.

He lowered himself to the gravel, settling back against the metal at the same time that Ashleigh shifted over, their movements synchronized, harmonized, so that without looking, without speaking, they ended up side-by-side, shoulders pressed companionably together, each looking out at the moonlit rooftop.

“Happy Halloween,” Ashleigh murmured. He raised his far hand, accompanied by the sound of sloshing liquid, and Conor reached across, taking the bottle without comment. He took a gulp, the lukewarm liquid searing his throat, and handed it back with a cough.

“Tastes like poison,” he murmured.

Ashleigh shrugged. “It is.”

Thirty seconds passed, and the silence was not tense, not difficult—was simply a moment that the two of them happened to be sharing.

“Wasn’t sure you’d be here,” Conor said.

Ashleigh snorted, raising the bottle to his own lips. “You were supposed to be here two hours ago,” he grumbled.

Conor grinned. “Eh, you know how it is,” he said, taking the bottle back and downing a second gulp. “I try to get out of the house on time, but your mom just keeps dragging me back—”

He felt the other boy shift and twisted automatically, taking the punch in the middle of his upper arm, drink spilling out onto his sleeve, his pants.

“Shit.”

“Give that back before you break it, spaz.”

“Hey, you punched me.” Conor handed the bottle over, brushing futilely at his clothes. “Mom’s gonna smell this a mile away,” he added sadly.

“Just wash yourself off with the hose.”

“It’s like forty-five degrees out.”

“Scared of a little cold, Batman?”

Conor said nothing, just flicked the other boy on the temple and took back the bottle. They sat for another long moment, the silence of the rooftop somehow sharpened by the soft sounds of distant revelry.

“Speaking of scared,” Conor said. “I never asked you what you thought of the Gap.”

Ashleigh let out a breath. “That thing,” he pronounced, “is fucking nuts. Why the fuck I ever let you talk me into even thinking about it, I’ll never know.”

Conor laughed. “Come on, it’s not that bad. You made it, at least.”

“Bitch, I was on crutches for weeks.”

“Two weeks.”

“That’s weeks! There’s an ‘s’ at the end and everything!”

“You’re just jealous ’cause I did it first.”

There was a pause, and for the first time, the air between them seemed to thicken, briefly, the easy flow of words meeting a shadow of resistance.

“Yeah,” Ashleigh said, taking the bottle back.

(A cloud scudded over the moon, plunging them briefly into darkness.)

“So,” Conor said cautiously. “We going to talk about it?”

He didn’t specify the it—was not even sure he knew, himself. He held his breath, waiting for the coffin-nail—talk about what? He was suddenly aware of the stones digging into his calves, his butt, of the pins and needles already creeping into his feet, and the warm blanket of alcohol slowly settling over him.

But his friend said nothing—only took another swig, handing the bottle back as he swallowed. It wasn’t until Conor had pressed it to his own lips that Ashleigh spoke, just barely loud enough to be heard.

“Maybe.”

More silence, weighing this time. Conor shifted slightly, leaning, reaching into his pocket and pulling out his mask. Sticking his fist inside, he began to twirl it, like a hat.

(Ashleigh’s own mask was in his lap, crumpled—had been there the whole time, the black lens gleaming in the moonlight.)

“Hey, Ash,” Conor said, on impulse. “Truth or dare?”

There was no hesitation.

“Dare.”

Conor grinned in the dark. “Dare you to pick truth next turn.”

For a moment, it seemed he might have made a mistake, might have called up the ghost of tension once more. But then Ashleigh snorted again.

“That’s cheating, you know.”

“What was the safeword, again? I’m the littlest, tiniest—”

“Truth or dare?”

“So you’ll do it?”

“Truth. Or. Dare.”

“Truth,” Conor answered.

Again the other boy spoke without hesitation, as though he had planned ahead, had been waiting for precisely this moment.

“Are you mad at me?”

And just like that, the bubble popped—the second bubble, the inner one. The one where the two of them had never left the rooftop, had been sitting here talking since the last day of summer, with no Guyler, no cold shoulder, no broken window. The wall between the present and the past came down, and so many thoughts and feelings crowded into Conor’s head all at once that for several long seconds, the thing he was doing was not even thinking so much as simply trying not to drown.

He opened his mouth—closed it—opened and closed it again.

“Yes,” he said.

Strangely, the word seemed to have a calming effect, the muscles in Ashleigh’s shoulder softening, melting where they pressed up against Conor’s. “Okay,” he said, handing the bottle over once more, and there was a breath of something like relief in his voice. “Your turn.”

Conor bit his lip.

There was something that was happening fast—maybe too fast—his stomach roiling as the world tilted back and forth, back and forth. The something-special of twenty seconds ago hadn’t gone, exactly—the closeness, the ease, the back-to-before. It was still there, underneath, the rooftop like a raft holding them up, holding them together.

But it was damaged, now, diluted. The chorus had started back up in Conor’s mind—the too-loud self-awareness, the second- and third- and fourth- and fifth-guessing.

He shook his head, trying to clear it.

(There was really only one question to be asked, anyway.)

“Why?”

(And just like that, the tension returned, Ashleigh’s shoulder flashing into marble stiffness.)

“Because,” the other boy said flatly.

“As if,” Conor said, shaping the words to be light and musical, trying to stay within the bounds of banter. “Come on, Ash, that’s not even close to a real answer.”

“Yeah, well, it wasn’t close to a real question,” Ashleigh shot back.

“Yes, it was.”

“Conor—”

“It was.”

“Conor.”

“Ashleigh.”

“Don’t do this.”

A pause like a gut punch, the air suddenly airless.

(The two of them were side-by-side, still side-by-side, their faces pointed outward at the moonlit horizon, each only a vague shape in the corner of the other’s vision.)

“Do what?” Conor asked.

“This.”

A note of pleading, in the word, and Conor found himself slowing, stilling, taking a cautious sip from the bottle to buy himself time to think.

“Ashleigh—”

“I didn’t even say truth.”

“Okay, then I dare you to tell me why.”

“That’s not how the game works.”

“Then what the fuck are we up here for?”

The question came out of him like snow sliding off a rooftop, and Conor realized that the impulse toward stillness had lasted only a moment, the world tilting back yet again. It was as though there were a weight somewhere, above and behind him, pressing him forward—pressing the other boy through him. Meanwhile, Ashleigh—

(Conor had turned back toward the other boy, to hand him the bottle, an absent reflex, only to freeze mid-motion.)

“Ashleigh?”

The other boy was, was, was something, something suddenly unraveling—was twitching, fidgeting, his heels scraping back and forth against the gravel, the mask clenched in his hands, scrunching and stretching as he mangled it.

“Ashleigh, what—”

“I can’t,” Ashleigh said, and the note of pleading was louder, now. His breath was quick and shallow, and his head was turning, darting, as if following the movements of a wasp too close for comfort.

(I can’t, Conor had said to his father.)

“Can’t?” he asked softly. “Or won’t?”

(The unseen weight was growing.)

“Both.”

Conor frowned, remembering his father turning and leaving the bedroom, shutting the door behind him—

Please don’t forget that I’m here.

“Ash,” he said, trying to slow the world back down again. “It’s me. Remember? You can talk to me. I’m your best—”

“Yeah, that’s not helping.”

The temperature was dropping, now, or maybe rising—the quicksilver sensation that meant too much, that made you jerk your hand away before you could tell for sure whether the water was too hot or too cold. Conor was bewildered, was beginning to be almost frightened—Ashleigh’s fingers were dragging through the gravel, gathering up stones and squeezing, squeezing hard enough that his knuckles were white, his arms visibly trembling, that had to hurt—

“What—”

(What.)

“—what would help?”

(Because he couldn’t just say nothing.)

“Ha.”

The voice was bleak, the word like an axe falling. Forget almost—Conor was now genuinely alarmed. The boy beside him had let go of the rocks and was motionless once more—was sagging, now, his shoulders limp, head lolling to one side as he stared at his feet or the gravel or whatever it was he was looking at instead of Conor.

(Although there was one small, quiet part of Conor that felt no panic, that was relieved, actually—because this, at least, was something.)

(Finally.)

“Ash, buddy,” he said, the words spilling from his mouth. “I don’t know what—I mean, whatever is—fuck—look, you can just—just talk to me, right, it’s not like I’m going to—”

You’re babbling.

“—I mean, it’s—it’s okay, you know—”

(Flinch.)

“—I mean, it’s going to be okay, is what I’m saying. Whatever it is, I can help, just tell me, if you can’t tell me then—”

Conor broke off, his throat clamping shut. He’d been about to say if you can’t tell me, then who CAN you tell? But of course the answer was obvious—nobody, clearly nobody, Ashleigh’s jaw was trembling and his eyes were shining and Conor had no idea, no idea, no idea what was happening, but it was clear that there was something, there was A Thing That Was Happening, and whatever it was, Ashleigh had been not-telling-him about it for a while, now—

“Ashleigh,” he repeated.

(And it was clearly on purpose—it wasn’t like it would have just…not occurred to him to talk to Conor.)

Again he felt the weight, the sensation of pressure—only with the world tilting so wildly, it kept changing direction, was a rolling boulder threatening to crush them both. Whatever this was, it was—it was eating Ashleigh, eating him alive—

Suddenly, the other boy exploded into motion. “Fine!” he shouted, leaping to his feet, his mask spinning off into the darkness. He began to pace back and forth, wobbling drunkenly, his hands flashing around him as he waved his arms, rubbed his scalp, pounded his fists against his thighs.

(Conor sat frozen, petrified.)

“Fine! You really want to drag it out of me? Great. But then you can’t blame me when I’m done and you wish—you want—you can’t go back—”

“Ash, calm d—”

“I’m calm! I’m real fucking calm! You wanna see the—the—the opposite of calm, just you wait one shitfuck minute.”

(And still Conor was petrified, but it wasn’t out of fear of Ashleigh. Even now, with lightning crackling in every muscle of the other boy’s body, Conor’s fear was for him—for the hugeness of whatever this was, and what it was doing to him.)

“I mean, you asked for it, so here we go, get ready to fucking—told you so—but not like you ever listen—so sure, here’s your fucking answer—”

He stopped—turned to face Conor—drew himself up to full height, his eyes fixed on a point somewhere just to the side of Conor’s eyes, both hands buried in the pocket of his hoodie as though trying to hold his guts in place.

“The reason I opened the bag,” he said—

(And now every word was crisp, razor-sharp, like shards of flint chipped away from a cave wall.)

“—the reason I kicked Guyler’s fucking face in—I’ve been trying to avoid—didn’t want to talk about—because I—because you fucking—gah!”

He broke off, gritted his teeth, grabbed his hair with both hands and pulled his head down toward his chest. Conor’s heart was twisting, his whole body awash with adrenaline—he could feel his friend’s distress like a physical pain, wanted nothing more than to stand, to grab him by the shoulders, tell him it was fine, that everything was fine—

But it wasn’t.

It wasn’t, clearly, and so Conor had nothing, nothing that he could say, nothing that he could do—

“Fuck me,” Ashleigh breathed, his voice suddenly quiet (though no less ragged). “I was going to tell you then. That was the whole reason I—but then you—and then fucking Guyler—”

“Ashleigh, what—”

“The thing I’m going to tell you is. The thing. I am going. To tell you. Is. That I want—that I am. Fuck.”

It was familiar, eerily familiar—as if his friend had come up against some kind of invisible wall, some internal censor that was holding firm no matter how hard he pressed against it. All of the awkwardness, all of the uncertainty, all of the anguish of the past two months—it was all suddenly present, compacted, reborn in the form of Ashleigh’s stuttering impotence. Conor watched, helpless, horrified, as the other boy stopped, sagged, dropped his face into his hands.

“I can’t,” he said, his voice hollow and miserable. “I’m sorry. I just—I want to, but—god, I just, I’m just so fucking tired of this—this bullshit, I hate this, why does it have to, to, to, I tried, I really did, you don’t even know, but it didn’t work and now I just—can’t.”

He lowered his hands, lifting his head to look Conor straight in the eyes for the first time, and even in the darkness, Conor recognized the expression instantly.

(He’d only ever seen it once before, after all.)

“I was going to tell you then,” the other boy repeated, his voice suddenly, unnervingly normal, cool and steady and emotionless. “I don’t want it to be like this. I want it to be like it was. But it won’t.”

And his face began to change. Smoothing, calming, the vulnerability evaporating away, revealing iron underneath. It was like a door swinging shut, and suddenly Conor was desperate, desperate to stop it from closing, he didn’t know what would happen if it shut but he felt queasily certain that if it did, it would never open again—

He leapt to his feet, ignoring the numbness in his legs, the unsteadiness of the alcohol in his blood.

“Ashleigh,” he said.

Just that—just the other boy’s name, but it flew into the space between them like a cannonball, shattering whatever it was that had been holding them apart, and as he stepped forward, Conor caught a glimpse of tears in Ashleigh’s eyes, felt them hot and wet on his neck as he reached out, dragging the other boy into an awkward hug.

They stood in total silence for what felt like years, Conor’s arms wrapped tight around Ashleigh’s shoulders, Ashleigh’s own arms limp, hands trapped between them in the front pocket of his hoodie.

Slowly—so slowly—the ice began to melt, cracking and finally crumbling as the other boy pulled his hands free, lifted them and placed them on Conor’s back, clinging as he sobbed, wordlessly, into Conor’s ear.

What the fuck, what the fuck, what the fuck—

But it didn’t matter, really. All that mattered was that Ashleigh was there, was with him—that Conor had caught him before he could disappear or turn to stone or whatever it was he’d been just about to do.

More minutes passed. Maybe two, maybe ten, maybe ten thousand—eventually, the tears stopped, and they pulled back, each still holding the other, their faces close enough that they could see one another clearly even in the midnight gloom.

Ashleigh was a wreck, his eyes bloodshot, his nose and lips wet with snot and gleaming. Conor held his gaze as if it were an egg, gently determined to keep him here, right here, where he could see that Conor cared, that Conor wasn’t going anywhere, wasn’t going to let him run away. He pulled the other boy closer, pressing their foreheads together, trying with all his might to make him understand.

“It’s going to be okay,” he whispered, desperately hoping it was true.

“No,” Ashleigh said, his voice cracking. “It’s not.”

And then he leaned forward, tilting his head to one side, and Conor felt pressure, tasted salt, saw the other boy’s eyes flutter shut.

Ashleigh was kissing him.

Ashleigh was kissing him.

Softly, gently, hesitantly at first, but as Conor stood frozen with shock, the other boy seemed to take it as encouragement, or at the very least permission, because after a moment his mouth opened slightly and Conor felt the soft brush of the other boy’s tongue across his lips.

So utterly astonished was Conor that for once, the chorus of voices in the back of his mind had absolutely nothing to say, their silence deafening as he scrabbled frantically for words and found none. He could only stand there, stunned, as Ashleigh disengaged, drew back, opened his eyes and swallowed nervously, bracing for the reaction.

But Conor had no reaction, was still less than halfway through a total systems reboot, all higher-level functions suspended. He could feel the slime of Ashleigh’s snot and tears coating his nose, his cheek, could taste the other boy’s spit on his lips—

—but he was unable to move beyond these simple facts, and form any sort of opinion about them. He just stood there, watching, as Ashleigh’s trepidation faded slowly into confusion—

—and then kindled into hope—

Oh.

Oh, no.

Conor could see it happening, could see the thoughts worming their way through the other boy’s mind, the way Ashleigh was talking himself into it, setting himself up for the fall that would surely shatter him, that might possibly shatter them both—

With a herculean effort, he seized control of a single hand, lifting it off the other boy’s shoulder and planting it firmly in the center of his chest.

Ashleigh’s response was immediate. He sprang backwards, stammering an apology, almost losing his footing as the gravel rolled under his feet. His hands waved wildly, frantically, threads of panic weaving through his voice as he began backing toward the pipe.

Say—

Conor stood, scarecrow-stiff, as Ashleigh turned and ran for the edge, his final sorry hanging in the air between them. There was one last audible scrape as he swung his legs over the side, and then—almost too quickly to be believed—there was silence.

—something.

Seconds passed, and then minutes—enough time to know that it was too late, that Ashleigh was gone, that there was no point shouting or trying to catch him. As Conor thawed, wrenching himself free from his paralysis, he saw the other boy’s mask lying crumpled and forgotten in the gravel.

He blinked, and found himself clinging to the side of the building, the metal pipe cold in his shaking hands. He blinked again, and he was in the magnolia, dangling from a branch, not even registering that this was new, that he had never done that before—had always dropped from the bottom of the pipe, not leapt from the wall back into the tree.

(He blinked a third time, and discovered that he was not yet willing to touch ground, was somehow convinced that reality and consequence could be postponed along with landfall, and so he wandered across the rooftops like a lost angel, indifferent to the sounds of revelry below.)

It was almost midnight before he truly came to his senses, awakening to find himself sitting atop a breezeway roof, legs dangling in the air, in a dark and quiet corner of the school. He’d been dragged from his fugue by the sounds of wet kissing below, a pair of seniors pawing at one another on the grass. He turned to move away, to give them privacy, to get away from the reminder, but paused at a quiet note of alarm in the back of his mind.

Listen.

Conor listened.

There was a discordant note in the soundtrack below—something subtly off-key, the difference between an eager mmmm and an uncertain nnnn. Leaning out over the edge, he looked down to see the couple’s hands roaming, his beneath the bright white of her nurse’s costume, hers sliding across his chest—

Pushing.

She was pushing.

Not hard—even as Conor watched, the boy’s hands moved between her legs, and she moaned around his lips, her arms relaxing. But when he stopped, she resumed, her hands once again pressing feebly against his shoulders, her head shaking slowly, back and forth, back and forth.

Shit.

As their kiss continued, the girl began to giggle nervously, a slow-motion crescendo that ended with a squeak as she flopped over onto her back and passed out. Her date, a massive boy at least twice Conor’s size, chuckled drunkenly, rising to his knees as he shuffled over to one of the bottles lying in the grass and took a drink. Dropping back onto all fours, he crawled over to the girl, reaching out with a finger to poke at her belly, then her cheek, then at the space between her legs. When she didn’t move, he began to kiss her again, smoothing back the hair that had fallen across her face.

This isn’t happening.

But it was. As Conor watched, the high schooler reared up onto his knees, fumbling at his belt, swaying with the effort required to stay upright. With a grunt, he managed to undo the buckle and shuck his jeans, falling over onto his back as he kicked them away. He lay there for a moment, hiccupping, and Conor allowed himself a breath of hope.

Pass out. Now.

But after a moment, the boy rolled back onto his hands and knees, reaching out to tug at something under the unconscious girl’s skirt.

It all happened in a flash, the journey from understanding to action, from disbelief to outrage. Conor could stop this—would stop this, with a word, a shout—

No.

Not with words.

Crouching at the edge of the breezeway, Conor took aim, the blood roaring in his ears. He hesitated only a moment, waiting for the boy to finish pulling down the girl’s underwear, damning himself. As the giant rose up to toss the panties aside, Conor stepped out into open space, one hundred pounds of flesh and fury dropping six feet straight down, directly onto the older boy’s shoulders.

He had lined it up perfectly, the arc of his descent containing just enough sideways momentum to throw them both safely away from the unconscious girl. There was a sickening crunch as his shoes made contact, followed by an uncontrolled tumble as the pair of them crashed into the ground. Conor rolled, but badly, a knifelike pain lancing through his wrist, his right hand taking the brunt of the fall. Coming to his feet, he spun—

The high schooler was screaming. It was a high, tortured sound, echoing horribly through the commons as he writhed on the grass, clutching his shoulder. Cursing, Conor backed into the shadows, digging in his pocket for the masks. Pulling one on—he didn’t know which—he edged forward, trying to avoid the thrashing hands, to get close enough to do something, anything—

“Hold still!” he yelled. “You’ve got to stop moving!”

But the injured boy either didn’t hear him or wouldn’t listen. There was blood leaking from his nose where he’d hit the grass, and it began to streak across his face and neck, a spiderweb of lines looking black in the moonlight. Panicking, Conor reached for his phone, trying to hold his fingers steady enough to dial—

—but before he could even unlock the screen, there were shouts and footsteps, bars of waving light in the breezeway. People were coming—grownups or upperclassmen, he couldn’t be sure, but they were big—and as the light swept across his masked face, he whirled and ran, melting back into the darkness, the screams slowly fading, leaving only the thudding of his heart and the ragged rasping of his breath.

No one followed.


Chapter 8Attrition


September 1st, 3:22PM

“Okay, how about…invisibility, telepathy, or super speed?”

“How super is the speed? Like, if I run really fast uphill, can I fly?”

“No, it’s just, like, Quicksilver. Normal stuff, but like a hundred times faster.”

“And my clothes don’t burn off? No sonic booms?”

“What? No. The fuck? You just go fast.”

“Okay. What about the telepathy? Is it like Professor X? Or is it just mind reading?”

“Ashleigh—”

“Look, if we’re gonna do this, let’s do it.”

“Fine. Mind reading only.”

“Range?”

“Seriously? I dunno…a hundred yards?”

“Through walls?”

“Sure, why not.”

“Can I, like, filter? Or is it like trying to eavesdrop in the cafeteria?”

“Filtered.”

“Can I dig through their memories? Or do I just hear what they’re thinking right now?”

“Ashleigh.”

“Hey, fuck me for asking questions. Super speed, then invisibility, then Costco telepathy.”

“You’re the only person I know who would actually be disappointed if he woke up one morning and found out he could read minds.”

“In a world where mind reading works, there’s like fifty other more awesome things that should be possible.”

“Whatever. Your turn.”

“Okay. Option A, telekinesis, but it works by just transferring muscle power, so you get tired and sore and if you push too hard you end up pulling power from, like, your heart, and you die.”

“What the fuck, Ashleigh.”

“Option B, you have the power to send your mind back in time, but only by thirty seconds, and you can’t chain jumps together to make it longer. Option C, you can shapeshift, but while you’re shifted, you’re blind and deaf unless the thing you shifted into has eyes and ears.”

“Is this what you think about all day?”

“Helps me last longer with your mom.”

“The shapeshifting thing. Can I turn into something way bigger or smaller than me?”

“Max ten ex in either direction.”

“If I get hurt while I’m shifted, am I hurt when I change back?”

“Yeah.”

“So…why wouldn’t I just shift into an indestructible robot?”

“Now who’s asking too many questions?”

“You’re just mad that I found a loophole.”

“Let’s say…it takes more concentration and energy to stay shifted, the more different from your natural body you are.”

“How fast does it work? Can I like turn into water right before somebody shoots me?”

“Let’s say it takes ten seconds.”

“One hippopotamus. Two hippopotamus. Three hippopotamus…this is a shitty power.”

“Made up your mind, then?”

“Time jumps, shapeshifting, telekinesis.”

“Same. I could do a lot with a thirty-second do-over.”

“Man. Tell me about it.”



•   •   •

Conor’s forty-seventh monkey jump was very nearly his last.

He was tired—on the verge of collapse, really, his limbs trembling, a hair-trigger cough lurking in the back of his throat—and to compensate, he’d leapt from the column with every scrap of power he could muster.

(Better to make it, even if it meant a heavy landing, than to kamikaze straight into the unforgiving corner where the wall met the pavement.)

But he’d underestimated his obstinate muscles, had overshot and come in too high, his momentum driving his feet toward a point just barely below the top of the wall—and to make matters worse, he had reflexively leaned back, positioning his legs to take the impact as he would for a target jump, leaving his hands to grab at nothing.

Oh, fu—

Rebounding, he fell, twisting frantically in the air as the ground rushed up toward him. A series of impacts occurred in quick succession—

—his shoe, the concrete—

—his palm, the concrete—

—his hip, the concrete—

—his shoulder, the concrete—

—and he disappeared into a blank whiteout of pain and shock.

For long, long seconds, there was nothing. Awareness returned in steps, the wash of agony draining away into bright, narrow rivers of pain, which gradually deposited their contents into a handful of deep pools scattered across his body.

Oh god how bad is it is it broken did I break my wrist my hip did I hit my head what if I can’t walk—

With a feeling like slamming a door, Conor shut off the flood, steering his mind away from panic, from damage assessment, from conscious thought of any kind.

Breathe.

Breathe.

Breathe.

Four breaths, then five—ten—by the time he lost count, his higher self had reasserted control, was calm enough to open his eyes, shift his head. He was lying on his side on the pebbled concrete, halfway between the wall and the column, and there was no blood.

(Not on the outside, anyway.)

He wiggled his fingers and toes, more relieved than he cared to admit when they responded without hesitation. Gingerly, glacially, he rolled over onto his back, lightning dancing around his body but never quite striking home. Ignoring the protests of his overworked muscles, he sat up, pulling his heels underneath him and wrapping his arms around his knees.

Lucky.

He was lucky. His head seemed fine—there was no nausea or dizziness, and he felt nothing out of the ordinary when he ran a hand through his hair. His shoulder, hip, and wrist were ablaze with pain, but it was thick and uniform, without the sharpness he remembered from when he’d broken his radius in elementary school. A dozen steps and a handful of cautious shrugs confirmed it—he was hurt, he was bruised, but he wasn’t broken. Only his wrist seemed genuinely injured—it was the same one he’d tweaked the night before, and the double trauma was bad enough that moving it brought tears to his eyes. Even so, though, there was only a little swelling, with no indication that he’d done any worse than sprain it.

Idiot.

A part of him had known that he was making a mistake, that he should have stopped after ten—after five, even—that he shouldn’t have been there in the first place. He had rules about this sort of thing—rules that would have saved him, if he’d bothered to follow them.

But Conor had not come for rules, was not there to be safe. Was not even there for the monkey jump, really—had come instead for the fear, the exhaustion—for the chance to beat himself up, wear himself down, dash himself to pieces and sink into oblivion.

He’d come to disappear.

But he was back, now, the pain like a leash, tethering him to reality. Somehow—

(He had no memory of how, none whatsoever.)

—somehow, he had made it home the night before, had blinked and found himself pacing the space between his desk and his bed at four thirty in the morning, unsure whether he had slept, unnervingly unsure whether he was sleeping. The world had been strangely not quite there, as drink-muffled dullness gave way to livewire jitters. His mind had buzzed, his muscles had buzzed—even his skin had seemed to buzz, somehow, as if the air in the room were charged with static.

Did that really happen of course it happened what do you think you made it up or something are they going to arrest me nobody saw you Ashleigh saw me no he didn’t that was before—

His thoughts had run wild, looping back on themselves, lurching suddenly in new directions, sometimes drying up entirely for long, long seconds before bursting forth in sudden flood.

Why would he do that why did I do that that was crazy that was awesome that can’t have been real he just kept crying he just kept screaming well you broke his shoulders why did he KISS me—

He had felt himself spinning, spiraling—had sensed, somehow, that some critical guard rail was missing. That he was losing himself, losing his grip—that his thoughts were wobbling further and further away from familiar territory—that the mental landscape he usually traveled was tiny, insignificant, a mere oasis of sanity, and the untraveled wilds his mind was capable of reaching were vaster than he had ever suspected, a yawning, incoherent void.

This must be what Ashleigh felt like, when he—

(Flinch.)

The snap of the high schooler’s collarbone, the shriek like a tortured animal—

The rapist, you mean.

This must be what Batman—

Batman isn’t real!

Guyler’s blood on the sidewalk, Ashleigh’s breath hot on his face—

He lied to me. He’s been lying to me for—since—why didn’t he TELL me—

Ms. Palmano’s voice, low and sultry like he imagined when he locked his bedroom door, tickling in his ear, shiveringly close—The first step in taking control of your life is realizing that you already have it—

I did it it was real I finally did it I stopped a bad guy was it what you wanted no are you sure yes isn’t this what you were hoping for training for what did you think was going to happen let me take it back please let me take it back—

And under and through and over it all, the fear—that he felt like he was going crazy because he was going crazy, that this was exactly how people went about losing their minds. It wasn’t like there was any special reason why he, Conor Moreton, couldn’t go crazy, if there was nothing stopping Ashleigh from—

(Flinch.)

And over and over, in a kind of short-circuit:

I have to talk to him.

Ashleigh. He had to talk to Ashleigh.

But I can’t he won’t let me he ran he didn’t stop well you didn’t stop him what was I supposed to do I don’t know maybe anything at all—

Eventually—

(Six A.M.? Wasn’t it four-thirty, like, TWO minutes ago?)

—eventually, some frightened part of him had gathered enough strength to hack its way through the static, to scream at him that he had to do something, that he could not just stay in this room by himself while his sanity boiled away. His hand was on the door handle—

Parents.

He’d gone back to scribble a note, registered that his bedsheets were flat and unconvincing—

So I didn’t sleep, then.

—had rumpled them and then left, the newborn November sky still fully dark, his breath misting, the scattered Halloween decorations seeming to squirm and slither whenever he wasn’t staring straight at them.

(The crunch of bone, a scream that went on and on and on and on—)

(Flashing lights, Guyler’s blood on his hands—)

(What’s the matter, Bat-boy? What’s the matter, what’s the matter, what’s the matter, what’s the matter—)

And then finally: the plaza, its familiar shapes eerie in the buzzing yellow light, everything somehow colder and harder and sharper, the walls carved from ice. Conor had hauled himself up onto the column, praying—

—and mercifully, the world had snapped back into focus, drawn in its wings and settled, shrunk, solidified. His first jump had pulled him halfway back to sanity, and the second halfway again, the wildness slowly receding as tangible reality reasserted itself.

And then he had pushed too far, and fallen, and that, too, had been healing, somehow—had reminded him that the infinite void he had touched was just that, the void, there was a reason people didn’t cross the yellow lines on the road and it was because that was crazy.

Crazy.

(He had heard the phrase go crazy a million times before, but this was the first time he’d understood that crazy was in fact a place he could go.)

Conor could still feel it, the gut-drop sense of awful possibility, the wide-open anythingness just a few steps away. But the ache in his body had anchored him, and he was grateful for it.

There’s a billion—no, more, a trillion—no, a, a, a whatchamacallit, a googolplex—

There were an almost infinite number of ways that he himself could be—countless rearrangements of the atoms that made up his body—but only a few of those—

(A very, very few.)

—added up to anything like a boy named Conor Moreton. Most of them added up to nothing at all. Just a pile of matter, empty, meaningless.

(It was a strange thought, still touched with the wildness of the sleepless night, and almost too grownup—like the sort of thing his mind produced when he was trying to impress Ms. Palmano. But it fit, somehow, and as he turned it over and over in his mind, he felt the last pieces of himself jostling back into place, felt the craziness fade and was himself again.)

Which…

…wasn’t great, actually, given the circumstances.

The first question, he said to himself—

(Slowly, buying time to think as he began the long walk back to the neighborhood, limping only a little.)

The first question is…

He waited.

The sentence refused to finish itself.

Eh. Worth a shot.

It was the voice of his shoulder Ashleigh, and upon hearing it, some small part of Conor relaxed, unclenched, realizing only in that exact moment that he’d been afraid that somehow the voice in his head would have fled, too—that this time he wouldn’t even have the pale echo of his friend’s memory to comfort him.

…I don’t think it works like that?

Yeah, sure, fine, that was obvious now.

But anyway, isn’t the first question “where did I go?”

Conor stopped walking.

I mean, either way, right?

Either way. Whichever came first, talking about—that, or—or that—

Either way, Ashleigh—

(The real Ashleigh.)

—Ashleigh was where the conversation would happen. Was, himself, the other half of it.

Okay, Conor thought.

Okay.

But…shouldn’t he figure out what he was actually going to say, first?

I mean…

(Ashleigh’s voice again.)

…it’s a long walk, isn’t it?

•   •   •

“No, he isn’t here.”

Conor blinked, feeling like he’d tried to climb a dozen steps only to find that there were actually just eleven.

Mrs. Falhanner stood in the driveway, the car door hanging open beside her, her purse still dangling from her shoulder. She had the look of someone who had only been home for a few moments, and not to rest—there were dark bags under her eyes, and her makeup was cracked.

She had been coming out of the front door of the house as Conor rounded the corner, had seemed not to see him—or at least, had locked the door behind herself and walked straight down the brick steps and to her car without pausing, only turning to look up when he’d called out to her.

“Do you know when he’s coming back?” Conor asked. “I—”

—need to talk to him, were the words that had almost slipped out of his mouth. But repeated experience had taught him not to use words like need with the sort of grownup who didn’t buy that a kid could need anything.

(That, and there was something new in the way she was looking at him, some subtle strangeness that he did not recognize and could not decode.)

“—thought we were going to meet up at the Plaza, but he wasn’t there.”

Mrs. Falhanner stood unmoving, her tired eyes fixed on his, her face still set in that unsettling, unfamiliar shape. “You can text him,” she offered flatly. “Or call.”

Conor opened his mouth, paused. “Uh.”

Saying I already did that, he didn’t answer suddenly didn’t seem like a good idea. Somewhere in the back of his mind, some part of him was raising a wordless warning—

She hadn’t answered his question about when Ashleigh would be back.

She hadn’t answered his question in the specifically unhelpful way that Conor himself didn’t-answer questions he did not want to answer, from people he had no intention of helping…

Mrs. Falhanner shifted, a sort of pointedly intentional motion, her keys jingling loudly, and Conor realized he was standing still with his mouth open like he was trying to catch flies.

“Right,” he said.

He drew his phone from his pocket. Ashleigh’s mother just watched, silent, inscrutable.

Scruted your MOM last—

Feeling a bead of sweat forming on the back of his neck, Conor sent a quick message.

Seconds passed.

“No answer?” Mrs. Falhanner asked, her voice crisp.

“Uh,” he said again.

“Guess he’s not available, then,” she said. “If you’ll excuse me, Conor, I need to get to work. You boys will have to catch up later.”

She gestured—a sharp, authoritative motion—and Conor backpedaled, falling away until his shoes found the damp, untrimmed grass beside the driveway. Bending into the car, Ashleigh’s mother shut the door, started the engine, threw one last unreadable look over her shoulder, and then backed down the driveway and disappeared around the corner.

That…

Conor stared after her, his thoughts confused and sluggish. He felt the way he did when Mrs. Atkins called on him to answer a question he hadn’t even heard—had the sense that something had just happened—

No, scratch that—something had definitely just happened, it wasn’t just a sense. But he had no idea what. He had called out to her with—with a flow, of sorts—a plan, if only the most basic kind—is Ashleigh here? No? Okay, then, on to the next place—

But the look in Mrs. Falhanner’s eyes, that strangely empty quality in her voice…she had looked at Conor like—like—

Like she didn’t like me very much.

The way Eddie sometimes looked at him, or Eichardt. Except—

Except she was a grownup, that wasn’t the sort of look grownups gave kids, and besides, she did like him, she always had, she was warm and friendly and welcoming, even when she was tired, even when he and Ashleigh were in trouble—

He paused, his throat tightening.

Could Ashleigh have told her? About—

No. No way.

(But he didn’t sound very sure, even to himself.)

And then an even stranger thought—

Could she have been lying?

Grownups lied all the time, of course. Conor knew that. Everyone knew that. They lied about time, about food, about money, about sex. About anything that would embarrass them, or make them wrong—anything that might pierce the illusion of competence that they honestly seemed to think they were maintaining.

But they didn’t—

Conor squinted at his own thought, suspicious.

They didn’t lie like people.

They didn’t lie personally—not that he’d ever noticed.

Except—

Except of course they did, it was an odd way to think about Mrs. Falhanner but she was a person, Conor wasn’t used to thinking of his best friend’s mother in those terms but of course she was a person, of course she had thoughts and opinions and—and goals, things that she wanted, things that were every bit as real and important to her as Conor’s goals were to himself, the way she lived her life was ridiculous and incomprehensible just like every other grownup but that didn’t make her not a person.

Which meant that maybe Ashleigh was inside the house.

(Because she was mad at him, somehow—it was hard to picture a grownup being, like, actually properly mad at a kid, as opposed to just Disappointed or whatever, but if Ashleigh really had told her, or—or if she’d just sort of picked up on it, somehow—)

Conor looked down at his phone.

If he won’t answer your text, he’s not going to open the—

The sound of a door opening made Conor jump.

It was Timothy, looking down from the landing, his face taut, eyes wide and slightly wild beneath a brow drawn down like a knight’s visor.

“Is Ashl—”

“No,” the younger boy said, cutting him off. “What happened?”

“What?”

“What happened last night?”

The boy’s voice matched his eyes, and the set of his shoulders—tense, pressured, slightly accusing. Conor blinked, shook his head, tried to force his thoughts back on track, kick his battered brain into gear.

“I,” he began, before giving up and starting over with “He,” only to scrap that as well, finally settling on “What do you mean?”

Timothy’s eyes narrowed, the hint of wildness kindling into fire. “Don’t fuck with me,” he growled. “Something happened. Last night. And you know what it was.”

For a split second, Conor felt an impulse to laugh.

You think I know what happened just because I was there?

“He came home last night?”

“Around two in the morning. Drunk. Really drunk. He had scratches all over his hands, and his clothes were all torn up. He threw up twice. I had to wash the—look, fuck, Conor, what happened?”

“Where is he?”

“You tell me!”

(Mrs. Falhanner hadn’t been lying, then.)

“When did he leave?”

“Maybe an hour ago. Before Mom got home. Conor. What. Happened.”

Conor opened his mouth, hesitated—

Probably should’ve come up with a story ahead of time, huh.

What could he say? What could he say that definitely, absolutely, one hundred percent would not count as a betrayal?

“He didn’t tell you?” Conor asked cautiously.

“The fuck you think I’m asking for, fun?” Timothy seethed. “He didn’t say anything. Not a single goddamn word. And he—he looked like he’d been crying again, it was hard to tell with how smashed he was, but—”

“If he didn’t want to tell you—”

Slam.

The rest of the sentence popped like a bubble as Timothy flung the door shut behind himself so hard the house shook. He stalked down the steps—crossed the driveway—came right up into Conor’s face as if trying to loom over him from below.

“He is my brother,” the younger boy hissed. “My brother. And something happened last night, and whatever it was—whatever it was, Conor, it fucked him up worse than I’ve ever seen him, I thought I was going to have to take him to the hospital.”

The younger boy reached up, slowly, as if to grab Conor by his shirt, or maybe his neck—

—but the fingers twitched, curled, and two tight fists sank slowly back down to his sides.

(Conor began breathing again.)

“And now he’s gone, and—and you know why, and I don’t know—I don’t care—whatever it is that’s going on between the two of you, you are going to tell me right now because he’s my brother.”

Quiet, where the younger boy would usually shout. Slow, where the words would normally tumble over one another. Glacially cold—

No. Not cold.

A laser, the fire compressed, controlled, hammered down into a narrow beam, giving off no heat. Timothy’s eyes burned into Conor’s and Conor searched, scrabbled, scrambled—digging through his exhausted mind for some way, some words to say, something he could offer the younger boy that wouldn’t mean crossing a line he couldn’t uncross—

But there was nothing.

(Or if there was something, Conor was too stupid and tired to find it.)

“I don’t know, Timothy,” he said, his own voice equally quiet. “We were on the roof at East Binder, and Ashleigh—there was—he tried to do a thing and he got, um. Scared. He got scared and he ran off and I—”

Conor swallowed.

“I don’t know what happened after that.”

•   •   •

I don’t know what happened after that.

The words haunted Conor as he walked, as he searched, crisscrossing the city and the wilderness around it.

Ashleigh wasn’t at the railyard.

He wasn’t at the culvert.

He wasn’t at the mall, or the playground, or the park.

He wasn’t at Nolan’s, or Eddie’s, or Holt’s.

He wasn’t even at school—after nearly three hours of wandering, Conor had finally caved and gone back, had even gone all the way up to the auditorium roof. But there was nothing there except two narrow paths in the gravel and the empty bottle that Ashleigh had dropped.

And so, dirty and aching and more tired than he’d ever been in his life, with only the pain in his wrist keeping him from falling asleep on his feet, Conor turned back toward home.

If only.

If only Conor had gone with him.

Or stopped him.

Or said anything at all.

A shower.

He needed a shower, and sleep, simple things, now-things, things that would keep him tethered here, in the present—

Like your parents?

He winced. He knew he would not be able to dodge them, not without more of an effort than he was currently capable of. It was going to be a problem—he knew it would be a problem if they caught him, if they started asking questions—but there was nothing to be done about it. His universe had shrunk to the size of his next five steps, his vocabulary reduced to tiny, atomic chunks like bed and pillow and totally fucked.

(And Ashleigh, of course—even in his stumbling fugue, the other boy never left his thoughts for long. But those thoughts didn’t go anywhere.)

(His fingers brushed absently across his lips, remembering.)

By the time he reached his driveway, Conor had gone beyond shuffling and was almost staggering, his movements stiff and zombie-like. He had walked at least ten miles—had scaled fences, crawled through bushes, taken shortcuts through ditches and alleys and cluttered back lots. He paused for a moment to consider his reflection in the window of his mother’s car—

No point.

Feeling each and every muscle and every single bruise on top of them, he dragged himself into the garage and up the four concrete steps to the laundry room, shedding his now-noxious shoes. It still wasn’t quite noon, and it was Saturday—there was a chance, at least, that his parents were still in bed, or watching TV together—

“Conor? Is that you?”

He couldn’t even summon the energy to swear inside his own thoughts.

“Come into the living room—look who’s here!”

For a moment, some fuzzy, befuddled part of him poked its head up and wondered Ashleigh? But no—even with his brain running on fumes, he could hear that his mother’s tone was all wrong for that. This was how she sounded when there was A Guest In This House, Young Man, and Won’t You Please Be On Your Best Behavior? Miss Helen, from next door, or his mother’s friend Miss Julie…

“Coming,” he croaked. He peeled back his soiled jacket, briefly considered trying to wash his face and found that no part of himself felt like mustering to do so. Drawing in a heavy, resigned breath, he walked through the kitchen and turned the corner into the living room—

Probably his heart didn’t actually stop. Probably it didn’t even skip a beat (not that Conor was sure he knew what that was supposed to feel like).

But something tore through him, as his eyes landed on the slim figure sitting across from his mother, something that felt an awful lot like the time they’d grabbed the electrified fence on the border of Mr. Plumblee’s pasture. He was aware that he had stiffened, straightened—that his eyes had gone wide—that his jaw was suddenly clenched and his pulse was thundering in his ears—

It was Ms. Palmano.

Ms. Palmano was in his house.

His teacher, Ms. Palmano, was here, in his house, sitting across from his mother, sipping tea.

There was a moment of spinning panic in which his poor overworked brain skipped straight past the impossibility of the situation and leapt, horrified, to the pair of soiled boxers that lived in the cramped space between his bed and the wall, a mad, mindless fear that she had been in there, that she’d seen, somehow, or—or smelled, that she knew, that they both knew, oh god, his mother, too—

His mother was talking.

She was talking, and he should probably pay attention to that, but his eyes were glued on what was she doing here, though—

“…Conor?”

He blinked—shook his head—forced himself to focus.

His mother’s eyes were gentle, and creased with laughter. “Too many Snickers,” she murmured, with a sidelong glance at how, what, why—

“A noble tradition,” said the dry voice of his teacher, coming from the face of his teacher, attached to the body of his teacher which was definitely there, right there, sitting on his couch in defiance of all reason.

“As I was saying—now that you seem to be here with us—guess who shops at the same Food City!”

Conor’s eyes tore away from Ms. Palmano, landed on his mother. “Uh,” he said. “…she does?”

For some reason, both grownups laughed.

“We ran into each other in the cheese aisle,” his mother said, waving him into his father’s armchair. He limped over and sank into it, the leather cool against the back of his arms, his neck. “She’s been right around the corner this whole time! Moved in last June—into that lovely little house with the green shutters over on Aspen Avenue. And since she’s the first teacher you’ve said anything good about since Carol Browning back in second grade…”

She trailed off, and shrugged, as if to say of course, it’s COMPLETELY NORMAL, that’s totally enough of a reason for me to bring your TEACHER into our HOUSE—

“I’ll confess, I had an ulterior motive,” Ms. Palmano broke in. Her voice took on a slightly different tone, a more elevated cadence. “‘In every corner of the humble house a memory; in every nick and scuff upon the walls a story—in the shape of his family I at last perceived the boundaries of the mold into which he had been grown, and in tasting the soil of his roots the tree of him made sudden sense.’”

There was a long silence—confused, on his mother’s part; expectant, on Ms. Palmano’s; reluctant, on Conor’s.

Why.

Finally, he spoke.

“Uh. Yours?” he said.

She grinned. His mother quirked an eyebrow.

“She gives us quotes,” Conor explained, feeling as if the room around him were spinning. “We have to guess if they’re real or not.”

“Tsk, tsk,” said his teacher, still grinning. “I hope I never said real—I wouldn’t want you thinking that a given thought is fake just because no one else thought it before. But yes.” She shifted her gaze back to Conor’s mother. “Your son is quite good at the game; I don’t know if I’ve managed to slip any past him, yet.”

“Fascinating,” his mother replied. “We’ve always been very proud of Conor’s intellect, but I don’t know if we’ve ever thought of him as being particularly…literary.”

“One need not be well-read to have the soul of a reader.”

“Which reminds me—is it true that you don’t assign any reading at all? I would have thought that reading lists were required by the state…”

Conor felt his brow furrow as the conversation continued, the two women batting sentences back and forth as if playing ping-pong. They were doing that thing that grownups did, where their voices got all on-purposey, and they started saying words that didn’t quite mean what they meant, expecting other people to figure out the riddle. It was standard procedure for his mother, but it was downright odd to hear Ms. Palmano doing it. Like she’d suddenly started speaking Japanese…

If it had just been Miss Helen, or some other ordinary visitor, now would have been the time to slip out of the room, or to let his attention wander completely, but the weird sideways words were about him, or at least they seemed to be. It was like he wasn’t really all the way there—like he was on the other side of the house, overhearing.

“—no exaggeration, one of the students whose adult writing I’m most excited to see.”

“Mmmm,” said Conor’s mother, her lips thinning just a bit as she lowered her cup. “I would hope that would be reflected in his grades, somehow. Last I checked, I think you’re giving him a B. A low B.”

Conor groaned aloud. Neither of them seemed to notice.

“Oh, I wouldn’t say I’m giving him any sort of grade at all,” Ms. Palmano countered, her voice somehow reminding him of Devon. “The specific number or letter is entirely under Conor’s control—moreso than you might think. But your son’s grade does reflect the fact that he has more potential as a writer than his final drafts reveal. Many young people don’t know when to stop revising, and let the words speak for themselves.”

That last sentence was extra crisp, and there followed a stretching sort of silence, and Conor looked up from where he’d been staring to see both women looking at him, indecipherable expressions on their faces—

—and only then did his sluggish brain inform him that where he’d been staring was, in fact, Ms. Palmano, and more specifically the parts of her that lay above her belt and below her chin, and furthermore that he’d been staring in that general direction for maybe as long as half a minute—

He flushed crimson. “May, um,” he stammered. “May I be excused?”

Again they both laughed, silver and tinkling, and Conor felt his flush darken. He was used to his mother making fun of him, mostly good-naturedly, and he was used to Ms. Palmano’s poking and prodding, but something about the combination of the two felt sharper, meaner—

“Oh, why don’t you show Ms. Palmano your room?”

Again the image of his dirty boxers flashed unbidden, and he shot a searing glare at his mother—she was baiting him, had to be, there was no way she couldn’t know that he wouldn’t want his teacher in his room without any chance to—to—to make it ready, first—

Ms. Palmano rescued him. “Oh,” she said airily, “it’s nice of you to offer, but really, I do have to get going. Plus it’s always good to leave a reason to come back, wouldn’t you say? Now that we know that we’re neighbors. I’ll have to have you over for coffee sometime, to return the favor—”

His teacher rose smoothly from her chair, took one more sip of tea, and placed the teacup back down on its saucer with a soft clink. For a moment, it seemed like the whole ordeal might be over, but then his mother stood, too, and together the pair of them lingered, saying more words, and more words, and more words—

“—course. Conor, would you show her to the restroom, please?”

At the sound of his name, he started, realizing that he’d been staring again and silently cursing at himself. “Uh,” he said, coming to his feet, thankful beyond measure that his pants lay flat and untented. “Sure? It’s, um. This way.”

He turned and stepped into the kitchen, leading my English teacher, Mom, honestly, what were you THINKING down the hallway, stopping in front of the bathroom door. “Here,” he said, gesturing, and as Ms. Palmano stepped forward he turned to go further, to escape to the sanctuary of his bedroom where they wouldn’t be able to get at him, where he could lock the door and let himself fall apart—

“Conor.”

He looked down at the sleeve of his shirt, caught between her finger and thumb, which had brushed for just the briefest of moments against the skin of his upper arm. Her nails were painted a soft, vibrant purple, her voice low and quiet and suddenly human again as she leaned toward him.

“I’m very sorry,” she murmured. “I shouldn’t have—I didn’t mean to. Your mother—she was quite insistent, and I didn’t realize—”

She paused, and he looked up at her face, at the splash of freckles across the bridge of her nose, the familiar half-frown that meant she was trying to find just the right words to express a particularly complicated thought.

“I didn’t mean to,” she repeated. “It won’t happen again. I’ll say no next time. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable, I just wanted to see—”

She broke off for a second time, shook her head tightly, let go of Conor’s sleeve and straightened. “Sorry.”

And then she vanished into the bathroom, her hips swaying, nudging the door shut behind her with a click.

What.

There should have been more, but there wasn’t. There was nothing left in Conor’s brain except that one, lone word, soft and deflated. He stood in the hallway for long seconds, not waiting, not thinking, just—not moving. It wasn’t until he heard his mother bustling around in the kitchen, realized what it would look like if she saw—like he was standing there listening—

He turned and shuffled toward his bedroom. His teacher had spoken to him like a kid, there at the end—spoken to him as a kid, apologized to him as if to an equal. It was the mirror image of what had happened with Mrs. Falhanner, both of them letting something slip—

Conor stopped dead in the doorway.

Strangely enough, this time his body scarcely reacted at all. There was no rush of adrenaline, no urge to scream. Just a quiet, rueful settling as the pieces fell into place, everything making perfect sense in retrospect.

Of course.

Ashleigh hadn’t been at home, or at school, or at the plaza, or anywhere else, because he was here, right here—sitting on the edge of Conor’s bed, looking as if he’d been there for hours. His clothes were filthy, his eyes rimmed with red, his face streaked with old, dried tears. He looked up as Conor stepped over the threshold, watched silently as Conor closed the door and lowered himself into the rolly chair by the desk.

Structural integrity at three percent.

They were a reflex, those words—a code, a catch phrase, not really a thought. It was his standard warning to himself, when some part of him noticed that he was compromised—that he was about to make a mistake, that whatever he was considering should not be attempted in his current state.

I can’t do this, he thought.

But that was the thing about flash floods, and earthquakes, and active shooter situations, date rapists and best friends kissing you and Guyler fucking Stevens showing up out of nowhere while you were high—disasters didn’t care about your readiness, didn’t wait for a convenient moment, didn’t stop just because you were broken and empty and hadn’t slept in a day and a half.

(That was the whole point behind Conor’s method—to try to make himself ready for anything, at any time. He would have laughed, if he’d had the energy for it.)

Ashleigh spoke.

“Your window was unlocked.”

Conor nodded.

“You were out looking for me.”

Conor nodded again.

“I left my phone at home. Mom tracks it.”

Conor nodded a third time. Ashleigh’s voice was—

Colorless.

Grey. Faded. Translucent. Like he wasn’t really there, either.

Seconds passed. Something in Conor twitched, irritable.

Steady.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

His best friend looked back at him through heavy, guarded eyes.

“No.”

At least he didn’t lie.

Conor tilted his head, weighing his next move. From the hallway, another world away, he heard the toilet flush, realized that the adrenaline from the shock of Ms. Palmano’s presence had faded entirely, leaving him wrapped in a thick, blurring fog.

“Me neither.”

Ashleigh gnawed at his lip and said nothing, and the nothing was oddly infuriating—what had been a twitch of irritation swelling, kindling into anger, burning through Conor’s exhaustion and leaving behind black, bitter resentment.

I can’t do this, I can not do this, why the fuck are you even HERE if you don’t have anything to SAY—

Conor stayed silent, kept his face still. Kept his balance, it felt like—as if he’d been walking along a rail and a sudden wind had almost blown him off. He realized for the first time that there were drops in this conversation, drops on either side, places to fall—that part of having structural integrity at three percent was that things could go wrong very, very quickly, and that if he fell there might not be an easy way to pull himself back up.

Steady. Rule four.

“Want to talk about it?” Ashleigh asked, clearly not wanting to, his voice still dead and half not-there, and this time Conor felt two different winds spring up—one of them the same fuck you as before, and the other an anguished reaching, a desperate pull toward his friend, his best friend, Ashleigh was hurting, Ashleigh needed help—

“Do you?” he asked quietly, still fighting to keep his balance.

The other boy’s face twitched—twisted, briefly, like a fishhook had caught at the corner of his mouth. He turned away, looking out through Conor’s window, at the trees shedding their leaves in the backyard.

“Didn’t figure I had a choice,” Ashleigh muttered dully. “Figured you’d corner me one way or another. Might as well get it over with.”

More winds, but he was ready for them now, knew how to brace himself.

Trying to make me angry? Or—or guilty? Trying to make me feel bad?

Or some kind of reverse psychology, maybe. Or maybe not trying anything at all—maybe just tired and hurt and lonely and stupid.

(That much, Conor could understand.)

It was strange, this place where he was standing—this narrow path between wholly different conversations. To one side, just a step away, there was anger, frustration, recrimination—all of the words that Ashleigh so richly deserved, for not trusting him, not telling him—

(And then, last night, not asking him.)

—and on the other side, the old, familiar path, patience and compassion and solidarity, letting it slide, letting all of it slide, he always let all of it slide because at the end of the day they were friends, best friends, isn’t that what friends do, isn’t that what friends are for—

No.

No to either, no to both. Conor didn’t know if it was because he was tired, or because they’d gone too far—because he was too angry, or because he had too little trust in his own anger—because he needed Ashleigh too much—

He didn’t know why, couldn’t make the dots connect inside his own head. But for whatever reason, he couldn’t bear any of the options he could see, had no stomach for fighting or helping or comforting or any of it. So he simply hung on.

“What do you mean?” he asked, after the winds died down again.

(It was the only question he’d been able to think of that didn’t point anywhere—that didn’t lock in its own answer simply by being asked.)

The other boy turned back from the window, his expression darkening. “I mean,” he said. “It’s not like you were going to just…let it go, right?”

Conor tilted his head. Ashleigh was poking him, provoking him, which meant that on some level he wanted Conor to be provoked, to respond as if somebody had just poked him—

“Do you want me to?” he asked slowly.

“What?”

“Do you want me to let it go?”

Ashleigh’s eyes narrowed. “What is this?” he said, a hint of a snarl blackening the edges of the dull, defeated grey.

“I don’t know, Ash,” Conor answered honestly. “I don’t have a plan.”

A silence fell between them, stretching for maybe a dozen breaths.

“Uh,” he said finally. “So. Um. Do you want me to let it go?”

“Doesn’t matter what I want,” Ashleigh said, his voice colorless once more.

Two paths, two paths—of course it matters—well, fuck you, then—

“Why not?” Conor asked.

Another glare. “What are you doing?”

Nothing.

Conor shrugged. “I don’t know,” he repeated. “You—you keep saying stuff I don’t understand, so…I’m asking?”

“Stop it.”

“Stop what?”

“Stop that. Stop—you’re messing with me.”

A flicker of fire, that time. More than a flicker—a flash, a flare, like the time they’d filled a tennis ball with strike-anywhere matchheads. The other boy had stiffened on the bed—straightened slightly, fingers curling, mouth twisting like he was trying to tongue something out from between his teeth.

Conor took a long, slow breath. “Ashleigh,” he said, making his voice as serious as he knew how to. “I swear to god I am not messing with you. I just—I don’t know. Last night—and then after—something else happened, after you left. Something big. And I kind of need to talk to you about it. And I didn’t get any sleep, couldn’t sleep, and I spent all morning looking for you, and—I dunno.”

He shrugged. “I tried to figure out what I was supposed to do. What I’d say to you, once I found you. I really did try. But.”

Ashleigh said nothing. Just continued to glower, suspicious, his eyes searching Conor’s face, looking for—

What?

“What do you mean, it doesn’t matter what you want?” Conor pressed.

“I mean that it doesn’t matter.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that it doesn’t matter.”

“Why?”

“Because it doesn’t.”

“Why the f—”

Conor cut himself off.

Breathe. Balance.

“It matters,” he said, after a long pause. “To me. What you want. It matters to me.”

Ashleigh shrugged, dismissive, casual—almost cruelly indifferent—and Conor felt another gust of wind, felt the tug of gravity on one side. “What does shrug mean?” he demanded, not quite managing to keep his voice steady.

“It means you’re not in charge.”

That brought Conor up short.

“Who is in charge?” he asked carefully.

Ashleigh shrugged again. “Not you,” he said flatly.

Conor scrubbed at his eyes, feeling tireder and stupider than ever. Last night it had all happened so fast, faster than he could follow, too fast for him to stop it, to do anything but watch as the train derailed and burned. Now, everything was happening so slowly, the conversation dragging out, they’d been talking for what felt like hours and they still hadn’t even started—

“Ash,” he said slowly. “You know it doesn’t—you have to know it doesn’t bother me that you’re g—”

“I’M NOT GAY, I’M ASHLEIGH.”

The words were like a gun going off, shockingly loud and sudden in the tiny, intimate space of the bedroom. Conor jumped, flinched, adrenaline once more flooding his veins as his chair came up against the desk and several objects went tumbling. On the bed, the other boy was suddenly animated, energized, his whole body trembling, his eyes two blazing fires.

Seconds passed.

“What—”

Conor broke off.

There were footsteps in the hallway.

No. No no no, not now, I can’t, I don’t, I CAN’T—

“Conor?”

His father’s voice, stern and commanding. Conor locked eyes with Ashleigh, searching—

“Conor, open the door.”

And some part of him, some fully automatic part of him woke up, took over, stepped over the rubble and seized control.

“I can’t,” Conor’s voice called out—because the conversation wasn’t over, yet, couldn’t be over, that had been the first sign of—of anything, and he wasn’t ready to let it go.

“You can,” his father growled back.

“I’m not going to.”

Shocked silence.

“That’s Ashleigh in there with you?”

“Yes.”

“Who else?”

“Nobody.”

“Are you telling me the truth?”

What kind of a question—

“Yes.”

“The two of you are having a fight?”

Over on the bed, Ashleigh made a low, rattling sound, like laughter if laughter could die.

“I don’t know,” Conor answered. “It’s tough to say.”

Another long pause.

“Conor—”

“You’re not helping, Dad.”

Another silence, this one coiled and dangerous. Ashleigh had—unplugged, again, had leaned back onto his hands and was studying the ceiling.

“Conor—”

“You can ground me later.”

“Conor—”

“And you can add more days to make up for this sentence right here but Dad. Please. Leave us alone. Now.”

A shorter silence, and then—

“This is not acceptable behavior, young man.”

“Didn’t say it was.”

Two heartbeats.

“There is not to be any more shouting. None. None at all, do you understand me? Or I will get the key and I will open this door.”

(The door was not locked.)

“Yes, sir.”

“Ashleigh?”

The other boy twitched—glanced at the door—looked back at Conor.

“He says yes,” Conor called out.

There was another pause, in which Conor’s imagination suddenly showed him his father’s face, out there in the hall, on the other side of the door, twisting, uncertain, angry—

“When he leaves, you come straight to my office.”

“Yes, sir.”

One more silence, and then footsteps, slowly fading.

Conor’s heart was racing, pounding in his chest so hard that his chair was perceptibly moving, shifting back and forth by a hair. His mouth was dry, his jaw trembling. He had never—never, not once—had a conversation like that, with his father. Never told his father no—not asked, not negotiated, not convinced, but just flat-out told.

And it had worked.

(For the moment, at least. There would be hell to pay, later.)

He realized he hadn’t taken a breath in almost half a minute, and as he dragged in a lungful of air through his nose, the world seemed to tilt, a slow-motion lurch that made him tighten his grip on the armrests of his chair. He was coming very near to his limit—not the limit of what felt okay, but his true, actual limit, the point at which either his mind or his body or both would simply shut down.

“Sorry,” said Ashleigh from the bed, sounding almost like he meant it.

“Don’t tell me sorry, make it worth it,” Conor snapped.

And then:

“So—fine. You’re not gay. You’re Ashleigh. Sure. What the fuck does it mean, though?”

“It means you don’t get it.”

“Then tell me, asshat. Explain. Pretend like I’m your best fucking friend or something.”

Hey, Conor, I think you might’ve fallen off the rail.

But if so, he didn’t care anymore, could not remember why he’d been trying so hard not to in the first place.

“You think I can?” Ashleigh shot back. “You think we’d be sitting here right now, if I knew how?”

“Fucking try. Or does it all of a sudden matter what you want?”

It was a cheap shot, and Conor knew it, and he let it fly anyway—felt a savage satisfaction as the barb landed exactly where he’d aimed. The other boy’s cheeks flushed, his face twisting and untwisting.

“You,” Ashleigh growled, his teeth clenched. “You think it’s just—”

He broke off. Conor waited.

“Just because you—”

Again, Conor said nothing.

“You wouldn’t even—”

That’s right. Smoke him out.

The heat in Conor’s chest was falling, his body calming as the adrenaline burned off, and meanwhile Ashleigh was ramping up, his fingers twitching again, energy gathering in the muscles of his arms, his legs.

“Even if I—gah!”

The other boy wrenched his gaze away, squeezed his eyes shut, pulled at his hair with both hands, and flopped down onto his back on Conor’s bed, making the lamp on the bedside table wobble.

Fucking FINALLY.

Finally, Ashleigh was here—was fully in the room, recognizably present, no longer hiding behind four inches of bullshit bulletproof fake indifference.

“You don’t have to try fast,” Conor clarified, the last dregs of anger still edging his voice.

“Gee, thanks, coach,” Ashleigh muttered, from underneath the pillow that he’d pulled over his face.

Time passed. Maybe half a minute, maybe more. Conor’s heart had slowed, was no longer rocking his chair back and forth. On the bed, Ashleigh didn’t move. For a moment, Conor wondered if maybe the deadness was back—if the other boy had fled yet again. But when he finally spoke—

“I’m just going to talk from under here.”

—there was still color in his voice.

(Not much of it, and it was washed-out, diluted. Half dead.)

(But half dead also meant half alive.)

“Sure,” Conor said.

There followed another long silence, during which Conor’s brain twitched and flailed like a dying chicken, trying uselessly to predict the other boy’s next words, to prepare responses to them—

“So, obviously I’m in love with you.”

And there it was. Not dead like his earlier words, but still cold, offhand—almost brutally casual, as if Ashleigh was trying to shrug it off, downplay it—

As if?

That was exactly what he was doing.

And yet somehow the words still hit, still landed. There was an audible whoosh as the air left Conor’s lungs, and a heaviness in the silence that followed. Conor found himself—sharpening, maybe, sobering—the fog clearing slightly, everything coming into focus. He was suddenly aware of Ashleigh as a physical presence—his body, laid out across the mattress; his shins, dangling over the edge of the bed; the toes of his sneakers just brushing the carpet.

Okay.

Okay.

So Ashleigh loved him.

Was in love with him—it had been said, and heard, and now Conor needed to say something back, the other boy was waiting and Conor had a duty to—to acknowledge it, somehow, complete the handshake—

“I was going to tell you on the roof,” Ashleigh continued. “Before school, I mean. On the last day. That’s why I—”

He broke off. “But I chickened out.”

Conor hesitated, unsure—

“I don’t like it.”

Conor blinked.

“Uh,” he said. “What?”

“I don’t like it,” Ashleigh repeated, the pillow still covering his face. “It fucking sucks.”

There was a long pause.

“Oh,” Conor said. “Um. …sorry?”

The pillow flew at his face far faster than his overworked brain could follow. He caught it after it hit, pulled it down to see that Ashleigh had barely moved, was still lying in the exact same spot, now with Conor’s other pillow giving him cover.

“You should be,” he grumbled, and as far as Conor could tell from his tone, even Ashleigh might not have been able to say whether he really meant it or not.

But at least there was a thread, now. The conversation was about something, now—something Conor could work with, could pull on.

Gently.

“Why—”

No. Why was too big, too open-ended. He needed something small. Simple. Bite-sized.

“Is it, uh. Does it suck because I’m, you know. A boy?”

The pillow shifted side to side as Ashleigh shook his head beneath it.

“Is it because I’m not—I mean, because I don’t—”

Conor winced, tried to backpedal. “I mean, it’s not that—I do love you, Ash, you have to know I love you, you’re my best friend on Earth, it’s just—”

Snap.

The other boy had snapped his fingers, and now his hand was raised, palm up, his fingers waggling in a come here gesture.

What—

Oh.

Conor tossed the pillow he was holding, and Ashleigh’s hand snagged it out of the air and threw it straight back, hard.

Okay, fine.

So it wasn’t that.

“What’s the problem, then?” he asked bluntly.

The other boy said nothing for a long, long time. When he spoke again, his voice was quieter, and less dead-sounding, and also more hurt.

“I don’t want—”

A pause, as if his breath had hitched.

“You don’t see it?” Ashleigh asked softly, sounding as if he was suddenly very, very close to tears. “Have you—I don’t know. Tried? To figure it out?”

Conor sighed. “Ash, honest to god, there’s not one single thing I’ve spent more time on since—”

All things considered, it’s probably time to stop tiptoeing around it.

“—since you beat the everloving shit out of Guyler Stevens for no good oh my god he called you a faggot, didn’t he, that motherfucker—”

A single, choked sob.

“Jesus, sorry, I just—okay—”

But wait, Guyler calls Ashleigh faggot all the time, literally every time, why was that day different, no, wait, this isn’t important—

Unless it was?

God dammit, why is this happening NOW—

“Okay, sorry. I—I’ve tried, Ash. I don’t get it.”

Another pause.

“Yeah, but have you tried, though?” the other boy asked, his voice still quavering. “Like—like what if I was some stupid building you were trying to figure out how to climb, or something. And you actually gave a shit. Have you, you know. Tried.”

For a moment, Conor felt like shouting—that he couldn’t, not now, that there was nothing left, that none of this was fair and why couldn’t Ashleigh just TELL HIM—

But he held on, kept his balance, let that first reaction blow past and waited to see what else would arise. And as the question actually sank in, he found himself feeling suddenly unsure.

Unsure, and embarrassed—maybe even a little bit ashamed.

Had he tried? Really, actually tried—as if it mattered, as if he cared, as if he were going to turn the results in to Ms. Palmano?

Versus, say, just being kind of vaguely angry with him for being weird and unreasonable and not making any sense.

Well, no—it had been worse than that, a lot worse, Ashleigh had been a straight-up asshole for a while there and it wasn’t like he’d been easy to be around the rest of the time—

Almost like he was dealing with some heavy shit, maybe?

Okay, fair, but also it wasn’t Conor’s fault that Ashleigh had shut Conor out, the other boy hadn’t had to deal with any of this alone, that had been his own damn choice and the kiss thing was still bullshit, that was not how you come out to your best friend—

Over on the bed, there was a soft sniff.

“Do you want me to?” Conor asked tentatively. “Try, I mean. Now.”

“I keep telling you it doesn’t matter what I want and you keep not. LISTENING.”

The words were quiet, not shouted, and even quieter through the pillow, but Conor’s eyes still jerked toward the door in sheer reflex, his heart quickening a little.

Okay.

Okay.

Try.

Whatever this was, Ashleigh clearly wasn’t going to just explain it.

Because it hurts too much?

Because he doesn’t actually know, himself?

Because he thinks I’ll think it’s stupid?

Conor shook his head. There were too many possible reasons—too many plausible reasons, too many justifications that all felt like Ashleigh.

(Something tickled at the back of Conor’s mind.)

I don’t like it, the other boy had said. It fucking sucks.

…there was something there, maybe, but he couldn’t quite grab it. He looked over at the bed, feeling stupid all over again, the gears of his mind grinding against each other. If only this was all happening tomorrow, after he’d had a chance to sleep, to recover—

Don’t forget, after Ashleigh leaves you’ve got to talk to Dad.

One thousand years. This day was a thousand years long, he had been born here and died here and he had never left this room and he had been reincarnated fifty times in this conversation alone and it was like Ms. Palmano said the Buddhists said, it was all suffering—

Focus.

Ashleigh had blown up exactly twice in the conversation so far. Once when Conor had said he was gay—

But he is gay. Isn’t he?

He could be bi, maybe?

But then he would’ve said “I’m not gay, I’m bi.” Which is not what he said.

—whatever, it didn’t matter. What mattered was the pattern, the line between that and the other time he’d blown up—the quieter one, just now—

It doesn’t matter what I want.

That’s what Ashleigh had said.

Because Conor…wasn’t gay? Because Conor wasn’t going to be his boyfriend?

He said that wasn’t it.

He’d thrown a pillow, actually.

He threw a pillow that wasn’t it.

…hopeless. The whole thing was hopeless, he maybe couldn’t have figured it out if his brain was working, especially since Ashleigh was digging in his heels and not helping—

“Ash,” he said slowly. “I think I’ve asked, like, forty-seven different questions, maybe, and you’ve dodged like forty-three of them. Can you just tell me what you mean? Or at least tell me why you won’t tell me?”

The pillow was still, as if considering. And then—

“Who’s the last person you jerked off to?”

(The memory arrived with a force that was almost violent—the two of them, side-by-side on the very bed where Ashleigh was now—)

“What?” Conor said, stalling for time.

(—pants by their ankles, sheets carefully arranged to cover everything, It’s Perfectly Normal propped open in the twelve inches of space they’d carefully maintained between themselves the whole time—)

“Did you not hear me, or—”

“I heard you.”

“Then spill. Who?”

“Who’s the last person you—”

Too late, Conor’s limping, feeble brain realized, cut off the words with a surge of horror.

“You,” Ashleigh answered tonelessly. “Duh.”

And for a moment it was real, too real, with the memory so fresh and his friend’s body stretched out right there in front of him—impossible to stop his brain from imagining it, imagining Ashleigh lying in the dark in his own bed, imagining Conor—

(Conor could smell him. Could smell them both—the smell of both of them together, the end-of-day smell after hours and hours of climbing around, warm and gross and familiar.)

“Your turn.”

Conor opened his mouth, blushed, hesitated.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

“What?”

“You don’t want to tell me.”

It was true.

(And that was surprising, now that Ashleigh pointed it out.)

“Look, it’s not because you’re—”

“Duh,” Ashleigh said.

Okay, I have no idea what’s happening.

“Okay,” Conor said aloud. “I have no idea what’s—”

“It’s her, isn’t it?”

There was a long silence, during which half of Conor tried to force through a denial, found itself blocked by the other half, and fought a brief and furious battle before realizing that it was too late, that too many seconds had already passed.

“Okay, fine,” he said, his voice brittle. “Go ahead.”

“Go ahead what?”

“Go ahead and make fun of me.”

“Why? I get it.”

Conor blinked. “You…you do?”

Ashleigh’s arms moved, pulling the pillow away from his face, and he propped himself up on his elbows, fixing Conor with a soft, almost excruciatingly gentle gaze.

“I’ve known you since third grade,” he said, simply.

Conor blinked again.

“The thing is,” Ashleigh continued, sounding more tired than Conor had ever heard him. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Conor countered.

“Exactly.”

“What?”

“Exactly.”

“Exactly what?”

But Ashleigh had vanished again, had fallen back to the mattress and retreated once more behind the pillow.

Conor’s resentment was back, welling up like a sewer overflowing. He was sick of Ashleigh’s games, his recalcitrance, the way the other boy was choosing to make the conversation good for himself while hanging Conor out to dry—

No, while jerking Conor around, he wasn’t treating Conor like an equal, like a friend, he was puppetmastering this whole thing and banking on his own sadness and Conor’s sympathy to get away with it—

But even as Conor felt his fingers tightening once more on the armrests of his chair, something did finally click into place—something he didn’t quite have words for, yet, but it undercut the anger, tugging him sideways.

Why didn’t I…?

Well, obviously at least part of the story was the way Ashleigh had been throwing every wrench he could into their friendship—

But no. No—even if everything had been fine between them, even if that last awful day of summer had never happened, he couldn’t really say, with a straight face, that he would have told the other boy about his burgeoning crush on their English teacher. It was too—too—

…private?

Sacred.

Sacred was the word, was the right word, it felt ridiculous to think it under the circumstances but it was true regardless. And Ashleigh—if there was one thing Ashleigh did not do, could not seem to comprehend and might, in all seriousness, despise—

Conor looked down at the battered, filthy shape of his best friend, lying motionless on the bed, his head still hidden beneath the pillow.

No, Ashleigh and sacred did not get along. And there was something here that Conor did not want touched, would not have wanted the other boy to see, to know about, the jokes would have been good-natured but they still would have been jokes—

It’s boobs, isn’t it?

Ashleigh shifted on the bed, and the rest of the thought unraveled, Conor’s poor exhausted brain unable to draw it back together. Something about irreverence, and kryptonite…

So, obviously I’m in love with you.

(Said with deliberate nonchalance.)

…but it was gone. Gone, and with it Conor’s sense of direction, of purpose. He dropped his head into his hands, scrubbed at his eyes, glanced blearily over at the clock. It read 12:15, and he didn’t know, had absolutely no earthly idea what it had said the last time he’d looked, nor how long the two of them had been sitting there, nor how long they had left.

“What now?” he asked dully.

“I’m sorry,” the other boy answered, from under the pillow, his own voice sounding no less worn-out. “I want to just—can we just go back?”

Conor frowned. “You mean, pretend you didn’t—”

“No, that’s—I mean, yes, sorry about that too, but that’s not what—”

He broke off, and Conor’s frown deepened.

Time passed.

“Ash?”

The other boy grunted.

“What were you—I mean, what did you mean?”

“I give up,” said the voice beneath the pillow. “It didn’t work. Control-Z.”

“What didn’t work?”

“Forget it. Doesn’t matter. Didn’t pan out.”

It felt like Conor’s entire body was frowning, now, his muscles drawing tight around his confusion.

“What didn’t work, Ashleigh?”

The other boy lifted his hand off the bed and waved it vaguely around.

“What didn’t work, Ashleigh?”

Both hands, this time, in a what do you want from me? sort of shrug.

“Ashleigh.”

“Your mom.”

“Ashleigh.”

Silence.

“Ashleigh.”

“Truth or dare.”

“Truth.”

“What do I have to say to get you to drop it?”

More silence. Conor could feel his anger heating up again, there was something here and Ashleigh knew it, was—was trying to hide it, to shrug it off, but he’d messed up, had let the mask slip for just a second, and for once Conor had managed to not-miss-it.

“I’m not going to drop it,” he said, the words like steel against flint.

“Why are you doing this?”

A note of pleading, a hint of panic—

“Because I think you want me to.”

The words had come from nowhere, had emerged from Conor’s mouth without any associated thought or intent, and it was only after they had been said that he heard them, himself—held them up against the previous hour and noticed how well they fit.

“Right?” Conor pressed, feeling his way forward.

He was here, he came here, he was waiting all morning.

“If I’m wrong, you can just tell me to fuck off.”

“Fuck off.”

The words came swiftly, without hesitation, but they were hollow, unconvincing.

“Really?” Conor asked quietly. “Do you really, actually, for-real want me to fuck off?”

“Yes.”

“For real?”

“Yes.”

“Then say the safeword.”

The silence that followed stretched, and stretched, and stretched, as Conor tried and failed to imagine what was going on inside of the other boy’s head, he was clearly torn about something, but what it might be he had no idea—

“You’re going to be mad,” Ashleigh whispered.

“So?”

“I can’t—I don’t want you to—”

“To what?”

More silence.

…Ashleigh didn’t want him to be mad?

Since when?

Ashleigh had never cared what Conor thought. Cared for Conor, sure, but they had fought and argued over practically everything since the very first time they’d locked shins on the soccer field. Conor couldn’t think of a single time when Ashleigh had held his tongue or changed his mind just because Conor thought differently, just because Conor might disapprove—

Oh.

Oh, shit.

The pieces were falling into place, suddenly, had not yet fully clicked but were coming together, the overall shape visible to Conor for the very first time.

That was before.

Ashleigh, who was aloof and invincible, who had always been untouchable precisely because he did not give a single fuck—

So, obviously I’m in love with you.

It fucking sucks.

I’m giving up, it didn’t work.

Somewhere inside of Conor, he could feel pressure building, feel the temperature rising—

If Ashleigh had started to feel, about Conor, the way that Conor had started to feel about Ms. Palmano—if Conor’s opinions, his approval, had started to matter to him, even a little bit…

And then he tried to—to—to—

“You tried to stop caring,” Conor said quietly. “About what I think.”

He was amazed at the steadiness of his own voice. Over on the bed, the pillow shifted as Ashleigh nodded underneath.

But he couldn’t. I wouldn’t let him, and anyway he didn’t want to, not really, not all the way…

“But it didn’t work.”

Another nod.

“You do care about what I think.”

Another.

“But you wish you didn’t.”

Stillness.

“Ashleigh?”

The other boy’s fingers had curled into fists, pulling on Conor’s sheets, the knuckles whitening.

(Inside Conor, the pressure was still rising.)

“Ash—”

“I said I was sorry,” the other boy whispered.

And the pressure inside Conor doubled, then—tripled—rose to a horrible, intolerable peak and then kept rising because there was nowhere for it to go, no way for him to let it out—

“The thing is,” Ashleigh said, and it sounded like he was crying, now, crying underneath the pillow. “The thing is, you’re going to—to—to this, it’s going to be the same, but it’s going to be at somebody else, fucking Jennifer probably, you’re going to be off having this—this whole other life and I’m not—I’ll just—it won’t have anything to do with me, I won’t be part of it. You—you won’t want me there, you won’t want me to see—”

Conor’s limbs were trembling, now, they were trembling and his face was hot but he couldn’t move, couldn’t think, he knew somewhere in the back of his mind that he wasn’t supposed to shout but he was having a hard time remembering why.

“—and I don’t—I don’t want to give a shit, whatever, it’s fucking lame, I’m lame, I just want to g-g-go back to how it was before, but I can’t, one way or another it’s just—it’s just over, you’ll be at fucking prom or whatever and I’m just going to be stuck with this—this—this fucking hole, it didn’t used to be there, I don’t want it, nobody asked me if I wanted to want—”

“So you fixed it,” Conor heard himself say, and his own voice was like iron, like ice, cold and flat and glassy smooth. The other boy was still under the pillow, so he couldn’t see the way that Conor’s face was twisting, twisting, two opposing winds tearing at him like hurricanes.

On the one hand, he finally, finally, finally understood. There were no more mysteries, no more confusions—the why of all of Ashleigh’s bizarre, inscrutable, cruel behavior had finally been revealed.

And on the other—

He tried to kill our friendship.

Knowingly. Intentionally. Unilaterally. Had decided, all on his own, that the parts of himself that had fallen in love with Conor were a problem to be dealt with—had tried to burn those parts out of himself, and the effect that this would have on Conor hadn’t stopped him, hadn’t given him pause.

And then when that hadn’t worked, he’d just…routed around them.

And for months—for months!—Conor had been trying so hard—had been hanging on with every last scrap of patience, of resolve—doing everything he could to keep the thread of friendship alive, unaware that the other boy was doing exactly the opposite—

And now Ashleigh was sad because it hadn’t worked, had the sheer audacity to complain to Conor about how he couldn’t make himself stop caring—

Conor felt himself standing, watched as if from the outside as he stepped back and stood upright in the corner of the bedroom.

“Get out of my house,” he heard himself say, the words like ashes crumbling.

(It was the wrong move. The wrong moment to end the conversation, the wrong moment to make decisions, the wrong moment for anything. It wasn’t the end of anything—except for Conor’s own ability to think, to cope, to continue existing. He had—at last—reached his limit, the true and final end of his thin and fraying rope.)

The other boy sat up, bewildered, his face a wreck of snot and half-dried tears. “Wh—what?” he said.

“Get out of my house,” Conor heard himself repeat.

“Conor, wait—I’m trying to tell you I’m s—”

“GET OUT OF MY HOUSE!” Conor heard himself bellow, and twenty seconds later, after the front door had slammed shut, he watched himself step out into the hallway and begin the long, slow walk to the office where his father stood in the doorway, waiting.


Chapter 9Glass


September 1st, 4:08PM

“Do you ever think about high school?”

“Sometimes. I guess.”

“…and?”

“And what?”

“I dunno, what do you think?”

“About high school?”

“Yeah.”

“Uh. Can you narrow it down?”

“What, do you think about it a lot?”

“No, but like. Ashleigh. What are you asking me.”

“I don’t know.”

“Are you trying to get me to ask if you ever think about high school?”

“No.”

“This is really funny given that half an hour ago you were asking if I ever think about dying.”

“I think that might’ve been more than half an hour ago.”

“Time isn’t real; it was invented by the train men.”

“Time is kind of real.”

“Your mom is kind of real.”

“I kind of…real’d…your—nah, never mind, doesn’t work.”

“Neither does your mom, once I’m done with her.”

“Hey-oh. Something something train men.”

“What?”

“I think train is a sex thing. I heard Ozzy joking about it.”

“I think we’re still high.”

“—high school!”

“There we go.”

“But like. Think about it. By the time we’re juniors, we’ll have been friends for eight years. Twice as long as now.”

“Juniors are what, like…sixteen?”

“I think? We turn thirteen this year. Seven plus eleven is…four…wait…”

“And you guys make fun of me for being bad at math.”

“Yeah, it only took literal drugs to bring me down to your level, Batman.”

“Not just twice as long as now. Twice as long as before, too.”

“What?”

“When we’re sixteen. We’ll have been friends for eight years, which means we’ll have been friends for as long as we were not-friends, too.”

“…do you remember being not-friends?”

“I remember you trying to break my fucking shin like six times.”

“You should’ve just let me score.”

“Your mom should’ve—wait, I mean she did let me—”

“Yeah, out of pity.”

“I don’t really remember us not being friends, I think. Like, I remember stuff, I remember things from being in preschool and kindergarten and first grade. And like, you and Timothy aren’t in any of those. It’s all John and Brandon and Matthew and Michael. But it doesn’t feel like—I dunno—”

“Doesn’t feel like I’m not there.”

“Yeah. Like I could get a little mixed up and just accidentally stick you in.”

“Accidentally stick me in your—”

“Gross. Don’t involve me.”

“I think it’s pretty much the same for me, too. Like I sort of know you weren’t there yet, but I can’t, like. Remember what it felt like.”

“Man, imagine if we’d never met.”

“…I don’t want to do that.”



•   •   •

Conor stood alone in the empty, echoing hallway, feeling awkward, feeling apprehensive, feeling trapped. There had been a note waiting on his desk when he’d walked into first period—face down, Ms. Palmano’s crisp, neat handwriting instantly recognizable when he flipped it over:


Go out into the hall and wait;

I’ll be there as soon as everyone is settled.



He was still holding it—had dropped his bag and slipped out through the flow of incoming students and only realized that he’d brought the little slip of paper with him after the tardy bell had rung. It was like a magnet, heavy in his hand and in his mind—four separate times he had spaced out and snapped back into the moment to find that his eyes were fixed on it, his gaze hanging on the semicolon like a coat on a hook.

It had not occurred to him to wonder in any specific way what his teacher wanted, or whether he was in trouble. He was anxious, but the anxiety was fuzzy, formless. For days, the loudest parts of his brain had been silent, as if on strike.

Beside him, the door opened, and he looked over in time to see Ms. Palmano slow as she stepped out into the hallway—like a fight scene shifting into bullet time, her teacher-briskness melting into something softer, nearly half human. Her eyes met his, and they looked at each other for long enough that some other Conor, in some other mood, might have squirmed.

“What day is it?” she asked abruptly.

Huh?

A panicked scramble, his brain rummaging through its pockets—

“Wednesday,” he said.

(Too late.)

Ms. Palmano’s face didn’t change, though—just bobbed up and down in a gentle nod, as if he’d answered exactly as she’d thought he would. “What do you have fifth period?”

He was quicker this time. “Math.”

(For a moment, he felt a whisper of confusion, a tiny flicker of curiosity, but before he could decide what to do about it, it vanished.)

“And you’re on third lunch?”

He nodded.

“Were you planning on paying attention in math today?”

His eyes narrowed.

“Probably not,” he admitted.

“Fifth is my planning period,” she said. “The room is empty. If you want, you can come by straight after fourth, and skip lunch. I’ll let Mrs. Atkins know. You’d have until 1:35—over an hour.”

He blinked, slowly. “To do what?”

“I haven’t the slightest,” his teacher said. “I can try to help you figure it out then, if you want. But you’ve been a zombie for the past two days, and between that and all the cuts and bruises, the next step is getting the social worker involved. Seemed like maybe giving you a little extra breathing room was worth a shot, first.”

This ominous pronouncement produced very little reaction in the place where Conor felt things. Very little in the way of conscious thought, either—it was the wordless, animal parts of him that raised their heads, and considered, and concluded that an hour and a half alone in Ms. Palmano’s room sounded just fine, actually, thank you very much.

“Okay,” he said.

She held his gaze for a moment, as if searching, and then nodded, slowly. “As for this period. Do you want to sit at your desk, or out here?”

Again a quiet weighing.

“Out here.”

She nodded a final time, and turned, and vanished back inside the classroom, leaving him alone.

•   •   •

You’ve been a zombie for the past two days.

Yes, that was fair.

Conor had fallen asleep on Saturday afternoon, long before the sun went down—had slept like a corpse until 8AM Sunday, when his father had shaken him awake for his punishment: a full day spent together as a family, the first of what would allegedly be every Sunday until Christmas.

It hadn’t been bad. It hadn’t been good, either, but his father and mother had been quiet, gentle, inoffensive. There had been no interrogation, no needling, no demands for fake enthusiasm. They’d simply spent time together—a morning walk, brunch at Badger’s, shopping in the early afternoon. Reading together in the living room. Conor’s mother had recruited him to handle the pasta while she prepared veggies and chicken for dinner, and she had filled the silence with comfortable chatter that only required him to nod and grunt.

It had been healing—sort of. Grounding, at least—stabilizing, some part of him that had been vibrating almost hard enough to come apart gradually stilling to something more like a tremble. At the end of dinner, his father had asked him how he felt—not how he was feeling about anything, but how he felt right then, in that moment.

“Fine,” he had answered.

His father had shaken his head. “Close your eyes, bud. Take a deep breath. Pay attention.”

Conor had closed his eyes, taken a deep breath, paid attention.

“Slow,” he’d amended.

“Slow like a cloud drifting? Or more like a turtle walking?”

Conor had considered. “Like honey.”

His father had nodded, and let him go, recommending (but not ordering) that Conor stay off of his phone, his computer.

(He had, but not for the reasons his parents wanted. Because that was where Ashleigh lived, where his green dot might be lurking, where any number of messages might have piled up over the course of the day.)

He had ricocheted slowly around his bedroom for the rest of the evening, fiddling with LEGOs, scribbling with colored pencils, opening up science fiction books and closing them again when he couldn’t make his eyes focus. He’d tried to masturbate—almost dutifully—but had been unable, his shoulder Ashleigh uncomfortably close, uncomfortably present, the pillowcase still holding the other boy’s scent. He’d fallen asleep sometime around nine, and dreamed of avalanches.

Monday and Tuesday had been a blur. His mother had offered to drive him to school, and he had accepted gratefully, quietly relieved that he hadn’t had to ask, unsure if he would have asked. Both days, she had dropped him off just as the bell had rung, and he’d headed straight in to homeroom without lingering in the courtyard.

Ashleigh was there, of course—in English, in Activity—but Conor had kept his distance, avoided looking in the other boy’s direction. For his own part, Ashleigh hadn’t forced the issue. He’d been uncharacteristically silent in Ms. Palmano’s class, with none of his usual brash challenges or clever comments.

Conor had been silent, too. English, Spanish, Science, Social Studies, Math—there had been a brief moment when he had locked eyes with Guyler, and felt the urge to write something, but he hadn’t had the slightest idea what. Besides, the little leatherbound book was at home, lying on the desk in his bedroom, not forgotten so much as forsworn.

He hadn’t thought about it—hadn’t thought about any of it—had gone now more than three full days without giving any real thought to anything that had happened on Halloween, or on the day after. It wasn’t that he was trying not to—there was no resistance, no sense of clamping down. The words simply weren’t there, the part of his brain that was responsible for generating them lying dormant.

And now it was Wednesday, and he found himself sitting in the hallway outside of Ms. Palmano’s classroom, still not thinking about it, but for the first time in days aware of that fact—like becoming lucid inside of a dream without fully waking up.

Hi, said the voice of his shoulder Ashleigh, and it was shy, tentative—almost timid.

(It hadn’t spoken since Saturday.)

Hi, he thought back.

(Thought to himself, because the voice of Ashleigh in his head was him, after all—was just the part of himself that liked to pretend, that had adopted the other boy’s mannerisms as a shield.)

He let his eyes drift lazily around the empty, echoing hallway, taking in the double rows of lockers, the chipped and shabby tile, the harsh, industrial lighting. Down at the far end, almost a football field away, a lone student was lingering at a locker that might have even been their own. A few minutes earlier, a teacher Conor didn’t know had walked briskly past, running whatever inscrutable errands teachers run.

(But those people weren’t real, didn’t feel real—were just background detail, procedurally generated. Even as the occasional kid shuffled by on their way to or from the bathroom, Conor was alone in the hallway, separated from the rest of the world by some vast, invisible barrier.)

Do you, uh. Want to talk about it?

No. He did not.

Okay. Cool. It’s just—

Conor gave a soft sigh.

I don’t know, he thought to himself. I don’t have answers.

Okay, well. Are we going to talk about the other thing, then?

(Conor could feel it, pressing against his thigh, the pocket of his uniform khakis bulging—the mask. His mask—the face of the Tracer.)

He had picked it up off the floor of his bedroom on Sunday night, had shoved it into his bookbag and refused to tell himself why. For two and a half days, now, he had carried it with him in every class except Activity, just in case.

In case what?

Again he had no answer to give to himself.

(Even in his apathetic state, he had listened, on Monday—waiting to hear what the rumor mill would make of the mysterious masked figure that had stopped a date rape and put a high schooler in the hospital. But there had been almost nothing—just a collective shit happens shrug, a moving-on to more tangible gossip, petty crime and drunken shenanigans and costume-enabled romantic drama. A thousand things had happened at East Binder Secondary School that Friday night, and Conor’s contribution had mattered to almost no one.)

Are you…disappointed?

Silence. It was too soon for feelings—for named feelings, for things-in-boxes. For the moment, he was just Conor. Words would come later, or maybe not at all.

I’m not gay, I’m ASHLEIGH.

The shard of memory drifted up, was acknowledged, faded away.

A door opened, and then closed, halfway down the hallway. Another seventh grader walked by, a face that Conor didn’t know. They shot him a wary look—stumbled—fumbled the stack of books they were carrying and in the process dropped the vape pen they’d apparently been hiding inside of it. It bounced off of their shoe and clattered across the floor, the sound almost comically loud, coming to rest against a locker thirty feet away.

They froze, eyes wide and waiting.

Conor shrugged.

They unfroze.

Yeah, so…what ARE we doing?

Conor watched idly as the kid retrieved the pen, reshuffled their stack of books, pushed through the double doors and vanished out into the quad.

Sitting, he thought.

…and?

•   •   •

By 12:15, he was something like half-thawed, enough to second-guess himself as he hovered just inside the doorway to Ms. Palmano’s classroom. Was he supposed to sit down at his desk? Go up to the front of the room and talk to her? Something else?

“Up to you,” his teacher called out, from the front of the room where she was erasing the words from the previous period.

Conor caught his jaw before it could fall fully open. It wasn’t that wild of a guess, as guesses went…

But still.

Feeling naked, he set his stuff down on his usual desk, slid into the chair, then stood up again. He took two steps toward the front—hesitated—stepped back toward the desk.

Get a grip.

Up at the board, his teacher finished erasing and turned to face him. She took one look—

“Never mind, not up to you. Here.”

She snapped her fingers, pointed toward one of the desks in the front row. He walked slowly toward it, his shoulders strangely heavy, lowering himself into the chair as she leaned back against the board, her arms crossed.

A moment passed as they looked at each other from rather closer than usual.

(Though still not as close as on the previous Saturday.)

“If you don’t mind,” she said, “I’m going to skip over ‘are you okay,’ since clearly you’re not.”

Her voice was different yet again, halfway in between her usual sharpness and the softer, more human tone she’d used in the hallway.

“Question one is, is there anything here I’m supposed to, I don’t know, intervene on? Should I actually call the social worker?”

Conor shook his head.

“You sure?”

He nodded. She studied him for a moment, then nodded back.

“Okay. Question two. Do you already know what you’re supposed to do about it?”

He blinked.

She shrugged. “You’d be surprised how often people know exactly what they need to do next, but still need a bit of a push to actually do it. Somebody from the outside telling them to, for instance. If I say ‘dear Conor, quit stalling and just get it over with,’ does that shake anything loose?”

A quiet shiver passed through him, and he gnawed at his lip.

“No,” he said softly.

“All right. Question three—do you want me to leave you alone? Set you up with some comfy blankets in the corner, get out of your face?”

Conor shook his head.

“Four. Is there anything you want to tell me?”

Conor opened his mouth, paused, closed it again.

“Uh huh. Is there anything you really ought to tell me, even if it’s hard?”

Conor’s face flushed as laughter echoed in the back of his mind. Thankfully, Ms. Palmano didn’t comment.

“Okay, well, I’ll keep flailing, then. Do you want me to switch you out of first period, so you don’t have to be in the same room as Ashleigh?”

Raw shock.

“I already talked to the team—don’t worry, I didn’t say why, I just asked them about a schedule shift in general terms. This wouldn’t be the first time we moved a kid around at the start of a new quarter. There are a couple of different ways to make it work—we could switch you out of sixth-period Activity, too, if you wanted.”

How—what—

The ghost of a smile played around his teacher’s lips, the barest crinkle forming at the corners of her eyes. “To be clear, I’m not recommending this. We can also get you into more classes with him, if that’s somehow better. Or we can leave things as they are. I mostly mention it because it occurred to me that it might not have occurred to you that you can actually ask for help, here. Including without explaining why. You can just…ask for things.”

Conor struggled to find words. His teacher waited, her expression gentle, radiating patience.

How did you—

No. Obvious. She paid attention, and/or Conor’s mother had given her an earful on Saturday morning.

WHY are you—

Also obvious. Although—

“Why aren’t you calling the social worker?” he asked quietly.

Ms. Palmano shrugged again. “The simple answer is, you don’t want me to. The more complicated answer is, having visited your house and talked to your mom, it seems pretty unlikely that the cuts and bruises are child abuse, and they’re not straightforwardly self-harm, so…nothing to see, here? No need to call in the National Guard.”

“But you—you’re still—”

Conor gestured vaguely. His teacher raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to have to be a bit more specific, I’m afraid.”

Conor took a deep breath. “I’ve never heard of the teachers moving kids around just because they—just because—um—”

He faltered.

“Oh, no, you’re not wrong,” she said cheerfully. “This isn’t a normal sort of offer. It’s blatant favoritism on my part.”

Conor’s eyes went wide.

“Really?” said Ms. Palmano. “I thought you knew. I don’t just randomly let parents bully me into home visits, you know.”

Four different emotions all tried to claw their way out of him at once.

“Anyway,” his teacher continued. “What it boils down to is, I’d like to help—assuming, of course, that there’s any way I actually can, and also that you actually want me to. But you’re going to have to meet me halfway. It’s not like I have any clue what’s eating you. I just know you look…chewed.”

Conor stared.

She waited.

I mean, there’s nothing she can do, right?

We don’t know that.

But it wasn’t like he knew of anything she could do…

Oh.

Right.

“I,” he said slowly, feeling his cheeks burn again as he forced the words out through a thick layer of what, why is this hard, what are you afraid of—

“—don’t know. Um. How you can help. But it would be—”

Amazing.

“—great, if you could.”

If he had thought of it—if it had ever occurred to him to wonder—Ms. Palmano would have been the first person he would have gone to, if he needed help figuring out how a grownup could even help, at all.

His teacher nodded slowly, once again seeming to follow along even though he had not, in fact, explained. “All right,” she said. “Feel free to tell me something is off-limits, okay? Is your mother right in thinking that something’s up between you and Ashleigh?”

Conor gave his own nod.

“She said the two of you are friends? Since third grade?”

Another nod.

“But something’s gone wrong. Recently?”

Another nod.

(A part of Conor noticed that he was trembling.)

“Not the incident with Guyler Stevens?” Ms. Palmano asked. “Back in September?”

Conor shook his head. “No,” he said. “I mean, yes—that too—but—”

It’s complicated.

“—mostly not that.”

“Something more recent,” his teacher hazarded. “Last Friday?”

Conor swallowed, his throat suddenly tight enough that it was genuinely hard to breathe.

“You were fine in class that morning,” she explained. “And you looked pretty shell-shocked when you came in the door on Saturday.”

“He kissed me,” Conor blurted.

There was a pause. Ms. Palmano didn’t react. A slight tilt of the head, maybe. A small twitch of the lips, if he wasn’t imagining it.

“Say more?”

Her voice was unchanged, calm and level and still half-soft, and some part of Conor felt relieved—slowly began to uncoil, unclench.

(It was only then that he realized he had been steeling himself for some kind of—of disproportionate grownup action, a sudden seizing of the reins.)

But Ms. Palmano had not moved. Was still just standing there, waiting.

“He—”

(The floodgates opened.)

“He didn’t ask, he just, like, leaned over and did it, and then he—I—later on I found out that, um. It’s been like this for a while, like he’s been in lo—he’s had a crush on me, I guess, for—for a long time, and I didn’t know because he never told me, and he sort of, he said, I think he’s mad about it, like he’s not mad at me but he’s mad about—about something, he said something about trying to—to burn it out, or something, like he doesn’t—doesn’t want to—to be friends anymore. Doesn’t think we can be friends. Didn’t. He didn’t think. Now, he—I don’t know. He was in my room on Saturday, while you were there—I didn’t know, he sort of snuck in—I think he wanted to say—to say sorry, not about the kiss but about the other stuff…”

Conor sputtered to a halt, the words all jumbled together. Useless—he could hear it, hear how little sense he was making, there was no way she’d be able to put it together from that, he was explaining it all wrong—

“Do you still want to be friends?” his teacher asked softly, cutting through the spiral.

Conor’s eyes snapped onto hers. “I—wh—that’s not fair,” he said.

There was a very loud silence.

“Not fair?” she echoed.

“That’s—it’s not—it isn’t just about—”

“Conor. Maybe slow down a little.”

He frowned, looking down at his hands, which were clenched in the fabric of his pants and twisting.

“That’s like—it’s too—that’s like the last thing that—”

Ms. Palmano raised a hand, and his mouth shut with a click.

“Thirty seconds,” she said.

There was silence, and more silence, and more silence. Slowly, the tension in his body halved.

“Listen,” she said, when the half-minute had passed. “I’m shooting in the dark, here. And to be honest, I’ve never been very good at the whole advice thing. Stop me if I’m making it worse. But if I’m catching the gist…it sounds like your friend has been kind of…let’s say crummy, to you, lately. I didn’t catch all the details, but does that sound fair?”

Conor nodded, his throat tight once more.

“Okay. And—I don’t know, maybe I’m skipping to the end too quickly. Sorry if so. But it seems like—are you trying to decide whether you still want to be his friend?”

Conor forced his jaw to unlock. “It—he—right at the end—at the very end, I mean, on Saturday—he said that he was—that he wanted to—”

He broke off, the next few words too large, too jagged to pass through the narrow channel of his throat.

To undo it.

To go back—back to how things had always been.

But Conor had kicked him out anyway.

It had not, in fact, been eating at him. It wasn’t something he’d thought about at all, over the past three days. But it was maybe the foremost thing he hadn’t been thinking about.

His teacher was squinting at him, now. “Still guessing,” she said slowly. “But. Are you thinking that you, I don’t know. Owe him, or something?”

Don’t I?

She nodded grimly, as if she had read the question in his face. “Okay, look,” she said. “Speaking as a mysterious old wizard. And again, stop me if this isn’t helpful. But…Conor, somebody saying ‘sorry’ doesn’t obligate you to do anything at all. If—and I do mean if, I’m still not clear on what happened, I’m not trying to jump to conclusions, but—if Ashleigh, I don’t know…used up all of his credit with you, and you don’t have any goodwill left, you don’t owe him something just because he turned around and pushed a button at the last second.”

“But he—”

She raised a finger. “Hang on, I’m not done. Second bit of wisdom—it doesn’t matter what feelings you think you’re supposed to have. What matters is the feelings you do have, and getting all tangled up in shoulds and supposed-tos only makes it harder for you to figure out what they really are. Which, third—you don’t actually have to know, or decide one way or the other. Like, I bet this feels like something you absolutely must figure out, yesterday. But allow me to inform you that you can, in fact, just wait. For days. Weeks, even. Sometimes these things take time to settle.”

“But you asked me—”

“Yes, I think the question you should be asking is what you want to do, now. Whether you still want to be friends, and what that looks like, going forward. Because—fourth piece of advice—you can’t ever actually go back to how things were, in friendship or in anything, really. All you can do is decide what happens next. But you don’t actually have to know, yet. You can just take things one step at a time, feel your way forward.”

“But what if that—”

Again, the thought was too large, or Conor himself too small. He felt water in the corners of his eyes, and no small amount of self-loathing about it. Jagged letters in blood-red ink—gonna cry, little baby—

“But what if you lose him in the meantime?” his teacher asked shrewdly, her gaze sharp and too-knowing.

Conor nodded, his jaw quivering.

“You might,” she said bluntly. “But would things actually go any faster, if you knew you had a deadline?”

He swallowed. “Things?”

Ms. Palmano shrugged. “Healing?” she said. “Processing? Refilling your gas tank? …whatever it is that you’ve been up to since Saturday.”

(Her gaze was softer now, and her voice, too.)

“It takes time,” she continued. “Maybe a lot, maybe a little. But I don’t think you can actually make it go faster by beating yourself up about not going fast enough.”

Conor winced.

“But if he…”

He trailed off. He couldn’t put it into words—the sense of doom, of chances dwindling. The feeling that something had poured into the space between them and had already halfway set.

“There’s a thing here you shouldn’t try to control,” Ms. Palmano said. “A thing you can’t control, not really, even though lots of people trick themselves into thinking that they can. Something something, if what it takes to keep a door open is you cutting off your own foot, you should let that door close. If you have to leave half of yourself behind in order to preserve a relationship, you already don’t have that relationship. A month from now, there’ll either still be overlap between you, or there won’t. You won’t make more overlap by pretending you don’t have needs of your own.”

I tried, Ashleigh had said. On the roof, as he was coming unraveled—I tried, I really did, you don’t even know. But it didn’t work, and now I just—can’t.

Conor looked up at his teacher, felt a single tear escape, carving a channel down his cheek.

She made no mention of it. “That was a lot of words,” she said, a note of apology in her voice. “And to be clear: I’m not advising you to give up on your friend. I’m not advising you to not give up, either. I’m just saying, a lot of people focus so hard on what they think they’re supposed to do, what they’re allowed to do, that they lose track of what they actually ought to do. Don’t deny yourself time because you think it would be stupid to need it.”

She held his gaze for a long moment.

Conor swallowed, feeling dazed and off-balance. It was as if she had packed an entire one of her lectures into the space of about three minutes. It would be a while before he managed to digest all of it, sort out the parts he believed from the parts that didn’t make sense. And in the meantime…

“What—”

He broke off, cleared his throat, started again. “But what do I do?”

She shrugged once more. “The way I see it, you have two options,” she said. “Option one, try to figure it out. Sit there and think about it until something clicks.”

“And option two?”

She gave a faint smile. “Go do something else altogether.”

•   •   •

Conor stood on the roof of the shop classroom, resentful, defiant. There was no reason for anyone to come his way, no real danger of being harassed—half an hour after dismissal, the room below was empty, and he had been silent as usual on the way up, rule-three-compliant.

But there was a part of him that almost hoped for an interruption, longed for there to be someone else besides himself to contend with.

Other people, he knew how to outrun.

Twelve feet across, and three feet UP.

Twelve feet across, and three feet UP.

“Bullshit,” he said aloud.

He had only been there for ten minutes, but that had been long enough to fail a dozen times already, winding up and taking two or three steps before veering off and staggering to a halt.

Twelve feet is nothing. I can jump almost six and a half feet from standing. I could get up enough speed to make a twelve-foot jump with FOUR steps of runup, and this roof gives me SEVEN.

There was even a boost—the raised metal edge practically a ramp. And it wasn’t like he needed to do any better than a level jump. Yes, the other wall was higher than the takeoff, but his feet only needed to go straight across…

He went back to his starting position, pacing out the runup for the hundredth time—left, right, left, right, left, right, LEFT.

Easy.

He sighed.

You could get drunk.

He shot a searing glare at the Ashleigh in his head.

What? You were high when you broke the Gap. And it’s not like you were in a normal state of mind when you did it the second time, either.

The point is not to do it. The point is to be able to do it.

Which he was. Objectively. It was well within his reach, well within his limits, there was no real danger, here, actually, even if he fell it wasn’t that big of a drop—

“Okay, stop,” he said. “Just stop.”

He took four long, slow breaths.

What am I doing wrong?

Thinking, said Ashleigh.

I’m not kidding, Conor growled.

Neither am I.

Conor frowned.

Seconds passed.

…there was something there, maybe.

Rule two, though?

Yes, okay, rule two was never move without thinking, but…

Conor held his breath, feeling like he was on the edge of something, trying not to scare the insight away.

You’ve thought about this one a LOT.

His frown deepened. His shoulder Ashleigh was not wrong. Conor had agonized over this particular jump for hours at a time, not to mention the weeks of training, building up the strength in his shoulders, his grip, his knees…

There was the sound of a door opening, below, and he dropped like a stone, flattening himself out on the rooftop, hiding from view. Footsteps—loud but quickly fading—going, going, going—

Gone.

He rose slowly to his feet.

Bit on the nose, don’t you think?

Shut up, he thought wearily.

But okay, fine, yes, there were times to move without thinking, “never” wasn’t really the right word. He hadn’t been thinking during that very first jungle run, either, on the night after Ashleigh’s window. Or during freeze tag. Or—if he was perfectly honest—when he’d first broken the Gap.

But rule two wasn’t there for no reason. There was something under it—something deeper, truer, that the Official Rule Two was just the shadow of. It was the general idea—that he shouldn’t be stupid, shouldn’t be reckless—that there were careless mistakes he could avoid—should avoid—by reminding himself to actually use his brain.

But—

(He had the thread, now.)

—never move without thinking didn’t say anything about when the thinking was supposed to happen. He could frontload it. Had been frontloading it, already—was in a sense doing nothing but frontloading. Every single time he practiced a skill, drilling it down into muscle memory, he was doing the thinking in advance, saving it up…

…which was what was so infuriating about this jump. Conor knew everything he needed to know—had known it all for weeks—had thought through every relevant detail ten times over.

“Okay,” he said aloud. “Then fucking do it.”

His body did not move.

“Something’s going wrong,” he continued. “It’s the same thing every single time.”

What was it?

I thought we were trying not to think—

Shut UP, Ash.

Again the feeling of something skittish, lurking just out of sight.

He waited.

And waited.

And—

Ah.

There it was.

Conor turned his eyes toward the runup, the seven steps that he had paced out, left-right-left-right-left-right-left. It only took four to get up to something like ninety percent of his full speed. By seven, he was—or would be—basically sprinting.

(That was the idea, anyway.)

But he hadn’t actually made it to seven. Never, not once. He barely made it past three before his brain took over, reversing thrust, slowing him back down…

…because he didn’t want to stumble over the edge.

The point of no return isn’t the edge of the roof.

It was like four steps back from that. Which was obvious, in retrospect—but he had never thought of it that way, before. He’d been putting all of his conscious attention on the lip, the takeoff, and meanwhile his inner animal had been four steps ahead—

Literally.

—pulling the rug out from under him.

He frowned, staring unseeing at the black shingle, trying to think.

So…

So what he actually needed to break was the fourth step. The runup, not the monkey jump itself. Focus his efforts on the true point of no return, force himself to keep speeding up on steps four and five…

A part of him began to panic, then, and a smile crept across his face, because it was warning him that he was crazy, if he did that then he wouldn’t be able to stop, would run right off the edge…

…which was exactly the point. Which he was thoroughly equipped to handle, thank you very much. The part of his brain that kept hitting the brakes was confused—afraid of things it didn’t need to be afraid of, unaware that Conor had already solved that part of the problem.

He walked back to his starting position, turned to face the jump.

Hey, so—

He took a deep breath, and then another—rubbed his hands together and shook them loose, limbering up his wrists.

—if this doesn’t work out—

He stamped his feet, twisted them, grinding the ball of his shoe against the shingle, testing the grip—

—are you gonna be, like. Even madder about it? Because last time—

“Quiet,” he said aloud.

And then, silently:

I can do this.

And he could.

Which meant that he could do it right now, no more stalling.

Left, right, left, right, left, RIGHT, LEFT—

•   •   •

“You look cheerful,” his mother commented, glancing over from the kitchen. “Good day at school?”

“It was fine,” Conor said lightly, dropping his bookbag on the kitchen table. “Stroganoff for dinner?”

“Your favorite.”

•   •   •

Go do something else altogether.

Thursday, Friday, Saturday, Sunday. Conor woke up with his alarm, ate frozen waffles while his mother made her morning coffee, rode along with her to school in what was starting to feel like the new normal. He ate lunch with Holt and Eddie, partnered with Jennifer in Science for a project on Mars colonization, and spent the shrinking hours between school and sunset training. He could do the monkey jump with zero prep, now, and had landed it perfectly twenty-three times.

There was a soccer game Saturday morning, and he twice passed the ball to Guyler without either of them trying to murder the other. Afterward, he invited Holt over to play, and the two of them spent the afternoon building LEGO spaceships, playing Smash Bros. In the evening, they streamed trash movies and had a pillow fight, capping things off with ice cream before Holt’s mother came to pick him up.

On Sunday, he again spent the day with his parents. From morning until noon he re-mulched the garden beds with his father, and then after lunch the three of them got in the car and drove forty-five minutes to the Center for Science and Discovery, listening to Paul Simon’s Graceland on the way.

Conor had more fun than he was willing to admit with exhibits and activities he’d first seen in kindergarten, building arches and manipulating magnets and touching manta rays and launching tiny balls in the giant orbital moon mission simulator. When they got tired of the main floor, they went into the planetarium to catch a show about the meteor that killed the dinosaurs. On the way out, his mother bought him a small (and surprisingly heavy) tungsten sphere from the gift shop. Halfway home, they stopped at a sushi restaurant—

“Are you trying to bribe me?” Conor had asked, feeling almost shy.

“Trying to cheer you up,” his father had answered, and for a moment it had seemed like that might have ruined it, the fragile bubble of peace popping, unable to withstand direct acknowledgement.

But then the egg rolls arrived, and the conversation turned to Thanksgiving, and whether Conor’s aunt and cousins might come to visit. It was fully dark by the time they made it back to the house, and Conor went out to the little wall around Mr. Baker’s air conditioning unit and did topovers until he felt like stopping, not bothering to count.

“Ride tomorrow?” his mother asked as he came in from the cold, numb and filthy.

“Yeah,” he said.

It takes time.

He would take the bus again eventually, would make eye contact with Ashleigh in English at some point. But not yet. He hadn’t turned on his phone in days, had opened his computer but stayed away from any of the places where Ashleigh might have tried to reach him. He knew there was a chance the other boy hadn’t left any messages, and he did his best to brace himself for that, too—

You can just take things one step at a time, feel your way forward.

Monday. Tuesday. Wednesday…

•   •   •

“You haven’t brought your little book with you in a while.”

So thoroughly did this sentence demolish Conor’s thoughts that it took him multiple seconds to recover such basic facts as where he was, or who it was who’d spoken.

(Jennifer, and it was third period, Science. They had finished presenting their Mars projects the day before, and Conor had walked into the room to find the chairs arranged like an amphitheater, centered on a TV cart.)

“Sorry,” Jennifer said, as she slid into the chair next to him. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

(Her hair smelled different—like bubble gum.)

New shampoo.

They were at the back of the room, the rest of their classmates still milling around, fighting over seats while their teacher, Mr. Vernon, thumbed through a stack of DVDs.

“Uh,” said Conor, his brain still less than half online. “What book?”

“The little black one,” she said—

(Because of course that was the one she meant; if she’d meant some other book it wouldn’t have rearranged his brain in the first place.)

“—I’ve been meaning to ask you about it for a while, now, actually. Is it a journal? A sketchbook?”

“It’s…”

There was something like a traffic jam in Conor’s mind, as half of him tried (and failed) to find the words to explain, and the other half scrambled to stop him from saying anything at all.

“…private,” he said finally. And then winced, because that just made it sound—

“Oooh, mysterious,” Jennifer murmured, fixing him with a smile. “Especially since I’m pretty sure I saw Guyler Stevens with it in Social Studies a while ago. Twice, actually.”

Conor wasn’t quite sure what was happening to his face, but whatever it was, it turned the girl’s smile into a gentle laugh. “Relax!” she said, her eyes twinkling. “It’s cool, you can be mysterious. I like mysteries.”

She leaned back, making a little bit of extra room between them so she could reach out and nudge him on the shoulder with her fist.

Conor stared. There was a moment—maybe three or four seconds—during which his shoulder Ashleigh was somehow ahead of the rest of him, was cackling wildly in the back of his mind.

What’s so fucking fu—

(And then the rest of him caught up.)

He felt sweat break out on his forehead, and a wave of relief as Mr. Vernon chose that exact moment to kill the lights, plunging them into shadow.

Jennifer Eisley was talking to him.

Talking talking. Not like did you do your half of the project talking, but actually talking.

At the front of the room, The Magic School Bus Gets Lost In Space began playing, layered atop a low-level hum of murmurs and whispers that showed no real sign of stopping.

What do I—I mean, why is she—

(His shoulder Ashleigh was still laughing.)

“Look,” Jennifer whispered, leaning in close. “You seem kinda jumpy today, so let me know if I’m bugging you and I’ll leave you alone. But I liked working on the Mars project with you.”

They had gotten an A.

That’s seriously where your mind goes right now?

“Me, too,” he choked out, as his shoulder Ashleigh cackled again.

It wasn’t that he was, like, nervous around Jennifer—at least, he didn’t think so. It was just that this was coming out of nowhere, he hadn’t had a chance to get his feet under him, yet, properly shift gears—

Jennifer Eisley is talking to me.

“Cool,” she said. “You want to partner up next time, too?”

“Yeah,” he breathed.

(Because he did, and because he still hadn’t scraped together the necessary brainpower for guile.)

She leaned forward in her seat, turning back to peer at his face in the light of the TV.

“Okay, seriously,” she said, her voice still light and friendly. “I promise you can just tell me if I’m bothering you.”

“You’re not bothering me,” Conor said quickly.

(Too quickly.)

Sorry, it’s just that half the blood my brain usually uses is somewhere else all of a sudden—

You’re not helping.

Lol, as if I’m trying to.

“Okay,” Jennifer said—still sounding cheerful, but now with a hint of something like doubt.

Say something, dumbass!

Like what?

Anything except ‘I jerked off to you last night, you know.’

(Conor was going to figure out how to set his shoulder Ashleigh on fire.)

“I j—”

He slammed his mouth shut. Jesus fucking CHRIST.

“Hmm?”

He took a deep breath. “I just, um. Am not good at this.”

“‘This’?” she asked.

Oh god.

But when he looked over, she was wearing an impish smile, and she slugged him on the shoulder a second time. “Teasing,” she said. “It’s cute.”

Cute?

“And you getting prickly about being cute is also cute.”

Structural integrity at—

Before he could finish the thought, she had straightened in her chair, turning pointedly to face the front, and had lowered her hand to rest on her knee, fingers open, palm up.

Conor stared. Swallowed. Stared some more.

At the hand of Jennifer Eisley.

Jennifer, who Conor had indeed jerked off to the night before—who, he had just learned, had liked working on the Mars project with him, and had noticed his journal, and who was sitting next to him right now, clearly waiting for him to—

“Ahem,” she murmured.

What’s the matter, Bat-boy—

Conor shook his head like a dog. Lifted his own hand, reached out—

“There you go,” she said.

—placed it in hers. It was soft, and warm, and she squeezed his fingers gently, scraping a fingernail along the side of his thumb, sending a shiver up his arm and all the way down his spine.

He didn’t pay much attention for the rest of the period.

•   •   •

Thursday.

Conor was in Social Studies, half-asleep, and the chrrk of the intercom jerked him awake, sending a bolt of adrenaline down his spine.

“Ms. Nease, please send Conor Moreton to the office.”

There was the inevitable oooooo and the almost perfunctory knock it off as Conor stood, took the hall pass, stepped out into the empty corridor. He briefly considered panicking—

His shoulder Ms. Palmano gave him a look.

Okay, fine.

The trip through the hallway was uneventful, although the graffiti looked very fresh and the two students sitting a few feet away from it were focusing on their upside-down textbook suspiciously hard. Entering the office through the door facing the quad, Conor walked down the short passage to the front desk, where the secretary handed him a phone.

“Your mom,” she said, pointing him toward one of the plush chairs lined up against the wall.

(In his head, Ashleigh snickered.)

He took the phone, walked over, sat down.

“Hello?”

“Conor,” said his mother’s voice, taut and sounding slightly stressed. “We’ve got a bit of a perfect storm situation. Your father got called in for a big pitch on short notice and I just found out I’ll be stuck in meetings until late. Neither of us will be home before eleven at the earliest.”

“Okay.”

“You’ve got soccer at six. I’ve arranged for Linda to drive you over—”

“Linda?”

“Linda Stevens. Guyler’s mother.”

“Mom.”

“—you’ll go home with them after, and I’ll pick you up from there—”

“Mom.”

“Do not mess with me, Conor, I have neither the time nor the patience.”

“Mom, I—”

Hate him, Conor was going to say, but the words caught in his throat, some inner censor not quite willing to let them pass.

His mother took no more notice than a tank running over a toy car. “Linda will feed you and you will do your homework—”

“Why can’t I just walk home?” he protested. “Or go with Holt?”

“I already tried Elena, Holt has an away game tonight. And I spent twenty minutes trying to turn up a babysitter.”

“I don’t need a—”

“Conor.”

There was something dangerous in her tone, and his jaw snapped shut.

“You are not spending seven or more hours all by yourself with both of your parents unavailable in case of emergency. That is not happening. This is not a negotiation. You will go with Guyler after school. You will do your homework. You will be polite. I will not have to worry about you while I am in the middle of—”

She broke off, the sound of her voice suddenly muffled as she covered the phone, spoke to someone else on her end. Conor scrambled to find words, some argument that might pierce her armor—

“Say that you have heard me,” she said, suddenly back.

There was no way out. “I heard you,” he echoed.

“Tell me what you will do this evening.”

And there goes the loophole.

“I’ll go with Guyler after school,” he said tonelessly, why, how, it had all happened so fast. “I’ll ride with him to practice, then I’ll do my homework.”

“And you will be polite.”

“And I will be polite to Mrs. Stevens.”

“Conor.”

“Mom, you can’t seriously—”

“I can and you will, because I am getting off this phone in about twelve seconds. You will be polite, period. Say it.”

There has never been a slave who did not choose to be a slave…

“I’ll be polite.”

“Good. I love you. See you tonight.”

•   •   •

He didn’t have the little leatherbound journal with him—it was still sitting on the desk in his bedroom—so he tore a sheet of paper out of his notebook and wrote on that, instead.


its not my fault.




Duh. Even you’re not THAT much of an asshole.




I have to be pollite to you or I’ll get grounded.




Okay, I give up. Like, don’t get me wrong—I’ll happily take advantage of you having both hands tied behind your back. But seriously, why give me the heads up?




Didn’t want you to think I was being nice.



Guyler’s next message was not in words. It included at least two penises, which was all Conor registered before crumpling up the paper and dropping it to the floor.

•   •   •

“Where are we going?”

“Yeah, we don’t actually have to talk.”

It was 3:45. Guyler had been waiting at the flagpole, had turned and begun walking without a word as soon as Conor emerged from the double doors. Now the pair of them were headed up Edgewood Avenue, toward the cluster of shops and restaurants that everyone referred to as the new mall despite the fact that it had been there as long as Conor could remember.

You could just kill him, Ashleigh suggested. No one would know except both of your moms.

Conor rolled his eyes.

The other boy was silent, staring straight ahead as he walked, ignoring Conor completely. He kept a brisk pace, as if he had somewhere to be, and Conor let himself fall half a step behind.

His original plan for the afternoon had been to head for the playground at the park near his house. He’d spotted a new target jump the last time he was there, and had been hoping to break it. It was challenging in that the takeoff was a rail perpendicular to the target, meaning that Conor would have to leap with one foot in front of the other, like a tightrope walker.

But it would have to wait. There would be no training that afternoon—they had passed multiple tempting opportunities along their walk already, several of which seemed doable even with a heavy bookbag, but trying something with Guyler there just felt like asking for it.

Asked your mom for it last night.

Bored, listless, feeling slightly resentful—and knowing it wasn’t entirely fair—Conor began trying to guess where Guyler was taking them, half seriously and half ludicrously.

Flute lessons.

Strip club.

Grocery shopping.

Pottery class.

Dave’s Discount Furniture Warehouse.

They weren’t headed for the YMCA—that was downtown. So was the library. There was an arcade at the new mall, but somehow it was difficult to picture Guyler Stevens playing Skee-Ball, trading tickets for gumballs and glowsticks…

I could just leave. Let him go, go off on my own, meet up with him at like 5:45.

Except that, with the way his mother had sounded, he wouldn’t put it past her to call him at like 4:30 and demand that he put Guyler on the phone.

I can’t believe she did this to me.

Holt really did have an away game—Conor had checked, at lunch. And it wasn’t that crazy that his parents didn’t want to leave him home alone until eleven o’clock. A little bit insulting, but the normal kind of insulting, the kind Conor had learned to take in stride.

But Guyler fucking Stevens, of all people…

He’d tried to figure out his mother’s angle, and the best he’d been able to come up with was that she honestly thought there was a chance the two of them might become friends, was trying to push them together so they would, what—bond?

Conor looked at the back of the other boy’s head, the coldly unyielding set of his shoulders.

At least we both agree on fuck that.

It was almost four o’clock when they turned into a small parking lot on the south side of the new mall, bordered by an L-shaped strip—a bead shop, an H&R Block, a Subway, a massage parlor, a hardware store—

Tae Kwon Do?

Guyler said nothing, did not slow, marched straight up to the wide glass doors and pulled them open, stepping into a kind of lobby area without looking back.

Conor hesitated.

Inside, the other boy had already vanished, stepping through another door on the side of the space that looked like it led to a bathroom or a locker room or something.

Conor gnawed at his lip.

What are you, a fucking vampire?

He went inside.

The lobby was a small, carpeted space, with another wall—floor-to-ceiling glass, like the doors—separating it from an inner area that looked like the main training floor. There was a handful of chairs lined up in front of it, as if to allow parents to watch. There were twenty or so kids inside, ranging in age from about six to maybe sixteen. They were wearing white uniforms and colored belts—some were stretching, others practicing kicks and punches, a few running around laughing and chasing each other. It didn’t seem like class had started yet.

There were mirrors all along the left side of the space, and a line of big heavy punching bags on the right. The floor was covered in some sort of thin puzzle matting, like in a preschool play area, wide patches of red bordered in blue in an eye-twisting combination.

Guyler emerged from the bathroom, now barefoot and wearing the same uniform as the other kids, with a wide green belt tied around his waist. He walked past Conor without a word, without even a glance, swept open the door to the inner space and stepped inside, bowing as he did so with one hand covering his heart.

So. Is a green belt, like. Good?

Conor squashed the voice. There was a quiet dignity to the place, to the way Guyler had bowed as he passed through the door. His shoulder Ashleigh didn’t belong here.

He turned, dropping his bag into one of the empty chairs, settling himself into another. Beyond the glass, a man wearing a black uniform had emerged from some back room and was striding briskly across the floor. He stopped at a large, ornate drum in the corner, resting on a gilded wooden stand, and struck it four times with a felted mallet. The kids came running, sorting themselves out into neat, straight rows—

—all except Guyler.

Conor frowned.

The man had turned to face the same direction as the rows of students, all of them looking up at a flag hung over the mirrors, a yin-yang flanked by four clusters of thick black stripes. Their hands were over their hearts, just as Guyler’s had been as he’d walked through the inner door, and the man seemed to be reciting something Conor couldn’t quite make out.

Meanwhile, Guyler had dropped down to the ground, had stretched out horizontally, his hands curled into fists, and was now doing pushups on his knuckles.

What—

Slow, steady, up and down as the man finished his recitation, as he turned back to the students and began leading the class in a series of stretches. Conor hadn’t been counting, but it seemed like the other boy must have done at least fifty pushups before he paused, pushing himself up to a kneeling position, his face flushed and sweaty.

The class was chanting, now—loudly, in some language Conor didn’t know—loudly enough to be heard clearly through the glass as they did jumping jacks, squat thrusts, rotated their hips and their shoulders.

None of them spared Guyler a single glance.

After a time, the other boy lowered himself back to the floor and did ten more pushups, arms trembling.

Then another rest.

Then ten more.

Then another rest, and ten more.

The man at the front was dividing the class into groups, now, sending them off into different corners. The two oldest kids seemed to be helpers—they took charge of two of the groups while the man bounced back and forth between two others. One set of kids was practicing some kind of whirling, spinning kick. Another was working on some sort of wrestling move, the students grappling with each other, heaving one another over their hips.

Minutes passed. Still no one spoke to Guyler, who had slowed down even further—was doing pushups five at a time, now, with long breaks in between. Conor couldn’t be sure, but if he’d had to guess, he would have said that the other boy had easily done well over a hundred, maybe as many as a hundred and fifty. He noticed that Guyler wasn’t actually on the mat—had confined himself to a narrow strip of carpet just inside the door and had not stepped onto the floor proper.

Conor didn’t understand—had the distinct feeling of not understanding, an overwhelming sense that there was some thing here, some secret meaning that he was not privy to. At one point, he thought he saw the man in the black uniform glance in Guyler’s direction, saw his expression flicker, a frown tightening his face for just a moment before he looked away again—

Five more pushups.

And five more.

And five more.

At one point, two of the kids began goofing off, hitting each other with the wide, flat paddles that they had been using as targets, and the man in the black uniform called them out, sharply, gesturing for them to drop to the floor. Conor watched as they each did ten pushups, then stood and bowed respectfully before turning back to their drills.

So it’s a punishment.

But no one was punishing Guyler. No one had said anything. No one was even watching. It was like he wasn’t even part of the class, part of the school—like he was just a piece of furniture that no one happened to be using.

And there he goes again…

As the hour wore on, Conor’s curiosity began to give way to something like respect—admiration—maybe even awe, though the thought left a bitter taste in his mouth. He had never been particularly impressed by wrestlers and bodybuilders, but he’d done enough training over the summer and fall to have a sense of just what it meant, that the other boy was still going. He had to have done at least two hundred pushups, and while he was now down to sets of three, grinding them out with glacial slowness, his face showed no emotion—no frustration, no anger, no reluctance or pain.

Disciplined.

That’s how he looked. Disciplined. It was a word that was supposed to belong to places like this, a word Conor associated with karate and jiu-jitsu and tae kwon do, with ninjas and samurai and Buddhist monks. But it wasn’t something Conor had ever seen before.

(Not from the outside, anyway.)

It was uncomfortable, that sense of kinship. The recognition—in Guyler Stevens, of all people—of something Conor had been painstakingly cultivating in himself, something he’d felt proud of. It clashed horribly with the scribbled penises, the ruined journal, the endless stream of taunts and jabs and acid observations.

(Even less comfortably: it somehow brought to mind the other boy’s fury with Ashleigh, which had its echo in Conor’s own resentment—not to mention Conor’s long-running frustration with Ashleigh’s unwillingness to buckle down, his fundamental unseriousness—)

Conor shook his head, trying to clear away the traitorous thoughts, or at least rattle them into some more useful configuration. Inside, Guyler leaned forward, braced his fists against the carpet, executed a single slow, quivering pushup and then dropped his knees once more.

Eventually, the class ended, the instructor beating the drum again, summoning the students back into their neat little rows, saying a few words before dismissing them all with a bow. They streamed out through the doors, saying nothing at all as they passed by the kneeling boy, who managed one final pushup before standing, and bowing, and leaving, following the other boys into the bathroom to change.

Why?

Why, and—and what, too, Conor knew what he had seen but he didn’t know what it was, what it meant. Guyler emerged from the bathroom, his hair plastered to his forehead, and turned and walked straight out the door and into the parking lot without a word, leaving Conor to scramble after him. He wanted to understand, but the thought of simply asking was somehow impossible, was at once too aggressive and too intimate, he had no idea how to start a conversation like that, not with Guyler Stevens…

•   •   •

Friday, fifth period, 12:15.

Taking a deep breath, Conor stood—walked up the aisle—placed the little leatherbound journal softly on the other boy’s desk.

Guyler looked down at it, then back up, his expression closed and unreadable.

Conor shrugged, feeling somehow embarrassed, and returned to his seat. It took him nearly a full minute to work up the courage—

Courage?

—to look back at him—

What are you afraid of?

—but in the end, he managed it.

Guyler was bent over his desk, pen in hand, the little book open in front of him.

And he was writing in it.


Chapter 10Sonder


September 1st, 4:23PM

“Hey, why don’t we ever talk about Superman?”

“You got something to say about him?”

“…no, guess not.”

“There you go.”



•   •   •

Timothy had a new bookbag, and Ashleigh wasn’t there.

“He’s been biking,” the younger boy explained, from across the aisle.

It was Monday, the start of the last full week of school before Thanksgiving. The weather was turning properly cold, now, and most of the leaves that were going to fall had fallen. Conor had spent the day before with his parents—the third Sunday in a row—and some part of him begrudgingly acknowledged that it was doing something. He felt—

Uncaffeinated?

—smoothed out, somehow, everything a little less staticky. Maybe it was just the sheer number of minutes in which nothing in particular happened, some part of his brain that had come to believe that parents are for meddling slowly unlearning. They’d been reading by the fireplace, and he had gotten up to make hot chocolate for himself, and had been slightly surprised to discover that he’d made three cups without thinking, and somehow not surprised that his mother and father received them and drank them without a word, all of their appreciation conveyed in warm smiles and gentle nods. He’d gone to bed at eight—not out of exhaustion or fatigue, but simply because he’d felt sleepy, and ready for the day to be done.

He’d woken up an hour before his alarm, padded softly around the house, eaten his frozen Eggos in the silence of the empty kitchen and decided, spur of the moment, that today would be the day he tried taking the bus again. That he would sit down next to Ashleigh, if the other boy let him, and just…see what happened.

And now Ashleigh was absent, and the whole vibe was different, and there was a way in which Conor could feel that he could spiral about it, if he wanted to—his brain offering him the option to brood and fret and ruminate.

But it really was an option—was a gentle tug instead of a black hole. He’d sat down across from Timothy, instead, and everything still felt fine.

“New bag,” he said vaguely—

—and then a split second later noticed that Timothy was also wearing new clothes—that his uniform bore none of the rips and tears that had been accumulating since the first day of school.

Furtively, hoping to appear casual, Conor glanced toward the back of the bus—

“He isn’t fucking with me anymore, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

Conor turned back to see Timothy looking…braced, somehow, in a way that reminded Conor of how it felt to be caught in a conversation he could not avoid and did not want to have.

“Good,” he said, deliberately shifting his gaze toward the front, letting his eyes wander.

(If Timothy didn’t feel like talking, Conor wasn’t about to make him.)

They rode in silence for a minute or two, long enough for Conor’s thoughts to drift. He would see Ashleigh in first period, and Guyler in fifth—

(The other boy had not yet given back the little leatherbound journal—had kept it, writing in it off and on throughout math on Friday and slipping it into his binder when the bell rang.)

—it felt like a lot, but Sunday’s peace was still with him, and he felt ready, steady, whatever word meant the opposite of fragile—

Robitussin.

Shh.

There was so much that was out of his hands, and something about that had metabolized into peace rather than panic, a sort of stoic shrug.

It’ll turn out however it turns out.

And in the meantime, there were other places for Conor to aim his agency, other targets for his will-to-change. He had begun to plan another mission, had only the central movement pinned down and was hoping to spend the fifteen-minute break between second and third periods assessing a possible escape route—

“It was Devon,” Timothy said, breaking his reverie, the younger boy’s voice low and reluctant.

“Hmm?”

“I got Devon to help me with Eichardt.”

Again Conor felt the potential for a spiral, like an option box in a video game—would you like to freak out about this?

“How?” he asked mildly.

“I did him some favors.”

“No, I meant, like…how did he get Eichardt to back off.”

Although also, what favors, that sounds…ominous.

Timothy shrugged, some small measure of wariness draining from his posture as Conor remained more-or-less nonchalant. “He did like a meditation thing—”

“Mediation?”

“Sure. Sat us both down and made us list our, whadyacallit, our grievances. Thought he was going to make us say sorry to each other or something, but at the end of it he just asked how big our beef was and what it would take to make it go away.”

“How big your—”

“Beef, yeah. Like, how mad were we, really.”

Conor’s head tilted. “How mad were you?”

Timothy’s cheeks flushed. “Uh. About two hundred dollars’ worth?”

Conor blinked.

“I…see,” he said.

(Which he sort of did, the words Timothy was saying technically made sense in that order, but—)

“Is that where the new bag came from?” he asked.

“And the shirt, yeah.”

Conor bit his lip. “So you owe Devon, what—like eight favors, now?”

(That didn’t sound good.)

“No, at thirty apiece that’d only be six and two-thirds. And he said he’d spot me the two-thirds because, uh, that shit was better than the worse half of Die Hard. So it was only six.” Timothy swallowed. “Uh. And also it was actually only two because if I paid him back for the whole two hundred then he wouldn’t’ve actually bought the beef.”

“Bought the beef.”

The younger boy squirmed, but didn’t break eye contact. “Yeah. Um. He said it was, uh. His beef, now. Bought and paid for.”

(That definitely didn’t sound good.)

“What favors, Timothy?” He couldn’t quite keep an edge of tension from creeping into his tone. I said I’d look after you…

Well, you didn’t.

“Nothing. Weird shit.”

“Like what, Timothy?”

“Like spill my tray in the lunch line.”

Huh?

Timothy mumbled something under his breath.

“What was that?”

The younger boy sighed. “And carry a bag and hide it somewhere, okay? But don’t flip out, I’m not stupid. I looked. He said I could look. It wasn’t drugs and it wasn’t guns.”

“What was it?”

“Secret.”

“Timothy—”

“What?” the younger boy shot back, defiance poking out through the embarrassment. “What? You going to sit there and tell me that a two-minute fetch quest and a ten-second distraction weren’t worth a clean uniform and getting that fucking gorilla off my back?”

You INVITED the fucking gorilla—

“A distraction from what, though?” Conor asked.

“I don’t care.”

“Seriously?”

Timothy crossed his arms. “He’s not a bad guy.”

“We don’t know that.”

“Well, he doesn’t have to prove that he’s not a bad guy.”

“Timothy, come on, you can’t tell me you don’t hear what this sounds like—”

“It doesn’t matter what it sounds like, it matters what it is.”

Conor felt a chill run down his spine.

“That’s a quote, isn’t it?” he asked grimly. “That’s something Devon said to you.”

Timothy said nothing—just glowered, his expression mutinous.

“Timothy—”

“Shut up,” the younger boy snapped. “You’re not the boss of me. I didn’t have to tell you any of this. It’s none of your business.”

Conor opened his mouth—

“I’m not kidding. Don’t fuck with me.”

Conor’s mouth shut with a click, his emotions swirling, worry and frustration and—if he was honest—a tiny prickle of fear. Not fear fear, it wasn’t like Timothy would do anything bad, probably, not to Conor…

But.

Slowly, he held up his hands. “Okay, okay,” he said. “I’m not the boss of you. But—”

The younger boy stiffened, eyes full of warning, and Conor raised his hands another inch. “Can I just say one thing?” he asked.

A dangerous stillness, like a coiled snake.

“Just…look, rule number one, okay? …please.”

•   •   •

There was graffiti spray-painted across forty feet of lockers, and a bored-sounding teacher on repeat:

“We’ll be repainting this afternoon; for now just ignore it. We’ll be repainting this afternoon; for now just ignore it. We’ll be repainting this afternoon…”

With the crush of students filling the hall, and people opening their lockers left and right, Conor couldn’t make out what the vandal had written. The bit on his own locker door looked like it might be a cursive i, or maybe a very loose interpretation of a dick. He stashed his bookbag, grabbing the stuff he needed for second and third periods and pausing for a moment to tuck the mask away into his pocket before heading for the bathroom.

Someone had shit in the urinal, and for good measure pissed on the floor; Conor breathed through his mouth while he waited for a stall and flushed with his foot, touching nothing. There were sounds coming from the next stall over that mostly made him think Seriously? and he wondered idly whether they were planning to be late or actually intended to wrap things up in the next two and a half minutes.

Back out in the hallway, he almost tripped over a ruined textbook, dodging a second and then giving up and just walking over the ripped-out pages of a third (since everyone else already was). Apparently someone had had their stuff thrown to the floor right before the stampede; either they hadn’t been there to see it in the first place, or they’d simply given up and walked away.

Conor half-closed his eyes, shutting out as much of the chaos as he could while still being able to navigate. It wasn’t that things were that much worse than usual, really, but it was all somehow louder, harder-hitting, less ignorable after a quiet Sunday with his parents.

He made it to the door of Ms. Palmano’s classroom with about a minute and a half to spare and found himself oddly torn—eager to escape into the relative calm but less ready for his planned encounter than he had been.

You can just not, if you need to. He can wait one more day.

But Conor didn’t actually want to postpone. It was nice to remind himself that he could—to take a little bit of the pressure off—but although his composure was wearing thin, the core intention still felt right.

It was time.

Conor stepped through the door.

The room was still only half-settled, most of the other students wandering around, chatting. Ms. Palmano was seated at her desk, rifling through papers, not yet ready to call them to order. There was nothing written on the board.

Ashleigh was sitting in his usual seat, talking to no one, his eyes unfocused. His desk was further in than Conor’s, his back to the door, and so he couldn’t see as Conor approached.

You’ve got maybe fifty seconds, just FYI.

Conor swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. He hadn’t planned anything—hadn’t felt right planning anything—had sort of assumed he would just…know what to say, in the moment. But he was four steps away, now, and he still had nothing.

He paused, hovering behind Ashleigh’s shoulder, and his eyes fell on Ms. Palmano. She was looking straight at him, her gaze steady, her face giving nothing away.

…little help?

For once, she didn’t read his mind—or if she did, her answer was simply to remain still, silent, watchful.

Forty seconds.

Conor took in a deep breath, through his nose—

Ashleigh turned, looking over his shoulder at the soft sound.

Their eyes met.

Conor opened his mouth—

“I’m sorry,” Ashleigh said, the words low and soft but quick, filling the space before Conor could say whatever it was he might have said. “I—Conor, I’m really, really sorry.”

He looked as though there was more—as though he had a thousand words lined up and was holding them back, waiting to see how Conor would respond, and it suddenly occurred to Conor that for once in his life, Ashleigh might have actually thought ahead—might have spent some part of the past two and a half weeks imagining this moment, and what he would say if Conor ever gave him the chance.

“I know,” Conor said quietly.

(Because he couldn’t quite bring himself to say It’s fine.)

Ashleigh swallowed, his eyes searching, hesitant. A long moment passed, their silence an island in the bustle and chatter of the classroom around them, and some part of Conor noticed that he was slowing, actually, slowing back down again. That the Sunday stillness—

(Which had been muddied by the conversation with Timothy, and then polluted still further by the chaos of the hallway.)

—had returned, a little. That he was feeling more grounded, not less, the longer he looked into the other boy’s eyes.

Yeah, almost like I’m your best friend, or something.

“If you don’t ever want to talk to me again, I’ll—”

“I don’t,” Conor interrupted. “Never want to talk to you again, I mean.”

Visible relief washed over the other boy’s face, followed by a sort of tightening as he sucked in a breath, seemed to muster his resolve. “I know I—I want to try to, to, I don’t know, make it up to you, somehow, I’m sorry, I don’t know how, I know that just saying sorry doesn’t—”

“Ash.”

The other boy’s jaw snapped shut, and that same slow, circumspect part of Conor noted that this was different, this new power that he suddenly had—the way the other boy was twitching like a half-trained dog on a leash.

(He didn’t like it. It didn’t feel right—didn’t feel like Ashleigh.)

Yeah, imagine how he feels about it.

It seemed to be Conor’s turn, so he cast about for something useful to say.

…unfortunately, there wasn’t much.

“I’m still mad,” he warned.

“I know,” the other boy replied breathlessly. “It—I know.”

Another silence. Conor again found himself thinking about the two and a half weeks that had passed since Halloween, found himself wondering—for the first time—what that stretch of time had been like, for Ashleigh. Conor had had Holt, and Timothy, and Ms. Palmano, and his parents…

He hung you out to dry for like a month.

But that didn’t matter. Or rather, it mattered, but it didn’t matter when it came to the question of whether or not Ashleigh had suffered, nor whether Conor cared. It wasn’t like one hurt canceled out the other, wasn’t like Conor wanted Ashleigh’s life to be worse just because Conor’s had been rough.

He did this to himself.

Yeah—and he seemed to have realized that, since the last time they’d talked.

Since you threw me out of your house, you mean.

“Do—” the real Ashleigh began, and then broke off, clearing his throat and starting over. “D’you want to, you know. Talk about it?”

Conor considered, shook his head. “Not yet.”

The other boy seemed to deflate just a little, but he nodded.

“But I wanted to say hi,” Conor added. “So, uh. Hi.”

Again a wash of relief, the tension in the other boy’s face halving, leaving him looking nearly like himself again. “Hi, Conor.”

They looked at one another for another long moment, and Conor began to feel a pull in the other direction—a sense that they had done enough, for this first reunion, and it was time to let the dust settle.

“Well,” he said, holding out a fist. “See ya.”

The other boy bumped it. “Thank you,” he whispered.

Conor was the first to break eye contact, turning away just as some other part of his brain kicked back into gear and whispered hey, that felt like a whole lot longer than forty sec—

“To your seats, kiddos,” came Ms. Palmano’s voice, slicing through the chatter. “We’ve got a lot to do this period, time to get started.”

Conor looked at his teacher—

—at the clock on the wall, which read 8:28—

—back at his teacher.

She winked.

Little help, indeed.

Conor walked over to his seat, drew a pencil and some paper out of his binder, and took another deep breath. Seven periods left in the day, not counting lunch and homeroom.

Maybe he would talk to Ashleigh again, in Activity.

•   •   •


Send me a pic.



Jennifer capitalized her texts, and punctuated them, and spelled all the words right, and it was like comparing their handwriting—made Conor feel naked, and small, even though he was pretty sure she wasn’t doing it on purpose and didn’t care and wasn’t judging him and it had nothing whatsoever to do with him, really, and was just how she was.


what kind

One where you really like how you look. [image: ☺]



…Conor didn’t have any of those.

•   •   •

The little leatherbound journal was waiting on his desk when he entered fifth period. Guyler was in his usual seat, looking toward the board at the front of the room in a way that felt a lot more like not-looking-in-Conor’s-direction than usual.

Conor picked up the book, considering.

Maybe…

Maybe he should hold off, actually. Focus on the lecture, see if there was any chance he might salvage his crashing grade. The twin encounters with the two Falhanners had taken a lot out of him, and Jennifer’s unanswered text was itching like a shirt tag, and whatever Guyler had written was unlikely to make any of that better…

He slipped the book into his binder.

Fifty minutes and—thankfully—only two public humiliations later, and he was weaving his way through the crowd toward the cafeteria, hopping over the broken glass from where someone had shattered one of the windows flanking the doors to the high school math wing.

(There was no blood that Conor could see, so it probably hadn’t been like that one time, when Chris Hubert shoved Zack Jones’s head through the security glass.)

Conor had eaten lunch with Holt and Eddie every day for the past week, and it now felt a little strange to be headed for the sparsely populated area by the silent lunch tables—like putting on a jacket for the first time since the previous winter, the fit unfamiliar and slightly off. But his new and fragile calm had been put through the wringer already, had not been improved by Mrs. Atkins’s interrogations, and he didn’t feel like finding out whether it could withstand a twenty-minute onslaught of Eddie being Eddie.

Setting his tray down on the table, he opened up the little leatherbound journal and slid it just underneath, so that the pages were held open. His own question, at the top, had fit into a single line:


What was that about?



Guyler’s answer filled the rest of the page and half of the next, the jagged handwriting triggering an entirely unconscious flinch. But Conor steeled himself, forced himself to bend over and begin reading.


I’m banned. My sabumnim found out I got into a fight on purpose. He’s extremely clear about never using his teachings for anything other than self-defense. He told me I couldn’t take classes from him ever again.

(Sabumnim means instructor.)




Fine, fuck you. The way it works is, at my academy, if you’re late, you do ten pushups. If you’re goofing off, you do ten pushups. If you break the rules or show disrespect, you do ten pushups. I’m not going to connect the dots for you—you can figure this one out.




It was the only thing I could think of, okay?




Don’t fucking tell anybody. That should be obvious but I’m spelling it out.




I’ve been going there since fifth grade. Tell Ashleigh to kill himself.




Seriously, don’t tell.




I should just throw this fucking thing away. What are you gonna do about it, really.




…man, fuck you, and fuck your mom, too.



Conor leaned back in his chair, feeling his thoughts trying to race and holding them back, letting them through only one at a time.

No insults.

There weren’t any insults.

Well, okay—there were the fuck yous and the general aura of sneering disdain. But there was nothing—nothing targeted, nothing vicious. By their usual standard, it was downright civil. Guyler had simply…answered the question.

(Had answered it in detail. Had gone back to add detail—from the look of the handwriting, the way the lettering in each new clump of words was slightly different, the other boy hadn’t written them all at once, but had returned to the page over and over, adding postscripts one at a time across hours or days.)

Conor picked up his sandwich, took an absentminded bite.

That…

…meant something.

It meant something, that Guyler had come back to the little book, again and again. That he’d—that he had—

(Conor’s eyes fluttered closed.)

Wanted me to understand.

That he hadn’t been satisfied with his first answer. Had imagined Conor reading it, and imagined Conor’s reply, and preempted it, and still not been satisfied.

That meant something.

Sure. What, though?

…Conor didn’t know.

But it wasn’t what he had been expecting.

(He felt his brow furrow, his lips tightening into a frown.)

Had he been expecting something?

…he didn’t know that, either. But he hadn’t been expecting this. He’d written the question on autopilot, on instinct, following some wordless intuition that a face-to-face conversation was unlikely to go well, but—

(His frown deepened.)

…but the book where he’s been tearing you a new one for weeks might do the trick?

Well. It had.

He looked up, sweeping his gaze across the cafeteria, his eyes finding the other boy. Guyler was facing away from him, eating alone as usual. For a moment, Conor felt a strange impulse to stand up, and go sit beside him…

Wait, seriously?

Conor chewed at the inside of his cheek. He didn’t like this—was unused to being this uncertain about his own actions, his own motivations. He pulled his eyes away from the other boy, sent them drifting, as if they might magically find answers elsewhere in the crowd. There was Eichardt, hooting and laughing with a cluster of goons. There were Holt and Eddie, at their usual table, Holt singing loudly into an imaginary microphone. There was that anomalous high schooler again, Owen or Oliver or whatever his name was—

Conor paused.

It might have just been his brain, desperate for something to latch on to.

But the boy—

Oliver.

—Oliver was wet.

Not obviously. Not soaked. The high schooler had done his best to hide it, had probably used up half a ton of paper towels drying off. But his hair was just a little bit damp, and there was an uncomfortably familiar semicircle of moisture still darkening the neck and shoulders of his sweatshirt.

(Conor had never been swirlied, but he’d seen the aftermath before.)

And now that he looked closer, the older boy’s eyes were rimmed with red, and his nose had a pale sort of look that made Conor think of nosebleeds…

…and Timothy.

Bullied.

Oliver was being bullied. Or had been bullied, anyway, at least once.

At least twice. You saw them knock him over right here in the cafeteria, remember?

Conor frowned. There was something there—something tickling, tantalizing, tip-of-the-tongue, a color in common between Oliver and Timothy…

(His eyes shifted all on their own, settling on Guyler once again.)

…and Guyler, too.

He looked back down at the open book on the table, the cutting, angry letters. I’m not going to connect the dots for you—you can figure this one out.

(It was odd—he didn’t feel curious, had no discernible desire to be chasing down a mystery. It felt more like something that was happening to him—a reflex, a compulsion—like there was a sliver of food stuck between his teeth and he couldn’t stop his tongue from worrying it.)

Well, they’ve all gotten the shit kicked out of them recently.

But that thought produced no—no recognition, no satisfying click. He had the sense that he would know he had the answer, once he had it in hand…

Lonely?

Well, now you’re not even trying.

(He closed his eyes again.)

Oliver. Timothy. Guyler Stevens.

And Mrs. Falhanner.

(Again a frown, but he waited, patient, allowing the thought to breathe.)

…Mrs. Falhanner?

And Ashleigh.

But Ashleigh hadn’t been bullied. Neither had his mom…

Not since last night, anyway, what WHAAAT.

Conor sighed. But yes, fine, sure, it wasn’t about that. It was about…

(The feel of a snowball, rolling downhill, gathering mass and momentum.)

Oliver. Oliver had made him think of Timothy and Guyler, and then Guyler had made him think of Mrs. Falhanner, and Mrs. Falhanner had made him think of Ashleigh…

(His brain offered up a memory, a replay of his reunion with Ashleigh—his suspicion that the other boy had actually thought through what he would say in advance, maybe, in a rare and conspicuous break from his usual M.O.—)

And then it clicked.

Conor’s eyes opened, locking once more onto Guyler, who had been sitting on the fringes of his Tae Kwon Do classes since September, doing pushups the whole time. Who had been taking Tae Kwon Do classes for years—for longer, in fact, than Conor had known him, longer than the lifetime of their entire feud.

(He could feel the next thought coming, and it was silly, kindergarten, obvious—enough that his cheeks were already burning—but he went ahead and thought it anyway, let the words be heard inside his head.)

Guyler Stevens is real.

He was real, a real person, he existed even when Conor wasn’t looking, things were happening to him even when Conor wasn’t there.

(Awful things, sometimes.)

And Oliver—Conor knew, in an abstract sort of way, that high schoolers got bullied, too, had occasionally caught a glimpse of some fight in the hallways or on the bus. But from his perspective, they had always been randos—one-offs, anonymous nobodies, faces he’d never seen before and would never see again (or at least, faces he had no reason to remember).

But Oliver—

Conor was suddenly realizing that the Oliver in his head—

(Who was no more the real Oliver than his shoulder Ashleigh was the real Ashleigh.)

—the Oliver in his head lived in the cafeteria. Had only ever been visible there, was a timeless fixture like the giant bulldog painted on the back wall.

But the swirly. The swirly had broken the illusion—was the sort of thing that (obviously) had happened somewhere else. Because of course the real Oliver went other places, did other things—might be any sort of person at all, and was some sort of person, in truth. Had a whole, specific life that Conor knew absolutely nothing about—a life which had led him to sit all by himself next to middle schoolers on silent lunch for the past two and a half months.

(Obvious in retrospect, but now it was visceral, the realization hitting him in the parts that didn’t think in words. Like the difference between knowing he was capable of the monkey jump, and having actually done it.)

He looked down at Guyler’s answer again.

My sabumnim found out I got into a fight on purpose.

Guyler had been following them, on the last day of summer. Had followed them into the tree—had been looking to start something, and taken actual steps to make it happen. Was an agent, like Ms. Palmano talked about—someone with preferences, and plans to enact those preferences.

And then it had all gone wrong for him, not just the bruises and the stitches and the concussion but a whole other problem that Conor had never suspected, never imagined—and Guyler was doing something about that, too, was not just rolling over and letting it happen. Was doing a surprising thing. A strange thing.

A serious thing.

(It was the only thing I could think of, okay?)

Conor swallowed, the epiphany rolling over him, the dominoes falling—had to force himself to not start thinking about Holt, and Eddie, and Jennifer, and Devon, and Ms. Palmano, and his parents—fuck, my parents—his father was out there right now, somewhere, living and breathing and thinking and feeling things—

And then he could not help but imagine it, the picture unfolding in his mind without permission—the moment, two and a half weeks ago, when he had screamed at Ashleigh to get out, get out, get out of my house. Three times he had said it, and Ashleigh had gone—gone out the front door and started walking, what had that walk been like, what had that week been like, Conor couldn’t begin to imagine the inner lives of the five hundred people currently in earshot but he knew Ashleigh—

It was a greater test of his fragile serenity than anything else, a hard thing to contain without unraveling. But he did contain it—and more, he did so without flinching, turned fully toward it, letting himself feel it.

(It hurt.)

But that was okay, because he had made it through alive, Ashleigh had made it through alive, the flip side of the revelation that there were things out there that could destroy you was the fact that most of the time, they didn’t.

I’m so sorry, Ashleigh.

And he was. Not in a way that erased anything. Not in a way that made it his fault. But he was sorry, and that felt…good, and right, and clean in a way that hadn’t quite been true of that first rendezvous, in English. He would have to tell the other boy—in Activity, maybe, or maybe it was finally time to go back to Ashleigh’s house.

But first there was Guyler, the other other boy, whose raw emotion was splattered across the pages of their little book like blood. There was something there that didn’t feel right to leave unanswered, an open loop that would gnaw at him until he closed it. It didn’t need to be now, necessarily, but it did need to be next.

(Or so said his brain, anyway. He couldn’t have said why, if Ms. Palmano had asked him to explain. But he couldn’t say why for a lot of things. He’d never really been able to say why for Binder’s Gap, and he hadn’t let that stop him.)

Taking a sip of his chocolate milk, Conor bent over the open book and began to write.

•   •   •


You never sent a pic. Are we breaking up? =P

(=P means it’s a joke, don’t panic.)

(But you never sent a pic. Why not?)

uh. sorry

real anser is I don’t have one

Ooooo, what’s the fake one?

what?

…nvm. It’s kinda sad you don’t have one!

Want me to help you fix that?

uh. sure

Hey, you said you’re bad at this, so I hope this isn’t rude or whatever. But I think you maybe answered a different question than the one I asked. I wasn’t asking if you’d let me drag you around to fix it. I was asking if you WANT me to help you fix it.



•   •   •

“Okay, so. The problem is you’re…trying to grab the rail?”

Late afternoon, Freedom Plaza, the shadows lengthening, the chill settling in. Ashleigh had had his bike with him from that morning, and so had not been on the bus, and Conor had tagged Timothy instead, the pair of them slipping out unnoticed at a downtown stop behind one of the Central kids.

“I thought grabbing the rail was, like. The whole thing.”

Conor shook his head. “It seems like that, when you see it from the outside. But no.”

They were facing the railing of the handicap ramp, the sort that was made up of smooth, thick metal bars running parallel to the ground, one a little bit above waist height and the other halfway down, with a space of maybe a foot and a half between them.

(The lower rail was to stop toddlers from falling through, Conor figured, although that didn’t quite make sense—it seemed to him like a toddler would have no problem falling through anyway, if they really wanted to.)

They were working slipthroughs at the hairpin turn, where the floor of the ramp was flat, the railings level instead of sloped. Timothy was down below, having just finished his previous, clumsy attempt. Conor was up top, and as the younger boy cleared out of the landing zone, he backed up as far as he could, then took three quick steps forward, running straight at the gap between the two bars, leaning back so that his legs extended out in front of him, letting his momentum carry him smoothly between them, under the top rail and over the lower one. He caught the upper railing as he went—a light, cradling gesture, barely holding on—sort of pulling it upward, along his torso, past his face—then flinging it above and behind him as he straightened back to vertical, dropping the extra couple of feet down to the concrete.

“See?” he said, slightly breathless. “You don’t want to, like, lean forward, and grab the rail with your hands. Then your body’ll be all backwards. You want to go through like you’re going down a waterslide. You barely even grab the rail, really. Super light touch.”

“So you have to, what, put your feet through before you even touch the bar? Fuck that noise, that’s fucking terrifying.”

Conor’s lip twitched.

He’d been relieved that the younger boy had been willing to go with him at all—had seemed to have forgiven both Conor’s near-trespass on the bus that morning and the long gap since their previous session.

(He could not, in his heart of hearts, say that Timothy was wrong to turn to Devon—could not in fact promise that he could be there when the younger boy needed him. But the more he could be around, the less void there would be, for the strange unsettling high schooler to fill.)

“I mean…yeah,” Conor said. “Terrifying. I don’t know how to say, like…if it wasn’t, then everybody could do it?”

Timothy made a face Conor couldn’t quite decipher, emitted a sound like Gleaugh.

“It’s not that bad,” Conor argued. “Think of it this way—with the way you’re running up to it, you’re kind of just…already going through? Like, you don’t really have to do anything. It takes way less oomph than a jump. You’re really just…putting yourself on track, and then your hands are just for, like. Fine-tuning.”

He turned, popping back up and over onto the ramp, gesturing for Timothy to follow. The younger boy joined him, and they both turned to face the railing again.

Timothy stood in place, prepared, started forward—

—stopped.

“It’s fine,” Conor said.

The younger boy returned, reset—stamped his feet, rubbed his hands, locked his eyes on target and muttered something under his breath. Again he tensed, gathering energy—again he took two steps—

“Fuck!”

The word echoed across the empty plaza, and Conor couldn’t quite suppress a smile.

“Do you know what it is?” he asked gently. “Like. What’s in the way?”

Timothy was glaring at the railing, his eyes two shades shy of murderous. “It’s—”

The younger boy started forward again, this time making it far enough for his hands to grip the railing—but his feet were still planted solidly on the concrete, had failed to actually leave the ground.

“You can do it from there,” Conor said. “But it’s a different move, really. Like, you’ll be jumping up and then sort of yanking yourself through, and it doesn’t really transfer to the running version.”

“Can you do it again?” Timothy asked, stepping off to the side.

Conor nodded, squared up, let the rectangular gap fill his vision.

Three quick steps—

Through.

“It’s the—the hole,” Timothy said.

“You mean, like, between the rails?”

“No, I mean—it’s that second where you’re, like. You gotta go for it, but you don’t have anything to grab on to. Where your feet are already in between the bars but you’re not touching anything. Before your hands touch. It’s fucking scary.”

The hole.

Conor nodded. “Is that any different from the mo—the Spiderman jump?” he asked. “Like, you’re in midair then, too, no?”

Timothy shrugged, an irritable, twitchy motion like a horse trying to shake off a fly. “Dunno,” he said. “The bars, maybe? Like, with the Spiderman, there’s just the wall. That’s it, that’s all you have to worry about. Here, you can bash your spine, your knees, your head, come out wrong and, idk, land flat on your back on the fucking concrete. Also I’m just kinda not used to throwing myself feet-first at something and leaning back.”

Conor nodded. “Yeah,” he said. He thought for a moment. “You could maybe work on that part on the playground?” he suggested. “Like, swinging yourself onto the slides by grabbing the bar at the top. But that has the same problem of, like, you’re gonna want to work your way up to jumping before you grab on, not just swinging yourself down. You can’t really half-ass it—you gotta be willing to be not in control, commit to it a hundred percent before you actually know for sure how it’s going to turn out…”

Conor paused as he heard himself, the words slowly filtering their way through his own brain.

…huh.

Timothy was giving him a look, and he realized he’d trailed off, scrambled for the next sentence.

“Uh. You could also try it on, like, the pullup bars at the track,” he said. “You know—the ones that are like four feet high? With all the other exercise stuff? Like, get a rope or something, tie it across down low, practice slipping through without having to worry about the bottom bar busting your butt.”

Timothy’s lip twisted. “Feels like cheating,” he said.

Conor frowned. “What?”

But the younger boy didn’t answer, was once more running toward the tiny gap—

“God damn it.”

“Look,” Conor said, trying to pitch his voice somewhere in the vicinity of soothing. “It is cooler to break it, I dunno, irl? No training wheels? Like I get why you want to just do it—”

“It’s not about the move, though,” Timothy cut in. “Like at this point I’m not actually trying to do a slipthrough, I’m trying to get my fucking brain to—”

He broke off and tried again, this time managing to get his entire body airborne, but still not actually threading the needle—ended in a sort of half-crouch, almost like a monkey jump, his feet on the bottom bar and his hands gripping the top. From there, he lifted his feet and slithered through the gap just fine, dropping down to the concrete below, but—

“Shit. Shit on a biscuit. Shit on three biscuits.”

Conor hid his grin behind a hand.

“Look,” he ventured gently, after Timothy had calmed down a bit. “I, um. Don’t exactly know how to make your brain cut it out. Like, I’m still working on that one myself. I get stuck the same way. But. There’s a thing I do that kinda…helps? Sometimes? …I could say something here, if you want.”

“It’s just—you make it look so easy.”

“It is easy—once you already know how to do it. Once your body knows how to do it. Before that, I dunno—”

He hesitated, feeling like an impostor.

(How did Ms. Palmano do it? Day after day after day?)

“—don’t confuse how you think you should feel with how you actually do feel, you know?” he said, hoping the younger boy wouldn’t notice his face flushing. “Like fine, sure, it’s lame for you to be scared of it, you’re the littlest tiniest baby. So what? You are scared. Doesn’t change what you gotta do to break through. Like, you have the same work cut out for you either way.”

Timothy shot him a sour look. “You’re kind of a grownup, you know that?”

Man, when he started that sentence, I really thought it was going to end with the word ‘asshole.’

Conor didn’t know what to say to either brother, so he simply shrugged. Stepping back toward the ramp, he popped up and over, leaving the younger boy down below. Turning, he set his feet, took a deep breath, started forward—

(Like butter.)

Timothy watched as Conor did the slipthrough a dozen more times, each one identical save for the fact that after the first two he began to alternate his takeoff foot, making sure he could execute the technique regardless of whether he approached on his left or on his right.

“Okay,” Timothy grumbled. “Tell me, senpai. What’s this one weird trick.”

Conor stopped. “Not really a trick,” he said, panting. “More like. Mindset. Think. Who’s someone. You care about? Like—”

Well, not Ashleigh, probably.

“—your mom, or. Isabella.”

Timothy squinted.

“Don’t have to tell me. Just figure it out in your own head.”

After a moment, the younger boy nodded.

“Okay, well. Brain being stupid, right? Like, you’re pretty sure you got this, but your brain won’t let you. One way to fix that, get the scared part to shut up. Practice on the pullup bar, with ropes. Build up confidence. But if you don’t want to do that—the other way is to make something else be louder than the scared part. Do it anyway, even though you’re scared.”

Timothy nodded slowly. “Okay.”

Conor nodded toward the railing. “You’re on one side of the rail,” he said quietly. “Isabella—or whoever—is on the other. And there’s a fire. Or a guy with a gun. Or she’s been hit by a car and she’s bleeding out. Some kind of ticking clock. In that situation. You gonna tell me you’re going to be too scared to do it?”

“I could just climb through.”

Conor shrugged. “Sure. For this obstacle. But climbing through is slower. Takes, what—five seconds? I can get through it in one second. Might make the difference.”

“When is four seconds gonna make the difference?” Timothy grumbled.

(A high schooler, drunk and giggling, his date’s panties dangling from his fingertips…)

“Or maybe there’s just no second way,” Conor said, after a brief moment to shake off the memory. “Like the—”

Conor broke off, realizing that he’d never actually discussed Binder’s Gap with Timothy, didn’t know whether the other boy—

Of course he knows. Ashleigh, remember?

Right.

“—like the jump from the auditorium to the gym. Do or die.”

Timothy scowled. “Or go home.”

Conor shrugged. “Yeah, sure. Nothing stopping you.”

The younger boy shot him a glare.

“What?” Conor said.

“Aren’t you supposed to, like. Encourage me?”

The words rolled off of his tongue in sheer reflex, an offhand comment Ms. Palmano had made weeks earlier that had been haunting Conor ever since:

“Who’s doing the supposing?”

“…what?”

“Never mind.” Conor shrugged again. “I…don’t think it actually works like that,” he said, the words coming out more slowly as he carefully felt his way forward. “Like, I think it’s either in you or it isn’t? For something like this. Where you have to, I dunno, figure out your own way through it. I can’t tell you how to—to want it. And I don’t think it’s a good idea to try to drag you through it, either.”

Timothy turned back toward the ramp, staring at it balefully, his fists clenching and unclenching.

“And like, it really is fine,” Conor continued. “It’s not like you signed a contract. If you’re tired—if you’re not happy—it’s whatever, you know? We can go across the street, I can buy you a donut, you can go home. It’s really not a problem.”

Timothy’s lip twisted again. “And then you’ll come back and do it perfectly fifty times.”

“I mean—”

No point in denying it.

“—yeah.”

The younger boy groaned. “One more—no, three more—no, okay, five more tries. Five more chances, then I give up.”

“One’s all it’ll take if you actually try it.”

“…god damn, dude.”

“No, that isn’t—I mean, I was just trying to say that you’ve already got everything you—”

But Timothy was already climbing back over the railing, was pacing out the steps to his starting point. He turned—straightened—sucked in a breath, his eyes taking on a faraway look as he gazed at the railing, through the railing—seemed to be looking past it and into some other world—

(Perhaps imagining Isabella in danger, as Conor had suggested.)

He flexed his fingers, bit his lip—

Conor frowned. Something was still off.

“Timothy,” he called out. “One more thing.”

A grunt of acknowledgement, the younger boy’s eyes still locked on target, dark and resentful and a tiny bit afraid.

“Can you do it?” Conor asked.

“What?”

“Like. Can you do this. Do you know that you can do this. Is it actually just your brain getting in the way.”

“Yeah.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.”

“You can do it?”

“I just said—”

“Okay. Then do it now.”

Timothy’s brow furrowed, his mouth opening to say something that didn’t matter—

“Timothy. Now.”

The younger boy’s jaw clicked shut. His fists clenched again, relaxed—

Right, left, right, up—

Through.

Conor grinned as the sixth grader whooped, skipped, pumped his fist, the sound of his celebration shattering the stillness of the empty plaza.

“Easy peasy, right?” he called out.

Timothy grinned back.

“All right, then. Nine more times.”

•   •   •

“Hey, Dad.”

“Mmm?”

“I want to say, like. Uh. …thanks? …thanks. Thank you.”

“For what, bud?”

“Just, like…in general.”

•   •   •


Really taking your time with this one, huh?



Conor lay on his bed, head propped up on two pillows, staring down at Jennifer’s message and feeling as though he were holding an open glass bowl containing a very large spider. His shoulder Ashleigh was suddenly present, watchful, lurking, and he could feel the eyes of his shoulder Ms. Palmano as well.

Any imaginary Holts in here? he grumbled. We could make a whole first period out of it.

He looked back down at his phone. The problem was—

He paused.

What?

What was the problem?

Was there a problem?

Yes. Obviously. Because he was sitting here, frozen, when what he should be doing was typing an answer. He should have typed an answer three hours ago. There was something here that was all tangled up—more tangled up than he would have expected, a surprisingly intractable snarl.

I mean, his shoulder Ashleigh whispered. Not to be crude, but—

But you’re going to power through?

Just saying. “Boy flustered by hot girl” is not exactly news.

But it was more than that. There was something here that was—that felt connected to a bunch of other things, in his mind—that was causing him to think of Ashleigh, and—and Guyler, somehow, and even his conversation with Timothy, that afternoon, when they’d talked about the hole.

Conor looked down at his phone. The screen had turned itself off, and he thumbed it back on, tracing his eyes over the words once more.

Jennifer’s words.

Your GIRLFRIEND’s words.

…and there it was. He had the sense that there were…not shoulds, exactly, but at least supposed-tos, a set of rules he wasn’t quite following. Jennifer had—well, she hadn’t asked him out, exactly, they weren’t any sort of official—

(We haven’t even kissed!)

—but still. There was a thing happening between them, and that thing came along with…

The thought stalled.

With what?

He wasn’t sure, but whatever it was, it wasn’t there with Ashleigh. There was a way in which that was maybe even the whole point, the key defining characteristic of their friendship. It was all buttons with other people—buttons, and predictions about what would happen when he pushed those buttons, and changing which buttons he was pressing in response to those predictions, constantly translating instead of just talking…

…except with Ashleigh. Ashleigh was the one person Conor had never—never curated for, never performed for, never tried to maneuver into place. Around Ashleigh—

(The old Ashleigh, anyway.)

—Conor was allowed to just exist. When Ashleigh asked a question, Conor just answered it, instead of trying to figure out which answer he was supposed to give.

With Jennifer…

Jennifer had asked him to send her a pic, and he hadn’t, and some part of his brain had tracked it, and docked him a point—had assumed that she had docked him a point—that everyone would dock him a point, if they knew—that you didn’t just not send a pic when your—

Friend.

—asked you to, and now he was leaving her on read again and that was another point, they weren’t even dating yet and he was already like three points behind…

‘Yet’?

He took a breath and tried to summon Sunday, felt himself gradually slowing.

(Slowing, but he could still feel it—the sense of pressure, the weight of expectation. Like that time that Holt had tried to be nice, outside the cafeteria—there were times when Conor just wanted to scream Go away! but you couldn’t do that, not with your—)

Friend?

You’re not helping.

There was a limit to how real Conor could be, with people like Holt and Jennifer, because you were supposed to be nice, right, you were supposed to be polite, you were supposed to be reasonable, sometimes the thing that Conor actually wanted was simply not okay and when that happened it was on him to…contain it, somehow, keep it from becoming anyone else’s problem—

(He couldn’t remember anyone ever actually telling him that, out loud, but he was pretty sure he wasn’t making it up.)

It was only with Ashleigh—

His thoughts stuttered again, and he paused, frowning. Some part of him had thrown up a flag in response to the word only, and a new thought was tickling at the back of his mind, now, something half-remembered—

Ah.

Right.

There were people worth lying to, but Guyler Stevens wasn’t one of them.

It had been something like that.

(Slowly, the dots connected themselves.)

…it was downright weird, now that he thought about it, that Guyler and Ashleigh were side-by-side, the only entries in a list of people he didn’t have to bullshit. That each was a person to whom Conor felt he could say almost anything—Ashleigh because he was safe, because he was Conor’s best friend, and Guyler because—

Because fuck him.

Because fuck Guyler, right, except that the line had begun to blur, the bits of his brain that relaxed around Ashleigh noticing that they were relaxing around Guyler too, that was why everything had been so weird lately, so confusing, and now Guyler was starting to relax back—

Seriously, don’t tell anybody.

(Conor’s heart was sinking, the wordless parts of him two steps ahead.)

You’re going to be off having this whole other life, Ashleigh had said. And it won’t have anything to do with me.

Not Jennifer, it wasn’t Jennifer that Ashleigh should have been worried about, but Guyler. Without meaning to—without even noticing—Conor had started to build something with the other boy. Something that Ashleigh was not a part of, could not be a part of—something that Conor couldn’t even talk to him about. It had all happened by inches, by accident, but—

(Conor realized, as the shape of the forest became clear in his mind for the first time.)

—it had reached a point now where it could not easily be undone.

His phone buzzed, and he twitched, his train of thought quietly derailing. The notification was nothing, nonsense, and he swiped it away like a crumb, but it drew his attention back to the screen, to Jennifer’s disorienting challenge.

Challenge?

Yes, challenge, because secretly Jennifer was asking him to do the thing, the thing that he did with almost no one—was daring him to drop his shields and tell her what he actually wanted, without first considering the consequences, preemptively tweaking the plan.

Bro, I’m pretty sure she’s just asking if you want her help taking a selfie.

Yeah, this one was just about a selfie. But the next one wouldn’t be. It was obvious—

(Now that he knew to look, was asking the right question.)

—that Jennifer was trying to reach the real Conor. Wanted to try out the real Conor, at least—again, it wasn’t as if the two of them had even officially started dating, maybe she wouldn’t like the real Conor, maybe it would turn out to just be one of those things that happened, a blip on the radar—

But there was definitely a should, here. He could feel his father looking over his shoulder, telling him to either give it a shot—a real, honest shot—or let her down, let her off the hook. That he shouldn’t lead her on, waste her time, if he was not in fact intending to show up, for real.

And showing up…

…was scary.

It was scary. A feeling he knew inside and out, like standing at the edge of a jump before he was really ready for it.

(And now he understood how Timothy fit into this whole picture, why his brain had offered up the memory of the younger boy, earlier. It was the hole all over again—the moment of terrifying, necessary surrender, when your body was in midair and your feet were between the bars and your hands hadn’t yet come close enough to grab them. The moment that Timothy had been afraid of—but by grabbing on too soon he’d gotten his body all backwards, made the very thing he was trying to do impossible.)

Okay, cool, whispered Ashleigh. You’re very clever, Palmano would be proud. Now are you gonna text her back, or…?

Conor looked back down at his phone.

I was asking if you WANT me to help you fix it.

He took a deep breath, tried—as difficult as it was—to imagine having a picture of himself that he actually liked. Tried to imagine Jennifer helping him take it. They would—he didn’t know what they would do, actually, because he’d never done this before, but she would be looking at him.

At his body.

And she would be talking to him.

And he would be saying things. Things about the pictures, what he liked and didn’t like.

And she would be listening.

And all of that felt—

•   •   •

“I’m sorry. I’m being annoying.”

Jennifer laughed. “Do I look annoyed?”

“No. But—”

“Do you like how you look in this one?”

“I don’t hate it.”

“Okay, so, first off, that’s a ‘no,’ and second, I said I wanted a pic where you really like how you look, so even if it was a ‘yes’ I wouldn’t be ready to give up.”

Conor hemmed—

—hawed—

“Look, if you want to stop, we can stop. Just don’t pretend that we’re stopping because of me. I’m having fun.”

Why? Conor wanted to ask. But that felt too—

Something.

“It’s just—it doesn’t feel like we’re getting any closer,” he said.

Jennifer laughed again. “I think maybe you don’t know how this works,” she said. “We’ve been here for, what, ten minutes? Most people take, like, a thousand pictures, just to get one or two that they actually like.”

That…

…could not possibly be true.

Could it?

“Come on,” she said, grabbing his arm. “Let’s try a change of scenery.”

It was 4:10 on Thursday, a week before Thanksgiving, with maybe an hour left before the sky turned dark. Technically their first date, in that it was the first time the two of them had set a date, arranged a place and a time in advance. They were a few blocks away from the school, had walked together to the park by Green Lake, which had a fountain and a playground and something that was either an orchard or an arboretum—Conor wasn’t quite clear on the difference—next to the Simonetti-Poe Performing Arts Center, itself a small but beautiful building with brick colonnades and vast windows and a layered, slanted roof like a shattered glacier.

(“Lots of different backgrounds to choose from!” Jennifer had said.)

They had started with actual selfies, but Conor had hated it—actually hated it, with an intensity that had surprised them both—and so they had quickly switched to letting Jennifer take the pictures. She did seem to be having fun, as the photographer—so far, they had tried candid shots and posed shots, closeups and wide angles—had put Conor in front of brick, glass, and the trunks of various trees. Now, she pulled him over to the shore of the lake, had him try sitting, standing, putting his hands into and out of his pockets—

“I don’t know if the scenery is the problem,” Conor offered tentatively, as they scrolled back through the latest batch.

“Cool! What is?”

Conor grimaced.

Me. I look stupid.

But try as he might, he had not quite managed to achieve a state of perfect candor, was still at least a little bit picking and choosing, holding back the thoughts that felt especially boring or cringy or dangerous.

“I look…awkward.”

“I think you look like you’re trying to look good in a photo,” Jennifer said, frowning down at her phone. “Which, yep, that turns out awkward a lot of the time.”

She looked up at him, the frown cracking into a mischievous smile. “You could try taking your shirt off.”

Then—

“Relax! Relax. I’m teasing. I mean, I’m not, actually, we’re definitely going to get your shirt off. But that can wait until our third date. Fourth, even, if you’re feeling shy.”

Conor had no idea what his face was doing, but she laughed again, raised her phone, snapped a pic.

“I’m keeping this one, by the way,” she said. “Sorry-not-sorry.”

She’s, uh. Running circles around you, huh.

They spent three more minutes by the lake before moving to the fountain, and then—with Conor growing increasingly anxious—the playground.

“I think we’re getting warmer, actually?” Jennifer called, as he came back down the slide. “You look more, I dunno, alive, in this one.”

She waved him over, stood next to him, put an arm around his waist and pulled him close, the scent of bubble gum filling his nose as she swiped through the most recent photos one-handed.

He did look more alive—or at least, less awkward, more like himself—recognized himself more in the ones where he was balancing, clambering, jumping.

They were less like pictures of his body, and more like pictures of him.

Jennifer was watching his face as they scrolled, and when they reached the end, her lips quirked into a disappointed frown. “Still not there yet,” she said.

(It was a statement, not a question.)

“We can stop,” Conor said hastily, unable to keep the note of anxiety from creeping into his tone. “I mean, it doesn’t—we don’t actually have to—”

“You’re really not getting the core concept of a date, Conor.”

The words were still affectionate, without a trace of impatience or frustration, but Conor winced anyway.

Jesus, who hurt you?

YOU, asshole.

Yeah, I don’t think you can pin this one on me, buddy.

Conor’s mouth was open, a sentence frozen somewhere in the back of his throat—

“What is it?” Jennifer asked, curiously.

Remember when you were like, no point in carrying around this fucking mask if I’m not actually ever going to use it—

“Why’d you ask me out?” he blurted.

“Because you seem cool,” she said, with zero hesitation.

“But…”

…I am not cool?

“Why?”

She squinted at him, another one of those soft smiles playing around her lips. “Okay, trade,” she said, pulling them both down to sit facing each other on the pebbled rubber of the playground floor. “I’ll tell you why you’re cool, but you have to tell me why I’m cool, too.”

Panic.

Fortunately, Jennifer didn’t take it the wrong way, continued to be bafflingly, incomprehensibly patient and gentle. “Or,” she said, laughter tinkling around the edges of her voice, “since this is our first date, and all, you can ask me a question. A question about me, I mean. If you don’t know why I’m cool, yet. But hopefully you’ve already got at least one. I mean, you did say yes.”

“I—”

It was happening again, the part of his brain that looked two steps ahead refusing to turn off, not so much choking off possible answers as just filling up his head, everything piling up, each thought producing three new thoughts that produced three more thoughts—

“I liked when you stood up to Ms. Palmano,” he managed to say. “About the papers. Back near the beginning. That was—”

Brave.

“—cool.”

Jennifer smiled. “I like the things you say in English,” she replied. “They’re sort of…sideways. I almost never guess what you’re going to say, before you say it.”

Conor blinked.

“Um. You’re really smart,” he said slowly. “I—you’re smarter than me. I think, maybe…by a lot? But you’re not, um. Mean about it. Which is cool.”

This time, her smile was almost shy, her cheeks turning slightly redder. “Thanks,” she said softly. “I really did like working on the Mars project with you, you know. It’s not like you’re dumb. You’re smart, too.”

“I’m failing math.”

“Do you want help with that?”

Conor felt his head rock back, felt his mouth open—

“Sorry, I know that’s not part of the game. I would, though. Help you. If you wanted. I could tutor you after school some time.”

“You’re—”

Conor choked, had to force the words out, past some sudden resistance he didn’t understand, why, it’s not like there was anything wrong with them—

“—really nice,” he said.

She grinned. “You smell good.”

“I do?”

Laughter. “Yep. I, um. Thought boys were supposed to be really stinky, in middle school. That’s what everybody says. But you smell, uh, really good. Mom says take that when you can get it.”

Conor tried to think of something to say, anything—

“And you’re really cute when you get flustered, but that one can be a freebie since I already told you.”

She leaned forward, reached out, grabbed one of his hands with both of hers. “My turn,” she said. “Ask me a question.”

Conor looked at her face, her cheeks, her eyes. Do you—

Something in his mind slammed a door shut.

“What’s your favorite thing?” he stammered. “I mean, like—what do you like to do? Hobby.”

“It’s hard to pick a favorite,” she said, and somehow she was closer, Conor didn’t think she’d moved but there was more of her in front of him than there had been just a moment ago, and less of everything else. He could feel his face growing hot as her fingers slid along his palms, digging, squeezing. “But I really like LEGO. I asked for a castle kit for Christmas and I’m pretty sure my parents got it for me even though it was really expensive.”

Conor blinked. “I like LEGO,” he said, and then winced—way to make it about you—

Jennifer laughed, and she was closer, somehow—he could feel her breath on his face, see the tiny patterns in her irises. “Oh, I know,” she said. “You like to build spaceships, and you have two different fleets that have two different color schemes and you traded away thirty pieces to Holt for two green laser beams because you didn’t have enough to finish the ship you were building.” She studied his face, and laughed again. “I have a crush on you, Conor. I did my homework. Now ask me another one.”

Conor could feel his heart pounding in his chest, tingles of electricity running up and down his arms. Her face was practically all he could see, now—they had talked, had held hands, had worked on projects together, but they hadn’t ever been RIGHT IN FRONT OF EACH OTHER like this before—even when they had hugged, half an hour ago, at the start of the date, their heads had gone off to the side. The last time Conor’s face had been this close to someone else’s was…

(Flinch.)

“Do you—” he began, and then broke off.

“What?” she asked.

Her eyes were so big.

“Am I supposed to ask what I really want to know?” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

She nodded. “Yep,” she said, her own voice utterly sure, without a hint of doubt. “That’s…kind of what I’ve been trying to get you to do this whole time. Seems like maybe that’s…hard for you?”

Conor swallowed, nodded. “Does it have to be about you? I mean, like—does it have to be about why you’re cool?”

She shook her head. “Nope. So long as we come back to that, eventually.”

He opened his mouth. “Do you—”

She squeezed his hands encouragingly.

It’s one of those things you can’t really half-ass—

“Do you want me to kiss you?”

“Yep,” she said, and leaned forward.

•   •   •

I won’t be able to hear you from down there, and we probably shouldn’t be shouting, anyway.

Conor stared at the clock app on his phone, the seconds ticking down.

But if you really can do it, like if you really can just go—

Fifty seconds left. Now forty-five. Now forty…

Then yeah, I’ll be ready. I’ll just…keep taking pictures, that whole minute.

Conor took a deep breath. On the horizon, the sun was half-set, the last rays of orange sending shadows straight sideways, making the auditorium rooftop seem wild and alien.

Thirty. Twenty-five…

He had done the climb faster than ever before, half to beat the oncoming darkness, half because he had wanted Jennifer to see, to be impressed. Then he’d waited, catching his breath as she walked around the building, as the appointed minute approached—

Ten. Nine. Eight…

Conor broke forward, a light jog—was farther back than usual, had not stepped forward from the pipe. Something in him had wanted to do it without looking, do the whole thing without looking—wanted to simply go, without prepping, trusting his body, his memory, and so he ran, his feet falling as always into the left of the twin paths, his path. At the halfway mark he sped up, and with a dozen paces to go, he sped up again—

Air.

He threw his arms wide, threw them back, drew his knees up under him, reveling in the moment, the vast expanse of time, it felt like he had left the other rooftop ten full seconds ago and he still had ten seconds left, the gravel was rushing up at him but slowly, so slowly, Conor had all the time in the world to bring his feet forward, move his hands into position—

Crash.

It was always, always jarring, and this time no less than the others, but it was familiar now, a pattern he knew inside and out, all of the pieces fitting him like well-worn shoes. He slammed into the other rooftop like a meteor, rolled, and found his feet, jogging toward the exit, the path back earthward. He would be on the ground in less than a minute, would be back over with Jennifer in less than two—

She held up her phone as he approached, the picture already loaded up. The two buildings loomed like the walls of a canyon, the fading sky clear and cloudless between. And there, in the middle—a dark silhouette, suspended like a fly in amber—

“Do you like it?”

Conor nodded.

“Do you really like it?”

He couldn’t speak, couldn’t even bring himself to nod again. It was one thing to be inside of it up there—to make the pilgrimage, complete the ritual, shed to awning to roof to tree to pipe, slowly leaving the world behind, ascending into the heavens. But to see it down here—to have the moment transposed, transported, a shard of sky at ground level, captured, preserved, real, indisputably real—

Conor was overcome.

Jennifer leaned in, wrapped her arms around him, whispered in his ear. “Then that’s the one I’m keeping.”

•   •   •

It happened the next day, and in the end, it almost seemed like an accident.

The mask was still in his pocket—not because he had planned for it to be, but because he had lingered in the cafeteria for an extra minute, trying (and failing) to finish a response to Guyler, and had been racing to get to his locker in time.

His hands were empty—again not for any particularly inevitable reason, but simply because his next period was Activity. Had he been headed to Art, he would have still been carrying the journal, his binder, his pencils.

And he was already running—not at full speed, not an all-out sprint, but enough to try to make up some time, to get to the bathrooms in the electives building with enough seconds to spare that he wouldn’t be late to class.

And the fact that the five minutes between classes were more than half over, so that the breezeways were mostly clear—and the fact that Conor had just so happened to have scoped out that exact spot earlier in the week—and the fact that he was in this exact mood when he saw what was happening, and was still far enough away to slip on the mask, moving quickly enough that even if someone was looking at his face they probably wouldn’t be able to pick him out of a lineup—

It wasn’t a decision. It was just…the way that Conor was, in that moment. Like water rolling downhill, like a shark following a trail of blood. Instinct, reflex.

Fate.

There were two of them—eighth graders, probably, by the look of them, and two victims that were Timothy’s size. The bullies held the younger kids’ bookbags in their hands, were laughing as they pulled out item after item, tossing them onto the sidewalk as everyone else skirted around, eyes down and hoping to be overlooked.

And the bullies’ own bookbags were just lying there, on the ground behind their feet—unguarded, forgotten, because what was there to fear? Who would dare?

Conor—

(The Tracer.)

—streaked into the space like a striking falcon, scooped up a bag in each hand without slowing, without missing a step. He was twenty feet away before the bullies even turned, had all the time in the world to swing the bags up, one-two, onto the breezeway awning.

And then they were coming, were yelling, outraged, murderous, but that was fine, there was plenty of time, Conor even paused for a moment to make sure he had the correct foot in front before taking the three quick steps toward the wall. One step against the brick, a rebound into the corner where his second foot pressed firmly into the windowsill, and then up to catch the lip of the roof, eleven feet off the ground.

There was still a moment when they might have caught him, his legs dangling within reach, eleven feet minus the length of his body, his outstretched arms.

But he had done a thousand topovers on Mr. Baker’s wall by that point, was able to go from hanging to standing in scarcely more than a second. The bullies’ fingers scrabbled impotently at the brick, their victims forgotten, as Conor calmly turned and stepped over onto the aluminum awning, scooping up the bags once more and making his way at a trot toward the office. He dropped them over the side at the front of the building, right at the glass double doors of the main entrance, and then he turned and jogged across the rooftops to the nearest known safe drop point.

Less than a minute, all told, and he was just another anonymous straggler running through the halls, his haste unsuspicious, explaining itself.

The coaches didn’t even notice he was late.


Chapter 11Cracks


September 1st, 4:49PM

“Hand lotion.”

“Sure. I mean, low-hanging fruit, but—”

“You’re supposed to start at the bottom. That’s how this shit works—”

“Relax, I’m just fucking with you.”

“Your turn.”

“Dove soap.”

“Ouch.”

“Desperate times call for desperate measures.”

“You didn’t know yet, did you?”

“Not until after I dried off and needed to pee.”

“Oof.”

“Your move.”

“Conditioner.”

“Nice. Uh. Edge shaving gel.”

“Seriously? Where’d you even get that?”

“I dunno, it was under Mom’s sink. Maybe my dad left it there?”

“Like three years ago?”

“It’s not like it expires.”

“Is it…uh.”

“Go ahead, ask.”

“Is it, like. Good?”

“It’s not the worst.”

“Did you, uh. I mean.”

“I finished the can, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“How long—”

“It took maybe…a month and a half?”

“Wow, okay, noted.”

“You’re up, by the way.”

“Almond oil.”

“Wait, like from like Stir Fridays? That almond oil?”

“I mean, not like literally the exact same droplets—”

“Ew.”

“—but yeah. I’m not going out and buying my own almond oil, that stuff’s expensive.”

“Gross. Did your mom notice?”

“How should I know? It’s not like she’d say anything if she did.”

“No, but she might’ve made your dad do it.”

“God help us. Your move.”

“Coconut.”

“The oil, or—”

“Yes, the oil, don’t be a dick.”

“Listen, this whole thing was your idea. Vaseline.”

“Standard. KY jelly.”

“Mom’s sink again?”

“Yeah.”

“Was that before or after the—”

“Plead the fifth.”

“Okay, well, uh.”

“What?”

“Just give me a second.”

“Oooh, sounds spicy.”

“…regular jelly.”

“Are you serious?”

“Like you said, desperate times—”

“What flavor?”

“Fuck you.”

“Flavor, now.”

“Fuck off.”

“Come on, you can’t leave me hanging like this.”

“What does it matter?”

“Why don’t you want to say?”

“It’s embarrassing.”

“Embarras—okay, now you have to tell me.”

“Groan.”

“Did you seriously just say the word ‘groan’?”

“Groooooan.”

“Grape.”

“No.”

“Strawb—”

“It was seedless raspberry, all right? And no, it was not good, it took me like twenty minutes to get it all out of my hair—”

“Wait, you let it dry down there?”

“Not on purpose. It was a long, uh. You know. Session. Whatever. I was there for a while, okay? Stop looking at me like that.”

“I’m just impressed.”

“Shut up.”

“No, seriously, that’s top notch.”

“Yeah, well, it’s your turn.”

“What if we just say you win?”

“What? No way, screw you, spill.”

“I’m just saying, maybe that’s the best note to end on—”

“This was your idea.”

“Okay, fine. Banana.”

“That’s not—we said nothing that wraps around—”

“Yyyyeah, not the peel. The banana itself.”

“Like—so you—”

“Yeah.”

“Seriously?”

“I mean, in my defense, it was pretty brown, and it was really hot by lunchtime—”

“Hot? …wait, this was at camp!? Where?”

“That’s not part of the game.”

“No, seriously, where?”

“I have the right to remain silent—”

“It was YOU! That day the whole arts and crafts cabin smelled like banana! You were—oh my g—I have to tell Nolan. You have to let me tell Nolan.”

“Only if I can tell him about your little jelly experiment.”

“…okay, fine, I won’t say anything. But seriously, you couldn’t just wait ’til—”

“Your turn.”

“Dude, if I had anything that could top that, I wouldn’t have agreed to play in the first place.”



•   •   •

It turned out there weren’t all that many ways to be a superhero.

To successfully be one—to actually, reliably, effectively intervene. For a brief and glorious moment, Conor had done the thing, been doing the thing—had been in it, felt it, lived it, the fulfillment of a lifetime of idle wishes and almost six months of focused preparation. It had been like breaking the Gap, only better—bolder, purer, cleaner. He had been right all along:

This is what life should be like.

(Not like Halloween.)

The buzz had stayed with him all the way through to the following week, when he had gotten off the bus on Monday morning, the mask in his pocket, full of fresh hope and determination…

…only to have it all drain away over the course of the day.

The trick with the bags had been serendipitous, perfect. But opportunities like that were few and far between. Most of the time, the crime was already over by the time Conor came across the aftermath, the perpetrator long gone and usually anonymous. And when he did see things happening in real time, there was often no obvious way to stop them.

Well, I mean…

Okay, sure—he could almost always have stopped them by just… inserting himself into the middle of things, the way he and Ashleigh had on the first day of school, while Eichardt was taking his revenge on Timothy.

But for one thing, that would mostly just mean getting his face stomped in, and for another, it wasn’t exactly a recipe for staying under the radar.

Plus they’d just get right back to it, after.

Eichardt hadn’t left Timothy alone—not until Devon did whatever-it-was he’d done. There were some crimes of opportunity where delaying things, bringing down more attention, might mean that the whole thing just ended, and didn’t restart. But there were plenty where trying to intervene would do nothing more than briefly inconvenience the bad guys—if that.

What if what you really need is, I dunno, Tae Kwon Do? Or CPR? Or how to hold your breath for two minutes?

Ashleigh’s words, half-remembered from the rooftop. They’d already hit hard, at the time, and now a full two school days had passed since the incident with the bags, and Conor had saved zero additional people.

He hadn’t saved the boy he’d seen handing over his lunch money to a ninth grader during break, his eyes dead and empty as if the extortion had become routine.

He hadn’t stopped the eighth grader he’d glimpsed through the doors, breaking into a locker that clearly wasn’t his.

He hadn’t done anything about the two drug deals he had seen in the bathroom—wasn’t even sure he ought to do anything about them, or about the various acts of vandalism that mostly targeted school property, broken mirrors and graffitied bathroom stalls and wads of gum crammed into the spout of the water fountain.

And now it was Tuesday—the end of the day, Conor emptying his things from his locker into his bookbag, and a few feet away a trio of boys were mocking and harassing a girl, hooting and whistling and shouting the worst things, awful things, it was happening right out in the open where everyone could hear and nobody was doing anything about it—

And that was it. That was the crux of it. There were more good people than bad—there always were—but someone had to step in first, be the first person to say no, and then it would be three bullies against you. There was nothing in it for a bystander, no incentive for them to swap places with you in the meat grinder.

Which was why Conor had carried the mask in his pocket all week—to maintain his secret identity, keep himself safe from reprisals. But he hadn’t done anything to earn any reprisals, had not stumbled across any more chances like the one he’d had the previous week. He was simply too small, too weak, the playing field too level—

(And then the thought, the one he had been flinching away from, because he still had not fully processed what had happened after Ashleigh had kissed him: You could just go up onto the roof and jump on people.)

Conor had seen the boy he’d hurt, the would-be rapist, walking through the hallway with his arm in a sling, and had been overwhelmed by—

By—

—by something, he hadn’t had words for it, had not been able to break down what he felt into distinct physical sensations, the way his father had taught him. He’d started sweating, panting, had turned and run the other way and—and awakened, almost, it felt like—had come back to himself in a supply closet near the gym, wrapped in the smell of dust and musty leather with no memory of how he’d gotten there. It had taken him upwards of ten minutes to stop trembling, and he’d been given silent lunch for being late to third period, had sat just three chairs away from Oliver and been unable to miss that the other boy’s head and shoulders were wet again.

It was all too much, and there was a part of him that wanted to just give up, let go of the dream, find a new hobby—

—but there was something about that that felt like dying, and so Conor hovered, tortured, irresolute, in the space between what was and what seemed like—

(Maybe.)

—could be.

(If he could only figure out how.)

Talk to Ashleigh.

It was the option his mind kept returning to, over and over again. Of all the people on Earth, Ashleigh was the only one who had the context. Who would understand the question that Conor was asking without needing ten thousand words of background, first.

But their newly reforged connection was too fresh, too fragile. They were still figuring out what it even meant to be friends, after everything that had happened, and Conor did not want to risk getting into a fight with the other boy. This was the sort of topic that tended to bring out the worst in Ashleigh, and Conor was not at all sure how he himself would react to that.

…Guyler, then?

(The thought was quiet, almost embarrassed.)

…no.

No, that was—too soon might not even be the right way to say it, it wasn’t like Conor had any reason to believe he would ever have that sort of conversation with Guyler.

But still. Too soon. They had passed the journal back and forth another half-dozen times since Guyler’s confession, the conversation slow and halting, both boys wary as they felt their way forward in unfamiliar territory. So far, the fragile peace was holding, but it sat atop a long, bitter enmity, and it would be all too easy to fall back into those well-worn grooves.

Which meant that yet again, Conor was alone. Alone in essence, even though he was less alone than he had been since September—alone in the thing that sat at the front and center of his attention, the problem that filled his thoughts in the shower—

(When they weren’t filled with other things.)

—when he daydreamed in class, when he went out to train, when he tossed and turned at night.

In the hallway in front of him, a boy was shoved up against a locker, his books knocked to the floor, his hair viciously mussed, his head pushed back into the metal with a nauseating thunk—

And then it was over, already over, the bullies carrying onward, not even pausing to savor their victim’s tears.

There had to be something that Conor could do.

…right?

•   •   •

Conor almost didn’t go to school on Wednesday. With a 12:15 dismissal, with a quarter of the students already gone, with half of the teachers not even bothering to take attendance…

But there was first period English, which contained Ashleigh, and Ms. Palmano, and Holt, and—now—Jennifer. Tuesday’s class had been a mostly-silent work session, and with this being the last day before a four-day weekend, Conor was hoping for…

…something.

He gave Ashleigh a fist bump as they passed through the doorway, feeling slightly unclean—gave Jennifer a hug (feeling slightly unclean for a somewhat different reason)—turned his eyes toward the board—


IS THANKSGIVING ABOUT KILLING INDIANS?



“Man, she really does play the movie version of herself sometimes,” Holt murmured, catching Conor’s eye.

Conor nodded. Well, you asked for it.

Ms. Palmano called them to order. Immediately, William’s hand shot into the air.

“‘Indians’?” he demanded.

“Is that your question for the period?” Ms. Palmano replied—

(The default limit had recently dropped to one, although it hadn’t proved that hard to earn more, if you tried. Conor often got away with two, and Jennifer held the record at six.)

“—or would you like to try again?”

“You’re supposed to call them Native Americans.”

Ms. Palmano tapped her lip with a thoughtful finger. “Who’s doing the supposing?” she asked.

(Holt sighed loud enough for Conor to hear.)

Another boy spoke up. “I thought it was ‘indigenous peoples,’ actually.”

“I thought it was First Nation,” said a girl near the back.

“And there you have it,” their teacher cut in. “There are people out there who prefer those other terms, but most of them are—to put it bluntly—white, and most of the people actually under discussion call themselves Indians, because that’s what they’ve been calling themselves for generations. Which isn’t to say that you shouldn’t respect any individual’s preferences, of course. But having imposed the term ‘Indians’ on them in the first place, it’s a bit rich to snatch it away because we suddenly feel uncomfortable about it.”

“‘We’?” demanded Susanne.

“Look, we’re already into the second quarter—pretty soon I’m going to stop giving you all warnings and just start letting you burn your questions—”

“I don’t feel uncomfortable about it,” Susanne interrupted. “I just want to know what I’m supposed to call people.”

“Exactly,” said Ms. Palmano. “And in this case, unfortunate though the history of the term may be, I mostly defer to the people themselves. And—citation needed, but still—they mostly seem to want to be called ‘Indians,’ and I care about that a lot more than I care about the people glaring at me in the grocery store.”

There was a bit of a lull as the class digested this.

“Anyway,” she continued. “Susanne’s question, though cryptic, is actually prescient. To return to—or I guess just turn to—the topic at hand…you’re all about to go off on Thanksgiving break. What’s that about?”

“Is that your one question for the period?” Holt called out.

Laughter.

“No,” said Ms. Palmano.

There was a beat, and then more laughter as they put it together, realized what had just happened. Holt groaned, dropping his head into his hands.

“Seriously, though,” their teacher continued, her face holding something halfway between a smile and a smirk. “There’s the part of every holiday that’s simply, okay, time for a break, let’s give people a few days off. And then there’s the part where a given holiday is about something. What, as they say, is Thanksgiving’s deal?”

From her usual seat directly in front of Conor, Jennifer raised her hand.

(The paint on her fingernails was the exact same shade as the tie holding her hair in its ponytail.)

Ms. Palmano nodded to her.

“Gratitude,” Jennifer said.

“Can you say it with three or four sentences, instead of just the word?”

“My mom says it’s like birthdays,” Jennifer explained. “Where maybe you don’t think about a person often enough, or like talk to them as much as you wish you did. Because everybody’s busy. So it’s nice to have a day on the calendar to remind you to sort of, I don’t know, catch up? …and Thanksgiving is like that, but for remembering to feel grateful.”

“Concise,” Ms. Palmano replied. “Raise your hand if that feels about right.”

More than half the hands went up.

“But that doesn’t really explain the theming, does it?” she continued. “I mean, presumably we could have a holiday where we pondered our blessings without cranberry sauce.”

“You’re doing that thing again,” William accused.

“Which thing?”

“The one where you make us answer a question that’s not—that isn’t fair. There’s not a reason why it’s Thanksgiving, it just happened that way.”

“With pilgrims, and Indians, and turkey, and a cornucopia?”

“Yes.”

The word was surly, and—looking around the room—Conor could tell that William wasn’t the only one.

“Why do you think we made a holiday about that part, and not about any of the other parts?”

“What other parts?”

“Is that your question for the—”

“No!”

Over on the far side of the room, Ashleigh raised his hand. “Can we skip—no, wait, hang on. Dear Ms. Palmano, what is the point you will eventually make?”

Good one.

(Ashleigh’s eyes flickered over to meet his for the briefest of moments, something warm and soft passing between them.)

“In a hurry to get out of here, are we?” Ms. Palmano teased, her eyes twinkling. “Okay, give me a second, because I thought I had more time to sort of…wriggle my way there.”

She closed her eyes. Conor exchanged glances with Holt, with Jennifer, with Ashleigh again.

“Okay,” she said again, eyes still closed. “I think maybe Ashleigh gets to keep his question for the period, or earns an extra one, because it feels like I’m about to do a pretty lousy job of summing it all up on the spot. But let’s see. One piece of it is that I think you should always ask yourself why you’re being told a story, whenever you notice someone telling you one. I think it’s worth asking what that story is doing, and what the other person gets out of you believing it. For instance, why do we have a warm-fuzzy story about the Indians being kind and generous and welcoming, and saving the lives of the Pilgrims, when we all know what happened next? What happens, as a result of that being the official story? What would be different, if your attention were on a different part of history this week?”

There was a slow sort of rustle around the room as they pondered this.

“The other part,” their teacher continued, “is something about the word we. Before the Europeans arrived, the Indians mostly didn’t think of themselves as a single group. They thought of themselves as part of their tribes, and their tribes as part of many nations. The Iroquois were the Iroquois, the Algonquin were the Algonquin, the Wampanoag were the Wampanoag—until other people showed up and said no, that doesn’t matter, you’re all the same, and started killing them.”

She opened her eyes again, began her usual pacing. “These days, people will talk about what ‘we’ did to them, over the following three centuries—even though close to half of you are descended from people who weren’t there. Even those of us whose great-great-great-great-eight-more-greats grandparents were there…it’s hard for me to see where the word ‘we’ comes in.”

She paused, swept her gaze across the classroom. “This is messy, because I’m skipping to the end, but if I’m being frank, this was going to be one of those ‘make you think’ lectures more than a ‘give you the answer’ lecture anyway. I don’t have a, what, recommended policy? I just have this little itch in the back of my mind, every time somebody uses the word ‘we,’ and I think you’ll be better off if you catch the same itch now, rather than ten or twenty or thirty years from now—or never.”

Turning, she leaned back against the whiteboard. “Raise your hand if you’re an American,” she said. “Not a trick question.”

Slowly, haltingly, all of the hands went up.

“Keep your hand up if you feel like an American.”

All of the hands went down except one.

“William?”

“What would that even mean?”

“Is that—”

“Yes.”

“All right. Well, the short answer is, I don’t know what that would even mean, and that’s kind of the whole point. The medium answer is, even if we can’t put it into words, we sort of know it when we see it, and it looks like your classmates aren’t seeing it. The way they might if—let’s see—hands up if you feel like a seventh grader?”

More than half of the hands went up. Conor’s and Ashleigh’s were not among them, but Holt’s and Jennifer’s were.

“You’re on World War I in Social Studies right now, yes?” Ms. Palmano asked. They nodded, the hands slowly falling. “What does it mean to you, when Ms. Nease or Mrs. Embser says that ‘we’ won World War I?”

Rami put his hand back up. Ms. Palmano nodded to him.

“I think you should tell us if you actually want us to answer you,” he said. “Or if it’s one of those, um. Republican questions.”

“Rhetorical,” corrected William.

“Was he asking you?” said Holt, quick as lightning.

Another beat, and then laughter.

“I’m not asking you for answers,” Ms. Palmano said. “I’m trying to shine a spotlight. I imagine at least one of you is Jewish, which means that in a few months, at least one of you is going to be told a story you’ve been told every spring your whole life, about how we escaped slavery in Egypt and went into the desert. Probably half of you are going to watch the game with your families tomorrow, and I bet you five dollars that at some point, somebody’s going to say we won or we lost or we’re getting slaughtered out there. For that matter, many of you are going to be seeing cousins and aunts and uncles and grandparents that you only see once a year, or maybe even less than that—what does it really mean, when your mother says we’re all family here?”

Conor’s brow furrowed, a half-remembered fragment floating up in memory, something Devon had said about Bulldogs and Eagles…

Set us back fucking weeks, man.

Conor had asked him who he meant by us, and couldn’t quite remember what the older boy had said, in response—

“One of the—let’s say themes, for lack of a better word—of what I’m trying to do this year, is convince you all to take a critical look at some of the stuff that’s been crammed into your heads by the people around you. And the idea that you’re a part of some groups and not others, and that you’re somehow closer to these total strangers than you are to those total strangers…I mean, it’s not wrong, exactly, but there’s a lot of wonkiness to it, in practice. I think that if you were to start from scratch, today, and come up with a list of which groups you feel genuinely a part of, such that your accomplishments should count toward their reputation, and anything one of them does meaningfully reflects upon you—”

My sabumnim is extremely clear about never using his techniques for anything other than self-defense.

“—I don’t know, I just think I’d be pretty surprised if the list you came up with today matches the one that’s already in your head, put there by other people.”

She paused again, shooting a sidelong glance at Ashleigh. “Which I think is the current record for most words elicited by a single question, so kudos to Mr. Falhanner.”

Again Ashleigh’s eyes found Conor’s, his cheeks flushing slightly. Conor waited for the backlash, the usual surge of jealousy…

Huh. How about that.

Around the room, there was silence. Ms. Palmano gave them one more broad, measuring look, then nodded tightly to herself, walking over to her desk and settling into her chair.

“Wait,” said one of the girls whose name Conor couldn’t remember, sounding slightly bewildered. “Now what?”

“Is that your—”

“Yes!”

Ms. Palmano shrugged, leaning back. “I don’t know,” she said. “That was all I had planned for today. It was supposed to take longer to get there.”

Who’s doing—

“Well, what are we supposed to do for the next half hour?” the girl demanded.

—the supposing?

Ms. Palmano gave a wry smile, wagged a finger. “One per customer.”

Also: ‘we.’

She turned away, leaned over her desk and began peering at something they couldn’t see, the dismissal clear. There was the sound of half a dozen grumbles, a sort of collective give us a break—

(‘Us’?)

(…okay, that was going to get old fast.)

—bubbles of conversation forming as clumps of students turned inward toward one another. Conor’s eyes found Ashleigh’s, and the other boy seemed to hesitate, his face asking a silent question—

“So,” said Jennifer, turning in her seat. “Keeping in touch over the break. Cool, or no? I notice you’ve been agonizing over every text you send me.”

Gasted by flabbers again, Bat-boy?

“I hope you don’t mind, but it’s kind of adorable when you do that, and I think I’m going to keep trying to make it happen, on purpose.”

Conor’s cheeks burned red.

There was a scrape of metal on linoleum as Ashleigh joined them, dragging a spare chair; as Holt turned around in his own chair and sat in it backwards, leaning over the backrest. Ashleigh said something that Conor didn’t parse, thankfully drawing the spotlight away, and Holt responded, the pair of them settling into a well-worn back-and-forth, interrupted by the occasional interjection from Jennifer.

(Her hand found his, on the desktop.)

(Her hand found his on the desktop, and he felt a now-familiar shiver of warmth running up his arm, down his spine, and he looked over to Ashleigh, feeling timid, apologetic—)

The other boy looked back at him, eyes fogged with sadness, and gave a soft little shrug, as if to say it is what it is, or maybe I don’t blame you, or perhaps I do blame you but it’s still going to be okay. Something like that—something real but survivable, large but not so huge that the rest of what was happening began to orbit around it. Holt told a joke, and Jennifer laughed, and after a heartbeat’s hesitation Ashleigh joined in, and on it went, the four of them clustered together as if around a campfire, their backs to the rest of the room. Only Conor, in his corner seat, could see the other kids over their shoulders, and the teacher at her desk, all the little islands scattered across the floor.

We, he thought, looking across the vast classroom floor.

We.

It felt like he was supposed to go somewhere, with the thought—that it was supposed to change something about how he saw Holt, and Jennifer, and Ashleigh. How he thought of himself in relation to them, or to the thirty-one other kids in the room. And maybe it would, eventually.

But in that moment it was like Ms. Palmano had said—just an itch. Not even a question, really. Vague, open-ended, irritating.

We.

Slowly, half an hour passed.

•   •   •

Saturday morning. Soccer. The last game of the season.

The way things worked in their league, each team played every other team twice, and today was the second and final match between the Jaguars and the Vikings, and the first in which Conor, Ashleigh, and Guyler would all be healthy and sharing the field together, with Conor on the same side as Guyler, and both of them opposing Ashleigh.

Conor wasn’t sure how he had managed to let it take him by surprise—suspected that some part of his brain had been steering away from it, trying not to think about it. He awoke that morning to a feeling of low-grade dread that sat like a stone in the pit of his stomach—skipped breakfast, knowing that it would hurt him on the field but unable to find a reason to care.

How do I keep them from killing each other, should I even try, what, yes, of course you should, are you crazy, but how, what do I even do—

It wasn’t just the fear of a direct confrontation, the possibility of one or both boys ending up injured. There was also the fact that Conor was a midfielder, now, and Ashleigh was a midfielder, and Guyler was a forward, and it felt like there would be consequences if Conor ended up—as he very well might—in a situation where it was his job to pass the ball right past Ashleigh, to Ashleigh’s worst enemy, so that enemy could score against Ashleigh’s team.

Why couldn’t Guyler have gone out of town for Thanksgiving.

Something about it felt like the stuff they’d been reading in Social Studies, about the Somme—like marching directly into machine gun fire knowing what would happen to you as a result.

You’re being dramatic.

Ashleigh was dramatic, though. Dramatic predictions were appropriate.

It’s going to be fine. You and Ashleigh started out on opposite teams, remember?

Yeah, but they hadn’t actually become friends until they were on the same team.

(Like Conor now was with Guyler, who wasn’t not starting to feel like a friend. Sort of. In a weird, uncomfortable way. He at least wasn’t straightforwardly an enemy, anymore, and that was already enough to put Conor in what felt like a dangerous position.)

It’s going to be fine.

Just repeating it doesn’t make it true!

He was silent in the car on the way over, silent as his mother dropped him off and headed for the bleachers, silent as Coach Pool led them through a series of stretches and warm-ups, the dew numbing their fingers and leaking through the toes of their cleats.

“You look like you ate a bowl of shit for breakfast,” Guyler murmured softly, as they paused for a water break.

It was the first time the other boy had spoken aloud to Conor since the day of their walk together—all of their subsequent conversation had taken place in the pages of the little leatherbound journal.

“Are you going to start something?” Conor blurted.

Subtle.

Guyler shot him a guarded look. “Maybe,” he said slowly. “I’m not going out there to let him walk all over me, that’s for sure.”

Conor turned to look across the field, to where the Vikings were currently doing shuttle runs in front of their goal. Even from a distance, Ashleigh was immediately identifiable, cheeks pink, hair whipping in the wind as he sprinted back and forth across the grass.

I probably should’ve thought about all this earlier. I could have come up with something.

Yeah, because your problem is you’re not doing enough anxious overthinking.

“What would happen,” Conor asked, each word feeling like its own thirty-pound sandbag, “if I asked you for a favor.”

Wait, what—

Guyler’s eyes narrowed. “Depends,” he said. “What kind of favor?”

Conor swallowed, feeling the old, familiar fear, the glass wall waiting on the fourth step of the runup.

Seriously, hang on a second—

“Don’t call him a faggot.”

Guyler’s head tilted half an inch.

“Or a homo, or a cocksucker, anything like that.”

The other boy said nothing. Only watched, his eyes sharp and weighing.

“Tell him you fucked his mom, tell him he’s a piece of shit, call him any other names you can think of. Just not—that.”

Guyler turned to look across the field at the Vikings, his face unreadable.

“Please,” Conor said. “I would—I would owe you one.”

The silence stretched.

Hey, so, I think you just outed Ashleigh to Guyler Ste—

Shh.

“Jaguars!” Coach Pool shouted, slicing through the moment. “Game time, line up.”

The rest of the boys around them began moving. Guyler stayed put. So did Conor.

“Guyler—”

“Deal,” the other boy said abruptly. “Shake on it.”

He stuck out a hand. Conor took it—shook it—let it go, feeling dizzy. Together, the two of them joined the rest of the team, lining up single file alongside the bench, facing downfield to where the Vikings were forming their own line.

“Good sportsmanship,” the coach reminded them, a note of warning in his tone. “No spit.”

They began walking, converging on the midpoint of the sidelines, where the two teams would pass each other, each Jaguar high-fiving every Viking in the standard starting ritual.

Seriously, why did you—

Shut up. It worked.

The fact that Guyler Stevens said the word “deal” does NOT mean that it WORKED, you have NO IDEA what he’s going to do now—

But Conor was not interested, had no energy left for fighting with himself, let the little voice in his head go unanswered. As the other team approached, he stuck out his right hand.

“Good game, good game, good game, good game, good game—”

Guyler was immediately in front of him, and Conor watched, breathless, as Ashleigh approached them both.

“—good game, good game, good game—”

It happened in a flash, subtle enough that Conor would have missed it had he not been watching for it, looking directly at the two boys’ hands. They moved in perfect sync, as if they had practiced a dozen times—their hands approaching, coming within inches, then twitching aside at the last possible second, each recoiling from contact with the other.

“—good game, good game, good game—”

It was only for an instant—not even half a second, and then Ashleigh’s hand was extended once more, struck Conor’s with a satisfying and comradely smack, a smile crinkling the other boy’s eyes as they passed.

“—good game, good game, good game, good game.”

Then it was over, and the two lines peeled apart from each other, looping back toward their respective benches. The referee blew the whistle, and Conor moved to his starting position, on the left side of the field, dragging his feet, praying that nothing would go wrong, that it would all be boring, uneventful—

At least Guyler’s a right forward. While Conor himself was already facing Ashleigh, only the two forwards between them, Guyler was forty feet over on the opposite side of the field, facing down the Vikings’ left wing. There was a chance the two boys would never cross paths, never end up in the same place at the same time…

Same place as your MOM last night.

The whistle blew again, and the ball flashed into motion. For the first two minutes, Conor stood alert, tense, with nothing to do—the Jaguars’ forwards had pushed ahead, and the battle was taking place in the far corner, Guyler and a few other boys fighting for control near the Vikings’ goal.

Then a sudden interception—a wild ricochet—the goalie, diving—and now the ball was flying back down the field, was in Ashleigh’s possession, his best friend streaking toward the gap between Conor and the Jaguars’ center midfielder—

Conor shot forward like an arrow. There were forty feet between them—thirty—twenty. As he approached, Ashleigh feinted to his left, then broke to his right, his feet flickering, the ball seeming to disappear and reappear, changing directions faster than Conor could follow—

Gone. Conor had been outmaneuvered, and even as he turned in pursuit, Ashleigh passed the ball inward, across the field. One of the other Vikings received it, carrying it onward toward the goal, and for a moment they slowed, Conor and Ashleigh and the other nearby players, catching their breath while the focus lay elsewhere.

“C’mon, Bat-boy, get your head in the game!” Ashleigh crowed, laughing.

Conor managed a weak, crooked sort of smile. Ashleigh being in a good mood, Ashleigh teasing him—these were positive signs.

The Vikings’ left forward took a shot on goal, and the Jaguar keeper blocked it, and one of the Jaguar fullbacks sent the ball rocketing back toward the center line, where Guyler was waiting to take it still further. Conor and Ashleigh followed at a distance, crossing back over onto the Vikings’ side of the field, and for the next ten minutes it was back and forth, back and forth, the two of them clashing some half a dozen times, Guyler thankfully staying out of it.

Then the whistle blew, and the quarter ended, and Conor was sent to the bench. There was a brief moment of chaos as both coaches shouted out their commands, the players shuffling around to their new positions—

God dammit—

Ashleigh had been reassigned from right midfield to left, was now facing Guyler directly, with only the Vikings’ left forward between them.

—here we fucking go.

The second quarter began, and once again Guyler wrangled the ball, blew right past his counterpart, was racing up the far side of the field toward the Vikings’ goal. Ashleigh darted forward to intercept—

The two of them tumbled, legs tangled, the ball flying off to one side. Both boys rolled, sprang back to their feet, facing each other, fists clenched—

(Conor’s heart tried to climb out of his throat.)

—but they said nothing, did nothing, glared at each other for at most half a heartbeat before whirling and chasing after the ball, which was now in the possession of another Jaguar and heading for the goal. A fullback came forward to block—the Jaguar feinted—

The ball flew toward Guyler, who headed it, cradled it with his knee, his foot, danced around another fullback and took a shot—

Goal.

It had all happened in the space of about twelve seconds, and the part of Conor that had been just starting to wonder whether maybe it should relax tightened up again, looking toward Ashleigh, trying to see (from over a hundred feet away) whether the other boy was scowling, whether he was invested, whether the fact of Guyler scoring had infuriated him or not—

Ashleigh was looking at him.

For maybe ten whole seconds, Ashleigh kept his eyes on Conor, as he jogged back toward his starting position for the next kickoff. They were too far away to really see each other—too far to make out one another’s expressions, for anything meaningful to pass between them.

But Ashleigh was looking.

Which means what, exactly—

The whistle blew, and the ball took flight, and over the next fifteen minutes Guyler and Ashleigh tangled with one another no fewer than nine times. Sometimes one of them went down, and sometimes the other; sometimes both and sometimes neither. Each time, Conor’s mouth went dry, and each time the two boys separated with no more violence than one might expect between any two reasonably competitive seventh graders. They weren’t not aggressive, but it was controlled, moderate.

Reasonable.

And after each encounter, Ashleigh turned, looked in Conor’s direction, caught his eye.

Slowly—

(Fighting something that felt an awful lot like disbelief.)

(And embarrassment, too, because wow, really, you think this is about you, buddy, have you ever heard the word ‘narcissism’?)

Slowly, Conor found himself forming a theory: that Ashleigh was holding back because he thought Conor wouldn’t like it. That he was looking to Conor for approval, or—or acknowledgement—that he wanted Conor to notice his restraint.

“Your boyfriend is being less of an asshole than usual,” Guyler said, as the second quarter ended and the teams separated for the halftime break.

Conor blinked. “I thought you said—”

Right.

He’d agreed not to say any of those things to Ashleigh.

Guyler smirked, peeling back the wrapper on a package of Swiss cake rolls.

“Why are you being nice?” Conor asked.

“Told you,” the other boy said, chewing. “I’m not about to let him walk all over me. But so long as he isn’t pulling any bullshit, I’ve got nothing to prove.”

Conor squinted. Something about that hadn’t sounded quite right…

My sabumnim found out I got into a fight on purpose.

“You’re still trying to get back in, aren’t you?” Conor asked. “To your—”

“Sssssssst,” Guyler hissed, his eyes flashing fire, and Conor raised his hands apologetically.

“Sorry,” he said. “I’ll—”

“Shut the fuck up? Please and very thank you.”

And without another word, the other boy turned around and stalked away, leaving Conor alone on the bench.

Okay, yeah, could’ve seen that one coming.

Still, it was probably fine.

Probably.

Conor looked over toward the Vikings bench. Ashleigh was sitting, chatting with a boy named Nate who Conor had gotten along well with in previous seasons. He looked fine. Not tense, not pent-up. Not like he’d just effortfully held back from stomping Guyler’s face in half a dozen times. Like maybe the holding-back hadn’t been hard, actually.

Conor chewed at his lip.

He wasn’t sure he liked this—still wasn’t comfortable with the idea of having power over the other boy. The idea of Ashleigh doing things for him, because of him.

But there was—

—not a voice, exactly, not something that spoke in words, but a vibe, an attitude, in the back of Conor’s mind—something that seemed older than him, somehow, and wiser, something that felt a lot like being in the same room as Ms. Palmano.

And it was warning him that there were things outside of his control, things it would be a bad idea to ignore or deny. That if Conor did have some influence over Ashleigh, that neither of them wanted to exist, there were worse things to do with it than use it to move the other boy Conor-wards. That what it meant to be a person was wanting things to be more the-way-that-he-wanted-them, and that it was silly to try to make that not-happen in a situation where it was happening all its own, where it wasn’t his fault and he hadn’t done anything wrong, just because he wouldn’t have chosen it.

(Because he didn’t actually have a choice. Not about the way Ashleigh felt.)

Out on the field, the referee blew the whistle, summoning them back for the second half. Conor stood, feeling the same dizzy feeling he’d felt when Guyler had held out his hand for Conor to shake.

You don’t have to know where you’re going. You can take things one step at a time.

Yeah.

Yeah, okay.

The fact that Guyler and Ashleigh had run into each other almost a dozen times—had physically run into each other, and still hadn’t murdered one another—

That felt like a step.

It felt like a step, and it felt like forward.

Slowly, Conor walked out onto the grass and took his place between the two of them.

•   •   •

“Fridge needs cleaning.”

Conor groaned.

“Don’t give me that. I don’t remember you spending five hours cooking Thanksgiving dinner, or two hours washing up afterward, either.”

“It’s Sunday.”

“Oh, were you planning on heading to church, first?”

•   •   •


• Take pitchures and run?

• Utillity belt (marbles/bbs, silly string, look up how to make smoke bombs) ←where to hide tho

• get them to chase me (how) (what if they catch me)

• spy on ppl (?) (tell teachrs?)

• lots of stuff hapens derring class they’re gonna notiss ur gon dickhead

• learn to figt   ask Guyler   kick them and run

• jump on them god dammit

• stink bombs/glitter

• ask Ashleigh

• ask Miz Palmano DO NOT ask Miz Palmano

•



•   •   •

“All right,” said Mrs. Atkins. “Everyone close your books, and get out a sheet of paper. Pop quiz.”

•   •   •

Conor only managed fifty jumps, between the roots of the old oak tree, but he landed thirty-eight of them, including one streak of twelve.

•   •   •


Hey



He turned his phone face down on his desk, leaving Ashleigh’s text unread. It buzzed twice more over the next minute, and then lay silent for the rest of the evening.

I’ll read it in the morning, he thought. Promise.

•   •   •


We’re going to talk about that little favor you wanted at some point, you know. Consider this fair warning.



Conor closed the little leatherbound journal, and put his head down on the desk. Later.

•   •   •

Timothy was wearing new shoes.

Brand-new shoes.

Expensive shoes.

•   •   •

Something’s gotta give.

There weren’t all that many things going on, really. Just English, and Math, and all the other classes, and training, and Sundays with his parents, and whatever was happening with Ashleigh and whatever was happening with Guyler and whatever was happening with Timothy and Devon and whatever was happening with Jennifer—

Conor sat with Ashleigh on the bus, and it was good, mostly—felt good, felt normal (mostly). The other boy was still…unsteady, sort of, was not quite back to full fuck-you strength. But it felt like being friends again (and not like back in October, when things had been desperately, unnervingly smooth). They talked about books, and space, and superheroes…

…and not about Jennifer.

(That was starting to feel like a thing.)

There wasn’t much room for socializing in English, but on the first day back after Thanksgiving break Jennifer had greeted him with a hug, and given him another at the end of class, and Ashleigh had kept his distance, digging through his binder for an implausibly long time as Conor packed up and left.

(What was there to say, even? It’s not like they were official. They hadn’t even kissed a second time yet.)

In second period Spanish, he passed his biweekly quiz with a C and spent the rest of the class alternating between trying to think and trying not to think and somehow failing at both.

In Science, they were watching The Magic School Bus again, and Jennifer sat next to him and rested her head on his shoulder and—terrified, tentative—he rested his against hers. It was dark, but Conor kept his binder in his lap anyway, unsure whether the tent in his pants was the sort of thing she would find flattering or funny or off-putting or what.

Social Studies…happened. Probably.

And in Math—


No, I haven’t read Foundation. Honestly shocked that you have, given the whole functional illiteracy thing you’ve got going on. My grandpa gave me The Eye of the World over break and I’m like a quarter of the way through it.

We’re still going to talk about it. I’m not going to forget.



Then lunch, where Conor sat with Holt and Eddie, feeling oddly apart, their conversation rolling off of him like water. He ate almost none of his food, and noticed halfway through that Oliver wasn’t in his usual seat, appeared to not be in the cafeteria at all.

Then Activity, where he and Ashleigh stole awkward minutes together—

(Each of them trying not to tiptoe and only mostly succeeding.)

—and Art, where Mr. Riemann told them to put what they were feeling directly onto the page.

(Conor did not.)

Then the bus ride home (still awkward), chores, and half an hour of target jumps and topovers in the backyard before it was too dark to see. He spent the rest of the evening trying to find words for the various people he owed words to, and mostly failing.

Then breakfast, and the bus, sliding into the seat next to Ashleigh…

Something’s gotta give.

•   •   •

“Something on your mind, kiddo?”

Conor twitched, startled, snatching his hand down from his father’s model in pure reflex, as if he were four years old again.

His father chuckled. “It’s not fragile,” he said, dryly.

The pair of them were standing in the workshop—Conor by the workbench, his father just inside the door he was now closing quietly behind him as he entered from the house proper.

Conor wasn’t really sure why he was there. He’d wandered in ten minutes earlier—had been doing nothing, looking at nothing in particular. Just letting his fingers drift over the scattered tools, the stacks of material, wood and fabric and wire and clay. The excuse his brain had offered up was that he needed inspiration, might find something among the ten thousand things that could go into some sort of utility belt, maybe…

…but the fact that that was a reason to be there didn’t mean it was the reason, his real actual reason. Even in his own head, it rang hollow, and he had no idea what lay under the cover story.

His father cleared his throat. “Something I can help with?” he asked gently.

Conor thought.

“Not sure,” he said.

His father waited.

“Maybe.”

His father waited.

“Probably not.”

His father nodded—slowly, gently—and moved forward toward the workbench, gesturing at a pile of oddly-shaped wooden forms on the side table. “Got a few minutes to help me, then?” he asked.

Conor blinked. “With what?”

“Glue time. I’ve got clamps, but it takes three hands to get it set in the first place, and a fourth one to actually do the clamping. I was just on my way to find you.”

(The part of Conor that had been noticing things lately noticed that this might not, in fact, be true—that it, too, had the feeling of a plausible lie.)

(But that didn’t really matter.)

“Sure,” he said.

His father fetched the glue, showed Conor the three different kinds of shapes and how they were supposed to fit together. Slowly, the two of them worked their way through the pile, at first with his father doing the clamping, then with Conor doing half of it, and then—with the final set of three—all of it. The whole job took them maybe half an hour, most of it in silence.

“Thanks,” his father said, as they propped the final shape up on the workbench to dry. “Would’ve had to do them in two passes without your help. Tricky to get three pieces together with two layers of glue.”

“No problem,” Conor murmured.

There had been a pleasant sort of emptiness while they had worked, something a little bit like what happened to Conor when he was training, sinking into the repetition, executing the same pattern over and over again. It was as though the loudest part of his brain switched off, went quiet, allowing a different sort of consciousness to rise to the surface.

But now the words were back, and ordinary awareness with them. He could feel his father’s eyes lingering, feel the—what, hope? Hunger?—in the grownup’s steady, compassionate gaze.

I don’t know what to tell you, he thought.

And then: fuck it.

“I don’t know what to tell you.”

His father nodded gravely. “Many such cases,” he replied. “Anything interesting happen at school today, maybe?”

Conor considered. “Hung out with Jennifer at break.”

“Jennifer?”

“Jennifer Eisley.”

Conor’s father squinted, confusion clear on his face—am I supposed to know who that is?—but as Conor remained silent, he set the question aside, seeming to intuit the edges of the answer.

“Did you like it?” he asked. “Hanging out with her, I mean.”

Conor nodded. “It’s, uh. Happened a few times.”

“Cool.”

More silence. His father turned and began tidying the space—wiping up droplets of glue, sorting various tools and spare supplies from the day’s work back into their rightful places. After a moment, Conor stepped in to help, the various tasks familiar and easy.

Hey, so, I can think of one reason you might have been haunting the workshop.

Yeah, I got it, thanks.

The problem was, it wasn’t enough to simply want to talk to his father. He had to have something to talk to his father about—something he could talk to him about, something that wasn’t out-of-bounds for this reason or that—

“She’s welcome to come over for dinner some time, if you want.”

(Conor found himself strangely irritated by the comment, its careful nonchalance so obvious as to be its own kind of clumsy. There was a feeling inside of him that was broadcasting something like stop beating around the goddamn bush and just spit it out already, and Conor’s own guilt along those lines made his father’s reticence somehow even more intolerable. It wasn’t fair, but—)

None of this is, anyway.

“Thanks,” he said, clearing his throat. “I probably will.”

His father handed him a broom, and he turned away, began to sweep the polished concrete clean of accumulated sawdust.

“Saturday’s game go well?”

(Conor stilled, unable to keep the broom moving and keep a grip on his emotions at the same time.)

“Yeah,” he said, holding his voice level. “Three to two.”

Seconds passed. Conor had just begun sweeping again when—

“I could ask you about Ashleigh, if you want me to.”

His father’s voice was soft, compassionate, gently inviting, and for some reason Conor found this annoying too—had to fight back a third and even larger wave.

Yeah, I think this is about you, pal.

No shit.

“I could ask you to ask me, if you want me to,” he said, unable to keep the acid out of his voice.

His father was unruffled. “Hey, Conor,” he said, setting down the rag he was holding and turning to face him directly. “How are things with Ashleigh?”

“Not great.”

“Why’s that?”

How much time you got?

Conor said nothing, and eventually his father tried again.

“Is it about the fight you two had in your room?”

“It’s not about that, no.”

His father’s forehead crinkled slightly.

Why are we not just telling him? We told Palmano.

Conor wasn’t sure. Again, there were reasons that sounded good—like the fact that his teacher didn’t really have her own longstanding relationship with Ashleigh to get in the way, like his father did. Or the fact that she had more distance from Conor, was less likely to get caught up in some weird father-son tangle about what was (supposedly) good for him.

But neither of those was the real reason, and he wasn’t sure what was. Especially since things were better now—weren’t they?

(His father was watching closely, was clearly waiting for him to speak, and for a moment it seemed tantalizingly possible…)

But no. There was more, now. Too much, and all of it mixed up, interwoven—there might be a way to explain some of it without revealing all of it, but not here, not now, Conor wasn’t quick enough to think his way through all of it on the fly. He would make mistakes, would drop hints that his father would not be able to unhear, and then there would be questions, suspicion, attention—

About what?

He paused.

What was it, that he couldn’t bear his father knowing, did not want his father to see?

…he didn’t know that, either.

(Too long, he was taking too long, he had to say something, at this point he might as well be screaming hey, look at me, stupid kid in over his head, here—)

“We’re figuring it out,” he said slowly, breaking the silence. “Me and Ashleigh, I mean. It’s just…”

He swallowed. “It’s just tricky, is all.”

(That much, at least, was entirely true.)

His father nodded. “Can’t imagine the whole Jennifer thing makes it less tricky, either,” he murmured, and Conor winced, because right, Ashleigh had SHOUTED it, he didn’t need to tell his father about that part, he already knew.

(And yet he didn’t know, didn’t KNOW know, because the awkwardness around Jennifer wasn’t the thing, really—was just a weird side effect.)

Conor felt a pang of something like shame—maybe it just was shame—because it wasn’t fair, look how much space his father was giving him, how patient he was being, he’d never once made Conor regret a confidence and was clearly dying to help and Conor wasn’t letting him—

Don’t confuse what you think you should want with what you actually do want.

…Conor did not want to tell his father.

Then why the hell did you come out here?

Because a part of him wanted to, he realized. Because a part of him had been hoping that his father would have all the answers, would somehow be able to make it all okay again.

But that part was wrong—was confused, immature—a relic left over from the days when the problems were simple, when his father did have all the answers. It had brought him into the shop so that he could be saved, soothed, reassured—to have someone else say don’t worry, I’m going to take care of everything.

And that…

…wasn’t going to happen.

There was something like a click, in that moment. A shift, a settling, the pieces of Conor falling into a newer, more stable configuration. He shot his father a smile, and it was real, not a performance—a sad smile, a half smile, but clean. Honest. Sincere.

“Thanks, Dad,” he said. “For trying to help.”

“I’m here if you need me, bud. Always.”

“I know.”

•   •   •

“…and I didn’t have time to think, and so I just, like. Sort of jumped down?”

“From the breezeway? Fuck.”

“Yeah. Like, onto his shoulders. Like directly onto his shoulders, I’m pretty sure I broke them both, like at least his whatever-you-call-it, his collarbones, there was this—this crunch, and he started screaming and he just kept screaming, it was awful—”

They were on the top floor of the Rosemary Street parking garage, at the edge of the community college, a new spot that Conor had recently discovered. It was something of a dreamworld, with a strange plaza-slash-garden hidden away on its roof, filled with walls and railings and raised planter beds—even a tiny amphitheater—a football-field-sized collection of obstacles and opportunity.

“—and then there were other people, like just random people walking by I think, and they had lights, flashlights and I just—ran. Ran and hid.”

Ashleigh nodded. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “I get that.”

The two of them were sitting at the highest point, the flat roof of a castle-like tower that rose an extra story on the north side of the structure, housing the stairwell and elevators. It had a raised brick lip that was maybe two feet wide and a foot high, and from the middle of it, they couldn’t see anybody and no one could see them. It was as if the whole world were just that one small platform, surrounded by sky—like being on a magic carpet.

Conor fixed his friend with a look. “You get that,” he repeated.

Ashleigh squirmed slightly.

“Did it—I dunno. Fuck you up?” Conor asked. “Like, afterward.”

“Yeah.”

Soft, the word, the other boy avoiding Conor’s eyes, but it turned like a key, unlocking something between them. Something in Conor, something that had been holding back, hesitant, uncertain. With all of Ashleigh’s bluster, with the raw intensity of the other boy’s anger, Conor hadn’t been sure until that very moment that he’d felt bad at all, had taken any damage whatsoever from the sudden violence he’d unleashed on Guyler.

It was a relief, to hear Ashleigh say that yes, it had fucked him up.

“Me, too,” Conor said quietly. “I thought—for a while, I thought maybe it was just, like. Fine? But then I randomly saw the guy in the hall and it—I think I maybe had, like. A legit panic attack.”

Ashleigh said nothing.

“And I keep thinking, like, what if I had done something different. Like, anything different. Like did I have to jump on him, couldn’t I have just—just screamed, or…”

Conor trailed off. Ashleigh still wasn’t looking, was still avoiding his gaze. Conor picked up a piece of gravel and threw it—not softly—hitting the other boy in the chest.

“Hey!”

“Get in here, motherfucker. I’m trying to be friends.”

“I’m here.”

“No, you’re not. You’re on fucking Mars.”

“What do you want from me?”

“I want to know what it was like for you. I want you to talk to me about it.”

“What was it like for you?”

“I felt like I was going to throw up and I couldn’t stop shaking, and don’t dodge the question. It’s your fucking turn.”

He threw another rock, and Ashleigh flinched. “Okay, okay, geez,” the other boy said. “Enough with the earthbending.”

“I’m serious, Ash. You gotta, like. Look at me and shit.”

Ashleigh took a long, deep breath in through his nose, as if gathering his courage. He turned to look at Conor, the gravel scraping gently underneath him, his eyes soft and shining.

“It’s not easy,” he said, after a long moment.

“I know.”

“I really, really think you don’t.”

“Then tell me.”

Ashleigh gnawed at his lip, his brow furrowing.

Conor opened his mouth—

“Lie down,” the other boy said, cutting him off.

“What?”

“What like you didn’t hear me, or—”

“Okay, okay, lying down.”

Conor turned, stretched out, settled his back against the gravel. After a moment, he reached over and grabbed his jacket, tucking it under his head like a pillow.

Ashleigh lay down next to him, his body stretching out in the opposite direction, their heads side-by-side, ears almost touching. Conor could feel the heat of the other boy, a mere inch away, but neither of them could see the other, the late autumn clouds filling their vision.

“I thought I might have killed him,” Ashleigh said, his voice low and sleepover-intimate.

Conor let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

“He just—went limp, and his head hit the sidewalk so hard, like he didn’t even try to catch himself or anything. The sound of it—”

“Wait,” Conor interrupted—

(Feeling awkward, it was the wrong moment, he didn’t want to stop the other boy but he had to know.)

“—didn’t you—I mean, did you kick him? After he was down?”

There was a quiet grinding sound as Ashleigh shook his head. “No,” he said. “I heard Guyler was telling people that, but—no.”

“But his ribs.”

“I only hit him three times,” Ashleigh said, just the slightest tremor in his voice. “First in the gut, when he said—when he called—”

The other boy broke off, choking, and Conor slowly raised his arm, brought his hand up to where Ashleigh’s head lay, right next to his own ear, tangled his fingers in the other boy’s hair.

Ashleigh gave three short, heavy breaths. “When he asked if I was full, after swallowing your load, or if I wanted seconds. That’s when I…”

“Snapped,” Conor offered quietly.

“Yeah. And then—when he bent over, I sort of—grabbed him by the back, and kneed him in the chest. Hard. I was—I was really trying to hurt him. I was trying as hard as I could.”

Well, it worked.

Ashleigh’s voice had grown quieter and quieter as he spoke, and Conor curled his fingers into a fist, holding the other boy’s hair right at the roots, right where it met his scalp, hoping to—what, keep him here? Keep him from floating away?

…something like that. He felt the other boy’s hand come to rest atop his own, the fingers tightening around his, as if Ashleigh were trying to hang on, too.

“And then—it took him like ten seconds to straighten up, but when he finally did I—that’s when I—”

“Finished it.”

“I punched him in the face, and he just—went down. And I thought—when I heard—when his head hit the concrete like that, I really thought I’d killed him, it didn’t look like he was breathing, and then you came around the corner and I just—”

He broke off again, and for a moment they just lay there together as he wept, his whole body shaking silently, Conor’s hand still gripping his hair, his hand still gripping Conor’s.

Wait—

“But your hands,” Conor said softly, after the sobs had slowed. “I thought—if you only punched him in the face once—”

Both of Ashleigh’s hands had been ruined, the morning after. Conor remembered it vividly, the ice packs balanced on his split and bleeding knuckles, the chip on both shoulders.

“That happened later,” Ashleigh said flatly.

Conor could picture it—Ashleigh’s panic, his fear, too large to contain but with no outlet, nowhere to put it—

Yeah. I get that.

“Where did you go?” Conor asked quietly.

“Don’t remember. A lot of places. I didn’t really sleep. I spent some time in the drainpipe, trying to decide what to do.”

The other boy’s voice was steadier, now, as if the storm had passed, or was at least easing.

“You mean like—”

“Like kill myself, or run away, or turn myself in.”

There was a very heavy silence.

“When I walked into the office—when they told me he was alive—I dunno, my brain just kinda—shut down. I remember seeing you, outside Sykes’s office. I remember—I don’t know. I couldn’t look at you. Didn’t want you to look at me. Too much. I just—”

“Wanted to hide,” Conor murmured.

“No,” Ashleigh said firmly. “I wanted to disappear.”

Another long silence. Conor stared unseeing into the steel-grey sky, searching for something useful to say.

“Ash, I’m so sorry.”

The other boy said nothing, just squeezed his hand a little harder.

Time passed.

“Do you remember why you—”

Conor broke off, started over. “How did you and Guyler end up so—”

The way that you are.

“—how did this all get started, I literally cannot remember.”

“He fucking tried to bully you,” Ashleigh said, his voice suddenly hard. “On the bus, on the first day of sixth grade. Tried to kick you out of your seat.”

Conor closed his eyes, trying to summon the memory. “He said it was his seat.”

“Which it wasn’t, because that’s some bullshit.”

“Ash.”

“What?”

“You’re—”

—doing that thing again, were the words that Conor’s brain offered up, but what the heck did that mean, what did he mean, ‘that thing’…

“I don’t know if he was trying to bully me,” Conor said slowly.

“He tried to kick you out of your seat,” Ashleigh repeated. “Tried to drag you out of it.”

“Yeah, but—”

But what if he really did think that it was his seat. He came from Elk Grove, not Littleton. Maybe they had assigned seats there. And we weren’t on the bus that morning, my mom dropped us off…

Was it worth it? Worth the effort it would take, to try to explain, to bore through Ashleigh’s fury? His certainty?

“I’m trying to figure out,” Conor said, changing tacks, “whether that’s the only reason you two hate each other.”

“Conor, he called you a little bitch like last week.”

“I know, but—”

But from his perspective, we shot first.

“If he hadn’t tried to push me out of the seat,” Conor said carefully. “If he hadn’t given you any reason to be pissed at him—”

“He would’ve. Think about what he’s like. What he’s been like for a year.”

“Ash, can you—look, would you shut the fuck up and listen to me, for a second?”

There was a slight shifting of gravel.

“Sorry,” Ashleigh said.

“I just—I get that he’s been an asshole pretty much the whole time. But like. So have you, right? I mean, from his point of view? And like. If I’d been like, hey, Ashleigh, maybe you should be nice or whatever, you would’ve been like, why, he’s an asshole, he deserves it.”

“Yes.”

“So like—”

Conor struggled to find words.

“—why are you expecting him to have just—just—turned the other cheek? Like, sure, you’ve got a million examples of him being an asshole, but doesn’t he think that every single one of those is payback? Doesn’t he have a million examples of you asking for it? And like, even if he’s wrong about—about who started it—”

Even if he’s wrong, and it’s all his fault, doesn’t that make it, I dunno. Different?

Ashleigh was quiet for a long moment.

“…I hear you,” he said finally.

Conor let out a heavy sigh of relief. “Cool,” he said.

There was another silence. Conor felt—

Drained?

No. Not drained, exactly. That was too strong. But something like that—like he had just run a mile, climbed to the top of a hill, was not fully exhausted but was in some fundamental sense done, satisfied. Like he could go again, if he felt like it, but it would be its own new thing—that he was, in this moment, between things.

His attention drifted. From Guyler and Ashleigh to the mask, the breezeway, his own still-unsettled Halloween aftermath. To Ms. Palmano, and Jennifer—

He paused.

Ashleigh’s fingers were no longer squeezing his hand. They had begun to move, lightly, exploring—drifting across his knuckles as though trying to map them.

“Is this weird?” Ashleigh asked, somehow aware of Conor’s awareness.

Conor considered.

“Yes,” he said.

Ashleigh’s fingers stilled.

“I didn’t say you had to stop.”

There was a moment of hesitation, and then the fingers began moving again, slower this time.

Seconds passed.

“I don’t want you to kiss me,” Conor said bluntly. “But I don’t—that doesn’t mean I want you to, like. Be afraid to touch me.”

More silence. Then, quietly:

“Do you want me to touch you?”

“Like this, yes,” Conor said, his voice firm. “Like friends, yes.”

Hugs. Wrestling. Pillow fights. Climbing together, as they had to reach the very rooftop they were sitting on—Conor clambering up onto Ashleigh’s shoulders to hang from the top and then Ashleigh swarming up over him, using his body as a rope, a ladder. The two of them had touched each other all over, thousands of times—had breathed in each other’s ears, dripped sweat onto one another—hell, they had jerked off together, or at least beside one another—

—and all of that had been different from the slow, deliberate scrape of Jennifer’s fingernail down the side of Conor’s thumb.

Ashleigh’s fingers stilled again.

“I don’t know what that means,” he murmured.

“You don’t have to,” Conor countered, a little bit surprised at the firmness of his own voice. You don’t have to know where you’re going… “You’re allowed to fuck up. I’m your friend—I’ll tell you to back off, it’ll be fine. Just—little experiments, okay? Don’t fucking blindside me, like you did on Halloween.”

The fingers resumed their earlier pace, exploring further, poking and prodding at the muscles of Conor’s forearm. “Sorry about that,” Ashleigh whispered.

“It’s fine,” Conor said. “I mean, it’s not, but. It’s okay.” He squeezed his fist, tugging gently on the other boy’s hair. “I just wish you’d told me. Like a year ago, or whenever this all started.”

The fingers slowed again. “It…maybe started four years ago?”

“You wanted to suck my dick four years ago?”

There was the sound of shifting gravel, Ashleigh’s head turning under Conor’s fingers. “No,” the other boy conceded, his voice small in Conor’s ear. “That part’s pretty new. But…”

He trailed off.

“But what?”

“But it doesn’t feel different,” Ashleigh said. “It’s like—I dunno.”

“What?”

“It’s stupid.”

“What? Spit it out.”

“It’s like—imagine if you were blind, okay? Like you’d never been able to see, before. Your whole life. And then there was some new drug or whatever, and suddenly you could see. You’d look at me, and that would be—it’d be new, you wouldn’t have seen my face before, but my face wouldn’t be different. It would still just be my face. You’d just be different about it.”

Conor pondered this.

“You’re saying you’ve been in love with me for a while,” he said—slowly, cautiously.

“I’ve been in love with you since third grade. It just—used to mean something else.”

And then, softer and more vulnerable:

“You love me, too, right?”

Not like that, were the words on the tip of Conor’s tongue, but he snatched them from the flow of time, caught them, held them unsaid. Ashleigh already knew that—it didn’t need repeating. Not now, anyway; not in this exact moment.

They were pushy, those words, and Conor was currently trying to pull.

“I think I love you more than anybody else on the planet,” he said softly, his fingers still entwined in the other boy’s hair. “This would all be a heck of a lot easier, if I didn’t.”

•   •   •

“You told everybody he kicked you in the ribs after you were down.”

There was a taut and brittle pause.

“Hello to you, too,” said Guyler Stevens.

It was the following day, and the two of them were alone in the crowded cafeteria, the nearby seats depopulated.

(The other boys were half a dozen tables away, and Conor could feel Holt’s eyes on the back of his neck.)

He leaned forward over his tray, his voice low. “Do you remember him doing that?” he pressed. “Or was that, like. A guess.”

(Or a lie, he didn’t say.)

Guyler’s eyes narrowed. “What is this?”

“Spell check.”

Another pause, longer this time. It seemed to Conor that he could almost feel the bounds of their new whatever-it-was going taut, straining as they struggled to contain the other boy’s default hostility.

Eat shit, sycophant—

But Guyler held his temper, and his tongue. “No,” he said slowly. “I don’t actually remember it. The doctors were talking about it after I woke up.” He fixed Conor with a pointed look. “You know—in the emergency room.”

So it was a guess, then.

“I’m not trying to let him off the hook,” Conor said. “But it does make a difference. Don’t try to pretend like it doesn’t.”

(After all, if it didn’t, he wouldn’t have been harping on about it in front of everybody.)

“So, what—he told you he didn’t, and you just believed him?”

“Guyler, Jesus Christ—what the hell do you think this conversation is?”

Again the sense of something only barely held back, half an inch from snapping. Conor held still, held his breath—

“Fair,” the other boy conceded, and Conor relaxed a little.

They sat in silence for a moment.

“So, are you done, or—”

“You said you wanted to talk about it,” Conor cut in.

Something flickered across Guyler’s face. “Here?”

Conor shrugged, trying to seem nonchalant, wondering whether the other boy could see the jackhammer pace of his heartbeat in his throat, his forehead. “Might as well.”

Guyler squinted. Conor didn’t move.

“Okay,” Guyler said, mirroring Conor’s shrug. “So he’s actually gay.”

I’m not gay, I’m ASHLEIGH—

“Yeah,” Conor said.

“Why’s he keeping it a secret. Nobody gives a fuck.”

“It’s complicated.”

Guyler snorted.

“It is.”

“Why, ’cause you’re tired of catching and he won’t switch?”

“Guyler.”

“Or is the problem that there’s someone else in the pict—”

“Guyler.”

To Conor’s surprise, the other boy actually broke off, leaving the word unfinished. Broke off dismissively, almost sneeringly, one of his hands waving in a vague and careless whatever.

But he did, in fact, stop.

Is it possible to learn this power?

Not now, Ash.

“Anyway,” Conor said, filling the silence. “There was something you wanted to talk about?”

“Are you actually his boyfriend?”

Conor blinked. “No.”

“That why he’s so touchy about it?”

Conor opened his mouth—

“I do have eyes, you know,” Guyler said.

Conor closed his mouth.

The two of them studied each other.

“How—”

Conor broke off. How long, he wanted to ask—how long had Guyler known. But there was something too vulnerable in that, in the admission that the other boy had known for longer than Conor—had seen Ashleigh more clearly, even if only in the crude sense of knowing where to twist the knife.

But Guyler was too quick, too clever. “Only figured it out in the last little while, huh?” he asked.

(Bafflingly, the words weren’t cutting—were mercifully, uncharacteristically gentle, maybe even sympathetic.)

“Yeah,” Conor heard himself say. “Halloween.”

Guyler nodded, speared a green bean off of his tray, chewed it thoughtfully. For a time, neither of them spoke.

The thought of Halloween had brought with it its own baggage—the memory of violence, of bones breaking beneath Conor’s feet like dried branches. He felt his heart rate ticking up again, felt sweat prickling on the skin of his forehead.

Not now. Please.

“He—” Conor began, and then broke off again. “He thought about killing himself. When he thought he might’ve killed you.”

Guyler’s voice went cold and hard once more. “I’ll get his medal in the mail right away.”

“Guyler.”

“What? You seriously expect me to give him points for being sad about it?”

“…yes?”

Again the other boy’s expression flickered, something shifting faster than Conor could decipher.

“Look, I’m not saying you have to forgive him or anything—”

Guyler snorted again.

“—but come on, are you really saying it doesn’t matter? For real? Like, asshole who kicks you while you’re down and doesn’t even feel bad about it, versus guy you just hatecrimed who snaps and then freaks out about it, afterward. Those don’t feel different, to you?”

Guyler was silent for a long moment, and once again Conor found himself vaguely surprised that the other boy was something like—like letting him in, at all—that he seemed to be actually listening, was apparently taking the question seriously, had not just laughed it off and called Conor a bitch.

“Okay, so, here’s the thing,” Guyler said, after nearly a full minute had passed. “If I’m like, yeah, okay, those are different, and then you take that and try to—to run with it, like that changes everything, like it has fuck-all to do with all the shit he pulled the whole year last year—”

“I’m not trying to say it changes everything,” Conor cut in quietly. “I’m trying to say it changes this.”

Because this matters. This was the worst one.

A long silence.

“All right, fine,” Guyler bit out. “He can have his stupid fucking points. Probably better than him thinking it wasn’t fucked up, what he did.”

Conor tensed, feeling the impulse to push further and unsure whether to trust it—

“It was also fucked up for you to call him a faggot like eight billion times.”

Guyler’s eyes narrowed. Conor raised his hands.

“Less fucked up,” he said. “I’m not saying it makes it right. It’s not an excuse. But like…I get it. Given—given the whole, um. Situation. Especially if you kinda-sorta knew. He went too far, but you were—”

Asking for it, Conor didn’t say.

(Because he hadn’t been asking for that.)

But he’d been asking for something.

Again there was silence, Conor wondering whether he had finally gone too far himself—whether this would be the end of their strange and fragile truce.

If that’s the last thing I get to say to Guyler, while he’s weirdly willing to listen—

Well. That wouldn’t be good, exactly. There was more Conor wanted to say to the other boy—

(Which was a surprising thing to discover, in and of itself.)

—but it wouldn’t be the worst note to end on. Conor felt calm, settled. At peace, almost. There was a way in which he knew he could have—what—moved more cautiously? Held back, pulled his punches, tried harder to make sure that Guyler was happy, that the conversation wouldn’t end with him storming off.

But even though the situation was fragile, in some absolute sense, it didn’t feel fragile, on Conor’s end. Didn’t feel like a risk. Maybe because the question of Guyler’s worth—of what the line between them was worth—was still up in the air, was in some important sense being established in that very moment. Either Guyler could handle being called out on his bullshit, or he couldn’t. If he handled it, then maybe there was something here worth keeping alive. And if he couldn’t…

(Or didn’t want to.)

…well. That, too, was an answer.

“Something you’re waiting for, from me?” the other boy growled. His face had settled into something just short of a glare, hard and sharp and hot enough to blister.

Conor shook his head. “No,” he said. “I just—wanted you to know what I think. And, um.”

He cleared his throat. “Are we—I mean. I still, um. I still owe you a favor, right?”

What, because anything you’ve done in the meantime counts as having paid me back?

But the real, actual Guyler didn’t say that. Didn’t have a scathing retort, just swapped his almost-glare for a narrower, more suspicious version, studying Conor for a long moment.

“Yeah,” he said finally. “And you’d better be ready for it to be a big one.”

Conor knew he shouldn’t smile, but he wanted to.


Chapter 12Stakes


September 1st, 6:04PM

“Ever thought about bringing someone else up here?”

“No. You?”

“No.”

“…okay, then, good talk.”

“No, but like. If you were to bring somebody else up here, who would it be?”

“Well, I mean, my first choice would be your mom—”

“Har har.”

“Who would you bring up here?”

“I asked first.”

“I dunno. Like I said, I never thought about it. Holt, maybe? Or your brother?”

“So not Eddie, then?”

“Barf. I might literally murder you if you bring that dipshit up here.”

“Oh ho, someone’s feeling territorial.”

“I mean, yeah. This is our thing.”



•   •   •

“Oh, you must be Conor! Please, come in.”

The woman stepped back, opening the wide door wider, waving over Conor’s shoulder at his mother still sitting in her car in the driveway. Under her arm, down the bright, wood-paneled hallway, Conor caught a glimpse of Jennifer, sitting on a high stool in what looked to be the kitchen.

He followed the woman—Jennifer’s mother, surely—across the threshold, feeling vaguely uncomfortable. The foyer was cavernous, cathedral, the late afternoon sunlight streaming in through shattered-glass windows that stretched all the way up to the second-floor ceiling. He shucked his shoes instinctively, nudging them up against the wall by the door.

(There was no shoe rack. There were no other shoes in sight.)

“Oh, no need to do that,” Jennifer’s mother protested. “Please, it’s fine either way.”

Conor left his shoes off.

The woman led the way down the hallway, her own feet whispering on the polished hardwood floor. “Look who’s here, Jen,” she announced, as they entered the kitchen together.

Jennifer was seated at a large kitchen island with a marbled countertop, math book already open, spare paper and sharpened pencils arranged neatly in front of a second stool that stood empty beside her. She smiled—faintly—warmly, though—cupcakes—

Cupcakes?

“Can I get you anything?” the woman asked, reaching into a glass-fronted cabinet as Conor pulled himself up onto the stool, the countertop cool beneath the skin of his palm. “Tea? Soda? Champagne?”

He choked.

“Mom.”

Jennifer rolled her eyes, the faint smile still ghosting around her lips. “Sorry,” she murmured. “She’s incorrigible.”

In…corridge…

“Uh,” Conor said aloud. “Water’s fine.”

“Ice? We have crushed and cubed.”

“Cubed, please.”

A tall glass appeared in front of him.

“Thank you, Mrs. Eisley.”

The woman laughed, sounding almost exactly like Jennifer. “It’s Mrs. Payne now, actually. But you can call me Evelyn. Eisley is Dan’s last name.”

Right. Stepdad.

“Thanks, Mrs. Payne.”

Conor’s unease had thickened, was nearing the point of spawning actual second thoughts. He looked down at the stack of paper—dazzlingly white under the bright overhead lights—and realized that he’d forgotten to wash his hands, his knuckles splotched with dust and soot.

The woman laughed again. “He’s cute,” she said, sending a sly glance at Jennifer.

Conor’s cheeks flushed—

“Duh,” Jennifer replied.

A strangled sound emerged from somewhere inside Conor’s throat.

“Mom’s going to hang around a bit while we work,” Jennifer explained. “To make sure I’m not flirting at you too hard.”

“Wouldn’t want you to be uncomfortable,” Mrs. Payne joked.

A second sound, this one shading toward death rattle, and now it was Jennifer’s turn to laugh. “Sorry,” she repeated. “Couldn’t resist.”

…you PLANNED this?

(Conor said nothing, picking up the glass and taking a long gulp to cover the silence.)

“Anyway,” his new tutor continued. “Chapter four, yeah?”

She poked one of the pencils with her finger, sending it rolling across the marble. It fell off the edge, and Conor caught it by pure reflex, the ice in his glass rattling as he lunged.

“Ah, okay, so you are still in there. Good—I was starting to worry.”

If the way they felt from the inside was any measure, Conor’s cheeks were now on fire. In the back of his head, Ashleigh was cackling.

“Okay, so. I have your last quiz here. It looks like you started having trouble around question two…”

Just run.

Conor bit his tongue, unclenched his fingers, and tried to focus.

•   •   •

“It’s hopeless,” Conor said.

They had been working for—no, scratch that, Jennifer had been working for forty-five minutes straight, as Conor’s body and mind slowly lost their fundamental structure and he melted further and further into the marble.

Jennifer shook her head. “It’s not hopeless,” she replied, matter-of-fact. “We just haven’t figured out what’s wrong, yet.”

“It’s all wrong,” Conor countered, the words Just let me die playing themselves over and over in his head.

He had been so excited at the prospect of Jennifer tutoring him that he had forgotten it would involve math—math done in front of her—math done so badly in front of her that she’d arrived at full-blown confusion within the first ten minutes.

(Which would have been bad enough all on its own, but her mother was only a dozen steps away, had never left, was sitting at the massive kitchen table with a magazine and a croissant and had heard every single word.)

All of that, and Jennifer kept being distractingly—

(He happened to glance over just as she chewed at her lip, the tip of her tongue just barely poking out—)

Down, boy.

“No,” she said firmly, shaking her head again. “There’s one thing wrong, and we’re going to find it.”

You could go for the door, Ashleigh whispered. You’re closer than either of them. No way they’d catch you.

Jennifer reached for the stack of notebook paper, lifting off a fresh sheet. “Back to number two,” she said. “Three-X minus ten equals forty-one.”

“We already redid that one,” Conor protested.

“Sure. Do you remember how?”

God dammit.

“No.”

“What’s the first step?”

Conor squinted down at the page. “I’m supposed to add ten to forty-one,” he said.

“Why?”

Just let me DIE.

“Because I’m…”

He dredged the words up from memory.

“…I’m supposed to do the opposite of whatever’s there. Like, to undo it. Ten is minused, so I’m supposed to plus it, instead.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

Jennifer nodded. “Do you know what X is?” she asked.

“Seventeen.”

“No, that’s—sorry, I don’t mean ‘what’s the answer?’ I mean, like, what is X. Like how the math book is a book. What sort of thing is X?”

“A…varible.”

“Vari-a-ble.” Jennifer frowned. “Wait. Did you really not know that, or were you, like. Fooling around?”

“I mean. I knew ‘varible’ was wrong.”

“But the word ‘variable.’ You actually couldn’t remember it?”

It’s hard to remember gibberish.

“Sorry?” he said.

(Over at the table, Mrs. Payne was watching them intently, her eyes like heat lamps, making Conor sweat.)

“Okay, look,” Jennifer said. “I’ve got a question, and I want you to answer it honestly, okay?”

Conor swallowed. “Sure.”

“Have you been trying?”

He blinked. “Huh?”

“Like, have you actually been trying, over the past forty-five minutes.”

Conor opened his mouth—

Huh.

“I think…maybe not?” he said, feeling his cheeks burning again. “Or like. It’s sort of been, like…I don’t know…how?”

Look on the bright side, whispered Ashleigh. Better than having her think that you’re smart for like three months, and then finding out.

“How to try, you mean?”

He nodded.

Jennifer’s frown deepened. “Can you move that pencil with your mind?”

“What?”

“That pencil. Can you try to move it with your mind?”

“I—”

“Yes or no.”

“It’s not going to—”

“Duh. But can you try anyway?”

It was as if he had been split into two, and the two Conors inside of him were wrestling for the steering wheel. On the one hand was what, what the fuck, what are you even talking about, and on the other—

(The scent of bubble gum.)

“I can,” he heard himself say.

“So what’s different?”

“Huh?”

“What’s different between trying to move the pencil with your mind and trying to figure out pre-algebra?”

Conor blinked. “I…know how?”

“To move the pencil?”

“Yeah. Or like. I don’t know how, obviously. It’s not going to work. But I…know how to do the thing that won’t work?”

Jennifer nodded tightly, her brow furrowed, her eyes focused on something a million miles away.

“Right,” she said, and her voice, too, no longer seemed to be pointed at Conor. “You don’t know what X is.”

…seventeen?

She slid off of her stool and down to the polished floor, padding around the island and vanishing into the walk-in pantry. There were rustling sounds—

Now’s your chance!

—and then she emerged a moment later, holding three huge cellophane-wrapped Rice Krispies treats.

“Are those for the bake sale?” Conor’s mouth asked.

“Shh.”

She bent over another sheet of notebook paper, folding it and then running her fingernail down the crease before tearing it, making a neat little slip. Picking up a pencil, she scribbled something on it, then pushed the paper and the three treats over toward him.

“Buy those from me.”

“Huh?”

“Pretend we’re in a store, and I’m the cashier. Buy them from me. Use the coupon.”

He looked down at the slip of paper.

$10 off your purchase.

“I—”

“Hi, how can I help you?”

Conor felt his jaw drop.

May I gently suggest getting your shit together?

“I—I—”

Jesus Christ, dude.

“Can I buy these?” he blurted.

“Sure!”

There was an expectant silence.

“You have to give them to me, to scan,” Jennifer said, as if explaining that the sky was blue.

Conor slid the treats back over toward her, blushing furiously.

“Beep,” said Jennifer. “Beep. Beep.”

What.

“Do you have any coupons you’d like to use today?”

It took Conor an embarrassingly long time to get the tiny slip of paper off the counter, his fingers scrabbling uselessly at the edge.

“Thanks,” said Jennifer, as he handed it over. “That’ll be forty-one dollars.”

“What?”

“Forty-one dollars, please.”

She held out her hand, palm up.

Conor stared.

Jennifer coughed, quietly—hm HM.

Conor dug into his pocket, pulled out his wallet, hesitated.

“Imaginary money is fine,” Jennifer said, still using her cashier-voice.

Conor opened the wallet, feeling helpless, confused, what—

He mimed pulling something out of the wallet.

“Okay, pause,” Jennifer said, her voice suddenly back to normal. “How much was each treat?”

“What?”

“How much does a treat cost?”

“What?”

“Focus.”

“I…”

Jennifer leaned over slightly, her face filling his vision. “Conor,” she said, her voice now two steps lower and absent all levity. “Focus.”

Conor focused.

Forty-one dollars…

He looked down at the three treats on the counter, and the slip of paper beside them.

Seventeen, suggested Ashleigh. You already did this one twice.

But that wasn’t what she was asking him for. She wasn’t asking him for a number, she was asking him to…

“The coupon,” he said slowly.

Jennifer said nothing.

“They’d cost fifty-one dollars, without the coupon.”

Jennifer said nothing.

Fifty-one dollars, and there’s three of them…

He struggled for a moment, and then gave up, because the point was not to divide fifty-one by three in his head. The point was…

“X is the price.”

“Which you didn’t know,” Jennifer said.

Conor nodded.

“But it was something,” she added. “There’s a specific number that is the price. You just didn’t know what it was.”

And it clicked.

(Or something clicked, anyway.)

Conor turned to look at the paper lying in the center of the island, covered in blood-red annotations. Jennifer had dragged him through six of the eight problems he’d originally gotten wrong, and the seventh…

(5z – 5)/2 = 15

“There’s some number,” he began.

(Again Jennifer was silent.)

“There’s some number where…if…if you multiply it by five, and then…and then you take away five, and then you divide that by two…”

(It was tenuous, fragile, the tower of thought wobbling.)

“…then it’s fifteen.”

Jennifer nodded—once, a swift, spare motion. “And if it’s fifteen after you divided by two, then…?”

There was sweat in new places, now—on his upper lip, on the small of his back. “Then it was thirty before,” he hazarded.

Another nod, and another silence.

“So…”

(Conor swallowed.)

(In the back of his head, the little copy of Ashleigh was saying things, but he wasn’t hearing them.)

“So five times Z, minus five, equals…”

He waited, but Jennifer gave him nothing—just watched, her eyes like chips of jasper.

“…thirty.”

Keep going.

He took a deep breath—

“Try writing that down.”

“Huh?”

“You don’t have to do it all in your head.”

“Oh. Right.”

He wrote down 5z – 5 = 30 and squinted at it. The next step was…

He wrote down 5z = 35.

“Why?” Jennifer asked.

“Because if five-Z minus five is thirty, then five-Z not minus five is, um. Five more than that, which is thirty-five.”

“Okay,” she said, and fell silent.

(The sweat on his back was cooling.)

If five of something was thirty-five, then one of it…

“Seven,” he said.

(His voice was not steady. It wasn’t exactly wobbly, but it wasn’t steady, either.)

“Is that right?” Jennifer asked.

How should I—

Conor squashed the thought. She was asking him, which meant he could know. There was a way forward, here, somewhere; he just had to find it…

There’s some number where…

“If I times five by seven,” he began, and then paused.

(Again, she gave him nothing.)

“If I times five by seven, and then minus five, and then divide by two, it should equal fifteen.”

More silence.

“If it does equal fifteen, then I did it right.”

So what are you waiting for?

He scribbled for a dozen seconds.

“It’s right.”

Jennifer smiled, and it was like diving into cold water on a hot summer day.

“Okay,” she said. “Now let’s go back to number two again.”

•   •   •

Conor took a deep breath.

“Hey, Ash, hold up a second?”

It was the end of Activity, very nearly the end of the day. Their class had been dismissed to the showers, the rest of the seventh graders streaming on ahead of them.

(It wasn’t great, in terms of timing. But the bus was too crowded, and going over to Ashleigh’s house after school felt too heavy, and Jennifer was in English, so that was out, too. It was either this or texting, and texting meant he wouldn’t be able to see the other boy’s face, and calibrate.)

Ashleigh paused, turned, looked back, his expression open and curious.

“There’s something I need to—”

Conor broke off.

God dammit.

(He was sick of this—sick of being tongue-tied, of his brain getting in the way of itself. For once, he wanted to just say what he had to say, without getting tangled up in predictions about how it would land, what he should say instead, how that would go wrong, too…)

“What you said,” Conor began again, forming the words a few at a time. “In my room. About us having—about me having, like. A separate life.”

Something changed behind Ashleigh’s eyes, but it was subtle, and Conor didn’t know what it meant, so he carried on.

“I just…I wanted to tell you right away. That, um. Jennifer. I know you already…I mean, I know you saw her holding—you saw us. Holding hands. In English.”

(They had still had only the one real conversation so far, since the day after Halloween. The rest of their interactions had been cautious, tentative, low stakes—not the balsa-wood fakeness of October, but a silent, mutual effort to avoid putting too much weight on the newly-set bones. But Conor had the sense that this was a test the two of them could not postpone—that even if it might have been better in some abstract sense to give the other boy more time, holding it back, holding it in, would be lethal—would be predeciding the outcome.)

If you have to leave half of yourself behind in order to preserve a friendship…

“And like. You didn’t say anything. And I know you probably—I know you maybe don’t—don’t want to hear this, or—or it’ll, I dunno, make you sad or mad or j—or whatever.”

Ashleigh’s expression was no longer open and curious, was now guarded and wary and braced for pain in a way that made Conor’s heart ache. But there was no way out except through.

“But like. I don’t want you to, um. Not be a part of it. Of my life, I mean. I don’t want it to be—to come between us.”

Come between me and your MOM.

But the real Ashleigh wasn’t joking, wasn’t laughing—was standing very, very still, as though terrified of what might happen if he moved.

“And—anyway, we also, um. We kissed. I mean, just once, but. She’s tutoring me in math. And like. I dunno, it seems like it’s probably…”

He trailed off, watching as his stilted, halting words landed, as the other boy’s face shifted, twisted—

Please.

“Thanks,” Ashleigh said finally, his voice like glass. “For telling me.”

There was a short silence. Conor’s brain was revving—felt like it was overheating, even, as he tried to drink in every detail of the other boy’s tone, his expression, his body language—

Not enough.

“Can I have a hug?” he asked.

(He could see it, in Ashleigh’s eyes—the wild, animal instinct, the urge to run, to hide, to disappear. It was a feeling he knew intimately, recognized immediately—)

“Please?” he added, before his friend could say no.

(It wasn’t fair. But Conor wasn’t trying to be fair. He was trying to win. Not against Ashleigh, exactly, but against a part of him—the stupid part, the obstinate part, the one that had beaten up Guyler and refused to come to the window and tried for months to drive Conor away. That part was still in the other boy, had not actually gone away, and Conor’s please was like a hook, a trap, catching him at the last possible second, a single heartbeat before he would have worked himself up to escape velocity.)

Ashleigh gnawed at his lip, screwed up his face, refused to meet Conor’s eyes. But he turned out his palms, allowed Conor to step forward and drag him into an embrace.

They stood there for a long time. Twenty seconds, maybe thirty. There was no melting, no sudden breakdown. Ashleigh’s body was stiff, and it stayed stiff, his muscles tense and trembling. It was awkward, and weird, and unpleasant.

But he stayed, until Conor let him go.

•   •   •

“I’ve got an idea,” Timothy said, sliding into the seat across the aisle. “You know your like go-to vault? The straight-ahead one?”

“Cat jump.”

“Yeah, that one. I’ve been thinking maybe you could go from one straight into a Spiderman. Like, at the walls at the Plaza—instead of doing the step-punch thing you did when Isabella was there, what if you just, like. Skimmed the first wall and caught the second?”

Conor frowned, considering.

“I know it doesn’t make a ton of sense there, since you can already just clear the whole thing. But like, imagine if the walls were further apart—”

“Shh, let me think.”

•   •   •

“…from 1933 to 1939, under the leadership of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, to combat the Great Depression. Any of you know what that package of programs was called? Eh? The new something. The new blank. Anyone? How about…Kevin, why don’t you flip to page 126 and see if you can tell us…”

•   •   •

Conor wasn’t exactly sure what he was hearing, through the thick wood of the bathroom door, but it was loud, and there were at least four different voices.

Just hold it until lunch.

•   •   •


You have broccoli in your teeth. Oregano. Whatever. Green shit. Just FYI.



•   •   •

The note was lying facedown on his desk, and he flipped it over as he slid into his chair.


Been a while; just checking in.

If you want to chat, hang back after class is over.

If not, don’t. —Ms. P



Carefully, Conor folded the slip of paper and tucked it into his pocket.

•   •   •

Friday, 12:15PM.

Conor was floating—like a leaf on a pond, not like a cloud. That morning, there had been a bus ride with Ashleigh (fine), ten minutes of math review with Jennifer during break (great), two moments in Social Studies when he’d actually known the answer Ms. Nease called on him to give, and a journal entry that had come back from Guyler with zero corrections of any kind. He felt steady, ready, calm—after two tutoring sessions with the smartest kid in seventh grade (no matter what William thought), even the looming threat of Mrs. Atkins’s end-of-week quiz couldn’t quite dampen his spirits.

He slid into his chair, glancing idly at the desk where Guyler usually sat. The other boy was not there yet, was still out in the hall somewhere—

A hand fell on Conor’s shoulder, and he jumped. He turned to see Holt, the dark-haired boy’s face grim, wild, almost apocalyptic.

“A fire?” he hissed.

“What?” Conor replied.

Holt’s eyes darted left—right—fixed on Conor’s with the intensity of a welding torch. “Don’t bullshit me, monito, I know you’ve been trying to play it cool but they saw you. Everybody saw you. There’s no way Sykes doesn’t nail you for this—what the fuck were you thinking?”

“Holt, what—”

But there were too many other students in the room, now—too many, too close, their conversation no longer private. Holt’s mouth shut with an audible click, and he delivered one more incandescent glare before backing away, taking his seat, his whole body rife with tension.

What?

Guyler came in, and he seemed normal, gave Conor no unusual attention. There was the ordinary chatter from the other kids as they streamed in from the hall, maybe a bit more excited than usual, the way they sounded whenever there was some particularly juicy piece of gossip—

But Conor couldn’t catch the scattered fragments, didn’t know who to ask, and then Mrs. Atkins called them to order, began the day’s lecture. There were words—numbers—a quiz that Conor found even harder to focus on than usual, all of Jennifer’s help for naught—

They were nearly to the end of the period when the intercom buzzed.

“Mrs. Atkins, please send Conor Moreton to Mr. Sykes’s office.”

•   •   •

“Take a seat.”

The voice of the assistant principal was taut and coldly furious. His face was an empty mask.

Conor sat.

“I will begin by informing you that your locker is currently being searched by the school’s resource officer, with an off-duty teacher as witness. Do you know why?”

Conor shook his head. A part of him wanted to be outraged, to protest, but some other part of him had the sense that maybe he was being provoked, that outrage was exactly what Mr. Sykes wanted—

“Surprise, surprise,” the older man said. “Can you account for your whereabouts between 12:10 and 12:15?”

“That was—”

Conor swallowed, his throat dry. “I left Social Studies, um. Maybe thirty seconds after the bell? And I went to my locker to switch out my books, and then I went straight to Math. I got there early? Like probably 12:12?”

“Is that a statement or a question, Mr. Moreton?”

Conor swallowed again. “A statement.”

“When I check with Ms. Nease and Mrs. Atkins, they will corroborate this story?”

“Corroborate?”

“Ms. Nease will say that you left shortly after the bell, and Mrs. Atkins will confirm you arrived early?”

“I don’t know if she saw m—”

“Is there anything else you would like to tell me?” the AP broke in, cutting him off. “About where you were between the time of 12:10 and the time of 12:15? Or anything the school may discover in your locker?”

“There isn’t anything in there but books—”

“Turn out your pockets, please.”

“What?”

“I would like you to turn out your pockets, Mr. Moreton. Put everything you are carrying on the desk in front of you. You will also remove your shoes and socks and shake them out for me. The alternative is a search by the school resource officer or, if you prefer, the nurse.”

Conor’s pockets were empty, which he quickly demonstrated, feeling whiplashed. One by one, he took off his shoes and socks, the ghost of Ms. Palmano looking over his shoulder with sad approval.

It’s all a question of what you want, and how much you’re willing to pay…

“That will be all for now, Mr. Moreton,” Mr. Sykes barked, as soon as the last sock was off and clearly empty. “I believe your class is at lunch, by this point. Wendy will give you a temporary pass for the hall.”

He stuck out his hand as if throwing a plate, gesturing toward the door. Conor hesitated—

What, are you nuts? Leave.

He left.

•   •   •

“Yeah, he must have finished up with me and then gone straight to you.”

They were speaking in snatches, as the ebb and flow of the flag football game gave them ten seconds here, ten seconds there. Ashleigh had also been interrogated by Mr. Sykes, his own conversation with the AP just as brief, and just as disorienting.

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” Ashleigh murmured. “But. It wasn’t you, right?”

“No.”

Conor had gotten the full story at lunch—or at least, the full story according to the rumor mill. Apparently, someone small, wearing an East Binder uniform and some kind of full-head facemask—

(“Exactly like yours and Ashleigh’s,” Holt had said, clearly still not buying Conor’s protestations of innocence.)

—had stopped at a locker in the high school Math building and, in the course of about four seconds, sprayed some sort of aerosol in through the vents and then lit the whole thing on fire, vanishing in the resulting confusion.

(That part, all of the rumors agreed on; less clear was whether there had been anything of interest in the locker once the fire had been put out. Some claimed that there had been drugs, others that there had been weapons, and still others that there had been nothing but ash.)

“Was your mask in your locker?” Ashleigh asked quietly, the next time the game brought them together.

Conor shook his head. “Pocket,” he said. “Chucked it onto the breezeway on my way to the office. Yours?”

“Been at home in my room since you gave it back to me.”

Another minute of running, a ball that neither of them cared about—

“Want me to get it for you?” Ashleigh asked, as if they hadn’t been interrupted at all. “So you can keep your distance?”

“Don’t you need to keep your distance too?”

This time, it was nearly three minutes before they found each other again.

“Yeah,” the other boy said. “But it kind of feels like I owe you one.”

“That’s dumb,” Conor said bluntly. “It can wait up there until tonight. Or tomorrow. Or next week, for that matter—”

More stupid fucking flag football, with the (very narrow) silver lining of giving Conor a little bit of extra time to think.

“—but thanks.”

•   •   •

They had been on the bus for nearly ten minutes before it occurred to Conor to try…

“Hang on, I’ll be right back.”

He left his bag next to Ashleigh, darted down the aisle, sliding into the spare seat that had just opened up three rows back.

“Devon,” he said.

“Gibraltar, my man, what is happening.”

Jibrawlt…?

“Does it cost me like thirty bucks to ask you a question?”

“Asking is free, my little igneous friend. Price on request.”

So that’s a maybe, then.

“Do you know what the deal was with the locker that got lit on fire today?”

Devon cracked a grin. “The deal, you say.”

“Yeah. Like…like who, and why.”

“Tell you what, Mick, I’mm’a throw you a freebie and say ‘why, yes, I believe I do.’”

Motherf—

“Was it you?” he asked bluntly. “I mean, like. You know. One of your…friends?”

Devon’s grin didn’t shift, but something about the rest of his face did, changing its character, making it seem somehow more dangerous—almost predatory.

“That,” the older boy said, his voice quieter and suddenly more real, less sing-song, “is not a freebie. I suppose as I go about making up my mind whether or not to answer, first question that occurs to me is, who’s asking?”

Conor blinked. “Uh. Me?”

“And who might you be, Hobbs?”

Hobbs?

“I’m—Conor?” he said, knowing even as he did so that this would not work, was obviously not the sort of answer the older boy was looking for. And sure enough:

“And who, pray tell, is Conor?”

Long seconds passed.

Devon sighed. “See, what we have here is a situation you might could describe as need-to-know. And so far, it seems no one else has elected to loop you in. So before I decide to set myself against the flow, I ask again: who is you?”

The older boy fixed him with a steady gaze, direct and unembarrassed. Conor felt his own face growing hot as he tried to think of an answer, something that might pass muster, why did he need to know—

“Sykes ran me in for it.”

The face Devon made said not bad! as clearly as if he’d said the words aloud.

“Now, why on Earth would old man Sykes suspish that a good ol’ boy like you had something to do with this…infelicitous endeavor?”

Conor opened his mouth to answer, felt an imaginary hand on his shoulder, the copy of Ashleigh that lived in his head saying wait, think—

“That’s not a freebie,” he heard himself say.

Devon laughed out loud, then, sudden and startling like a crack of thunder. “Now we cookin’ with portals,” the older boy crowed, sounding delighted. “Well, well, well, well, well. Upon this rock I shall build my church indeed, in very deed. Thirty bucks.”

“What?”

“For the answer to your question. Namely, were the friends of one Devon Green in any way involved in the, shall we say, flagrant act of vandalism that took place earlier this day in our fine institution of learning.”

“You’re not serious,” Conor said, knowing full well that he very much was.

“If anything, I’d say thirty’s a little bit underselling, given the rather personal nature of the question,” the older boy drawled. “Of course, you could always just…owe me one, instead.”

Danger, Will Robinson.

Conor waited for his brain to provide him with a next word, a next action, something useful to say…

“Not to rush you along, Rocky, but I will be needing to get off this bus in about two more minutes.”

Conor glanced out the window, saw that they were passing through downtown, on their way to the Central district.

“I—”

Devon quirked an eyebrow.

Just say no, this is not a good idea.

“—sorry.”

Devon shrugged. “Wouldn’t say you have anything to apologize for, amigro, but I’ll take the goodwill. Anything else on your mind, or…?”

Conor took the hint, sliding back out of the seat and making his way back up the aisle to where Ashleigh was waiting.

“Learn anything?” his friend asked.

“I honestly don’t know.”

•   •   •

“I’m making chicken and broccoli; we’ll eat after your father gets home. Anything interesting happen at school today?”

“…no, not really.”

•   •   •


I heard you had to go to the office! Was it about the fire?



Conor stared down at the text, trying to understand himself.

Don’t you, like, want to talk to her?

He did. But—

But what?

Jesus, give me a second, damn.

…he wanted to talk to her, but not about this.

Because—

Because this wasn’t—wasn’t nice, wasn’t clean, wasn’t tidy. It didn’t make sense, and he didn’t understand it, and he was scared—

Wait, really?

Apparently. At least a little. Enough to register. He was scared and he was confused and the whole thing was a big, messy tangle, and he’d just started getting untangled, for the first time in months he’d been starting to feel like he had his feet underneath him, like there wasn’t anything actively exploding, he’d even been feeling good about math…

And Jennifer was good, made him feel good. They’d set a second date that morning, made plans to go get milkshakes after school on Monday, Conor had had close to three whole beautiful hours before Mr. Sykes had dragged him back down into the muck, and he didn’t want to think about it.

Not while talking to her. He wanted her to be—

What?

Different. He wanted her to be different, different from all the rest of it, a different place that he could go, a place he could get away from it. He hadn’t known that he’d wanted that until yesterday, but now he’d tasted it and he wanted more.

Conor picked up his phone again, thumbed open the screen.


it was about the fire, yeah

but it was stupid

it wasn’t me



A few seconds passed, and then:


Why did they think it was?

is it ok if i don’t want to talk about it

like its fine but

i just don’t want to



He stared at the screen, waiting for her answer, surprised by just how nervous he felt.

It’s going to be fine, his shoulder Ashleigh sighed. It’s not like she hasn’t been incredibly cool so far about, like. Literally everything.

His phone buzzed.


Like I said, I like mysteries.

(That means yes, it’s OK.)



Conor breathed a sigh of relief.

A few seconds passed, and the phone buzzed again.


So, you remember I’m at a sleepover tonight, right?

yeah

We might play Truth or Dare. Wanted to warn you in case you get any, um, weird texts.

oh yeah

lol

sure

makes sense

Speaking of which…

?

If they ask me if I have a boyfriend, what should I say?



It took him nearly two minutes to reply—not because he didn’t know the answer, but because surely that can’t be right, surely it took more words than that, there ought to have been a ceremony, some kind of celebration, everything was different now, he had a girlfriend—

Or he would, anyway, as soon as he answered.


yes [image: ☺]



He tried not to wait, was halfway through steeling himself to look away, had almost managed to make himself set the phone aside when it buzzed again—

It was a picture of him.

A picture of him, looking absolutely stricken, with the lake in the background, and it took him a moment to remember, to put the pieces together—

I’m keeping this one, by the way, she had said. Sorry-not-sorry.

A heart appeared on the screen. Then another.

He sent three back.

•   •   •


OK, look, you REALLY DON’T HAVE TO DO THIS, for real, but they dared me to ask you so I’m asking you.

(Also tbc I do want to ask you. They truthed me about that, earlier. But I wasn’t going to ask you so soon because I don’t want to freak you out. So you really can say no, OK?)

Dear Conor: topless pic??

(THEY WILL SEE IT if you send it now. They WON’T see it if you send one later. =P)



•   •   •

It was almost midnight. Conor was in bed but still wide awake, unable to sleep, a heady combination of keyed-up and giddy. His phone buzzed, and he grabbed it, squinting against the too-bright light, wondering what Jennifer and her friends were up to now—

He blinked. It was Ashleigh, and a second message appeared below the first, and then a third after the second…

And then a fourth. And then a fifth. And then a sixth.


listen, I know how this sounds, but

u remember I said my mask was in my room at home

well

it’s still here

but like

I’m pretty sure it moved

like it’s in the same spot but like

different

and like maybe I’m imagining it

but

I’m pretty sure I’m not?

I’m kind of going nuts about it but like

do you think

there’s any chance

that Timothy

…?

I mean

that’s crazy, right?

like that’s CRAZY

right



•   •   •

They cornered him the next morning, as soon as Mrs. Falhanner left.

“You should probably take point,” Ashleigh had said. “He’s like slightly less likely to tell you to go fuck your own face.”

Conor had struggled for the better part of an hour, the night before—and two more hours that morning—trying to think of a good way to broach the conversation. How to strike the right balance, get Timothy to lower his shields without letting him brush them off.

But in the end, he hadn’t been able to think of anything clever, so he went with the direct approach.

“You’re the one who set the locker on fire,” he said bluntly.

They were in the living room, Timothy lying stretched out on the couch, facing the TV, Ashleigh and Conor flanking him.

(“He’s not gonna run, Conor.”)

(“He might run.”)

But—points to Ashleigh—the younger boy showed no sign of panic, appeared calm and controlled as he looked back and forth between the two seventh graders looming over him.

Seconds passed.

“And?” the younger boy finally said.

Conor and Ashleigh exchanged a look.

And we didn’t have anything planned after that.

They had both assumed that the conversation would be about extracting a confession, had given almost no thought to what to do if Timothy offered one up immediately…

“Why?” Conor asked. “Whose locker was it?”

“Just some asshole.”

Conor blinked, frowned, looked over to Ashleigh again.

This is not going according to—

—the plan we didn’t have? Heavens.

“Like, a particular asshole?” Conor asked. “Or were you just…feeling kind of squirrelly?”

“What’s it to ya?”

I ask again: who IS you?

Conor shot Ashleigh a third look. Help.

“For starters,” Ashleigh said, nudging the couch with his shoe, “you took my fucking mask.”

“Oh, were you using it?”

Uh-oh.

“No, but if you’re gonna be sticking your fucking nose into it, maybe I ought to rearrange your face a little so you don’t mess with the fit.”

“You mean like you did to Guyler Ste—”

“Guys!” Conor cut in. “Guys.”

The two brothers broke off, glaring, smoldering.

This is why you always stayed out of the middle.

“What it’s to us is they think we did it,” Conor said, trying to rerail the conversation. “We both got called in to Mr. Sykes’s office.”

“So?”

“So?”

“It obviously wasn’t you. They checked and found nothing, right?”

Conor’s mouth moved soundlessly.

“If anything, I did you a favor. Now they’ll be less suspicious of you, next time.”

‘Next time’?

“That’s—you have to know that’s not how it—that that’s bullshit, right? Like…c’mon…”

“C’mon what?”

“C’mon this is fucking nuts, Timothy! You set someone’s locker on fire! Who? Why?”

Timothy glowered. He glanced at Ashleigh, then back to Conor, his expression shifting—

On impulse, Conor switched tacks. “Look,” he said. “I don’t know what to, like, say, here, like we’re obviously not going to rat on you or anything—”

He shot another glance at Ashleigh.

“—right?”

Pause.

“Right, Ash?”

The other boy rolled his eyes, gave a sound of pure disgust. “Right,” he muttered.

Conor looked back—

“But you’re gonna wish I’d gone to Mom if you fuck around in my room again, zygote.”

Sigh.

“But seriously, Timothy. This is, like. Real shit.”

(Conor was babbling, he knew he was babbling, but he had to say something to keep the two brothers from fighting while he waited for his brain to come up with something useful.)

“And, like. We care about you, it’s not just that you stole Ashleigh’s mask, it’s also like—like damn, dude, we don’t want you getting mixed up in some crazy—”

Conor broke off, the blood draining from his face.

No.

“What?” Timothy asked.

“Was this Devon?”

Timothy’s face soured.

I’ll kill him.

“Timothy. Was this Devon?”

“No,” the other boy said, his tone surly. “Contrary to popular opinion, I actually have my whole own brain and stuff.”

“Are you lying?” Ashleigh asked, mildly.

“No, I’m—”

“Pact of the dragonbone hilt.”

“Oh, fuck off, I already—”

“Pact of the dragonbone hilt.”

“Seriously, don’t you—”

“Pact of the fucking dragonbone hilt, Timothy, I’m fucking invoking it.”

“Do you seriously expect me to—”

“Are you forswearing?” Ashleigh interrupted, leaning forward, his eyes suddenly keen.

There was a grim silence. Conor looked back and forth between the two brothers, utterly confused and absolutely certain that he should not speak.

Timothy said nothing.

Ashleigh said nothing.

“Come on,” Timothy began, but Ashleigh cut him off.

“Are you forswearing?” the older boy repeated.

Timothy looked as reluctant as Conor had ever seen a person look, but he shook his head.

“I invoke the pact of the dragonbone hilt,” Ashleigh repeated, his voice taking on a sepulchral tone. “Let those so bound answer.”

“As one so bound, I heed the call,” the younger boy grumbled, acid dripping from his words like sweat.

Silence.

Conor swallowed. “What—”

“Any question we ask, Timothy will answer,” Ashleigh explained, eyes locked on his younger brother’s, voice still grave and oddly formal. “In full, hiding nothing, holding nothing back.” He glanced over at Conor. “But, uh. I do owe him a drop of blood for every question. From a new finger, each time.”

A drop of—

Conor looked at Timothy, whose face was a stormcloud, fury and resentment and black, raging bitterness.

You guys never told me about this.

But whatever, whatever, Ashleigh had opened a door—

“Did Devon put you up to this?” Conor asked quietly.

Timothy said nothing.

Ashleigh sighed. “Did Devon put you up to this?” he repeated.

“No. Like I fucking said. Prick.”

Conor looked at his friend—is this real—who nodded, his face like stone.

Okay, then—

“But I did run it by him.”

The words were unwilling in the extreme, as though dragged out of the younger boy by force, and they were followed by a very loud silence.

“You ran it by him?”

Ashleigh cleared his throat. “Do you want me to—”

“No.” And then: “Hang on, just—let me—fuck—”

He ran it by him, what the fuck does that even mean, what kind of relationship—

Maybe you gotta kill him after all.

Conor shook his head, trying to clear it. They were in the middle of something, there were priorities, he had more questions to ask but that—that probably wasn’t the next one, what was the next question, the next thing they needed to know—

Idk, it kind of maybe feels like that IS the next important thing—

“Whose locker was that, and why did you do it?” Conor asked.

“That’s going to count as two,” Ashleigh pointed out quietly. “Not saying we shouldn’t, just—no rules lawyering. The pact plays fair.”

We can find out who on Monday.

…he ran it by him, fuck. What the actual fuck.

“Just the second part, then.”

Ashleigh turned back to the boy on the couch. “Why?” he asked simply.

Timothy’s gaze was brimstone, but he answered. “Isabella has an older sister,” he said, the words now slightly less reluctant but still somehow sounding like thorns, barbed wire, porcupine quills. “He was—it—look, it wasn’t good. It’s not my secret to tell, okay? But he deserved it.”

He fell silent, looking torn, his face twisting and untwisting—

“I didn’t know about the stupid drugs,” he finished.

Conor blinked—looked at Ashleigh—nodded—

“The drugs?” Ashleigh asked.

“I just wanted to fuck his shit up,” Timothy explained. “Nothing fancy. I didn’t know he actually had, like. Incriminating stuff in there. Pills and shit.” The younger boy gave a ghastly, humorless smile. “Lucky bonus, I guess.”

And Devon was in a good mood, afterward—

No. Not important. Not right now.

He ‘ran it by him.’

“Anything else you want to know?” Ashleigh asked quietly.

Conor tried to think. He wanted to know what the actual fuck was going on between Timothy and Devon, but something about that felt—dirty, somehow. Inappropriate. Like taking advantage. He didn’t understand what was going on with this whole pact thing, but it seemed…solemn, and sacred, in a way that he hadn’t expected from Timothy—

(Let alone Ashleigh.)

—and there was something about the way the two brothers were—were sitting, or looking—something about the vibe they were giving off, that seemed to hint that it would be—

Pushing it. Would be sullying something, maybe, in a way that Conor maybe shouldn’t do.

What the FUCK, though.

Was there anything else he wanted to know that did feel—what, fair? In-bounds?

(Worth a drop of Ashleigh’s blood?)

“Are you—no, wait. What other missions like this are you planning?”

Timothy made a face.

“What other missions are you planning, Timothy?” Ashleigh repeated, his voice now frighteningly, dangerously soft.

“I didn’t have anything specific in mind,” the younger boy sighed. “I have…general thoughts. Some maybe-targets, some ideas about how. But this was the only one I’d really locked down. So far.”

Ashleigh’s gaze was thoughtful, weighing. “You could ask him for more,” he said quietly to Conor, his eyes still on his younger brother. “But that means he really wasn’t planning another one. Not in the way he thinks you’re asking about.”

Conor sucked in a breath.

Four questions. They’d asked four questions.

In exchange for four drops of Ashleigh’s blood.

For some reason, he felt an echo of the last day of summer, Guyler’s blood staining the sidewalk, his shirt, his hands—

Ashleigh’s knuckles.

“How do we—end this?” he asked.

“Those who were called,” Ashleigh intoned. “Say ye spake truly.”

“Truly, by the hilt.”

“Swear it.”

“I swear it,” said Timothy. “Now give me my fucking blood.”

•   •   •

“You’re really weird, you know.”

Conor’s ears caught the words, held them in some sort of mental waiting room, a perceptual limbo, while he finished drawing in his breath, finished swinging back his arms, leapt into the air and tucked, bringing his feet forward to catch the railing with pinpoint precision. He absorbed the shock, his body compressing, telescoping into a ball, a crouch—

—he wobbled—

—strained—

There.

Balance.

Only then did he have room to actually hear what Ashleigh had said, process the words—to look over at the nearby tree, where the other boy sat on one of the lower branches, watching, his feet dangling in the air.

The way he’d said it—warmly, affectionately—like it was almost a compliment—like he was impressed, almost envious—

So, obviously I’m in love with you.

“Says the madman who just gave his little brother his actual fucking blood in some sort of freaky Aldi-brand dark ritual.”

Slowly, Conor straightened, still perched on the rail, his body waving, wavering, trying to hold steady. He had recently begun trying to spin around on the rail, seeing if he could manage to turn back to face the way he’d come without dismounting first, without losing his balance—

Nope.

He felt himself drift past the point of no return and gave up, going with the flow, stepping smoothly out into space and dropping down to the concrete below, his landing quiet and catlike.

“Four drops of blood,” Ashleigh pointed out. “You’ve done, what—like eighty-six jumps by now?”

“Eighty-eight.”

“And not that it matters, but for the record you’re down more blood than I am.”

He pointed, and Conor’s eyes followed. There was a line of dark red running down his shin, soaking his sock. He must have scraped it at some point without noticing, without feeling anything—

Conor shrugged. He turned, stepped back over to the low concrete wall opposite the rail and vaulted up onto it. “This helps me—”

He broke off.

“You were gonna say ‘think,’ right?”

Conor grimaced—felt himself grimace, observed as if from the outside that this was his body’s response to the other boy’s words, to his own incomplete sentence. “It’s like thinking,” he said absently, turning to face his target once more. He brought his feet together, bending his knees ever so slightly, leaning forward like a skier, like a wrestler, like someone dribbling a basketball—let the rail, seven and a half shoe-lengths away, fill his vision.

Jump.

Land.

Eighty-nine.

(And now up to fifty-three successes.)

“But it’s also like the opposite of thinking,” he said, three-quarters to himself, as he turned his right foot outward, set it lengthwise along the rail, stepped around with his left, spinning, trying to find a new balance—

Nope.

“Thinking shakes the snowglobe,” he said vaguely, as he popped back up onto the low wall to start again. “This doesn’t.”

He turned back toward his target—

Prepared—

Leapt—

Dang.

Fifty-three out of ninety.

“What’s the snow?” Ashleigh asked, his voice soft.

“Huh?”

“The snow.”

“Snow?”

“In the snowglobe.”

“I don’t know what you’re—oh.”

Right.

Yeah, you know, that thing you literally just said.

Conor lifted his gaze, looked up at his friend, sitting in the tree. Ashleigh’s eyes were steady where they rested on him, full and open and wrap-around. It was an old look, a warm look, familiar and broken-in. And also—

—in light of the past few months—

(And especially the past couple of weeks.)

—new.

Different.

…weird.

Imagine if you’d been blind your whole entire life…

“All of it,” Conor said, his own voice also soft. “It’s all snow.” He turned again, swung himself over the railing again, legs up, the bar passing from hand to hand under his butt, a smooth and easy motion that had always made him think of waves. “Timothy,” he said, over his shoulder. “Devon. Jennifer. Guyler.”

“Guyler?”

“You.”

He vaulted up onto the low concrete wall for the ninety-first time, for the ten thousandth time, for the first time ever. He felt thick, heavy, settled. Like a weighted blanket, a dream in slow motion.

Turning, he saw that Ashleigh was holding out a hand, making a familiar double-click gesture. He felt his face tighten, and loosened it—felt his mind try to turn away, and gently refused.

No more of that.

“The way you’re looking at me,” he said. “Right now. Is a snowflake.”

And then he shifted, shifted back into the other world—the world that was made up almost entirely of the wall and the rail and the air in between, the world that didn’t have words or even thoughts, really—the world where it almost felt like he could see the future, feel the future—where the future that ought to be was clear and bright and obvious, the path toward it wide and level, and he would either end up there or not based entirely on how well he—

Jump.

Fifty-four.

(Out of ninety-one.)

“Do you want me to stop?” Ashleigh asked.

There was a way in which it felt like the words should have been jarring, surprising—like they should have snapped Conor out of something, switched him from one mode to another. But he hadn’t really gone anywhere. Hadn’t lost track of anything. Had just been different, for a moment, and could pick up the thread as if he’d never set it down in the first place. Had maybe not set it down, so much as just turned elsewhere, the way that sometimes when he closed his eyes for long enough in the shower, he stopped seeing black and started simply not seeing.

Conor shook his head, without looking, knowing the other boy was watching and would see. “Feels fake,” he said aloud.

And I don’t want you trying to be different around me. You’re no good at it.

Four more jumps passed in silence, a string of clean successes.

“I don’t know how to be nice to you,” Conor said, when he undershot the fifth jump, the ninety-sixth jump, bouncing backwards off the rail and dropping down to the concrete. He looked up, and sure enough, there were Ashleigh’s eyes again, same as before. As if the other boy had never looked away—as if there was nothing else to look at in the world besides Conor.

“What do you mean?”

It was all still slow and dreamlike, everything muted and muffled under the soothing weight of the jumps, the jumps, the jumps, and Conor felt his way forward, unhurried, one word at a time.

What do I mean?

“Like,” he said.

“Is it bad, actually,” he said.

“To just…”

Exist, in front of you.

Not a sentence, not a thought that comfortably fit into words. More of a feeling—hesitant, uncertain. The sense of there being a narrow path between disasters, like on the day he’d thrown Ashleigh out of his bedroom.

(But quieter. Slower. Softer.)

I don’t want to hurt you.

A frown.

I don’t want you to hurt.

“I don’t think it’s bad,” Ashleigh declared, and Conor could hear it in his voice—the fracture, the place where the other boy was trying to be confident. To force himself to mean it, as if he could make himself believe.

Conor shook his head again. “You don’t know how to be nice to you, either.”

There was a kind of stillness, after that, snowflakes not just settling but settled, the whole world holding its breath. Conor pushed himself up onto the wall, his muscles…not complaining, exactly, not protesting, not wavering, not threatening-to-quit. Just—aware. Aware that they had sent him on almost a hundred jumps, had carried the weight of almost a hundred Conors across almost a hundred gaps.

He shifted focus again, became the Tracer once more, leapt—

Solid. Stable.

He had landed fifty-nine, so far, in ninety-seven attempts.

“Anyway,” he said, turning and falling and climbing back up. “It—smooths me out. The jumps. The rail. The concrete. It’s…”

He shifted again. Missed.

(Fifty-nine out of ninety-eight.)

“…real, or something.”

He looked up to see Ashleigh nodding.

Another jump.

(Sixty out of ninety-nine.)

“It puts me back together.”

Another. Sixty-one out of a hundred, twenty or thirty seconds passing between each thought, each sentence, as he jumped and landed and wobbled and turned and fell and walked and reset each time.

“Or something.”

Another. Sixty-one out of one hundred and one.

“I feel less—”

Sixty-two.

“—crazy.”

Sixty-three.

Sixty-three out of one-oh-four.

Sixty-three out of one-oh-five.

Sixty-three out of one-oh-six.

Hrm.

Conor could feel himself—burrowing, is what it felt like, almost—gathering and concentrating and folding together, the world growing smaller as he dug his fingers deeper into it.

Sixty-three out of one-oh-seven.

“Were you feeling crazy before?” Ashleigh asked.

Sixty-three out of one-oh-eight.

“Yes—”

Success. Sixty-four out of one-oh-nine.

(Relief. Release.)

“—weren’t you?”

Sixty-five out of one-ten.

Conor looked up again. Ashleigh met his gaze, shook his head.

“Not like that, I don’t think,” the other boy said.

Sixty-six out of one-eleven.

“My crazy’s different,” the other boy said.

Sixty-six out of one-twelve.

“I don’t think this would help,” the other boy said.

There was something about the pace of it, the natural rhythm, the hard limit of at-most-one-thought-per-jump. It was like heartbeats, or sunrises, a simple and sensible subdivision of the otherwise unnerving vastness of time. It gave Conor something to grab on to, to hold on to, something safe and same-y and reassuring.

“Do you want to see me with my shirt off?” he asked, after his seventieth success.

(It was the sort of question he could not have asked at any other moment—only here, now, over a hundred jumps deep.)

“Yeah,” the other boy said.

Seventy-one.

“But you’ve seen me with my shirt off before.”

Seventy-two.

“You’ve done that jump before.”

Seventy-two again. (One-twenty-one.)

Seventy-two again. (One-twenty-two.)

Seventy-two again. (One-twenty-three.)

Seventy-three.

“I guess that makes sense.”

Seventy-four.

Seventy-five.

Seventy-six.

Conor took his shirt off.

“It’s hot,” he explained.

Seventy-six again. (One-twenty-eight.)

“Not like that. Shut up.”

Seventy-seven.

“Like that,” Ashleigh said, and Conor did not have to look, could hear his smirk.

Seventy-eight.

Seventy-eight.

Seventy-eight.

Seventy-eight.

…seventy-nine.

(Conor was getting tired.)

“You did say not to stop.”

Eighty. (Out of one hundred and thirty-five.)

“It’s just weird, is all.”

Eighty. (Out of one-thirty-six.)

“It’s not.”

Eighty.

Eighty.

Eighty.

Eighty.

“That’s fair, I guess.”

Eighty-one. (One-forty-one.)

Eighty-two.

“How many are you going to do?”

Eighty-three.

“Dunno.”

Eighty-four.

Eighty-four.

Eighty-five.

“Maybe a hundred good ones.”

Eighty-five.

Eighty-six.

“What are you on?”

Eighty-seven.

“Eighty-seven, out of one-forty-nine.”

Eighty-eight.

“Jesus.”

Eighty-nine.

“Bet you can’t do the last eleven all in a row.”

Pause.

A thought, like a single frame of a movie—a flash of girls giggling at a sleepover, a late-night game of truth or dare. Conor’s phone, buzzing—once, twice.

They liked your pic.

I did, too.

“Bet what,” Conor asked.

“What do you want to bet?” Ashleigh countered.

He thought about it. Slowly, idly, like crunching through a patch of fresh-fallen snow.

Eleven in a row is a lot, Bat-boy.

“If I do it, you say sorry to Guyler.”

Stillness.

“What do you want to bet?” Conor asked.

“What do I want to bet, or what do I think I’m allowed to bet.”

Something cold and silver, trickling.

“What do you want to bet, Ashleigh?”

“If you fuck it up, I get to kiss you.”

Stillness.

“I have a girlfriend.”

“So? I don’t want to be your girlfriend.”

Stillness.

“This isn’t healthy.”

“I don’t care.”

Stillness.

Stillness.

Stillness.

“I’m not gay.”

“Neither am I.”

Stillness.

(Eleven in a row.)

“Deal.”

Ninety.

Ninety-one.

Ninety-two.

Ninety-three.

“It’s easier to talk to you when you’re like this, actually,” Ashleigh said.

Ninety-four.

Ninety-five.

Ninety-six.

“It feels more like I can get away with telling you you’re beautiful.”

Ninety-seven.

Ninety-eight.

On his one-hundred-and-sixty-first jump, with just that and one more to go, Conor overshot—hit the rail with too much forward momentum, couldn’t quite absorb it all and dropped to the ground.

He looked up at his best friend.

“You can’t stop now,” Ashleigh protested.

And that’s why I love him, too.

Ninety-nine (out of one-sixty-two).

And one hundred.

One hundred target jumps, in one hundred and sixty-three attempts. One hundred rail target jumps—a thing Conor had never done before. His limbs were glorious fire, and his mind was the surface of a glacier at midnight.

“Why’d you say yes?” Ashleigh asked, looking down from the tree.

Because I can’t stop you from breaking yourself, and I think I’m not supposed to try.

Because there was a really big prize and the penalty isn’t even really a penalty.

Because I love you and I don’t know what else to do.

Because fuck it.

Because who knows, I could like it.

Because we’re friends.

Because we’re friends.

Because we’re friends.

“Because the one on Halloween wasn’t right,” he said aloud. “Because if you’d just asked, I would have said—I would have let you try.”

Because you deserve a do-over. Because I owe you that much.

The other boy looked at him, fragile, longing.

Cracked-open.

“Get down here, pussy.”

Ashleigh grinned and dropped from the tree—a lithe and graceful motion, his landing every bit as quiet as Conor’s would have been. He walked forward, boldly, unhesitating—drew himself upright half a pace away—looked at Conor with eyes of molten gold.

“If you don’t stop me, I’m going to kiss you,” he said. “Do you want that?”

No.

Not like that.

Not like Ashleigh wanted.

But there was more to it than that. There were things Conor wanted that he did not want, and things he didn’t want that he very much wanted, and nothing was simple, and everything was fine, and this was so much better—so much better than the half-Ashleigh, the dead Ashleigh, the let’s-pretend Ashleigh of the days leading up to Halloween.

“Maybe,” he said, because it was true.

(There’d been no chance, really, of him making eleven target jumps in a row. Not when he was over a hundred and fifty jumps in. It was shocking that he’d even made nine.)

And then the other boy came close, close like he had only the one time before. One hand was warm on the skin of Conor’s back, the other firm on the back of his neck, both unfazed by the sweat that covered him. Ashleigh was looking, still looking into Conor’s eyes, had not yet closed them—was maybe searching for something, or maybe just wanted to remember.

Their noses brushed. Ashleigh tilted, and Conor tilted the other way, amiably, unable to stop himself from remembering that he and Jennifer had done it differently, had turned the opposite direction—

And then their lips touched, his best friend pushing, probing—a soft, nudging tongue, like an invitation to come out and play.

It wasn’t that Conor was frozen, or stiff. He didn’t refuse to kiss back.

(That wouldn’t have been right.)

But it wasn’t working. Wasn’t doing. It just—

Wasn’t.

It was just…

…Ashleigh. Just his best friend, like always. A little closer than usual, but whatever. The kiss itself felt almost irrelevant.

(To Conor, anyway.)

Their lips whispered apart, the other boy pressing his forehead against Conor’s, waiting.

“Weird, dude,” Conor murmured.

And then—

Ashleigh chuckled, a light and rueful sound.

“Okay, yeah, fair enough—”

(Conor’s knees almost buckled, then—that Ashleigh was okay, or at least sounded okay—that he wasn’t melting or boiling or falling to pieces, that he hadn’t taken Conor’s rejection as a rejection—)

“—thanks anyway.”

The other boy took a step back, and this time it was Conor’s turn to peer, Conor’s turn to study, Conor’s turn to search and search and search, for—

What?

It was still just Ashleigh.

The other boy grinned, and it was a sad grin, the eyes above shaded with grief.

But it didn’t look broken.

“Worth a shot, though, right?” he asked softly, and there was the hint of vulnerability.

Conor smiled back.

“Yeah,” he said. “Would’ve been stupid not to at least check.”

•   •   •

Ten minutes later.

Conor’s shirt was back on, the December sun too weak even at one in the afternoon for him to stay warm once he stopped moving. He lay on the mulch with his head in Ashleigh’s lap, Ashleigh’s back pressed up against the trunk of the tree.

“Listen,” Ashleigh said, as he idly ran his fingers through Conor’s still-damp hair. “I was thinking, while you were doing your eighty-six billion jumps, and there’s something I want to run by you.”

Conor tilted his head, looking up as the other boy looked down. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Ash,” he said, “but you warming me up does not feel like a good sign.”

“Just don’t say ‘no’ immediately, okay?”

“It really feels like I should probably say no.”

“Look, I probably should’ve said no to your mom last night, but I gave her a chance. It’s the decent thing to do.”

You’ve used up your chance for the day, pal—

But that was too sharp, too cold, too soon.

(Conor would tease him about it, but he would give it a day or two, first.)

“All right, hit me.”

“So, the thing Timothy said. About how actually Sykes is, like, maybe less likely to think of us, actually, next time something like this goes down.”

“‘Next time’?”

“Well—”

“Is it still too early for me to say no?”

“Here’s the thing. What if he’s on to something?”

“Timothy?”

“Yeah. I mean…what if, you know?”

“I’m fried,” Conor said. “Don’t make me connect the dots.”

“Well, you remember our Halloween plan?”

“The costumes?”

Ashleigh shook his head. “No, I mean the thing where a bunch of people were all going to wear masks over their East Binder uniforms.”

“Did that ever happen?”

“No clue. But look—Sykes ran you into the office because he really thought it might be you. Because in his uniform, with the mask on…”

In his uniform, with the mask on, Timothy looks just like me.

Not exactly. Conor had a few inches and ten or twenty pounds on the sixth grader.

But it was close.

“Look, say you do a mission on Monday, right?” Ashleigh pressed. “A careful one, where we plan ahead, make sure you have plausible whatsit, denial thing. But like, of course they’re still suspicious, right? So then on Tuesday, while you’re right smack dab in the middle of math class—”

Ashleigh was in second lunch.

“You’re saying you pull something then?”

“Even better, what about Sam?”

Conor sat up. “You want to bring Sam into this?”

Ashleigh held up his hands. “I’m just trying to pitch the idea,” he said. “Don’t get hung up on specifics.”

Conor frowned.

“And think about this,” Ashleigh continued. “Say the Tracer gets hurt. Sprains his ankle, or whatever. The next day…”

Like healing powers.

I mean, no, not like healing powers, not at all, but.

“I should have said no right at the start.”

Ashleigh grinned. “I gotcha, don’t I.”

“You do not gotch me,” Conor said firmly.

Ashleigh’s grin turned shit-eating.

“There’s not even anybody else I trust to not get caught immediately.”

“Timothy didn’t get caught,” the other boy pointed out. “And I wouldn’t get caught. That’s three of us right there.”

“So now you’re pitching Timothy?”

“Timothy’s already in, remember? Yesterday already happened. Unless you seriously think he’s done?”

Conor sighed.

“He’s going to get himself fucking pasted to a wall. Or thrown in juvie.”

“Sure, if he’s doing it all on his own. If he doesn’t have anybody to watch his back, save him from himself.”

Conor’s frown deepened.

“Unless you think he’ll stop just because we ask him nicely.”

Conor could feel the peace of the hundred jumps slipping, wavering.

(It hadn’t even lasted half an hour.)

Timothy had already set a locker on fire. That was where the younger boy had started.

“You’re looking at this the wrong way,” Ashleigh said, a dangerously alive sort of glint in his eye. “I mean, isn’t this exactly the sort of thing that makes Batman take on a new Robin?”

•   •   •

Conor looked at the little leatherbound journal on his desk—tried to imagine writing in it and could not find the words.

•   •   •

“Morning.”

“Morning.”

His father stood in the doorway, leaning against the frame.

“Your mother’s got a coffee cake baking. What do you feel like, today? There’s some yardwork needs doing, or we could go to the movies, or Putt Putt or bowling. Could bring Ashleigh along, or Jennifer, or—someone else. You in the mood for anything in particular?”

“…can you just pick for me, please?”

His father hesitated, seeming to struggle with himself for a moment before nodding slowly.

“Sure, bud,” he said gently. “We’ll figure it out over breakfast, okay?”

“Okay, Dad.”

•   •   •


Hey there, boyfriend. Wanna play H.O.R.S.E.?

like

basketball

?

Sorta.

One of us sends a pic, then the other one has to send the same kind of pic. If you don’t/can’t, you get a letter.



Conor’s face flushed.

•   •   •

The first time—

(Or had that been the second? It depended on how you counted, Conor supposed.)

—it had all happened in a flash.

This time was different.

Heart pounding, he dropped his bag behind a bush, tucking a can of silly string into each pocket. He felt detached again, dissociated—like he was watching himself from the outside, a third-person shooter controlled by some unknown person. The voices in his head had all gone quiet, and the silence yawned, cavernous, as he straightened, as he turned, as he began to walk toward the scene unfolding in the courtyard, arms and legs trembling, mask crumpled in his fist.

He could not have said what it was that drew him forward, that dragged him forward—whether it was because of something that was there or something that was missing or some combination of the two. He was unsure—unready—unwilling, even—and yet his steps were steady, relentless. It was like the runup to the monkey jump, the last three steps, when it was too late to turn back but the edge was still in front of him.

He pulled on the mask.

(Out in the open, in the middle of the crowded courtyard. No one saw—or if they did, they said nothing.)

There were still no words in his mind, as he drew closer—no speaker, and no listener. But there was an awareness, raw and unsanitized—that he was on open, flat ground, with no obstacles he could use to his advantage; that there were four of them and only one of him; that they could run him down and beat him up and take his mask and that would be it, this could be it, this could be the end of it all, right here.

(But if he didn’t do something, then what was the point of carrying the mask? What even was there, to preserve and protect?)

The scene ahead was the same as it always was. Not a fair fight, the sort of thing that would draw the surrounding students into a circle. And nothing too violent—nothing that would spur an onlooker to break the taboo and summon a teacher. Just ordinary, everyday shittiness, the kind that made life at East Binder a constant, unending, low-grade nightmare—

(The kind that you could see unfolding and know that you could walk away from, hide your bag, put on a mask, and walk back to, because it would still be happening. Because there was no rush, no rush at all, the bullies had all the time in the world, Conor didn’t know the word impunity but if he had it would have been floating around somewhere in the back of his mind.)

He drew the two cans of silly string from his pockets like a samurai unsheathing twin swords, popped the caps with two thumbs and sent them both spinning. He was beginning to draw eyes, now, the other students raising fingers as he passed, nudging one another, looking at him—

(They didn’t dare look at them, but they were willing to look at him.)

“Hey,” called the Tracer, his voice like flint striking steel.

The bullies turned to look—all four of them, eighth graders at the very least—and Conor knew that he was going to die.

He raised the cans.

Right into the faces of the two in front, both of them cursing, flinching, spluttering, and then the same for the other two. He swept the two sprays back and forth, covering the four of them in strings of pink and green.

“Motherfucker—”

He didn’t know how he knew when to stop, could not have named the instinct that seized him, guided him, but there was something about the way that they recoiled, the way they straightened, the way they seemed to be—mustering, preparing to press forward in the face of his impotent onslaught—

He released the buttons.

He released the buttons, and the spray stopped.

He released the buttons, and the spray stopped, and so did they, somehow—took a half-step forward and then faltered, wrong-footed, as Conor held his ground, unflinching, his arms extended straight out in front of him, he had no idea why, no clue what the bullies might be thinking, but they held, the four of them held in place, entangled, festooned, the whole scene like some kind of surreal tableau—

“You,” Conor declared—

(That same instinct telling him to make his voice loud but not a shout, don’t let your words come out ragged—)

“—are being total dicks.”

Shock. Confusion. Out of the corner of his eye, Conor could see that now there was a circle forming. But that would not be enough to stop them, he couldn’t have this turning into a fight, a normal fight, he would just lose—

Off-script.

He needed to keep them off-script—off any script, anything that came with an obvious next action.

“By the power vested in me by everyone is tired of this shit,” he intoned—

(The words coming from nowhere, from god, from a place Conor did not know and had maybe never touched before.)

“—and the royal brotherhood of seriously, get a fucking hobby, jerking off is free, I hereby find you eggplant nonsense whirlpool, and your punishment: clown bukkake. Catch.”

He tossed the cans—gently, underhanded, one at a time—and the two bullies in front caught them, bewildered—

(Because what were they going to do, not catch them?)

—and as they did so Conor turned away—slow, imperious, disdainful—turned and began to thread his way through the press of students, trying to keep his pace steady as his heart hammered in his chest, holy shit, what, were they seriously just going to stand there and let him walk away, was he actually going to get out of this alive—

It was a tiny sound, the barest scrape of a shoe against concrete, but he heard it, understood it, knew that they had freed themselves from their paralysis and were coming for him. He bolted, shoving past the last of the clustered students and out into the open space of the courtyard, sprinting toward the library, toward the nearest way up, he had to get to the roof, that was his only hope, but they were bigger than him, bigger and taller and faster, surely they would catch him, why hadn’t they already caught him—

He was eleven feet up before he learned the answer—turned back to see that the other kids had closed ranks—were not resisting, exactly, nothing unambiguous or memorable, nothing that would draw the bullies’ ire. But they were in the way, those dozens of people—kept being in the way, more in the way than they had to be, more than could be explained by mere chance, had come together and bought Conor the time he needed to reach safety and a few extra seconds besides.

But already the bullies were breaking through, were coming for him, and unfortunately this particular climb was not a difficult one. They had seen him do it, would figure it out any second, and so Conor ran, disappearing into the gravel with the sounds of laughter and cheering echoing in his ears.


Chapter 13Tapestry


September 1st, 6:30PM

“Still high, Batman?”

“Dunno. How would I know?”

“Do you feel normal yet?”

“…man, I don’t know if I’ve ever felt normal.”

“You’re still high.”

“Yeah, probably.”

“I think I’m normal. I don’t know why everybody else acts so weird all the ti—hey, wait. Wait. Conor, where are you going?”

“I’m just going to go take a look.”

“At what?”

“The Gap.”

“…I’m coming with you.”

“I’m fine.”

“I didn’t say you weren’t, I said I was coming with you.”

“…man, it’s so not far.”

“You said it was seventeen fucking feet.”

“Yeah, but with a drop, though. Look.”

“Yes, I get that you can throw a pebble across it, this doesn’t reassure me the way you seem to think it should.”

“I’m saying, I didn’t even have to throw it hard. Like, look.”

“I’m looking.”

“Like think about how fast you’re going when you run as fast as you can. And think about how slow this rock is going. Watch—”

“Conor, what is happening right now.”

“I’m just saying.”

“Just saying what?”

“I think we can do it.”

“You’ve been saying that since June.”

“No, like—I think we can do it. I think we—I want to do it today. Now.”

“What?”

“It’s like you said, we’re never going to feel more ready, right?”

“First off, you’re fucking high, and second, I was trying to say that we aren’t ready. That scared feeling is your brain trying to keep you alive, dude.”

“I don’t feel scared.”

“Conor—”

“Look, Ash.”

“Conor, the stupid fucking rocks are not the issue, here.”

“Look, though. Like actually look.”

“Yeah, I get it, you’re saying we’re not gonna have a problem with the distance. Do I have to remind you about the landing?”

“I think we can handle it.”

“You think.”

“We can handle it.”

“Conor—”

“If I do it, are you coming with me?”

“Conor, seriously—”

“If I do it, are you coming with me?”

“Can we please walk away from this fucking edge while we talk about this?”

“I’m not going to fall. I don’t feel dizzy or anything. …do you still feel dizzy?”

“It’s not that. It’s—”

“Ash. For real. Are you hearing me? We can do this.”

“Okay, fine, sure, we can do this. Can we do it later?”

“Later like give the drugs a little more time to wear off, or later like you’re my mom and you’re hoping I’ll forget?”



•   •   •

The back half of December passed like a dream.

Not like a dream, the way that people meant when they talked about weddings or vacations or winning a trophy. December was like a dream in the other sense—fragmented, incoherent, a puzzle put together with pieces from half a dozen different boxes. There were moments when time seemed to surge ahead and moments when it slowed to a crawl, and moments that felt like they weren’t part of anything at all, islands of time disconnected from everything else around them, as if pasted in from some alternate universe.

It started on the Tuesday after the fire, when Ashleigh said Wish me luck as the bus squealed to a stop in the parking lot, then darted suddenly up the aisle, a dozen other kids filling the space between them. Conor got off as quickly as he could, began racing through the courtyard, searching, his heart in his throat—found the other boy at last by the flagpole, at the center of a circle that also held Guyler Stevens.

“—was fucked up, and there’s no excuse,” Ashleigh was saying, as Conor broke through the wall of spectators.

(Guyler was just standing there, rigid, trembling.)

“And you don’t have to forgive me, either, and to all of you motherfuckers watching, this isn’t about, like, making me look good, or—or trying to set him up, or something, like now he has to be cool about it just because I said sorry. He can stay as mad as he wants, because me saying sorry doesn’t fix anything. I’m just saying it because it’s true. It was fucked up and I haven’t really done anything to make it right and—and he doesn’t have to let me, either, he doesn’t owe me a chance to make it right. He doesn’t owe me shit, I owe him. But I am sorry, and I was wrong, and—and that’s it, really. That’s just…how it is. It was already true—I’m just, like, admitting it. He could kick me in the nuts right this second, and I wouldn’t stop him, and I wouldn’t tell, and we still wouldn’t be even.”

And then the bell had rung, and they had all just gone to class, as if that sort of thing was allowed, as if anyone could have a normal day after something like that. Five and a half hours later, Conor had sat down at Guyler’s table at lunch, and the other boy had snarled I don’t want to talk about it, and so they’d just sat there, silent, each in his own little bubble.

(“Why’d you do it?” Conor had asked, on the bus on the way home.)

(“Because you wanted me to.”)

Elsewhere, there were dates with Jennifer, and afterschool tutoring sessions with Jennifer, and late-night texting with Jennifer, that last a wild and delirious universe all its own. In the real world, the two of them had still done little more than make out—a stray and daring hand here and there, perhaps, for a few thrilling seconds at a time, but no more than that.

But through the magic mirror of their phones, where they could be at once inches away and safely miles apart, they were burning through walls like they weren’t even there. Jennifer had seen all of Conor, now, and Conor more than half of Jennifer, and the fire it stoked within him—the seeing and the being seen—surprised him, almost frightened him, left him a dripping mess and ravenous, grateful for the distance that meant he didn’t have to hold himself in check.

(But also, when he aced his first quiz and his parents called her parents to invite her over for dinner, it took no effort at all, felt entirely natural to be reserved—polite—friendly—appropriate. He was warm, and so was she—warm as they always were to one another—but it was the warmth of a fireplace, not a bonfire. He kissed her goodbye in the doorway, and the kiss was soft and chaste and tender—the sort of thing their parents thought was cute—and it was not an act, was every bit as real and honest as the other thing. It made no sense to Conor, but the simple fact of it was undeniable, and so he shrugged and carried on, comfortable with the mystery.)

In Ms. Palmano’s class there were windows, portals—lessons that felt like they opened up onto entire worlds where they might have spent a week, a month, a whole year unpacking what their teacher fit into an hour, a minute, sometimes a single sentence. It was barely English, barely a class at all—she was breaking them, on purpose, and breaking the world around them, too, and doing unnervingly little with the scattered, shattered pieces.

(“It’s a mistake to locate your victory conditions inside someone else’s head,” she said offhandedly one random morning, and on another “Prophets and kings are both right about the future, but for very different reasons.” Conor still had not fully recovered from “From the inside, being wrong feels like being right while everyone else is crazy,” and when she had said “Unstated expectations are premeditated resentments,” both he and Ashleigh had flinched, and the other boy had not looked in his direction for the rest of the class.)

(“Ever notice that when people get really, really upset, it’s usually not because anything out there in the world has actually changed, so much as that they had a pretty little fake world in their imagination, that was nicer than the truth, and then actual reality kicked down the door and ruined their fun?”)

There were Sundays, too—the sixth, seventh, and eighth installments of Conor’s so-called punishment, which was proving to be another little island all its own. Something had changed between Conor and his parents, something which clearly none of the three of them were able to talk about openly. But despite that, the Sundays were soft and safe and simple and slow in a way unlike any other part of his life, and he was coming to look forward to them the way a sea otter might look forward to its next breath.

And then there was their little conspiracy, him and Ashleigh and Timothy, which again had gone sideways before it even got off the ground, Timothy pulling things in a direction neither Conor nor Ashleigh had anticipated.

“The masks have to go,” the younger boy had said. Not yes, I’m in or no, fuck you or only on one condition.

“Wait, what?”

“Why?”

“They’re different,” Timothy had explained, with the tone of someone telling a toddler that they could only eat the same slice of cake once. “Nobody’s noticed yet, but if we keep this up much longer, somebody’s gonna snap a pic, and once they’re like, okay, one of these fuckers has a red mask, and the other has a black one…”

He’d had a point, and so the three of them had gone to Conor’s father’s workshop, had started making a new mold before Conor had even fully processed what was happening. They had mixed the colors and were just about to pour when Timothy had interrupted, asked how many they were going to make.

“One,” Conor said, at the same time that Ashleigh said “Three,” and Timothy had looked at both of them with disbelief.

“Twenty,” the younger boy had countered, and they had opened their mouths to argue, to push back, but the sixth grader had cut them off, had pointed out that this way, they wouldn’t have to carry the masks with them all the time, or leave them in their lockers or bookbags where Mr. Sykes could find them, but could instead stash them here and there all over the school.

“In fact, now that I think about it, thirty is better,” he’d said.

“And this wouldn’t have anything to do with, oh, I don’t know, making it easier for you to slip a few to some of your friends?” Ashleigh had asked, shrewdly.

But the younger boy had neither confirmed nor denied, had merely shrugged and said that they would come around to that eventually, and wouldn’t it be easier if they already had extras handy, at which point Conor had almost left, almost stormed out and given up on the plan entirely, except that Timothy had said cool, not like I wanted to work with you in the first place.

And so Conor had caved, with a deep and unshakeable sense that he would one day regret it—had spent the whole first week waiting for the other shoe to drop.

But it didn’t drop, and it kept not dropping, and as it happened none of the three of them managed a rescue in those first five school days anyway, nor in the next five after that. Slowly—inevitably—despite all his efforts to stay vigilant—Conor began to relax, his mind and muscles unable to maintain constant tension.

He worried about it—about the complacency, about the fact that nothing had changed in any significant way—that if it had, in fact, been right to be worried on Monday of one week, then it was probably right to still be worried on Friday of the next. That ten days of no disasters didn’t mean all that much, in the grand scheme of things, and that his brain—

(Which, Ms. Palmano had pointed out, was a hyperactive pattern-matching machine evolved mostly to find berries and run away from tigers.)

—was confusing nothing bad yet for nothing to worry about, period.

But—as with so, so many things—there was nothing Conor could do about it, so he simply set it aside and kept moving. School, homework, training, chores—he felt less shattered than he had in October, less like he himself was broken into pieces. But it was still disorienting, this feeling of constantly teleporting, of stepping from world to world—of being shoved from world to world, without warning, and having to relearn the laws of physics all over again.

He was writing in the journal to Guyler—with Guyler—was feeling vaguely dirty about the things he wasn’t telling Guyler—was wondering whether it was time to simply give the other boy his phone number, his handles, his email—maybe even invite him over to his house.

He was eating lunch with Holt, with Eddie, noticed vaguely that Nolan was not there, had not been there for weeks—looked around the cafeteria and saw the other boy at another table, him and his younger brother Nicholas both.

He bought a rose.

He and Ashleigh were different, now, too—had not yet hammered their newly reforged friendship into its final shape, were still sorting out the rules, the boundaries. On impulse, Conor had reached out one afternoon and begun to squeeze the other boy’s shoulders. Ashleigh had groaned, had melted under his touch, and—

(After ten or fifteen seconds, when Conor tried to pull away.)

—had reached up and seized his fingers, drawing him back.

Please, he had clearly been saying.

And Conor said okay. It had turned into a proper backrub, and after five minutes or so, Ashleigh had turned, and hugged him, and said “Thanks” and then “Your turn.” He had pulled Conor down, down to the ground—deposited him, really—arranged him into a sitting position and settled himself in behind him and dug his fingers into Conor’s back for nearly half an hour, working out half a year’s worth of knots and tension. It had been great—the giving, too, but the receiving especially—and at the end Conor had felt like soft butter, had slumped back against his friend’s chest—

“Sorry,” Ashleigh had whispered, about the line of burning hardness now nestled against Conor’s lower back. “It isn’t—I mean, I wasn’t—”

“It’s fine,” Conor said firmly, slightly surprised to discover that it was true. “I don’t care.”

Another impulse seized him, then, and he turned, giving his friend a quick, mischievous kiss—just a peck, and only on the cheek, but it had seemed to unbind something in the other boy, who had wrapped his arms around Conor’s chest and squeezed, so tight it almost hurt, and had seemed unburdened, unstarving, undesperate when they separated ten seconds later, stood and stepped back into the flow of time.

They were all the way into the fourth week of December when at last Something Happened—when Timothy finally managed a rescue, sneaking up behind a bully with some kind of special rope contraption he had invented or discovered, snaring the boy’s legs. It had only hindered him for ten or fifteen seconds, but both Timothy and the victim had gotten away scot-free, and it was the talk of the school at lunch that day.

(“What happened to the rope?” Conor had wondered.)

(“Sykes.”)

Conor wasn’t sure whether it was luck, or whether things like that just naturally came in clusters, or whether perhaps some petty, competitive part of him had felt challenged, territorial—had gone into overdrive and reached until it found an opportunity he would have otherwise overlooked. But he took a chance himself, the very next morning—saw what looked like the barest beginnings of a shakedown, two freshmen that seemed to be working themselves up to something, needling a lone eighth grader, feeding off of his reactions like vampires.

Conor had had no plan, no ideas, but there had been an escape route handy, and so he had tried simply donning the mask and stepping into their field of vision, arms crossed and head held high. The two bullies had looked at him, looked at each other, and then—amazingly—slouched away, leaving the eighth grader to babble his thanks as Conor popped up onto the roof and crossed to the other side of the building, putting a little distance between himself and the scene before returning to human form.

They won’t all be that easy.

No, they wouldn’t—but it was nice to know that some of them would be—that there was in fact something accumulating, the legend gaining power—that Ashleigh’s crazy idea was not just crazy.

And then it was Wednesday, a half-day, the last day of classes before Christmas break, and once again Conor had awakened with something like high hopes, had come to school despite knowing that he could skip, that no one would notice, that there would not be any consequences. He didn’t quite know what he was expecting—

(Maybe that Ashleigh would run a mission of his own, completing the trifecta?)

—but he knew he was expecting something. Could feel that he wanted the day to be something, to mean something. He had paced back and forth on the driveway while waiting for the bus, had bounced his leg the whole long way to school, been distracted and jumpy in the courtyard and homeroom and barely present in the conversation with Ashleigh and Jennifer and Holt as they waited in the hallway for Ms. Palmano’s door to open. When it finally did—


HOW WOULD YOU FEEL IF YESTERDAY WAS THE LAST DAY OF YOUR LIFE?



“I think people usually get this one wrong,” Ms. Palmano explained. “People say, how would you feel if tomorrow was the last day of your life, and then they think, oh, right, I would run around fixing all these little things about everything, like I would make sure to tell my friends and family that I love them and I’d eat my favorite food one last time and I’d say sorry for that stupid thing I did and I’d get all my affairs in order and tie up all the loose ends and then everything would be fine.”

She paused, her face tightening as she traced her eyes around the room, resting for half a heartbeat on each and every student. “But we don’t get to do that, in real life,” she continued. “We don’t get to know. You could get hit by a bus this afternoon, and then it wouldn’t matter what you could have done, if you’d just had a little bit more time. The only way you can really tell whether you’re living your life the way you want to, the way that makes you happy, is by looking back. If you died yesterday—if everything that happened this morning was a hallucination, and secretly it all wrapped up last night, after you fell asleep, how would you feel?”

There was the sort of silence that never happened in the other classrooms, that seemed to be Ms. Palmano’s entire reason for being a teacher.

“Let me be clear,” she said. “I’m not saying that you’re supposed to be done. If you died last night with no loose ends, that would be a tragedy all its own, because it would mean you’re the sort of person who doesn’t have anything they’re working on, anything left to hope for. You should always have unfinished business. The thing I’m trying to point at is, are you proud of your unfinished business? Does it feel like a half-built pyramid, as opposed to a pile of dishes you never got around to cleaning?”

She began her usual pacing. “I don’t regret my half-built pyramids,” she said. “Even if I die with a bunch of those, it feels right to have been working on them, up to and including yesterday. To be the sort of person who spent a good chunk of her time working on them, in the hopes of someday finishing. Unfinished pyramids aren’t a waste. What feels like a waste is the stuff I really could have already done—the things it feels like I really should have already done. When I imagine dying yesterday, there are a bunch of things that make me wince—or rather, there used to be, but then I started regularly asking myself this question, and I got my shit together.”

A soft rustle of surprise—

“Yes, that was an act of trust on my part. Don’t punish me for it.”

She had them pull out their paper and pencils—

“Twenty minutes,” she said. “If you finish identifying all the things that would bother you, spend the rest thinking of ways to do something about it.”

—and then they were alone, each of them, with the vast, thundering emptiness.

How would you feel…?

Bad. Obviously. But the assignment was taking that part for granted—what mattered was what lay underneath the badness…

Well, for starters, yesterday was a school day.

Which meant about seven hours of passive torture wrapped around thirty or forty minutes of Jennifer, Ashleigh, and Guyler.

(And the rescue.)

Call it an hour and a half, if you threw in English, but still—it wasn’t a good ratio, and it kept on happening, and it wasn’t going to stop happening, and Conor still had no idea how to make it not keep happening forever. Even summers were going to vanish, eventually, if he couldn’t figure out some way to escape, some different way to be—

Okay, but is that pyramid or dishes, though?

He frowned.

It…

…didn’t really seem to fit. There were parts of it that were pyramid-shaped—places where he was trying, had been trying, could not honestly see how he could do any more than he already was…

Tick tock.

Fine.

He set the confusion aside. What else, what else…

Telling Mom and Dad thank you.

He blinked.

The thought had come from nowhere, from that part of his brain that didn’t seem to be hooked up to the rest of him, that sometimes told him things he didn’t know he knew. But it felt true, as he rolled it around—his parents did deserve something from him, some sort of acknowledgement that he had not yet properly given. He’d hinted at it, maybe, with his father, but his mother…

They knew that he loved them, surely. That he appreciated them. But they didn’t know about Sundays, not really—

Wait, are you serious? Why the fuck do you think they’re doing them?

Okay, fair, they probably did know. But they might not know that Conor knew—that he understood what they’d been doing, and was grateful.

Because he hadn’t told them.

(And if he died before he could, that would be sad.)

He picked up his pencil, scribbled down the words.

What else…

Guyler. There was something about Guyler, that slightly unclean feeling he had not been able to pretend away every time he wrote something else in the journal.

(Guyler probably knew, too. Had written about Conor running around on rooftops, had figured out Ashleigh’s secret all on his own.)

But still—Conor hadn’t told him, hadn’t acknowledged it. And there was something there that he needed to work through, something he’d put off longer than he should.

He wrote down Guyler.

Then—after a moment’s pause—Ashleigh.

(Because while he’d done almost everything there, rebuilt the pyramid almost to its former peak, there was still the fact that he hadn’t told the other boy about Guyler. And to die with that unsaid—with Guyler Stevens still somehow between them—)

Conor had the rhythm of it, now, a workable way of searching through his brain.

Holt?

…no. There was nothing there, no unfinished business. Holt was a rock.

Timothy?

A pyramid.

Who else?

Jennifer.

Immediately, Conor felt his face grow hot, his shoulder Ashleigh suppressing a snicker.

He glanced toward Ms. Palmano’s desk. She was seated, as she usually was while they worked—bent over, her pen moving, absorbed in some student’s paper.

You don’t have to spell it out. You can just write “Jennifer.”

But…

But the reason he hadn’t written it out with Guyler and Ashleigh was that he didn’t quite have words for what was missing with the other boys. The potential regrets were vague, fuzzy, open-ended. With Jennifer…

He swallowed.

With Jennifer, Conor knew exactly what he wanted, exactly what he’d mourn if he’d woken up already dead this morning. He had a list—had thought through every item a dozen times—visualized every item, in rich detail—knew every fantasy intimately.

(His pencil quivered.)

I would be sad, he wrote.

if, he wrote.

And then something in him cracked, gave way—some dam whose holes he had been plugging and was tired of plugging.

I would be sad if I never got to touch Jennifer’s boobs.

And then other things—more detailed, specific things—more secret things, his pencil flowing across the page with the same cutting, easy confidence that it did when he was writing to Guyler—

(When he was angry and writing to Guyler—the brutal candor that came of simply declining to hold back.)

At some point, he looked up, and his eyes caught on Ms. Palmano once again, and that sent him down a second rabbit hole, sparked a second list entirely, one which was shorter but felt (if anything) even more dangerous…

Two minutes later, Conor was walking back from the trash can, sweaty and trembling, ready to start fresh with a list less likely to get him lynched.

(But he was glad that he’d written the real one first.)

•   •   •

“Stand up,” Ms. Palmano said.

They stood.

“Form into groups of four. Three is fine if the numbers don’t work out.”

Jennifer stepped around the desk between them, her hand slipping warmly into Conor’s. Holt joined them, and a moment later, Ashleigh. Acting on an impulse that was beginning to feel almost ordinary, Conor reached out with his other hand and grabbed Ashleigh’s.

Ashleigh looked down, back up.

Conor shrugged.

“Hey, what about me?” Holt complained.

“Looks like you’ll have to decide which one of us you like better,” Jennifer teased.

“Bros before—”

Holt slugged Ashleigh on the shoulder, stuck out his tongue, and took Jennifer’s other hand.

“We look like the freaking Care Bears,” he grumbled.

“You can’t complain about being left out and then complain when you’re left in.”

“Pretty sure I just did.”

“That’s not—”

“Now,” Ms. Palmano called out from the front, her voice cutting instantly through the chatter. “By the time I finish talking, you and your partners will have about twenty minutes left. Divide that time evenly between you. Your assignment is to help one another.”

“What?”

She pointed at the board. “This,” she said. “The problem. Do something to make it better.”

“What do you mean?”

Their teacher gave a mock sigh. “I suppose it is Christmas,” she said cryptically. “Do something to make headway on the problem. Help each other. Make suggestions, or provide encouragement, or just stare supportively at one another, I don’t know. But spend a few minutes focusing on each person, and try to see if you can’t get to a place where you’d be a little less sad. This might be a single, concrete action—washing a dish, metaphorically speaking. But more likely it’s going to have to do with changing the way you live your life—with whatever habit or process is causing the dishes to pile up in the first place. Try to change that.”

“How?”

She shrugged. “Beats me. But there’s got to be some progress you can make in five minutes, right? Especially with two or three other brains at your disposal. Extra credit: look up the story of George Dantzig, that’s D-A-N-T-Z-I-G, I’ll write it on the board later.”

And then she turned away. Glancing at the clock, Conor saw that it was 8:54—twenty-one minutes left in class.

Prophets and kings are both right about the future, but for very different reasons.

“Who’s first?” Holt asked.

(The four of them were still holding hands. Some of the other kids were looking, and some of them were smirking, whispering—but it felt soft, good-natured, not cutting or cruel.)

“Not me,” Jennifer said. “I’m boycotting.”

“What?”

She shrugged.

“Wait,” Conor said. “Like you’re not going to share, or like you didn’t even write—”

“Boycott,” she repeated.

Conor stared.

“I can go,” Ashleigh cut in. “But, um.”

He looked back and forth between Holt and Jennifer.

And back and forth.

And back and forth.

“Uh,” Holt said. “Do you, like. Want us to leave?”

Ashleigh shook his head. “No. Just—be cool, okay?”

Jennifer nodded. Holt said “No promises.” Ashleigh rolled his eyes and turned to Conor.

(He took a deep breath, seeming to gather his courage.)

“So, uh. I, um. Probably should have told you this. A long time ago. But like. I didn’t, and then I kept not telling you, and like it probably wouldn’t have even been a big deal except now it’s been, like. Weeks. And, well.”

“Are you sure you don’t want us to leave?” Jennifer asked gently.

“Nah, it’s fine,” Ashleigh said, his eyes still locked on Conor’s, sharp and hard and somehow visibly forcing nonchalance.

(He took another breath, and Conor braced himself.)

“I took the bag, and I didn’t tell you because, I dunno, I just didn’t.”

There was a sort of spinning, swirling silence.

“From under the shed?”

“Yeah. You told me where you left it, in the diary thing.”

“You were reading it?”

“Yeah.”

“The whole time?”

“Yeah.”

Another silence.

“Why?”

“To smoke it.”

Duh.

“You’ve been…?”

“A little.”

Holt and Jennifer were looking back and forth between the two of them. Jennifer squeezed Conor’s hand.

(Which caused him to remember that he was holding Ashleigh’s hand, they were all still holding hands, Holt to Jennifer to Conor to Ashleigh, they were all connected by one big long why are you thinking about this, this doesn’t have anything to do with anything, you’re stalling.)

Ashleigh had the bag.

Ashleigh had the bag.

Conor had thought—

Well, he hadn’t really known what he’d thought, had not been able to make his brain stick on the question, had kind-of-sort-of thought maybe Guyler, somehow, or just—just some random person, a gardener, a janitor, but it hadn’t made any sense, why would anyone look under the shed, dig under the shed, the bag had been buried, not deep but still, and Conor hadn’t been able to see his way into the problem so he’d just—he had just—

Not thought about it.

Had definitely not thought that Ashleigh—

(The gears of his brain were grinding, now, half of him going what? and the fuck? and why? and but why didn’t you TELL me? and meanwhile a wholly separate part of him felt like it was sinking, slowly sinking, the dread rising up around him, because he had been thinking that he had more time, that he could catch up with Ashleigh later, in private—maybe that afternoon, or over the long Christmas break—but now it felt like he had to, this was the moment, he wasn’t ready but he no longer had the option of delaying—)

Yeah, well, that’s kind of the whole point of the lesson, isn’t it?

You’re not helping.

I think I am, actually.

“Conor?” Ashleigh asked, his tone half worried, half wary. “Are you—”

“I’ve been making friends with Guyler Stevens,” Conor said, hearing the words as if through a long, echoing tunnel. “Uh. At least. That’s what it feels like. I dunno if he—I’m not sure that’s how he would describe it. But if I died. I’d feel weird. That I never told you.”

He realized he was looking at the floor, at Ashleigh’s shoes—could not recall the moment at which he’d looked away. It wasn’t that he was afraid of the other boy’s response, exactly, it was just that it was—

A lot.

It was a lot, it felt like a lot, like too much, actually, given that he didn’t actually have to look the other boy in the eye.

He just…took it?

He just took it.

And had been smoking it.

(A little.)

(Whatever that meant.)

“I,” Holt declared, breaking the silence, “do not have the slightest clue what is going on. Or, well. I guess I kinda get half of it. Guyler is—”

“I know about Guyler,” Jennifer murmured.

“Okay, cool. Well. Anyway. Is the vibe I’m getting—are you two in, like, one of those ‘welp, we both fucked up about equal’ situations? Like, does it just…cancel out? You good?”

“Yes,” said Ashleigh’s voice, and Conor’s eyes snapped up and Ashleigh’s were there, were waiting for him, caught him and held him, green and wide and not at all colorless—

“I mean, I think so, anyway,” the other boy clarified, continuing to stare straight into Conor’s soul. “Conor obviously gets a say. But like.”

He stuck out his free hand, the one that wasn’t already holding one of Conor’s—down low, as if to shake.

Conor glanced at it—

Oh, fuck me.

It was in the shape of the OK symbol, Ashleigh’s thumb and index finger making a circle, and since both of Conor’s hands were locked up, he couldn’t break it, didn’t have a chance to break it before the other boy reached up to punch him on the shoulder, hard, sending a dull wave of pain rippling down his arm.

(Strangely, it helped.)

Conor took a deep breath, let it out in a big, heavy sigh.

Jennifer squeezed his hand again. “Hey,” she murmured. “Take a minute.”

“Take like six,” Holt piped up. “It’s still technically Ashleigh’s turn and then you get a whole six and a half minutes all to yourself.”

There was movement in the corner of his vision, turbulence in the connection of their grip as Ashleigh punched Holt, or tickled him, or something, Conor couldn’t quite see, had dropped his eyes again, was looking down at his own feet this time.

Take a minute.

Did he need a minute?

“Is that all?” he asked quietly.

The other two boys paused in their scuffling.

(Ashleigh’s hand was still warm in his, had never left.)

“What?” Ashleigh asked.

“Is that all?” Conor repeated. “Like, is there anything else.”

“No. You?”

“No.”

“We good?” Ashleigh asked.

Conor thought.

“Not yet,” he said. “But I’m pretty sure we will be.”

This time, he felt the squeeze in both hands.

•   •   •


so

boycott

?

We don’t have to talk about it.

I know she’s your favorite teacher of like all time or whatever.

do YOU not want to talk about it, or

No, it’s fine.

ok well

dotdotdot

I just don’t like her.

dotdotdot?

Are you sure?

yeah

I don’t trust her.

?

Her whole deal. The way she runs her class. It’s basically Trojan horses all the way down.

?

She never just says what she means. It’s always a trick. She holds up something shiny over here and meanwhile she’s

Look, I’m sorry, OK, I know you like her

But it feels like she’s, I dunno, brainwashing or something. When you’re not looking.

All of us, I mean. Not YOU you.

lol thx

She’s always trying to like SNEAK IN the real lesson and I don’t trust it.

but like

shes not wrong

usually

No. But that makes it worse imo.

?

Like the whole thing is set up to get us to drop our shields. Get us used to letting her in the back door, or something. Like she’s grooming us.

Sorry.

its fine

Like I’m not saying she’s specifically setting it up so she can sneak in something crazy wrong, but if she WAS trying to set it up so she could sneak in something crazy wrong, it feels like this is how she’d do it?

hm

Sorry.

no

food for thought

Let’s talk about something else.

like what

Well, someday I want to hear about you and Ashley FROM YOU

yeah ok

how about this afternoon

last chance b4 xmsa

Sure. <3

While we’re at it, I was thinking maybe you could take me up to some cool rooftop and we could talk about things we really should’ve already done. =P



•   •   •

The reason the rules were rules, Conor thought—

(In a wordless flash, an instant of understanding that was less like thinking and more like the way you looked at a tree and just knew that it was a tree, without having to puzzle it out.)

—was because things only sometimes went wrong when you broke them.

If things always went wrong, you wouldn’t need the rule, just like you didn’t need a rule to remind you not to put your hand on a hot stove. The problem was, you could move without thinking and it would be fine, and then the next time you’d move without thinking and it would be fine again, and if you kept on doing it and it kept turning out okay you’d start to feel like maybe it was fine, actually—maybe there was no problem at all, maybe you didn’t need to think before you moved, and then one day you would break your neck and that would be that.

Conor had been elated, euphoric, had been riding the high of Jennifer’s final text for twenty minutes, and he hadn’t been thinking, had been distracted, had asked to use the bathroom and taken the hall pass and just…gone.

Alone.

In the middle of the period.

During Spanish.

If you went to the bathroom during English, or Science, or Math, or Social Studies, you were taking a risk, but you were taking a risk in the middle school, where the worst you were likely to encounter was someone like Eichardt.

If you went to the bathroom during Spanish, you were going to the bathroom in the Electives building, and the Electives building was not middle school only.

Conor knew better.

The voices cut off as soon as he entered, and he didn’t catch it, didn’t immediately turn back—let the door swing shut behind him, his preoccupied mind registering the danger a second and a half too late. There was the slightest of sounds behind him, between the door and the wall where no person should be—

A hand landed on his shoulder and shoved, hard, hard enough that he nearly fell, stumbled multiple steps and caught himself against the wall of the nearest stall.

(He didn’t speak, didn’t cry out, barely even gasped.)

“Phone, bitch.”

He started to turn—

The same hand grabbed his head and shoved it up against the stall—not a deliberate slam but not gentle, either. Conor saw stars.

“I didn’t say look at me, I said phone, bitch.”

“Not on me,” Conor managed to say. He had left it in his desk, had only expected to be gone for a minute—

The hand on his head stayed there, kept pressing, while a second pawed roughly at his pockets.

“Oh, don’t you worry about what’s going on out there, Oliver. You need to be worried about what’s going on in here.”

The voice that echoed out from the farthest stall was light, happy—relaxed, even, and Conor felt a chill go up his spine.

Someone was having fun.

Someone else wasn’t.

A pencil, a pen, his wallet—one by one, the items were drawn from his pants, and one by one Conor’s unseen assailant tossed them into the urinal, pausing only to pull out the eight dollars Conor had been carrying.

The journal—

But it was too late—the little book was already flying through the air, was soaking in piss with the rest of his things, it was gone, all gone, and it was Conor’s fault, his own fault for not paying attention, he could have avoided this, he had rules for this, this was why he had rules—

The hand pressing his head against the stall shifted, grabbed him by the hair and pulled, steering him—ow ow ow ow—back toward the bathroom door.

“Open it.”

Conor opened it.

“Fuck outta here.”

And with one more shove, Conor found himself stumbling, staggering, back out into the empty, echoing hallway. He heard a single, strangled sob as the door swung shut behind him, and then he was—not safe, not yet, but out of immediate danger, was no longer in the lion’s den and was now merely all alone in the jungle.

Breathe.

It was hard. His body did not want to do it, was in full panic mode, was sweating and trembling, his heart beating so loud he could literally hear it. He felt cooling warmth on his thighs, looked down to see that he had wet himself.

Breathe.

He couldn’t go back to class. Not because of any fear of embarrassment, but because they weren’t done in there, whoever they were. They had seen his student ID, they knew his name and his face, if any teachers went to investigate and actually caught someone then Conor was fucked, was dead, would be in actual danger—

Breathe.

Breathe.

Breathe.

No. He would go to the nurse. He would go to the nurse, would tell them he felt sick, that he needed to go home early. They would give him a spare pair of pants, someone would gather his stuff for him, his books and his phone, it would be fine, that would work, that was what he needed to do, he just needed to start walking, why wasn’t he walking, come on, just pick up your feet, Conor—

Hey. Hey. They could come through that door behind you any second.

That got him moving.

•   •   •


Missed you during break. <3

Wait, where are you? Are you OK?

Text me when you can, all right? I mean, I’m not panicked or anything, don’t worry about me. But just text me, all right?

Shireen said you didn’t show up in Social Studies, either. I’ll be honest, I am actually kind of panicking. Please text me. I’m keeping my phone on me for the rest of the day.

Look, you’d tell me if it’s because of what I said, right? Sorry if that was weird. You don’t have to take me up to the roof if you don’t want to.

OK, I talked to Kelsey. She told me you got sick during Spanish and had to go home. I’m a little less panicked, but I’m still worried about you. I hope you’re OK. Text me when you get a minute, OK? I want to hear from you.

Hugs, ily.



•   •   •

Guyler Stevens slowed as he exited the lobby, still wearing his uniform with its wide green belt, his eyes latching onto Conor and narrowing suspiciously. There was a weighing silence as the door swung shut behind him, the two of them looking at each other.

“You weren’t in math,” he said flatly.

Conor was sitting a few feet away, on the sidewalk—had been sitting for nearly an hour, had walked to Guyler’s Tae Kwon Do academy after his mother had dropped him off at home and headed back to work.

“They let you back in,” Conor said.

He had watched, through the glass, as the other boy had taken part in the class, practiced kicks and punches and strange, staccato forms, almost like a dance. There had been no pushups, none at all.

Guyler didn’t respond. Behind him, the door swung open again, another student leaving after class, and he stepped smoothly out of the way, his eyes never leaving Conor’s.

Time passed.

So, uh. What are we doing?

Conor didn’t know. He had been operating on pure instinct, had not even been thinking in the typical sense—had followed his feet to the place where the other boy would be without even knowing where he was going until he got there. He hadn’t thought ahead, hadn’t planned out what he was going to say—had been in a timeless, futureless mode where the possibility literally hadn’t occurred to him.

And now Guyler was standing there, waiting, staring—almost glaring—and still Conor had nothing. Had no way to explain his presence, no story for what he was doing.

“Journal’s gone,” he eventually said, for lack of anything better.

(That was a reason, right?)

Guyler’s eyes stayed narrow.

“Bully took it,” Conor continued. “Threw it in the urinal. I didn’t—”

He didn’t finish the sentence.

“That why you weren’t in math?” Guyler asked, his voice guarded.

“Parents picked me up early.”

(His mother had believed that he was sick, had not asked any questions requiring him to lie. It might have had something to do with the fact that Conor had still been pale, forty minutes later, or with the way his limbs were trembling, or the fact that his sweat had soaked straight through his uniform sweatshirt even though it was only two days shy of Christmas.)

Guyler’s eyes lingered for another long moment, then slowly peeled away as he nodded toward a dark blue SUV idling in the parking lot.

“That’s my mom,” he said.

Conor looked, looked back, nodded.

“You coming?”

Conor blinked.

Some fully automatic part of him imagined asking can I?, imagined the look on Guyler’s face, in response—did you actually not hear me, or—

“Yeah,” he said, feeling a flush of gratitude. “Let me text my mom.”

•   •   •

The two of them sat alone together in Guyler’s room, a place Conor had been barred from entering on his previous visit. It was mostly clean, and normal-seeming, like the rest of Guyler’s house—somewhere in between the shabby chaos of the Falhanner home and the tidy austerity of Conor’s own.

There was a chair at the desk, which Guyler had directed him to before settling onto a beanbag in the corner. There were bookshelves mostly filled with not-books—magnets, a rock collection, a fleet of Star Wars spaceships. There was a medium-sized flatscreen with a PlayStation attached, and a patch of wall that was covered in small rubber lizards—no two alike—stuck to the pale blue paint with sticky tack. On the ceiling, over the bed, was a map of the world that showed the sea floor, the continents just wide empty spaces. There were rumpled clothes on the floor, but only in one spot, a single tight little pile.

It was all new, and oddly specific, and yet somehow it all made sense—was easy for Conor to imagine as Guyler’s room, fitting the other boy like a glove. The desk was mostly empty, had a dozen objects in a pile on one side, papers and band-aids and a spare phone charger and a stack of Magic: the Gathering cards. There was a single photo in a picture frame, showing Guyler and another boy that looked to be a brother or a cousin—

“I don’t know what the fuck you’re playing at.”

The words were taut, and harsh, and abrupt, yanking Conor out of his reverie. Guyler’s expression had changed—there was something burning in the lines of his face, and his eyes were like smoldering coals.

“What?”

“That fucking—what Ashleigh said, in the courtyard. What the fuck was that about? Why’d you do it?”

He was angry—clearly—but not furious, not in a rage—seemed to be genuinely asking. Conor blinked, tried to think, but his brain was in the wrong gear, was moving agonizingly slowly—

“I didn’t,” he said. “I mean—I didn’t make him do it.”

“Bullshit,” Guyler spat.

“I didn’t.”

“What is this, some kind of Palmano copout? You didn’t technically make him, because nobody can make anybody do anything?”

Right. She’s Guyler’s teacher too, isn’t she—

Conor shook his head. Get your shit together.

“I did, uh, bet him,” he admitted. “Like. That he would have to say sorry to you. If he lost. Because he was sorry, he just—”

Is an idiot.

Conor started over. “But he won, so it didn’t matter. And—and that was weeks ago, we never talked about it again, I had no idea he was going to—that.”

He ditched me on the bus specifically so I couldn’t interfere.

Guyler’s eyes were dark and full of suspicion, but his anger was still leashed, still holding.

“I swear,” Conor said. “I’m telling the tr—”

“What was the bet?”

“Huh?”

“What was the bet about?”

Huh?

Conor swallowed, unsure what to make of Guyler’s sudden swerve, unsure why he suddenly felt nervous. “I was trying to stick a hundred jumps,” he said slowly. “Target jumps. Uh. Onto, like, a rail. A hand rail. The bet was—it was about how many tries it would take.”

There was something happening in Guyler’s expression, something Conor did not understand, but it at least did not seem like the other boy was getting angrier—

“How many did you lose by?” he demanded.

Why do you—

“One.”

There was a long and confusing-to-Conor silence.

“What did you have to do?” Guyler asked. “When you lost?”

It was Conor’s turn to frown, to feel his face harden, his eyebrows drawing together. “That’s private,” he said softly.

Guyler snorted. “Gay shit.”

Conor flinched—couldn’t help it—felt peeled-back and exposed, the same way he had in the journal—tried to brace himself for the followup, for the other boy’s cutting mockery.

But Guyler said nothing further, did not elaborate, just turned his head to the side and stared off at nothing in particular, seeming to think.

Hey, so—for real, whispered Conor’s shoulder Ashleigh. What the fuck are we doing here?

Conor didn’t know. And—

You don’t have to.

There was some reason why he’d ended up outside of Guyler’s academy, even if he didn’t yet know what it was.

“If he thinks that he can just—”

“Look, can we please not fucking talk about Ashleigh?”

Guyler’s head snapped around, eyebrows climbing his forehead, a look of surprise bubbling up beneath his ever-present scowl. The words had been a reflex, lightning-fast—had come from nowhere, startling Conor almost as much as Guyler.

“It’s just…”

Conor lifted a hand, then dropped it.

“…he’s, like. Not even here, you know?”

The two boys looked at each other.

There were emotions swirling around inside of Conor, now, uncorked and unsettled feelings for which he did not quite have words. Something something, what was the point of even being here if Guyler wasn’t going to talk to him—if the other boy was just going to talk straight through him, at Ashleigh—

Look at me, asshole.

“Fine,” Guyler muttered.

Another long moment.

“Well?” Guyler asked.

“Huh?”

“What do you want to talk about, then?”

Conor’s mouth opened, then closed again. Some part of him tried to shrug, but another part intervened, vetoing the motion as too light, too casual.

“I don’t know,” he said honestly.

And then—

“Are we friends?”

The words fell between them like a hammer, leaving behind a ringing silence. Guyler’s eyes seemed to glitter—for once not narrow, not hostile, but somehow no less dangerous.

(Like a jaguar in a tree.)

“I mean, are you—do you want to be friends?” Conor continued, feeling his way forward. “With me? Because—”

Because it sort of feels like it, but it also really doesn’t.

Because I want it to make sense.

Because I can’t talk to Ashleigh about—

“Because what?” Guyler asked, scattering the fragile thoughts. His voice was soft, but still scary—strangely knifelike—like a knife so sharp it could cut without trying—a knife that couldn’t help but cut—

Focus.

“Because you’re doing a shitty job,” Conor said, the words once more seeming to come from that place he had no access to, the part of his brain that wasn’t even remotely under his control. “If you do, I mean.”

Guyler squinted—

Tilted his head—

Lifted a hand—

Gestured—

“Okay, yeah, sure, thanks for letting me into your room, big step up over last time, but you gotta do more than that. It takes more than that.”

Conor noticed that he was getting angry—could hear that his voice was rising—felt no small measure of confusion. He had no idea where the feelings were coming from, and they were building and building, and meanwhile Guyler was just watching, silent—

“Like you can’t just sit there and expect me to do all the fucking wo—”

“Why weren’t you in math today?”

This time the words were not just a hammer falling—were a mortar, a meteor, demolishing his thoughts entirely, leaving behind only smoke and shrapnel. Conor stuttered—sputtered—his jaw trying and failing to form words, sentences—

“Something happened, didn’t it,” Guyler said flatly.

It wasn’t a question.

Things were happening very quickly inside of Conor now. He felt suddenly taut, stretched, tense close to breaking—

“Nod, maybe,” Guyler suggested.

Conor nodded.

The other boy’s mouth twisted, a long, slow breath whispering its way out of his nose.

“You said the journal got tossed into the urinal.”

Conor nodded again, the sensations in his body still swirling, changing—now he was feeling dizzy, somehow—

“Did you tell anybody?”

Conor stared at the other boy for a long, long moment.

You’ll never believe it, says Mike, but the kid claims he fell out of a tree.

Conor shook his head.

(Was that why he was here? Was it that simple? Because Guyler had lost, too?)

The other boy’s face was shifting, and shifting, and shifting again, a running record of unspoken, inscrutable thoughts.

“Tell me,” he said finally.

Conor told him.

Told him, and was surprised at the violence of it—the way the words themselves seemed to hurt, to tear loose from him, taking with them half his insides. He was hot, and cold, and shaking—shaking far worse than he had been in the hallway, in the office, in his mother’s car. But the words kept coming, relentless—like a derailed train, piling up under their own momentum.

He finished, feeling wrung-out and empty as though he’d just sprinted half a mile.

There was silence.

“Fucked up,” Guyler said simply.

Conor stared.

“It sounded like you maybe knew the other guy?” Guyler asked. “In the stall?”

His voice was—

Not light, exactly. It wasn’t like Guyler was being nonchalant, the way Ashleigh sometimes did, adopting a pretense of normalcy. It was more like—like—

Like Ms. Palmano, sort of. Direct. Unflinching. Unapologetic.

“Maybe,” Conor said slowly. “He—I don’t know. There’s a guy—I never talked to him, but—his name’s Oliver. The high schooler who sits at the silent lunch tables.”

Guyler nodded. “Seen him,” he said. “Oliver’s a pretty common name, though.”

Conor nodded back. Nodded, but something in him snagged, dragged, disagreed—something that insisted that it was the same Oliver, actually—that was absolutely convinced, knew without proof, without justification, without any way to explain—

“What?” asked Guyler.

Conor blanched.

“What?” Guyler repeated. “What is it?”

“Nothing,” Conor said.

“Bullshit.”

Conor stared. Guyler stared back.

“It’s just—I’m pretty sure it was Oliver. That Oliver, I mean.”

Again Conor braced himself for the sneer, the dismissal, the too-knowing disdain.

Again it didn’t come.

“You fucked up?” Guyler asked instead.

“Huh?”

“Are you fucked up?”

I don’t know.

Maybe.

“Yes,” Conor said.

“Been there.”

(An echo of another conversation, Ashleigh on the roof of the Rosemary parking garage—Yeah, I get that.)

“What—”

Conor swallowed, mustered, started over.

If you’re actually trying to be friends, this is how you do it.

“What do I do?” he asked, feeling utterly naked.

And it was only in that moment, as the words left his own mouth, that he realized that Guyler really did know, really did get it—had been through worse, actually, just as Ashleigh had been through worse, on the flip side—that some part of Conor had been hoping the other boy would understand, would have something useful to say.

But Guyler pursed his lips, shook his head, gave a sad little shrug. “Sorry,” he said. “I just—stayed fucked up. Eventually it got smaller. Didn’t go away.”

(And that’s why Ashleigh’s apology hadn’t worked. Hadn’t really done anything.)

Conor’s vision blurred, his jaw suddenly quivering.

“You gonna cry?” Guyler asked.

The words were calm, level, matter-of-fact. There was no judgment in them, no mockery, no forgiveness. It was simply a question.

Conor nodded, holding back the flood.

“That’s fine,” Guyler said, still in the same even tone. “You can cry.”

“Don’t—”

“I won’t.”

It was like a key turning in a lock. Conor broke down, fell apart, shivered into pieces and lost track of everything. Time passed—maybe a minute, maybe five. He couldn’t have said.

Guyler didn’t move. Didn’t speak. Didn’t come forward, or touch him, or offer comfort. Did none of the things that Ashleigh would have done—just sat there, unwavering, a silent witness.

Eventually, the tears stopped.

“Feel better?” Guyler asked.

“No,” Conor said. It came out sounding like dough, his nose completely blocked with snot.

The other boy handed him a tissue from a box on the bedside table.

“Those your jerkoff tissues,” Conor asked dully, the words three-quarters reflex.

“Yup,” Guyler said, his own voice just as flat.

(Neither of them laughed.)

What now? Conor wanted to ask. But he didn’t, some part of him recognizing that it was a wrong question—that the next step in whatever-this-was was something other than knowing.

Breathe.

He breathed, the snowflakes slowly settling.

“Thanks,” he said softly.

“For what?”

“Not sure.”

The two of them sat in silence.

“Sorry,” said Conor.

“For what?” Guyler repeated.

“Don’t know.”

Guyler’s head tilted again. “You kind of suck at this,” he said.

Conor shrugged.

The seconds ticked by. His head felt strangely empty, as if he were fifty jumps in.

Guyler moved, leaning over in the beanbag chair. He reached for his bookbag, drew out a binder. Conor watched, detached, as he opened it, opened a folder within it, pulled out a sheet of notebook paper—

“Here,” he said, holding it out to Conor.

“What’s this?”

“Your Christmas present.”

Conor took it, looked down at it, tried to understand.

“It’s the first homework back,” Guyler explained. “In January.”

Conor stared.

“Are you—look, first ten problems? Plus the first and fifth word problems? That doesn’t ring a bell?”

Conor shook his head.

“Jesus Christ, man, no wonder you’re failing. She assigns the same stuff every time we start a new chapter. We’re starting chapter six when we get back. I got bored, so I worked ahead.”

Conor was still struggling to understand. “You…did this?” he asked. “For me?”

“What? Fuck no. I did it for me. This is just…”

The other boy trailed off, shrugged.

Conor looked down at the paper again, at the too-familiar handwriting, sharp and harsh and jagged like thorns.

He looked back up.

“Thanks,” he said, and then paused, because Guyler’s face had changed again, had gone odd, was not its usual dark-and-pointed but smooth, almost soft—

“What would you have bet me?” the other boy asked, his voice strange.

“What?”

“You bet Ashleigh to say sorry. What would you have bet me? If it’d been me.”

Conor blinked.

I don’t know.

But that wasn’t—wasn’t right, didn’t feel right, he wanted to think of something, it didn’t feel right to just—leave him hanging, come on, think—

But Conor’s brain was still empty, and no sudden revelations came to save him.

Was there anything he wanted, from Guyler Stevens?

“Dunno,” he said uneasily, and he could see it, see the way the word hit the other boy, the way it passed right through the space where Guyler’s shields would normally be. It was subtle—or maybe the other boy was expecting it, was braced for it—but there was a tiny flinch, a wince, a barely perceptible deflation—

“Sorry,” Conor said, and it was true.

Guyler shrugged, a sort of irritable twitch. “Whatever.”

But it wasn’t whatever, was clearly not whatever, and for a moment Conor could feel himself flailing, trying to think of something, some useful thing, there had to be certain words in a certain order that could move them back in the other direction, the right direction—

“Boys?” came the voice of Guyler’s mother, echoing up the stairs and down the hall and through the open bedroom door. “Pepperoni sound good?”

“Pepperoni sound good?” Guyler repeated, as if Conor hadn’t heard.

And sausage—

But Conor didn’t say it, couldn’t say it. Some wall had gone up, or some gate come crashing down—there had been a moment, and the moment had passed, and it—it wasn’t like they were back to normal or anything like that, it wasn’t as though the past twenty minutes had been erased—

But still. Conor had the sense of something more—something that could have been, and wasn’t.

He looked back down at the piece of paper in his hands.

“Guyler,” he said softly.

“What?”

“I do feel better, actually.”

He looked up, met the other boy’s eyes. They were back to their usual configuration, sharp and guarded and suspicious.

But that was okay. That was just—

Guyler.

One step at a time.

“Thank you,” Conor said, and meant it.

•   •   •

It’s your Christmas present.

Somehow Conor hadn’t thought—had just sort of missed it—had not really been in that mode, over the past couple of weeks—

“Mom,” he said.

They were in the car together, driving quietly through the darkness, heading home from Guyler’s house. It was after eight—Conor and Guyler had eaten pizza, and played video games, and talked very little.

Conor felt—cradled, almost. Warm, and held. The roads were smooth, the car’s glide a muffled purr. The heater was blowing, and the soft suede of the passenger seat molded itself around his body, and the scent of his mother’s perfume filled the car, gentle and familiar.

“Mmm?” she answered.

“Could you maybe take me Christmas shopping tomorrow?”

She shot him a glance, her face shadowy in the shifting light of passing cars and Christmas decorations. “Left it a little late, haven’t you?” she asked mildly, with a hint of quiet amusement.

Conor shrugged.

She looked back at the road, then back at him, then back at the road.

“We’ll have to go in the morning,” she said finally. “Most places close pretty early on Christmas Eve.”

He nodded as she looked back at him once more.

“What sorts of things are you looking to get?” she continued. “Should we go to Southpoint, or do you have some particular store in mind?”

He had no idea. Jennifer had liked the rose, had put it in a little glass vase on her desk, but—

(He realized, embarrassed.)

—he knew almost nothing about girls-in-general or Jennifer in specific. She’d told him about the LEGO castle that she wanted, but she’d also said her parents had already bought that (and Conor wouldn’t have been able to afford anything like that anyway). He had seen her room a million times through the phone, but he couldn’t remember any details, had mainly been looking at her—were there posters on her walls? Blue ones, maybe?

“I don’t know,” he said quietly. “Um. Do you think—could you maybe, uh. Help me?” he asked. “Help me think of stuff?”

For some reason, he felt his cheeks burning, had to force himself to look over at his mother’s face. But her smile was soft, and pleased, and she nodded easily.

“Sure,” she said, looking straight ahead again. “Sounds like fun. Who are we working with? I’m guessing Jennifer and Ashleigh, at least—are you getting something for Guyler? And don’t forget your father, of course…”

She mused and rambled for the rest of the ride home, Conor mumbling a few words here and there, feeling something in his chest slowly loosening.

They have rubber lizards at the toy shop on Main.

And he could get another pair of shoes for Timothy, if his mom chipped in. Ones like Conor wore, with better grip and thinner soles.

And something for Holt.

And Ms. Palmano. At least a card. Mom knows which house she lives in—I can leave it in the mailbox.

He leaned back into the seat, letting his mother’s voice wash over him, feeling safe, feeling sheltered, feeling normal.

It was nice.


Chapter 14Spiral


September 1st, 6:34PM

“…you’re not really brave at all, are you? You’re just usually not scared.”



•   •   •

There were cameras in the hallways when they came back from break, and the students of East Binder Secondary School went to war.

Not right away—at first, there was just ordinary surprise, ordinary gossip, the collective shrug that was the usual response whenever the grownups did something cruel or uncaring or capricious. It wasn’t that the students took the massive intrusion in stride, exactly, so much as that there didn’t seem to be anything they could do, in response.

But then someone ripped the camera outside of the cafeteria from its mount, leaving it smashed on the ground where more than half the school saw it as second lunch ended and third lunch began. And when Conor went to the electives building for Art at the end of the day, the camera just inside the double doors was mangled as if it had been hit with a sledgehammer—was dangling by twisted wires, its lens shattered.

By Wednesday, both had been replaced, and rumor had it that Mr. Sykes had suspended at least one high schooler in connection with “the incident”—

(As it was referred to over the intercom, during morning announcements.)

—but on Thursday morning, they arrived to find police cars in the front circle again, and every single camera across the entire campus destroyed or removed.

Thirty-four—that was the number that spread through the grapevine. Thirty-four cameras. Some had been torn down, others carefully unscrewed from their mounts. Some had had their lenses broken, wires cut, casings cracked. A few on the high school side had been melted—or so everyone was saying—and a number had been vandalized, spray-painted, the tapes removed and the insides filled with caulk, with foam, with soda and shaving cream.

(“Look,” said Ashleigh. “Don’t take this the wrong way. But it wasn’t you, right?”)

(“I was going to ask if it was you.”)

It was all anyone could talk about for the rest of the day. “I looked it up,” Holt said grimly, at lunch. “Those things cost around $700 each, even with like educational discounts or whatever. That’s like twenty grand they lit on fire last night.”

They, because it clearly had not been a single person, could not possibly have been a single person—seemed like it couldn’t have been done with thirty people, since surely the buildings had locks, had alarms, wouldn’t the police have come once the very first camera went offline—

“I mean, that part’s not that crazy, really,” Jennifer had reasoned, in the hallway after Science. “I don’t think they had anyone watching at night, do you? Probably they were just recording.”

Aren’t there remote security services, though? Conor had wondered. The sort where some rando in a call center a thousand miles away was watching a hundred screens from twenty different locations, and would call the cops if anything happened at any of them…

(Wondered, but not said aloud, because with only a minute or so to spare before he had to head to Social Studies and she to Math, there were more pressing matters to attend to. The two of them had grown bolder, since Christmas—were sometimes willing to draw jeers and whistles in the hallway, and rarely said more than a handful of actual words during their brief between-class rendezvous.)

Besides, it wasn’t like East Binder was flush with cash. Conor supposed it wouldn’t have been that strange for Mr. Sykes to have started off with the discount package…

…started off being the operative term, because over the weekend the cameras were replaced, the new ones now surrounded by metal cages of eighth-inch wire mesh.

“Mistake,” Ashleigh had murmured, as the two of them walked to homeroom on Monday morning, and Conor had privately agreed. Simply replacing the cameras would have been boring, indifferent—would have signaled indifference, robbed the rebellion of its power.

(No sword so sharp it can’t be dulled by apathy, as Ms. Palmano had once quipped.)

But the cages were a clear escalation. Were an admission, a challenge, the sort of defiance that everyone besides Timothy learned not to try in their very first week. They were proof that the vandals had gotten under the grownups’ skin, and now there was blood in the water.

It was hard for Conor to put his finger on what exactly he was picking up on, as he walked through the hallways, through the bathrooms, caught snippets of chatter in the courtyard and the cafeteria. It was a vibe, more than anything else. Something sharper-than-usual in the air—an extra note of resentment, the feel of cut-off sentences and elbows held in check.

And don’t forget the uniforms.

All through the autumn, the Central students had quietly boycotted the East Binder uniforms, stubborn splashes of color in a sea of blue and gold. There had been an official grace period during the first two weeks, in which they had been supposed to be buying their sweatshirts and khakis, but the third week had come and gone and almost no one had switched over, and by then there was inertia. There had been a couple of suspensions, but they hadn’t produced any lasting effects—

And Mr. Sykes was pretty busy back then, anyway.

That had been at the peak of the Eagle-Bulldog war, and the administration had apparently had bigger fish to fry. But now, in January, the defiance was suddenly dissolving, the out-of-place colors growing rarer and rarer, as if word was slowly spreading. Part of it seemed to be simple solidarity, a symbolic drawing-together in the face of a shared enemy. But part of it…

(“Lot harder to figure out who busted up a camera when they’re wearing the same shit as everybody else,” Eddie had pointed out, serious for once.)

Mr. Sykes was scary and competent, but most of the threat lay in his ability to focus power. He could throw you in detention, call your parents, kick you out of school—but only if he knew who you were. They couldn’t suspend everybody.

And everybody—it seemed—had noticed. Had come together, gotten on board, raised a single flag. It was impossible that no one knew who had destroyed all the cameras overnight, and yet no one was talking.

And then—

—slowly—

—the cameras began breaking again.

Not all at once, this time. Not in a dramatic show of defiance.

But there were wads of paper stuffed into the wire cage of the one outside the cafeteria when Conor walked past it during break, Mr. Sykes standing there looking stern as the janitor stood on a ladder, cleaning it out. And—as Conor would learn later—at that very moment, two different students were simultaneously shoving pool cues through the cages of the cameras at either end of the high school math wing, shattering their lenses. They had covered their faces, had simply dropped the pool cues to the ground when they were done, had blended back in with the crowd and gone on to the next class without anyone ratting.

A day later, there was plexiglass fused to the front of every cage.

And by the end of the day after that, something like a quarter of the plexiglass shields had been ruined in one way or another—painted or sharpie’d or scratched to opacity.

It wasn’t that the faculty weren’t trying. There were teachers in the hallway during every class change, now. But the students were trying, too, and if there was one thing the denizens of East Binder knew how to do, it was create situations that absolutely demanded the full attention of any nearby responsible adult. With more than thirty kids per grownup, there simply weren’t enough eyes to go around.

(“Should we be doing something?” Conor wondered aloud. “Like, trying to stop this?”)

(“Should we be helping?” Ashleigh countered.)

It was a good question. It wasn’t like anyone wanted East Binder to be worse than it already was—

Well, that’s probably not true, actually, pointed out Conor’s shoulder Jennifer.

Okay, fair. It wasn’t like most of the students wouldn’t have welcomed some relief from the chaos, some increased sense of order and safety.

But there seemed to be near-universal agreement that the cameras were not about that. Were not going to fix anything—were for the grownups, not the kids—would at most mildly inconvenience the bad guys, shove everything two inches further under the rug.

(It wasn’t like there were cameras in the bathrooms, after all.)

And—as Ms. Palmano pointed out, in a lecture that was barely even pretending to be about something else—it wasn’t the case that you could bully people into good behavior. For a little while, maybe, but not in the long run—

(Or, as she said, sending a chill down Conor’s spine: “People don’t follow the lines on the road because they’re scared of tickets.”)

—there were always loopholes, blindspots—ways to appear compliant while continuing to do whatever you wanted. Rules only worked if people genuinely believed that following them was better than not—that cooperation and kindness would pay off more, in the end.

And that…

…wasn’t true.

That just wasn’t true, at East Binder.

Bullying, and cheating, and theft, and vandalism—they all just worked, were proven, viable strategies. There were plenty of people who didn’t, who wouldn’t, who flatly refused—

(Like Jennifer. Like Holt.)

—but those people held back for their own reasons, not because they couldn’t get away with it. Getting away with it was trivially easy, would only be a tiny bit harder with cameras in the halls, and so the whole thing was just a headache, a nuisance, a sad little joke. Like having to take off your shoes and dump out your water at the airport—it solved nothing, and only made things that much harder for all the normal people who were keeping their heads down and just trying to get through the day.

“Still, though,” Conor had pressed. “We should think about it, right?”

And Ashleigh had agreed—or agreed to humor him, at least—and so the two of them had scooped up Timothy for a strategy meeting one Saturday morning, only for the younger boy to cheerfully confess that he had destroyed two cameras himself, and helped out with distractions in six other cases.

“By the way,” Timothy had added, clearly enjoying Conor’s stricken look, “they do have offsite security guards on payroll. They don’t come if you’re just on the roof or whatever, but they show up in about six minutes if you open a door or break a window.”

(Were those new, some part of Conor had wondered, or had that first round of cameras somehow been destroyed in a way that didn’t trip any alarms?)

Further interrogation—requiring no blood, thankfully—had revealed that yes, Timothy had used the masks, duh, obviously, what kind of a question was that, it would’ve been stupid not to use them—

—at which point Conor, panicking, had tried to pull the plug on the whole thing, only for the younger boy to shrug and say all right, then, I can probably scrounge up two or three but a lot of them are gone.

“Gone?” Conor had spluttered.

Again the younger boy was unashamed, unembarrassed, had looked him straight in the eye without flinching. “I gave away seven,” he said calmly. “Four of them to one person, who definitely gave away the extras, don’t ask me to who because I don’t know on purpose. And probably most of the ones we hid are still there, but the one behind the drainpipe by the teacher’s lounge is definitely gone, and I kinda don’t think it was a teacher who found it.”

It was at that point that Conor’s brain had fully seized up, had overextended itself trying to track all of the implications, the possibilities, everything that you would expect to go wrong with ten or fifteen masks floating around on top of everything else. He had spent upwards of thirty seconds frozen, glitching, utterly unable to think or speak or even see—

(At least, insofar as “seeing” implied something like actually processing the light his eyes were absorbing. It was the visual equivalent of what would have happened if everyone around him suddenly started speaking Japanese—it wasn’t that his eyes stopped working so much as that his brain was unable to do anything at all with the signals they were sending it.)

He’d come back to earth at the sound of the front door slamming, had shaken himself out of his paralysis to find that Timothy was gone and he and Ashleigh were alone in the living room.

“I sent him away so you wouldn’t, uh, kill him,” Ashleigh had said quietly. “But also, I think he’s right.”

And then Ashleigh, who was Conor’s best friend in the entire world—

(But who was also insane, and reckless, and did not understand how things worked.)

—Ashleigh had gone on to explain that, in his view, the role of hero did not belong to them, was not theirs to control, that the other students had just as much of a right to try to break free as the three of them did, and that the camera war was proof—

(“If December wasn’t enough already.”)

—that they couldn’t do everything that needed to be done, all by themselves. That there were simply too many problems, too much ground to cover—that they couldn’t count on being where they needed to be at the exact moment they needed to be there, and were spread too thin to make any real difference.

(Which had hit uncomfortably hard, uncomfortably close, was an echo of the thoughts that Conor himself had already been having, but the answer to all of that wasn’t this, surely, it could not possibly be this—)

“Why not?” Ashleigh had argued, reading the expression on Conor’s face like a book. “I mean, isn’t this better? Like, setting aside the mask thing—and it’s not like they’re even our masks—I mean, they are, they’re yours, but like, you get it, right, they aren’t Tracer, they aren’t Siphon. So like, setting that aside. If Timothy hadn’t stolen them, if he’d just come up with it himself, or like bought a bunch of Halloween masks, or whatever. Isn’t this, I dunno. More awesome?”

And whether because Conor’s brain was still only half online—

—or because he had been spending more and more time around people like Jennifer and Guyler and his parents—

—or just because he still wasn’t over it, not all the way, there was shit that had happened in the past four months that Ashleigh should still feel bad about, he should be more—more fucking demure, or something, that probably wasn’t the right word but seriously—

For whatever reason, it was at that point that Conor had fixed the other boy with a look, as if he could pin him to the wall with the force of sheer disapproval, and had said, with all the cold fury he could muster:

“You’re just looking for a fucking distraction.”

There had been a heavy silence, at the end of which Ashleigh had given a sad little shrug.

“I mean, yeah,” he said softly. “But that doesn’t mean I’m wrong.”

And then Conor had had to hold himself very, very still, because the feeling that washed over him was betrayal—

(And close on its heels, confusion.)

—and the conversation had fizzled until the pair of them awkwardly moved on to other things, lunch and Nerf guns and the rusty trampoline in Ashleigh’s backyard.

It wasn’t until later—much later, in bed that night—that Conor had been able to unravel the tangle, figure out that he’d felt betrayed because Ashleigh had forgotten, because it was like he didn’t care, after they had talked through everything on the rooftop at Rosemary, Conor had thought that—that—that they were together in something. That they had both seen, both agreed—

This isn’t a fucking game.

It wasn’t a game, it was real, there were real consequences, you couldn’t actually run around on rooftops trying to stop bullies without—

(The memory of bones breaking underneath his feet.)

—without colliding, smashing into things, into people, sooner or later there was bound to be some kind of—of—of incident, and people were far more fragile than Conor had once believed. Even if you took it seriously, even if you genuinely did your very best to prepare, things could still go sideways in an instant and Ashleigh and Timothy were not taking it seriously.

Somebody was going to get hurt.

Somebody was going to get hurt.

Somebody could die, even—

Really?

It was a quiet thought, almost timid, but it pulled him up short, brought the runaway train of his thoughts to a halt once more.

I mean, do you really actually think somebody’s going to DIE? Is that, I dunno. An exaggeration.

It was Ashleigh’s voice, his shoulder Ashleigh, but for once it wasn’t flippant, wasn’t joking, seemed to be honestly asking the question.

(Conor took several deep breaths.)

He looked up at the glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling, trying his best to think.

Okay.

Okay, no. Probably no one was going to die.

But somebody could, somebody really actually could, and even if they didn’t that didn’t make it all fine, didn’t make it safe, they were playing with fire, all of them, and ending up in an ambulance was better than ending up underground but it still wasn’t good, look at what had happened to Guyler—

Slow down.

He slowed. Breathed. Shouldered aside the clamor and tried to make space inside of his head. And into that space…

If somebody ends up in an ambulance, that’s not your fault.

What? Of course it was his fault—would be his fault—he was the one who had started all this, those were his masks, they had been his missions, he was the reason Timothy had—

Jesus Christ, dude.

(Again he forced himself to slow.)

If somebody ended up in an ambulance—

Then it’s not your fault!

(Slow.)

It…would be, though?

(Wouldn’t it?)

What do you think Ms. Palmano would have to say about that?

He frowned.

What would his teacher have to say, about whose fault it was, if the other students went off and did things that were dangerous, that were their own choices, and ended up getting hurt…

He shook his head. There was something wrong with that thought, something sneaky—

(I don’t trust her, Jennifer had said. It’s Trojan horses all the way down.)

But that wasn’t fair. The real Ms. Palmano shouldn’t be on the hook for stuff the made-up version of her in Conor’s head had to say…

Who do you think put her there? objected Jennifer. And on purpose, too.

He squeezed his eyes shut, because going around and around and around like this was making him dizzy, it was all too confusing, too much to juggle, he was just a seventh grader, he shouldn’t have to deal with this, this was crazy—

Look, not to be an asshole, but did you not literally volunteer for this?

—and as the snowflakes swirled behind his eyelids, he felt the firewall slip, lost his grip on the things he wasn’t thinking and suddenly it all came rushing back, his face shoved up against the filthy stall, the smell of piss and shit filling his nostrils as he wet himself, the hand of someone bigger, stronger—

(So much stronger.)

—gripping his hair so hard it hurt, utterly helpless as a stranger touched him, pawed at him, dug through his pockets and threw his things into the toilet one after another—

(This. This was the thing that Ashleigh did not understand.)

(Well, yeah, because you didn’t TELL me.)

—Conor had never even seen the high schooler’s face, it was a miracle that he’d gotten out even relatively unscathed, he had been completely and utterly helpless and if they had wanted to hurt him he would have been hurt—

Breathe, bud.

His father’s voice, this time, and he breathed—long and deep, willing his heart to slow.

Dangerous.

It was dangerous, East Binder was already dangerous and trying to fix it meant running straight toward the danger and that was dangerous.

And Conor didn’t understand why the Falhanner boys didn’t seem to see it. What it was that they were missing, or ignoring—or what it was that Conor was ignoring, some thing that made it all make sense, made it all okay—

Maybe they just don’t give a fuck.

Conor paused in his breathing.

Maybe they know, and it just doesn’t bother them.

Slowly, he took a deep breath in, filling his lungs as full as they would go.

Imagine if you’d always been blind, and then one day you could see…

Things had changed, for Conor, on the day they’d hauled Guyler off in an ambulance. Something had fallen away, and it had no longer felt—felt right, felt sustainable, to be in that same mode. To behave the way he had, back when he’d thought the world was safe.

…but my face wouldn’t be different. You’d just be different about it.

He opened his eyes, his gaze fixing on a single star.

…he hadn’t been able to go back to normal, after Guyler.

But Ashleigh had.

(Again the sense of betrayal, of outrage, like standing knee-deep in ocean surf.)

…because the other boy was refusing to look at the real world?

Or because he’d already been there, the whole time?

Ashleigh wants to make it more. Wants there to be more of…all this.

That was the key. That was the thing that broke the symmetry between them—that his friend wanted more of what was happening, more masks, more chaos, more of what he called awesomeness—their school was spiraling, working itself into a frenzy, and Ashleigh truly, honestly believed that they should be adding fuel to the fire.

No, dumbass. I’m trying to get you to see that you CAN’T STOP IT, and that if you try to you’re just going to fuck yourself up.

You’re just a voice in my head!

You say that like you’re not.

Conor shivered. His eyes were pointed at a star, but he couldn’t tell if it was the same one he’d been looking at before.

(It wasn’t normal, could not be normal to have thoughts like this in your bed in the middle of the night, he didn’t feel unbalanced the way he had on the morning after Halloween but it still seemed like there had to be something wrong in his brain, for this to be the way it worked—)

Too much.

They meant too much to each other, him and Ashleigh.

It was a new thought, a strange thought, arriving abruptly, tricky and complicated and too grown-up. Conor almost couldn’t hold it, lying there in the dark, looking up at the glow-in-the-dark stars—could feel himself stretching, struggling to contain it…

It wasn’t just that Conor meant too much to Ashleigh. Ashleigh meant too much to Conor, too, it was fucked up and it was fucking them up. Was fucking both of them up, not just Ashleigh. Guyler had tried to show Conor, but it had been too soon, he’d been too close, hadn’t been ready for it. The crazy part wasn’t how much Ashleigh cared about Conor, it was how little he cared about everything else, and the fact that that had somehow never bothered Conor before.

(Because it was Ashleigh.)

Because they—it wasn’t that they could do no wrong, exactly, in one another’s eyes, but more that the wrongness didn’t matter, was not allowed to matter, they were friends above all else, that was the deal, that was the way it worked, you had each other’s backs, period.

(Until Guyler. Until Ashleigh went too far.)

Conor fell asleep, then, and dreamed dreams that crumbled into ash when his father shook him awake, dreams that left him tired and troubled even though he couldn’t remember them. It was Sunday, and he spent the day with his parents as usual—

(Despite the fact that his so-called punishment was long over, had ended almost a month ago.)

—and in that soft and private space he thought, and thought, and thought, and came at last to some conclusions.

The first was that he was not done trying.

(Being not-done wasn’t a plan—wasn’t even really a direction. He still didn’t know whether the way forward was to fight the chaos or feed it or some secret third thing. He didn’t have ideas. But still, it helped, knowing that he wasn’t willing to give up yet. That he still cared about things getting better, and still wanted to be a part of how they got better.)

The second was that there was indeed a thing here for Ashleigh to learn—a thing the other boy needed to learn, as Conor himself had needed to learn it.

Third: that it wasn’t something Conor could teach him.

Conor had learned it by picking Guyler’s dried blood out from under his fingernails, and feeling the snap of bones beneath his shoes, and from all the painful mistakes he’d made in half a year of fighting gravity, and yes, even from having his face shoved into the bathroom stall—it had been terrifying, it had been traumatizing, but he wouldn’t undo it, given the option, because it was a lesson he still hadn’t gotten all the way down into his core, where it needed to be, where it belonged—that there was danger out there, real danger, there were things that were bigger than him, that he could not reason with, could not win against, could only do his best to predict and avoid.

When trouble comes, Ms. Palmano had quoted, do not be there.

(And he wondered, now, as he would not have, before—wondered why she had said it, what she had been trying to do, what change his teacher had been working in him, with her words.)

And thinking about Ashleigh led him to his fourth conclusion: that the situation at East Binder was indeed well and truly out of his hands, at this point. They had made twenty-eight masks, and Timothy had given away seven already—had no doubt left their conversation and gone to grab the rest, to pick up more of the ones they had squirreled away and put them somewhere Conor could not reach. It was too late, the fuse was lit, the snowball rolled…

…and it was not, in fact, Conor’s fault.

Not in the sense that he should have done things differently, that he really should have known better. There were places, maybe, where he had been stupid, and could try to be less stupid next time, but it was like leaving Ashleigh alone for five minutes and coming back to find Guyler unconscious and bleeding. Sometimes things just…went wrong, and there wasn’t really anything you could have done to stop it—wasn’t any way for you to have known, in advance, that it was coming, and done something else instead.

The best you could do—

(Conor thought, as he packed up his bookbag on Monday morning, went outside to wait for the bus, his breath misting in the cold January air.)

—was try to be ready. As ready as you could be, in as many ways as you could manage, for whatever might ultimately come.

He had already been doing that, as well as he knew how. But—

(He was embarrassed to admit.)

—it was only just now occurring to him, for the very first time, that there was a huge difference between being ready himself—

(Being competent, himself; being capable, himself; being able to handle himself, carry his own weight without becoming a burden on anyone else.)

—and being ready for others. Ready on behalf of others, ready to take the weight of others, to carry them out of danger. Being sufficiently strong, sufficiently skilled, to make up for others’ unreadiness, their recklessness.

For Ashleigh’s recklessness.

And Timothy’s.

And fucking Eddie’s, probably.

And everyone else’s, too, there were dozens of people involved, now, they were all playing games on the edge of a cliff and seemed not to care, seemed not to know.

Some of them were sixth graders.

Children.

Children, like Timothy was a child—Timothy had gotten in over his head with Eichardt through childishness, it hadn’t had to happen, he had done it to himself and it had taken an even bigger monster to get him out and now he was smashing up school cameras in his spare time…

(Which, come to think of it, Devon was almost certainly mixed up in all of this, and at the very least would know things about what was going on.)

…and sure, maybe it would all turn out fine. Maybe Conor was just worrying, psyching himself out, letting his anxiety run wild. Maybe nothing truly terrible would happen.

But.

If it tried to.

If things started to go wrong for real, started snowballing in a bad direction—

(Started? scoffed an imaginary Holt.)

—from where Conor stood, it didn’t look like there was anything out there that would stop them. No walls, no nets, no guardrails.

There was nothing.

They were on their own.

•   •   •

“Can I, um.”

His teacher waited—polite, patient—as the other students streamed out of the classroom, Ashleigh and Jennifer both hovering by the door.

Stop stuttering. She literally told you to ask for things.

“Can I come here for lunch?” Conor forced himself to say. “And—maybe math? Like last time?”

“Ah,” she replied. “I’ve got meetings all through planning today and tomorrow both, unfortunately. You’re welcome to use the room—I’ll leave it unlocked. But if you wanted to chat it’ll have to wait until Wednesday.”

Conor shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Ms. Palmano frowned slightly, giving him a close, searching look—

“Unless I should reschedule?” she asked. “If it’s something imp—”

“Wednesday’s fine,” Conor said hastily, shaking his head. “It’s not—I mean, Wednesday’s soon enough.”

(Probably.)

She held his gaze for a long moment.

“Are you sure?” she asked, her voice now soft—now her other voice.

Conor felt his cheeks flush.

“I’m sure,” he said, trying to sound it. “It—I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Wait,” she said, as he turned to leave. “Do you want me to write you a pass for Mrs. Atkins? So you can use the room during fifth?”

“No, I’ll just—I’ll wait.”

“Okay,” she said, sounding skeptical. “See you tomorrow, Conor.”

•   •   •

“Can you teach me how to fight?”

Guyler’s eyes narrowed.

“I mean, not like—I mean like self-defense, like can you teach me how to, I dunno, not get beat up. Break out of joint locks, or—whatever.”

Guyler’s eyes stayed narrow. Around them, the cafeteria was a kaleidoscope of blue and gold, the roar of five hundred voices like a never-ending explosion.

“I’m a green belt,” the other boy said levelly. “And I lost the last fight I was in.”

“Is that a no?” Conor pressed.

“It’s not a yes,” Guyler said. “More of a what the fuck.” His head tilted slightly. “Did something else happen?”

There was something in the other boy’s gaze that Conor did not want to meet, and he dropped his eyes to the table, where he was surprised to see that his hands were currently curled into fists. He forced them to relax, spreading his palms across the cool laminate. “No,” he said.

The opposite, in fact.

But he didn’t know how to fit it all into words in real time—was used to having hours and hours to compose his thoughts, handing them over only once they were ready, complete.

Hey, quick question. Why didn’t you just ask your mom for another journ—

“Conor.”

Conor’s eyes snapped up.

(He wasn’t sure, but he thought that might have been the first time the other boy had ever said his name out loud.)

“Did something else happen?” Guyler repeated.

“No,” Conor said again. “I just…”

Want to be ready.

(Except that that wasn’t right, not quite, ready wasn’t the standard, was not a thing it was possible to be, it was more that he wanted to be less unready but those words, on their own, would not be enough to get the thing across—)

This was a mistake.

Yeah, no sh—

“Where’s your house?” Guyler asked abruptly.

“What?”

“Where’s your house?”

Conor gave him the address.

“Over by Hunter Glen?” Guyler asked. “Near the highway bridge?”

Conor nodded.

“I can come over Wednesday,” he said. “After school. To talk about it.”

Gratitude.

“I didn’t say yes,” Guyler cautioned. “I said I’d come talk about it.”

Still.

•   •   •

Conor stopped cold on his way to the gym, a couple of other students bumping into him before the flow split around him like a rock in a stream.

The plexiglass in front of the camera over the double doors of the seventh grade wing was painted black.

It hadn’t been painted black at 1:05, when he’d left Math for lunch.

…well, yeah? That’s how, like, things happen.

But this was different. This wasn’t like showing up to see that something had happened—this was (almost) seeing it happen in real time. Conor had looked at that camera, had looked up and into its lens barely half an hour ago, when it was unruined and working.

Didn’t you see the cafeteria one get fucked up in real time too?

It wasn’t the same.

…I don’t get it.

Slowly, Conor began walking again, letting the crush of bodies sweep him up and carry him out into the breezeway.

•   •   •

“Devon.”

“Uluru, my man, what is the tea?”

The older boy slid over a few inches, making space for Conor to drop into the seat.

“I don’t know what that means,” Conor said bluntly.

“They do say the first step on the path to enlightenment is acknowledging one’s own ignorance.”

Conor bit back a sigh, feeling mulish. “I don’t know what that means, either,” he grumbled. “Can we talk?”

They were on bus 134, heading home for the day, the two of them only a few seats away from the very back, deep in what Conor could not help but think of as enemy territory. Ashleigh was close enough for backup but not quite close enough to join in, having taken the nearest empty spot three rows further up toward the front.

“Well, not to be too cute,” Devon intoned, “but if we ain’t already then I suppose it’s my turn to say I don’t know what that means.”

He was doing that thing, the thing he always did—his voice booming, performative, loud enough to be heard five seats away even though Conor was sitting right next to him. Conor searched his brain for a clever way to say the next few words and came up empty.

“It means quiet, for starters,” he ground out. “Not like—like you’re in a play, or whatever the f—”

He broke off. “Or whatever,” he concluded.

“Oh ho,” declared the older boy, throwing a sudden arm around Conor’s shoulder. “Sounds to me like you’re asking about the kind of talk goes down between friends, no? Heads together, all a-plotting? And here I thought you’d never come around, Bamm-Bamm.”

This time Conor didn’t bite back the sigh. “I have a pound of weed,” he murmured, quietly enough that only Devon would hear.

He had cleared it with Ashleigh during Activity, sketching out the plan to the other boy in fragments, feeling jittery, feeling on-edge, filled with an almost overwhelming urge to act, rather than simply reacting. He’d been worried it would be a hard sell, had been somewhat unnerved by the gleam of excitement in Ashleigh’s eyes.

(“Hell yeah,” the other boy had said. “But just to be clear, I think there’s like…two or three grand left? Once you parcel it all out? So maybe like don’t go giving it away for thirty bucks’ worth of information.”)

Devon’s wide, easy smile didn’t shift, but something in his gaze seemed to sharpen just a little, his hand tightening on Conor’s shoulder. “Well, all right, then,” he said, his voice still booming. “Let’s have ourselves a little powwow, eh? Don’t none of you try to listen in, gang—this is geology club business.”

And then the arm fell off his shoulder, and the mask fell off of Devon’s face.

“You for real?” the older boy murmured, the words somehow sounding like a knife unfolding.

“Yeah,” Conor said, trying to keep his own voice steady. “And that all by itself should probably buy me something, right?”

The key, he had decided—the key to talking to Devon without getting jerked around, knocked off balance—was to go into it wanting something. To have a goal, a plan, a target.

“Something small,” Devon allowed. “But before you go trying to cash in, you’re gonna want to make real fucking sure you are actually for real, because I ain’t about to just laugh it off if it turns out you’re fucking with me. Consider this a sign of my very limited respect.”

“I’m for real,” Conor said.

“Then why don’t you tell me just how big you think a gatdamn pound of weed is?”

Conor held out his hands.

Devon chewed at his lip.

Got you, motherfucker.

“Indica, sativa, or hybrid?”

“What?”

The older boy’s brow furrowed, his eyes suspicious. “Where exactly you get this shit, hard place?”

Conor was ready. “That’s not a freebie.”

Devon was ready, too. “Thirty bucks.”

Conor shook his head. “I’m here to ask you about stuff.”

“Yeah, and you’ve bought yourself about one question so far, of the smedium variety. Answer me mine and you’ve got yourself two.”

Conor shook his head again. “It doesn’t matter,” he said.

“It does if you’re tryna hand me product some other motherfucker gonna think already has his name on it.”

“One, I haven’t actually offered it to you,” Conor said. “Let’s be real clear on that. And two…nobody’s looking for it.”

There was a brief and pregnant pause.

“So you found it,” Devon said. “Where?”

Conor said nothing, kept his face still. The older boy studied him, keen, probing, hungry.

(“You sure you’re good with this?” Ashleigh had asked.)

(“You got a bunch of cash just lying around?” Conor had countered.)

(“We could always ask Timothy.”)

“All right, then, Casbah,” Devon said abruptly. “Whatchu wanna know?”

Conor sucked in a breath between his teeth. It hadn’t been easy, trying to fit it all in the space of a single question, but he’d had a lot of practice over the past few months—

“Is the whole situation with the cameras and stuff under control?” he asked, keeping his voice to a murmur. “Like. Is it chill. Is it going to blow up. Are you worried about it.”

Devon blinked, and Conor quietly awarded himself a point.

“Not sure I would call that a smedium question,” the older boy said slowly.

“Yeah, but you like me.”

That had been Ashleigh’s addition, Ashleigh’s suggestion, and it worked like a charm. The older boy laughed out loud—not his pitch-perfect ringmaster laughter, but a genuine guffaw, authentic and unrestrained.

“Oh, you got some balls on you, kid,” Devon said, once more throwing his arm around Conor’s shoulder. “Or should I say…stones?”

Conor said nothing, waiting for his answer. Devon looked down at him, a smirk still twisting the older boy’s lips.

“In a word,” he said finally, his own voice dropping low again, “no. Things are not under control. I wouldn’t go so far as to say that I’m worried about it, but—no, on the whole this situation does not bear the stamp of approval of one Devon Green, entrepreneur.”

The hand on Conor’s shoulder tightened again. “And I don’t mean to be rude,” Devon whispered. “Telling you shit you clearly already know. But just so there aren’t any, let’s say, unfortunate misunderstandings: that answer was for you, Rachmaninoff. Confidential. Don’t let me hear it back later through no fuckin’ grapevine.”

Conor hesitated—

“I want to tell Ashleigh.”

Devon’s head turned, eyes flickering briefly toward the front of the bus.

There was a taut silence.

“Impress upon your boy Chip that this is a fucking test, then,” Devon said softly. “One I strongly suggest you both pass.”

Conor shivered. The words had been delivered calmly, bluntly, without any extra emphasis, the threat contained entirely within their meaning.

He nodded.

The hand fell off his shoulder a second time.

“Now,” Devon said, his voice still soft. “I hear you about you having made no promises, but I can’t imagine you expected to tell me you had a pound of weed and for me to say ‘gee, that’s nice.’ So how’s about you start by telling me what it would take to get you to break me off a dime, for quality assurance purposes?”

Slowly, the bus rolled onward.

•   •   •

Okay, so, like. This is bad, right? Like, you agree that this is concerning.

He had spotted it from below—a modest jump, not particularly hard, maybe eight feet across with a three-foot drop, easy to climb up to, easy to get down from.

But it was high—the two brick promontories emerging from the second story of an open office on a busy street, with cars and pedestrians flowing past more-or-less nonstop.

He wanted it.

But they’d see him.

But he could probably get away before anybody actually came for him.

But still.

I’m just saying. You’ve been standing here dithering for fifteen minutes.

Yes, that was obviously not a good sign.

Go home. Do some topovers on Mr. Baker’s wall and call it a day.

But it would be so easy. And so quick. And so…tasty, tasty wasn’t the right word but it was such a—a thick jump—crunchy, even—Conor felt almost literally hungry, looking at it, a low, rounded longing that lived just behind his belly button…

Seriously. What are we doing, here.

•   •   •

“Look, I’m not saying no, I’m saying I don’t get it.”

It was Tuesday, the two of them sitting in Conor’s bedroom, Ashleigh stretched out on the bed, Conor once more in the desk chair. His left leg was raised, was propped up on the mattress, his foot leaning against Ashleigh’s, the contact warm and familiar and somehow steadying.

“…like, how exactly is a night mission supposed to help, uh, anything?”

Conor suppressed the wince.

(He had been hoping that Ashleigh wouldn’t notice, wouldn’t ask, had thought that maybe they could just go and he wouldn’t have to offer a justification he did not, in fact, have.)

“It’s just—I dunno, it feels like—like we’re falling behind, or something. Like we…skipped over too much of the reading.”

Nothing changed in Ashleigh’s expression, but—

“It’s like that day at the playground,” Conor continued, feeling just the tiniest bit desperate. “Remember? Freeze tag, when Holt started calling me—”

“I remember.”

“Okay. Okay, well, that came from all the other stuff I’d been doing, right? Like, it was all the target jumps and stuff that let me pull that off.”

“Yeah, but—”

Ashleigh broke off. His face was scrunched up, now, squinty and staring.

“Look,” he said. “If you’re like, fuck it, let’s just go, then whatever, I’m in. But also, like. What? I mean, like, haven’t you already done all that? And been doing it?”

“It’s a metaphor.”

“For what, though.”

“For the night missions.”

“I mean, yeah, I get it, you want to do some night missions, but you still haven’t said why.”

“Can I just say, like…because?”

Ashleigh shrugged. “Sure.”

There was a silence.

“Did you want to go now, or—”

“Okay,” Conor sighed. “I guess I do still want to try to—to—”

Something.

Ashleigh blinked. “Are you, like. Okay?”

No.

He took another deep breath. “I think it’s like…fog of war?”

Ashleigh said nothing. Just looked at him, his face not quite managing to mask his concern.

“There’s like, fog of war. Places where we don’t know, and we don’t know what we don’t know—”

“I know what fog of war is.”

“Sorry.”

Conor took a deep breath. “I don’t like…not having my feet under me,” he said. “I don’t like it when stuff changes really fast and I can’t…I can’t tell where the ground is, and I don’t know what’s going on, and—look, somebody broke in and smashed all the cameras, and Timothy says there are security guards now, and—I don’t know, that used to be, like, our house, you know?”

Ashleigh waited, patient, watching.

“I want to know what’s happening,” Conor continued. “I want to—to know where all the stuff is. It feels like somebody came in and, I dunno, moved the furniture around on me, or something. And I think—I just feel like doing a couple of night missions will…”

He trailed off, embarrassed. He could tell he still hadn’t found it, hadn’t named it—the real reason, whatever it was that had driven him to summon the other boy.

But Ashleigh didn’t care.

“Sounds like bullshit,” he yawned. “But like. Whatever. We going now?”

•   •   •

Wednesday.

Conor awoke tired but happy, pleasantly sore, having gotten nearly five hours of sleep. He and Ashleigh had slipped out of his room after his parents had gone to bed, had biked to East Binder together. They hadn’t accomplished anything, really, but for almost two hours they had ghosted their way across the rooftops, climbing and jumping and sneaking around, carefully staying out of sight of the few still-functioning cameras.

They had opted not to revisit Binder’s Gap—too much of a time commitment, and there would be other nights—but Conor had taken Ashleigh over to the roof of the shop and shown him the monkey jump.

(“Okay, look, if you’re trying to make me want to suck your dick less, you’re really not doing a very good job.”)

The mission had been short and sweet—a teaser, an appetizer, a taste of things to come. They were both back in their respective houses a little after 1AM, and Conor was asleep before two.

Then dreams (unmemorable), breakfast (even moreso), and the morning bus ride, where the two of them sat together, joking and laughing and reminiscing until they pulled into the courtyard and Conor made a beeline for the flagpole where Jennifer was waiting.

“Somebody looks happy to see me,” she said, and he grinned.

“Missed you last night,” he replied.

“You weren’t online.”

“Nope.”

For ten minutes, they cuddled and kissed—

(Ten minutes interspersed with whispered reminders about proportions and ratios; Conor had a quiz coming up in fifth period.)

—and then it was off to homeroom, where he remained entirely inside his own head until the bell rang at 8:20.

Then a short trek through the hallway—

(Where for once the chaos was muted, no visible disasters unfolding.)

—and to the door of Ms. Palmano’s classroom, where—

“Yo, what—don’t just stop in the middle of—”

There was an old woman standing where Ms. Palmano was supposed to be, and a meaningless name written in the middle of the whiteboard, and something deep inside of Conor clenched hard enough to hurt.

MRS. HAYNES-HORNADAY

“Where’s Ms. Palmano?” asked William, before Conor could find his voice.

“Out,” said the old woman, in a clipped, no-nonsense tone. “I’ll be filling in today. Please take your seats.”

They did, with Jennifer throwing Conor a sympathetic look and Holt one that was closer to openly worried. Two rows over, Ashleigh’s eyes were narrow, his expression closed, his thoughts clearly moving along the same lines as Conor’s.

The bell rang, and the substitute began taking attendance, running down the list. Marcus said “Here” when she called Jacob’s name, and Jacob did the same in reverse; Holt rolled his eyes so violently that Conor could see it from behind, but no one gave the game away.

Don’t panic.

But where was she, what had happened—

Don’t. Panic.

“All right,” said the old woman. “Let’s get started.” She tucked the attendance sheet away on Ms. Palmano’s desk and tapped her finger on a tall, haphazard stack of secondhand paperbacks. “Those of you in the front row, please come up here and grab seven books to pass back.”

“Wait,” blurted Holt. “What?”

Mrs. Haynes-Hornaday repeated her instruction exactly, sounding eerily like a recording of herself.

“No, I mean—we’re in the middle of a writing project,” Holt explained. “It’s due Friday. We’re supposed to be working on it today and tomor—”

“That doesn’t match the instructions I’ve been given,” said Mrs. Haynes-Hornaday, cutting him off with a small, indifferent shrug. “I’m sure that deadline will be extended. In the meantime, I’ve been told to start you on The Giver. We’ll be reading and discussing the first chapter in class today, and you’ll have a worksheet to take home that we’ll go over tomorrow.”

Shock.

(And not just Conor’s.)

Jennifer raised her hand, and the old woman shook her head. “Hold your questions, please,” she said. “Those of you in the front row, come up and grab your books, now.”

They did. Slowly, the tattered paperbacks filtered backwards, Jennifer’s fingers lingering on Conor’s as she handed him his copy. He looked up at her, some distant part of him wondering whether he was making The Face—

If there’s homework, that means she’s not going to be back tomorrow, either.

And also: This assignment didn’t come from Ms. Palmano.

Their teacher wouldn’t have simply not mentioned their essays—would not have assigned a book—not the same book, not for all thirty-five of them. When they’d had assigned reading before, it had always either been short, or she’d given them a range of options to choose from, and criteria for proposing their own if none of the options felt right…

(It said something, Conor thought, about just how much could change in four and a half months. He couldn’t see every face, from his seat at the back by the door, but every face he could see showed some variant of the same feeling—that there was something vaguely gross, vaguely demeaning about what was happening to them. It was like that time that Ms. Palmano had pointed out to them that it was pretty weird, actually, that they were expected to ask permission when they needed to pee…)

“All right, who’s first?”

They stared up at the old woman, blinking, bewildered.

(Is she dead, did she die, was there a car accident, is she okay—)

“You there, in the front row. Remind me of your name again, please?”

“Susanne. Susanne Gibson.”

“Lovely to meet you, Susanne. Please turn to chapter one and start reading aloud where it says ‘It was almost December.’ The rest of you follow along and in a minute or two I’ll call on someone else to take over.”

The shock was duller this time, muffled by the weight of inevitability, the helpless settling-in. Conor exchanged glances with Ashleigh, with Holt, with William—looked down at his own copy of The Giver and flipped it open as Susanne began reading, feeling like a traitor.

It’s all a question of what you want, and how much you’re willing to pay.

“It was almost December, and Jonas was beginning to be frightened. No. Wrong word…”

•   •   •

“Can I help you, Mr.…?”

9:16AM, the students streaming out into the hall, Ashleigh and Jennifer once again hovering by the door in an awful, uncanny echo of Monday.

“Conor. Um. Conor Moreton. I, I was, I was supposed to come here during fifth period today, to, um—”

The old woman shook her head. “Nobody left any mention of that for me, I’m afraid. Was it something you were working on with Ms. Palmano?”

He nodded, because the actual truth was not something he would be able to explain.

“For today, just assume you’ve got a normal schedule,” she said, in tones that Conor recognized as intended to be authoritative, reassuring. “Like with your papers, I’m sure any deadlines will be extended.”

He hesitated, irresolute—

“You’ll be wanting to get on to second period, now,” she added, gently but firmly. “Don’t be late.”

Conor left.

•   •   •


Missed you at break. Hugs. <3



•   •   •

The story filtered through the school in bits and pieces, with all of the usual gaps and contradictions, but by lunch it had mostly settled into a single, coherent shape. It was still spotty, still incomplete, but—

Ms. Palmano’s meetings had been in the teacher’s lounge, beside the library. She had been coming back during third lunch, and had passed through the high school civics building as a shortcut.

She had heard something in the bathroom—whether the boys’ room or the girls’, no one really seemed to know, although both versions were repeated with absolute confidence.

But either way, she had ducked inside to investigate, and found some sort of situation. Again, accounts varied, but everyone agreed there had been two perpetrators (both boys) and two victims (one boy and one girl).

(Younger.)

Something about it had been different from usual—had been worse than usual—must have broken the usual boundaries, the usual rules, because for some reason—

(Some unknown, all-important reason.)

—Ms. Palmano had gotten directly, physically involved. Had—apparently—hit one of the older boys.

(Had slapped him, by most accounts—and by half of them, hard enough to draw blood.)

That had been the end of the immediate crisis. Ms. Palmano had marched the four students straight to the office, where Mr. Sykes had heard from each of them separately and—apparently—fired her on the spot.

“This has to be, like, political, right?” Holt said, at lunch. “Like, the guy she slapped has to be somebody’s kid, or something.”

(There were just three of them, at the table—Conor, Holt, and Eddie.)

“Dunno,” Eddie said. “She was kind of on thin ice already, no? I mean, with all the complaints and stuff?”

“That was months ago.”

“The ones we know about were months ago.”

Eddie—

(Who didn’t know, didn’t really understand, who had English with Mr. Mosley and had no hope of understanding what Holt and Conor had lost.)

—leaned over, his face and voice taking on a conspiratorial tone. “D’you think it was, you know. Sex stuff, or something? What was going on in the bathroom, I mean.”

Conor left.

He wasn’t allowed to leave, not during lunch—a teacher came down on him before he made it twenty paces, and redirected him straight to the silent lunch tables. He didn’t care, was not in a mode where that registered, meant anything at all. He dropped his tray onto the table, dropped his body into the seat, and dropped his head into his arms, wrapping himself in darkness.

A minute later, there was the scrape of a chair, and he looked up to see Guyler settling into the seat beside him. The other boy didn’t speak, didn’t even return Conor’s look—just sat down and picked up his half-eaten sandwich as if he had been there since the beginning.

The rest of lunch passed very, very slowly.

•   •   •


How are you doing? Hanging in okay?



•   •   •

“How much money do you have on you?”

Ashleigh’s eyebrows rose. “Like three bucks, I think?” he said, pulling out his wallet to check. “Yeah, three.”

Dammit.

Conor’s eyes drifted to where Devon Green was sitting in his usual seat, a few rows up from the back of the bus.

Conor only had ten, and they had not yet arranged the handoff, given the older boy the sample he wanted. Thirteen dollars would not be enough.

Was he willing to owe Devon a favor?

“Back in October,” Conor said abruptly. “Did you do a thing where you and Timothy both gave Devon five bucks, and he gave you back ten?”

Ashleigh shook his head. “Timothy said something about that, I think,” he answered slowly. “But I, uh. Wasn’t in a good mood that week.”

Which meant Ashleigh didn’t have any preexisting credit, either.

Dammit. Dammit, dammit, dammit.

“Hey, uh,” Ashleigh said, a little quieter this time. “Not to be a dick about it, but like. Whatever it is you’re thinking? I think it’s probably a bad idea, actually.”

Conor stayed in his seat.

•   •   •


Tutoring. My house. Now.

…tomorrow?

Nope, change of plan. Bike over, my mom’ll drive you back.

Say you’re coming.

ok. omw.



•   •   •

“Hmm-mm,” Jennifer said, shaking her head as Conor put his books down at his usual spot at the island. “We’re going to be in my room today.”

She didn’t explain further, and Conor didn’t ask. Just picked up his books again, following her down the hall and up the stairs and into her bedroom, which he had seen approximately eight thousand times through his phone and twice before in person. The rose he had given her in early December was gone, but the empty vase was still there, and hanging from it was the locket that had been one of his seven Christmas gifts, with the picture of him by the lake inside.

She gestured toward the bed, and he obeyed, sat, putting his books down beside him as she closed the door with a gentle click.

“Enjoy the view?” she asked.

“What?”

She studied him for a long moment, her usual impish half-smile softening into something tender. “Gosh, you really aren’t okay, huh,” she murmured.

Conor wasn’t sure how to respond—wasn’t sure that he was supposed to respond—so he said nothing.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Jennifer asked.

He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to find out.

“I don’t know,” he answered honestly.

“What do you mean?”

“What would—I don’t even know what we would—it’s not like talking is going to fix any—I thought we were here for math.”

The words came out of him like bullets, and for a brief moment he panicked, was afraid that he had almost shouted at her, that she would feel shouted at. But when he opened his eyes—

(When had he closed them? He couldn’t remember.)

—he saw that her expression was unchanged, was still soft and tender and almost excruciatingly sympathetic.

“Do you want to do math?” she asked quietly.

“Huh?”

“Do you want to do math?” she repeated.

Conor blinked.

You invited me over to—

“Uh,” he said.

“‘Uh’?”

“Sorry, I just—”

Don’t know how to answer the question.

“What, um,” he stammered. “Would we do instead?”

Her brow furrowed slightly, and her gaze seemed to sharpen. “That comes before you know whether you want to do math?” she asked, the tiniest hint of something like frustration creeping into her tone.

(Conor felt himself starting to sweat.)

“Uh,” he said again, as she sort of…what…looked him up and down?

(Why was she looking him up and down?)

It was like slipping on ice—he was trying desperately to reorient, to get his feet under him, kept almost finding his balance but then she would open her mouth half a second too soon—

“Okay, well, look,” Jennifer said, once more scattering his thoughts. “This may not be the right time, or whatever, but—”

Her brow furrowed, and she looked him over a second time—

Searching?

Sizing him up?

“Can we just—”

She broke off a second time.

“What?” Conor asked, feeling the first prickles of panic.

“Look,” she repeated. “You—you’re kind of a lump, a lot of the time. You know?”

He felt his face go taut.

“No, I mean—don’t make me—look, I don’t mind, okay? Much, anyway. I like you, Conor. But it’s, I dunno. It’s hard, sometimes. Being gentle enough, or whatever. To not, like. Scare you away. Or knock you down. You know?”

Conor didn’t know, but he could tell that he was supposed to nod, so he nodded.

“You’re just nodding, aren’t you.”

He flushed.

“Okay, well, look,” she said again. “I was actually sort of hoping—”

Once more, she broke off, and Conor began to wonder whether maybe something was wrong, whether maybe he’d done something wrong, she didn’t usually stop and start like this—

Like me.

“I’m bummed that you’re bummed out,” Jennifer said. “Okay? I mean, I know she was your favorite teacher, like, ever. For some reason. And—and I want to cheer you up, and I have absolutely no idea how. And that sucks. For me, I mean. Obviously it sucks worse for you. But—I’m not having a great day, either, you know?”

Conor didn’t know what he was supposed to say.

“My parents aren’t home.”

What.

“So like. We could do math. If you want. Or.”

(And then he understood, because it was obvious, but it wasn’t like that made it any easier for him to put together a complete, coherent thought—)

“And I just—I’m not feeling especially gentle today, okay? Or like. Clever? My mom says—”

She broke off, shaking her head. “I usually—I don’t know, man, I usually do most of the work, or something, and I sort of…don’t have the juice for it, today. But also they’re gonna be home in like forty minutes and it’s gonna be maybe another month before…”

She trailed off. Conor swallowed, feeling hot. “Before?” he asked.

(Because some wordless instinct told him that he had to say something.)

She ignored him, though. “I’m gonna be less careful, I think,” she said, sounding as if she were talking more to herself than to him. “Starting right now. Just, like, beep, or something. If you need to.”

She moved, suddenly—stepped forward and sat down beside him on the bed—tucked her hair behind her ear—wrapped an arm around his hip—lifted a hand to his face and turned it gently toward her own.

“Um,” Conor said, starting to panic. “I don’t, um. I mean, I’m not sure I’m very—”

“Shh,” she murmured. “Stop it. Stop that. Stop trying to plan ahead. Just—just tell me to stop, if you want me to, okay?”

“What are you—”

“There’s just some…stuff. That I’ve been waiting to try.”

“Like—”

She leaned forward, smothering the word with a kiss, her hand tightening around his waist. “Shh,” she repeated, as they broke apart. “You’re talking too much.”

Conor swallowed again. He had started to form another sentence anyway, his brain skipping like one of Grandpa’s old records, but the fingers of her hand had slipped under his shirt, and her fingernail was tracing its way slowly along the skin just above his belt, crowding out everything else.

“I’m betting you’ll like it,” she said. “And we don’t—I don’t want to have to do the whole complicated little dance, today. Sorry. But you can tell me to stop. If you want me to.”

Complicated little dance?

Her other hand landed on his leg, just a few inches up from the knee, and Conor felt something inside of him lurch.

“Guh,” he said, his breath going ragged.

“Do you want me to?” she asked.

He had maybe never felt anything as good in his entire life as the way her fingers were moving along his waist, the way her chest was pressing up against his arm. He was sure that something had been bothering him, something else, but it was falling away, he couldn’t remember, suddenly the world seemed very small and very, very full.

“Do you?” she repeated, her hands going still.

“Do I what?”

“Do you want me to stop?”

“No.”

No, he definitely did not want her to stop.

Her hands began moving again, the one on his leg drifting slowly upward. He gave a tiny whimper as her fingers dipped into the crease of his groin, and her lips quirked in a mischievous smile.

“And you’ll tell me, if you do?” she pressed.

“Yes.”

“Promise?”

“Promise,” he gasped.

The hand on his hip slipped lower—just an inch, but it was enough for her to get a finger under his belt, under the elastic band of his underwear, onto a patch of skin he couldn’t remember anyone else touching, ever.

“Promise?” she repeated, her breath whispering across his cheek.

“Promise.”

•   •   •

Fourteen minutes later—two for the first round, twelve for the second, and still more than twenty to go before Jennifer’s parents would be home.

“Should I—I mean, you haven’t—”

“Shh,” she said, pulling her bra back on over her head, and her t-shirt after.

(Her pants were still on, had never come off.)

“—later.”

“But—”

“Later.”

“But—”

“Conor,” she said, cutting him off. “Later.”

She didn’t seem mad, was half-smiling, her voice light and syrupy. She stuck out her tongue at him, and even in his twice-drained state he had to stop himself from lunging at her, tackling her, covering her like a blanket.

(Some part of him wanted to—to eat her, or something, there was something about the look on her face that lit his veins on fire, she had to be doing it on purpose—)

“Look,” Jennifer said, as she reached for a soft cloth on her desk and tossed it to him, as she pulled a tissue from a box and wiped at the corner of her mouth. “Don’t get me wrong. You definitely owe me one—”

“Two.”

She smiled. He smiled back.

“I bet right, then?” she asked.

It took Conor a second to remember—

I’m betting you’ll like it.

He felt his cheeks go hot.

“Two,” she agreed. “And I’m looking forward to cashing in. But—”

She paused, her eyes tracing over his body in a way that made him shiver.

“—not from Sad, Distracted Conor. You know?”

He blinked.

“Like, that was fun. I had fun, even though you’re kind of a lump. I never got to try anything like that before. But when it’s my turn…”

She sat back down on the bed next to him, put a hand on his bare chest, leaned in and gave him a kiss, the softest, lightest brush of the lips.

“I think I deserve your best, you know?” she whispered. “Your full attention?”

God DAMN.

She leaned back, stood, and he felt himself drawn into the space where she had just been, pulled, his body trying to fall toward hers even as she moved out of reach.

“I want you, I don’t know. On top of your game.”

The words were cocky, and the look in her eyes mostly playful. Challenging, teasing. Jennifer.

But there was something else, too—a crack in the façade, a tiny flash of something that Conor almost missed, would have missed, had probably seen before and missed before but in that moment he was really, actually looking—

“Yeah,” he said, hoping she could hear how hard he meant it. “For sure.”

•   •   •


hey

can i ask u a stupid q

Yes.

why are you so nice to me

I don’t know. I think maybe I’m just nice. It’s not always about you. =P

…I wish you had more nice people in your life.



•   •   •


hey. another dumb q?

The last one wasn’t even dumb, Conor. =P

dyou not want me to

yknow

see you?

like today

u only took off half

and idk, you always

keep it under the desk

like when were 6ting

i mean, it’s fine

just

am i like

doing something wrong, or



•   •   •


hey sorry about before

tried to unsend but it was too late lol

like i said, dumb q

u dont have to answer

Sorry. Didn’t mean to leave you on read.

I just

it’s fine

You’re not doing anything wrong.

promise

?

Promise. <3



•   •   •

MotherFUCKER.

Conor sat straight up in bed, the clock on his bedside table reading 2:47, the glow-in-the-dark stars all but dead on the ceiling above him.

Guyler.

He had forgotten about Guyler, the other boy had said he was coming over to Conor’s house after school but then Jennifer had switched the days around and he’d just—just—just—

Hadn’t thought of it.

It had fallen straight out of his head, and now—

Conor didn’t have the other boy’s number, his email, wasn’t connected to him by any means other than the little black book, which was gone, now—

Fuck.

FUCK.

Why did it have to be today, today of all days—

(Jennifer’s voice in his memory—I don’t have the juice for it, today.)

Conor didn’t have the juice for solving this one, fixing it, making it right. It wasn’t—wasn’t fair—

(He couldn’t even blame it on the universe, did not have the luxury of a worthy excuse. He simply hadn’t cared enough to remember, and that was the crime that mattered, the charge that Guyler would level. That was exactly how the other boy saw the world, and Conor had no argument against it.)

He cried, then, for a little while, before rolling over and going back to sleep.


Chapter 15Reaction


September 1st, 6:34PM

“And you usually are scared, and it’s freaking me out that you’re not, all of a sudden.”



•   •   •

Just ten more.

Conor was kneeling, the cold asphalt sharp and painful even through the fabric of his uniform khakis. His arms were heavy, shaking, his heartbeat a dull pounding, sweat darkening his shirt despite the morning chill.

(Ten more was a lie, of course—a trick, a way to fool the bewildered animal inside of him that wanted only to stop, to rest, that had ceased being on board after the first thirty.)

He let his eyes flutter closed as he straightened, leaned forward, his palms falling once more onto the rough ground—

(Warm, it was still warm, his hands finding the exact same spot they’d found seven times already, the asphalt clinging to the heat that had leaked out of him like blood.)

—his knees lifting reluctantly, body straightening into a single, tight, trembling line.

Ten.

Slow, thick, like pushing Play-Doh through a tube.

Nine.

Eight.

Seven.

(The tremor in his arms reignited, doubling, tripling, becoming a wobble that shook his whole body.)

Six.

Five.

(Come on.)

Four.

(Fuck.)

Three…

The last two were like lifting a car, like moving mountains—took more time and more effort than the previous eight combined. But Conor kept going, kept pushing, forcing his protesting body to execute the motion. There was—not a click, exactly, but something, as he rose the final inch, his elbows shedding their last degree of bend and sliding into stable straightness.

That makes eighty.

He held the plank for an extra breath, just to be sure—

(Disciplining himself to not rush to the finish line, to not sacrifice good form for speed, for relief.)

—and then let his knees drop, gasping, his head hanging limp and heavy like an unstruck bell.

(His ears had gone numb, somehow—felt as though they’d been stuffed with cotton.)

Time passed. A minute and a half, maybe more—enough for his heart to slow, for the feeling in his muscles to drop from a jackhammer throbbing to something more like a hummingbird buzz.

Just ten more, he told himself.

“Okay, how about I skip past what and we go right to fuck you.”

Conor lifted his head.

(He hadn’t heard Guyler’s approach.)

“Only thing I could think of,” he said wearily.

The other boy was standing a few steps away, uphill on the gently sloping driveway, arms crossed, face as coldly furious as Conor had ever seen it.

“It’s seven o’clock in the god damn morning,” Guyler seethed. “How long have you been out here?”

Conor didn’t answer; he was busy lowering himself back down into position. He waited until he’d bullied all of his limbs into their proper positions, reconscripted the muscles in his stomach, his back—

“Only about twenty minutes.”

Ten.

Nine.

Eight.

“Where did you even get my number?” Guyler demanded.

(Conor had texted the other boy when he’d left home that morning, and again when he’d arrived.)

“Asked Jennifer,” he said.

Seven.

Six.

“She said. Partners with Eliana. In Social Studies. Might have it.”

“You have Eliana’s number?”

Conor paused, shook his head.

Five.

“No.”

Four.

“But I know somebody. Who knows somebody—”

Three.

“—who knows. Her little brother.”

Two.

(As before, the final few were far harder than the ones that came before, were almost impossible, as though Conor’s limbs were hardening into stone.)

One.

He held the plank again, as he had every time, taking a full breath in and out before letting his knees fall to the pavement.

Ninety.

There was silence.

“I waited outside your house for forty-five minutes,” Guyler said.

“I know.”

More silence.

“Figured I’d start with that,” Conor breathed.

“With what?”

“With forty-five minutes.”

He raised his eyes to look up at the other boy, took in the swirling storm on Guyler’s face.

(He was dressed for school, was wearing his uniform, his bookbag. Conor’s own bag was off to the side, resting on his fallen bike, the metal holding it apart from the dew-soaked grass.)

Another two minutes crawled by in total silence.

Just ten more.

“I’m sorry,” Conor offered.

Guyler said nothing.

“Didn’t blow you off,” Conor said. “For what it’s worth. Just…forgot.”

He dragged in a breath, gathered his resolve, leaned forward and pressed his palms to the ground once more—

“For fuck’s sake,” Guyler spat. “Get off my fucking driveway.”

(He was already on the ground, though, so he went ahead and finished the set, the other boy’s eyes burning on the back of his neck the whole time.)

One hundred.

•   •   •


Morning, sunshine. How’d it go? <3



(Conor knew—he knew, on some level—if someone had asked him whether it was important to answer, whether he owed her an answer, he would have said yes, of course, obviously. But he was empty—drained—exhausted—and while he had thoughts in response, things to tell her—more than one—he could not figure out how to put any of them into words. So he simply didn’t, and eventually his mind slipped to the next thing, and the next, and the next.)

•   •   •

“Jesus. You look like shit, Batman.”

•   •   •

He actually had the mask, in his pocket. He had the mask, and there was only one bully, this time—and only an eighth grader—and there were two or three different ways he could try handling the situation—going for his bag, or taking a picture, or just stepping in as backup, as witness—

Structural integrity at three percent.

By the time he finished arguing with himself, it was already over.

•   •   •

“Dad.”

“Mmm-hm?”

“Can I stay home from school tomorrow?”

His father looked him up and down, but not for long.

“Sure, bud. I’ll let your mother know.”

•   •   •

Aspen Avenue.

(The lovely little house with the green shutters.)

Conor had expected himself to dither, to waver—to hover at the corner and spend ten or twenty or thirty minutes working himself up to it. But…

She did tell me to ask for things.

He knocked.

The curtain twitched.

The door swung open.

“Conor,” said his teacher. “Long time no see.”

Her eyes scanned the empty street.

“I walked,” he explained.

“Parents know you’re here instead of at school?” she asked.

He nodded.

She nodded back, stepped back, gestured inward. “Come on in, then.”

He stepped through the doorway, kicking off his shoes and following her down the short hall and into a small, sunlit living room with windows on two sides.

“I was wondering if you were going to come by, actually,” she said, gesturing toward an armchair as she passed through the cozy little space to a tiny kitchen on the far side. “Since we didn’t get to chat on Wednesday. Water? Sprite? Hot chocolate?”

“I’m fine, thanks.”

“Okay, well, I’m having some hot chocolate.”

“…yes, please.”

“Marshmallows?”

“Thanks.”

Ms. Palmano was silent as she puttered around, drawing out cups and pouring milk. Conor followed her lead, letting his eyes wander, drinking in the detail of the room.

In every corner of the humble house a memory…

(It had been something like that.)

He wasn’t surprised, by this point, to find hints of a whole person scattered around the room, framed photographs and dog-eared books, a pair of socks abandoned by the fireplace. But the specificity of it all was still fascinating, the scenery so much richer than the half-cleaned whiteboard that was her usual background. It was as though the color had spilled out of her, overflowed her silhouette and splashed onto the walls—like the soft green paint was part of her makeup, the artwork grown from bits of jewelry.

Gay, whispered Ashleigh, and in his mind Conor punched the other boy on the shoulder.

Literally the opposite of gay, he countered.

“So,” his teacher called out, turning away from the kitchen with a steaming mug in each hand. “What was it you wanted to talk about?”

Conor blinked—

Oh.

Right.

The other thing that hadn’t gone as planned, on Wednesday.

“Uh,” he said.

She handed him his mug and sat down on the couch, the two of them at right angles to each other, each with their back to a different window.

“I see,” she said, arching an eyebrow.

He blushed. “There’s a lot going on,” he protested.

“Always is.”

Silence. Conor looked down at the mug in his hands, raised it to his lips, took a tentative slurp.

“Good,” he said. “Thanks.”

She smiled, gave a gentle mock salute.

More silence.

Ms. Palmano took a sip from her own mug, softly cleared her throat. “I do have something for you,” she said. “It’s…probably better to give it to you after? Just mentioning it now so we don’t forget. I was saving it for the end of the year, but.”

She shrugged, as if to say oh, well.

“About that,” Conor said.

She raised an eyebrow, waited.

“They’re saying you hit a kid.”

She nodded, matter-of-fact. Conor thought for a long moment…

“Yeah, okay.”

Because that settled it, actually. She had obviously done it on purpose—was comfortable with her purchase, so to speak—and as far as the details were concerned…

Well. Conor trusted her.

“What about you?” she countered, her tone light. “They’re saying you…probably didn’t actually vandalize any cameras?”

Conor choked, sputtered.

“Just checking,” she said, laughter crinkling her voice.

“They’re saying—”

“Oh, sorry—not really. I mean, your name did come up, in the staff meeting. But so did…I want to say, probably thirty or forty others? I think they were being thorough, in lieu of having any real ideas for what to do.”

Conor could feel his face twisting, was struggling to find words. He hadn’t quite had time to panic, but he’d gotten maybe a quarter of the way there, and he could feel blood throbbing in his temples.

Ms. Palmano leaned back, set her mug on a side table, peered at him. “Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?” she asked. “The cameras?”

“Uh,” he said, still trying to regain his composure. “Partly.”

She nodded. “Well,” she said. “They fired me, so…feel free to ask. But for the most part, I don’t know anything you don’t know. Sykes and company were at a distinct loss, last time I heard anything.”

She lifted her mug from the table, gave him another measured look.

Feel free to ask.

“Is it…good?”

She tilted her head half an inch.

“I mean—what do you—what’s your, like, take. On the whole camera thing. Do you—”

Do you think it’s good. What they’re doing.

“Not quite sure I caught your question,” she said lightly. “But I think I’d have to go with ‘it’s complicated’?” She took another sip. “I’m not a very big fan of totalitarian surveillance states. So there’s that. And I like that the kids are doing things. I’d rather they do things I’m not particularly pleased about than not do anything at all.”

There was a long, contemplative silence.

“What were the other parts?” she asked.

Conor blinked.

“You said the cameras were part of it…”

Conor took a breath—

—let it out.

“Sorry,” he said. “Just—give me a second.”

Ms. Palmano, who was not his teacher anymore, waited.

Actually—

“What if I still—I mean, um. Can you still, uh. Be my teacher? Please?”

(He could feel his cheeks burning, but the usual urge to hide was somehow missing.)

Maybe it’s back on Guyler’s driveway.

Shut up, Ash.

Or in Jennifer’s bedroom.

Shut UP, Ash.

Ms. Palmano’s eyes hadn’t widened, at the question. Her face hadn’t twitched. She was simply looking at him—lifted her mug and took another sip—put it back down on the side table—kept looking.

“What’s that mean?” she asked finally. “To you. What are you… envisioning?”

“I don’t know,” Conor said. “What’s it mean to you?”

The corner of her mouth twitched, the harbinger of a smile. “Well, for starters,” she said, “that some school is paying me money, and you’ve been assigned to my class.”

Bullshit, Conor thought. And then—

“Bullshit,” he said aloud.

Well, that certainly got a rise out of her.

“I guess I was asking for that,” she admitted, her smile widening as her eyebrows slowly climbed back down her forehead. “But it’s pretty tricky to have anything like a teacher-student relationship once you’re not actually in a teacher-student relationship. I’m going to have to get another job, for instance. And you’ll no doubt have English homework.”

Conor chewed at his lip. “But you live right here in the neighborhood.”

She nodded.

“And—and my mom likes you.”

She shrugged.

“And—”

(Why was this part hard to say?)

“—and I don’t think I’m, um. Done. Done learning…the thing you were teaching us.”

She nodded again—yes, that’s true.

Seconds passed.

“I want to finish learning it.”

Silence.

“So…”

(He could feel his muscles trembling, had to work the moisture back into his mouth.)

“So will you?” he asked.

Her face—her face was doing a thing, was turning grownup, he could see it. Was filling up with sympathy, with gentle condescension, and Conor could feel himself coiling, preparing, the anger surprisingly hot and very, very close to the surface.

“It’s not that simple, Conor,” she said softly.

Bullshit, he would have said, except that he had already used that one, so he moved on, pulled the next arrow from his quiver without stopping to see what it was.

“Just say you don’t want to,” he growled.

“What?”

“Just say you don’t want to,” he repeated, letting some fraction of the fire creep into his tone, curling and burning at the edges of his words. “Rather than pretending like it’s too complicated for you to figure out.”

She blinked.

“Or—or too weird or whatever, like you care, that’s just an excuse—”

“Conor.”

His jaw snapped shut.

“I didn’t actually say no,” she pointed out.

A part of him tried to backpedal, to veer into embarrassment, apology, but another part—

“Are you going to say no?” he countered. “Because if you are, then—then the fact you didn’t say it yet is just—just like sleight-of-hand, or something—”

“Conor, how about you pretend I said yes for a second and then slow down, that’s an order.”

He pushed the slow down button in his mind, felt it sort of one-quarter work, decided that was enough and didn’t bother to press it again.

“Are you usually—sorry for the blunt language, but—this much of a ticking time bomb?” she asked mildly. “This doesn’t seem like you.”

“There’s a lot going on.”

“Anything I can help with?”

“That’s what I’m trying to get you to help with.”

A pause.

“I’m—”

I’m twelve. Help me.

He couldn’t bring himself to say it.

“Take a deep breath, maybe,” she suggested.

He breathed.

(It made no difference.)

“Is there anything in particular you want to talk with me about?” Ms. Palmano asked. “Note that that’s a yes-or-no question.”

Another pause.

“Yes.”

“Okay. Then let’s start with that, okay? Pick something, and leave the boxes and labels for later.”

Conor took another half dozen breaths, gathering his thoughts, trying to ramp back down a little…

…and then he started talking. Haltingly, awkwardly, stopping every few sentences as he came up against the wall of things she didn’t know, things he wasn’t sure he ought to tell her, at the end of five minutes he’d said everything he knew how to say but it felt like it was barely even half of it, really—

She held up a hand. “Pause.”

He paused.

“I’ll remind you, I’m not very good at giving advice—”

“You are,” he cut in.

She held his gaze, waiting, saying nothing. Leaving space.

“The stuff you said last time,” he mumbled. “In your room, when you let me stay during fifth. I thought about it, I dunno, a hundred times? Literally, I mean. Maybe more. It—”

He swallowed. “It helped.”

She opened her mouth, closed it, opened and closed it a second time in a gesture that Conor found oddly familiar.

“I don’t know what to say to that,” she said finally. “I’m glad. I’m also surprised. But I guess mostly I’m just glad.”

Conor didn’t know what to say, either.

“I suppose your Christmas card makes a little more sense, given that.”

Conor felt his cheeks flush.

(They were already flushed, and he felt them flush more.)

“But okay, fine, cowabunga it is.”

Cowa—?

“Shooting in the dark—and just like last time please ignore me if this doesn’t sound right, but—it sounds to me like at least part of your problem is that you’re trying to make yourself feel better by…fixing things?”

She paused, as if giving Conor space to think again, but there didn’t seem to be anything there for him to grab on to.

“I don’t get it,” he said, after the silence had stretched out for maybe twenty seconds.

“It sounded to me like there’s a bunch of stuff going on in your life that feels…wrong?” she ventured. “That seems kind of broken?”

He nodded.

“And you feel…I don’t know, again, stop me if this isn’t right, I’m just telling you how it looks from the outside. You feel, uh, not great about it. You—from the outside, it looks like you’re, I don’t know, overwhelmed. Scrambling. I don’t know if you know the word ‘beleaguered,’ but—”

She broke off. He nodded.

“And you’re trying to make that feeling go away. By fixing the stuff.”

Again, a pause that seemed expectant.

(Again, Conor had nothing to grab on to.)

“Yes?” he said.

“What’s your grade in Math, right now?”

Huh?

“Eighty-seven,” he answered.

Ms. Palmano blinked. “Really?” she asked.

He nodded again.

“That’s new, right?”

“Jennifer’s been helping.”

“Well, congratulations. That’s—I mean, please don’t take this the wrong way, but I really was not expecting that. What a genuinely lovely way to ruin my example. Was it…hard?”

“Excuse me?” Conor said, as his shoulder Ashleigh snickered in the background.

“Getting your grade up. That’s a pretty big jump—must have taken a lot of work.”

“Jennifer helped,” he repeated.

She nodded.

“What were you going to say?” Conor asked. “About math?”

“I was going to say, your math grade sucks, but you don’t really care, because you don’t have any innate sense that your math grade is supposed to be good, so the fact that it’s bad doesn’t bother you. But apparently I was just wrong about that?”

Conor shook his head. “No,” he said. “It wasn’t bothering me.”

She looked at him for a long moment. “Special girl, that Jennifer.”

Conor hesitated for a moment—

“She doesn’t like you.”

“I was rather mean to her.”

“That’s not why.”

A pause.

“Am I meant to ask?” Ms. Palmano said. “I’m curious.”

“She doesn’t like that you’re…sneaky.”

“Hm. I rather thought I was being unusually blunt and straightforward, for a teacher.”

Conor frowned. His shoulder Jennifer was making a face, now, of the see, that’s exactly what I’m talking about variety.

“In any event, please feel free to reassure her that it is in fact very common for people to dislike me, that she’s almost certainly justified, that I raise no objection or defense, and that she’s more than welcome to point to the circumstances of my dismissal as an I told you so.”

Conor’s frown deepened. “That—you can’t—you know that won’t help anything.”

“Correct. You stole my other example, so I’m hijacking this one.”

He blinked.

“Jennifer disliking me isn’t something to fix.”

She waited, expectant.

“I don’t get it.”

“Dear Conor: what should you do when something is broken?”

He frowned. It was clear she knew how he would answer, and clear she didn’t agree with that answer, but…

“You fix it,” he said.

“Why?”

“…because it’s broken?”

“Are you sure?”

“Sure about what?”

“Are you sure that’s why you fix the thing?”

“What? …yes. What?”

“What would happen if you didn’t fix it?”

Conor felt bewildered. Obviously it would depend on the thing…?

“Your bike, say.”

“If my bike was broken and I didn’t fix it, then…”

(Was she really just asking him to tell her that the sky was blue?)

“Then I wouldn’t be able to bike places,” he finished.

“And that would be bad?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“What?”

“Why would it be bad?”

“Because I—because I couldn’t—what is happening right now?”

Ms. Palmano held up her hands. “Sorry,” she said. “I know this way is kind of annoying, but in this case I really do think it’s important that I not just…spell it out for you. I think getting there is part of this one.”

“Part of this what?”

“I think…my current theory is that you have a blind spot. Or—or like you’re colorblind, or something, like you can’t see the difference between red and green. I don’t think me just telling you that they’re different will do the trick, really.”

Conor had no idea what to do with that.

“If your bike was broken, and you couldn’t fix it, what would you do?”

“Get a new one.”

“You can’t.”

“Why—”

“Sorry, look, usually I plan out my lessons, okay? Look, let’s say what you broke is your foot. Your foot broke in a way that will never, ever—sorry, yes, I know, you use your feet more than most people, I get this isn’t fun to imagine, but that makes it a better example, actually.”

“My foot is broken.”

“And it will never, ever, ever heal. You can’t fix it. What do you do?”

“I—”

…try to fix it? I mean, there’s like crazy experiments, futuristic robo-feet or whatever…

“What are you thinking right now?” she asked, her gaze knowing.

“…about how to fix it.”

“Why?”

“Because it would…suck? If my foot was broken?”

“Yeah. And what if you couldn’t fix it. What then?”

Conor hesitated.

“You said Ashleigh is in love with you,” she said, her voice much softer, quieter. “And you don’t love him back. Not the same way.”

Conor nodded slowly.

“Do you want him to fix it?”

Conor blinked.

Ashleigh had tried exactly that. Had tried to fix it wrong, tried to fix the wrong thing…

“Do you see?” his teacher murmured. “There’s a difference between the thing that’s broken, and how you feel about it. You can make your feelings feel better by fixing it, but if you can’t fix it…probably it’s not a good idea to suffer forever? And like, if the only way you know how to stop suffering is to pursue a solution…”

She trailed off. Conor looked down at the mug in his hands.

If my foot was broken, and it would never, ever heal…

He would go do something else. He would build LEGO spaceships, and write, and maybe get Guyler to teach him how to play Magic—

(Assuming Guyler still wanted to be his friend.)

“You’re saying,” he said slowly, “that trying to fix it doesn’t help.”

“Doesn’t always help,” she corrected. “I’m saying it’s one of the things you should try, but it can’t be the only tool in your toolkit.”

Conor felt something tighten in the back of his throat. “Okay,” he said. “So if—if something being broken is hurting me, and I can’t—can’t fix it, sometimes I should try—”

He faltered.

“I should try maybe, uh, not—not caring, instead—”

“No,” she said sharply, cutting him off. “It’s not about caring. It’s different from caring. This one—a lot of people get this wrong, I’m not sure I can explain, but I definitely don’t think you should not care about something just because you can’t fix it. That seems…bad.”

Relief.

“It’s more like—look, earlier, when you said that a lot of things were happening, and I said they always are. It’s true. Things are always happening, there are a billion things going on every second of every day. And like, many of them matter! You probably care a little bit about a lot of them! But there’s, I don’t know…”

She trailed off. “A list,” she said. “A ranking. Like, you put everything that’s happening in the world onto one list, and you put it in order as best you can, and you look down at item number, I dunno, three thousand seven hundred and fifty-two, and you’re like, yep, that’s a problem, there sure is something there I’d like to fix. But also, it’s not like you should stop working on problem number one, the world wouldn’t be better off if you did the less important thing, would it?”

Conor closed his eyes.

“What I’m trying to say is, it sounds like you’ve been letting every single problem just sort of…slam into you, slam into your heart, and you haven’t been telling any of them that it’s not their turn. Am I warm?”

Conor nodded, his eyes still closed, his throat now tight for a completely different reason.

“Yeah. Okay, so, my brilliant advice, as your disgraced ex-English teacher, would be don’t do that. Do something else.”

He twitched.

“Like, not something else something else, I’m not saying give up on the list. But stop letting the list organize itself. You should be in charge of the order. You should decide what goes at the top, and when you’re working on the thing at the top and something else beeps or breaks, you gotta learn to say sorry, buddy, not right now.”

Conor could feel it hovering, threatening to click into place—could feel the weight of it, the way the words she was saying wanted to rearrange him, rearrange his mind, how he saw the world, and he was almost there, was almost willing to let go and let it in, except for—

“What if you pick the wrong one?”

(His voice was a whisper.)

His teacher laughed.

(The laughter was not cruel.)

“Conor,” she said. “You are going to pick the wrong one. Period. This is not a game where anybody gets a perfect score.” She paused. “Can you open your eyes for me?”

He did, to find hers waiting for him, soft and firm and strong and warm.

“You can not get a perfect score on this one,” she repeated. “You can’t do it, and trying to will either paralyze you or drive you insane, and then you’ll do worse than you would have done if you’d just let yourself be imperfect. I’ll take the blame, if you want. I give you permission to fuck up, here—in fact, I order you to just go ahead and pick the stuff that seems best, and not hold yourself to the impossibly high standard of figuring out what’s actually best.”

“Can I close my eyes again?”

“Yes.”

He did.

“And now think about all that for a minute, and let me know if it doesn’t make sense.”

He tried, although a part of him was stuck on how she’d said fuck, and how it hadn’t felt weird at all, hadn’t been like a teacher saying fuck, had just fit, felt right, like he was talking to Ashleigh or Holt, come on, focus, this isn’t important right now—

“I think it makes sense,” he said cautiously, eyes still closed. “But—”

But that didn’t mean he knew how to do it, really, it was one thing to agree that he should let some things go and it was another thing entirely to actually unclench the muscles…

But I don’t have to figure that part out right away, he thought quietly. I’m allowed to take things one step at a time.

She’d told him that, last time.

He opened his eyes.

“I think I got it,” he said.

“Good,” said Ms. Palmano. She paused, seemed to study him for a moment—

“Stop here?” she asked. “Or should we do more?”

Conor started to shake his head—

—paused—

—actually thought about it—

Conor shook his head.

“Neat. Well. Gosh.”

(…it wasn’t like Conor knew what to say next, either.)

“In that case, how about—why don’t you just stay there for a minute, while I go grab…”

She trailed off as she stood, crossing back through the cozy little living room and vanishing down a hallway.

Time passed.

“Here,” she said, coming back into the room. She was holding a notebook-thick stack of papers, crinkled and crumpled, held together by two big black binder clips.

“What’s this?” Conor asked, reaching out.

“It’s yours,” she said simply, and Conor frowned, took the stack and brought it closer.

His frown deepened. That was his handwriting, there on top…

Oh god.

Oh god, oh no, what—

He could feel the blood draining from his face, a sudden tingle in his fingers and toes.

“Relax,” she said, her voice soothing, “it’s fine,” except no it wasn’t, how could it possibly be fine—

(He flipped through the stack of papers, confirming, horrified.)

—this was every single paper he had ever thrown away in first period English, all of the stuff he had crumpled up for being too open, too honest, too real—

Oh god, the sex list.

The sex list about her, about Ms. Palmano, that was in there, and the one about Jennifer, too—

“Conor!”

The voice was sharp, commanding, and it dragged him back into the room, except—

“Conor, it’s fine. Look at me.”

No.

“Okay, fine, don’t look at me but think, Conor, take a second to think, I’ve been collecting these since the very beginning, I’ve read all of them and it’s fine, yeah? Nothing is actually different.”

Ever notice that when people get really, really upset, it’s usually not because anything out there in the world has actually changed…

“Conor. Tap your finger twice if you can hear me.”

It took every ounce of willpower he had in him, but he tapped his finger twice, where it rested on his knee.

“Conor. Take your time, okay? Take your time. I’m sorry, I didn’t think you would—I didn’t think that you’d think this was quite this—big, I guess. Sorry. Stupid, in hindsight. But—are you still there?”

He tapped his finger twice again.

“Okay. Okay. Um. Well, I guess I’ve fucked this one up, but—look, the reason I wanted to give these back to you is, this is some of your best work.”

What.

“What you’ve turned in to me—officially, I mean—it’s decent. Bs and Ds. This stuff, though—the stuff you threw away—there are As in there, Conor. A-pluses, sometimes. And Fs too, don’t get me wrong, there’s definitely some trash in there with the trash, but. Remember what I said at your house?”

No. Of course he didn’t, that had been weeks ago, who could remember something like that, at a time like this—

“Okay. Well. Gosh. I don’t—look—Conor—you cannot throw these away, okay? Please. Not for at least a week. Tap your finger if you heard me.”

He tapped.

“Tap if you promise. You won’t throw them away.”

He couldn’t move, could not do it, are you kidding me, he was going to burn them, burn them to ash and then light himself on fire for good measure—

(A distant part of him noticed that he was spiraling, hard, and wondered whether this was something to fix, or something to make peace with.)

“Okay, well, I guess it’s fine if you do throw them away, they belong to you, that’s your call. But I don’t want you to, because Conor, I think you’re actually a really good writer and that’s the proof, right there. I know you don’t believe me, but I’m telling you—Conor, you could be a writer, if you want. I mean, you already are. But that’s something you could do, that’s something you could be good at. Great, even. If the whole Batman thing doesn’t work out, I mean.”

He knew, he knew, he knew that she was just trying to inject a little levity. Trying to make light of the whole thing, make him feel better, pass it off as a joke. Tease him, a little.

He knew that.

But it was just one more thing and he was absolutely out of room for things, felt all of the juggling balls go crashing to the floor and whited out, and when he came back online he was outside, was a hundred yards away and running, running down Brookview Drive with no memory of having stood up, of opening his eyes, no idea how he’d gotten out of her house or what else she’d said to him or whether he’d said anything at all in return.

•   •   •

“Tell her I’m fine, Mom.”

His mother’s gaze lingered on him for a long, long moment, and then she turned slightly, spoke into the phone.

“He says he’s fine. Thanks for checking in, and sorry again if he was a bother—I’ll have him call ahead first, next time, rather than just ringing your doorbell out of the blue—”

•   •   •


Missing you at school today. :/

yeah

asked my dad if i could skip and he said i could

Oh! Are you sick?

n

just

couldn’t handle it today

Anything I can do to help?

Also <3 <3

not sure

Want to hang out tonight? Meet at West End, see a movie?

i gotta do a thing over at guyler’s

…anything to do with why he looked like he wanted to murder somebody in Social Studies today?

probably

i was sposed to meet him the other day

after school

forgot

…oh.



•   •   •

It wasn’t that Conor wasn’t trying. He was.

But—

(As with the Gap, as with the monkey jump.)

—there was a vast, intimidating difference between knowing how and being able. The words Ms. Palmano had given him stuck with him throughout the following week, but mostly in the form of too-late recognition—a way for him to see, after the fact, what he’d gotten wrong.

Saturday was fine. On Saturday, he made his own plans, meeting up with Timothy in the morning for a quick hour of training—

(They stayed focused, kept the conversation tight, avoided anything that might drive a wedge between them. And by the end, it did seem to Conor that they were somewhat closer, the warmth between them partially restored.)

—and then an afternoon that felt like stepping into a time machine, Ashleigh and the gang, movies and Putt Putt and Cold Stone Creamery. Conor spent maybe five hours total with the other boys—five hours in which his best friend was easy, Eddie was tolerable, and Holt was Holt. He was the first to leave, and it didn’t even feel like defeat—he was simply tired, and full, and ready to go home.

And Sunday was fine, too. He spent the day with his parents, and the evening on his phone, with Jennifer, first math and then everything else. They talked briefly about Guyler, and even more briefly about Ms. Palmano, and for the moment, things felt stable—like he wasn’t derelict in his duties or anything like that.

(They stopped talking altogether around ten, although they didn’t actually say goodnight and sign off until well after eleven.)

But on Monday, two kids wearing masks tackled a boy whose bag—it turned out—was full of items stolen from half a dozen lockers. No one knew how they’d known, or who they were, and the news had barely had time to spread around the school before there was a lockdown and a locker search.

(Conor’s brain knew that there was nothing he could do from inside his Social Studies classroom. Yet still the thought of cops and drug dogs snagged him, dragged him, filled him with a desperate, frantic worry that drowned out everything else until 3:48PM, when he boarded bus 134 and Timothy’s face told him that the grownups hadn’t found anything important. He would have bombed his math quiz for sure, had the lockdown not erased fifth period from the timeline entirely, and it wasn’t until dinnertime, after an hour of target jumps in the backyard, that he felt halfway back to normal.)

Tuesday there were three quizzes—one in English he really should have seen coming, one in Spanish that was a legitimate surprise, and (of course) the Math one they’d missed the previous day.

(And which he had forgotten to study further for, having gone back for even more target jumps after dinner, the soreness in his arms from all the pushups ruling out the usual topovers altogether.)

The net result was his biggest single-day grade average drop of all time, and the scheduling of a parent-teacher conference.

(His mother’s work obligations had forced them to place it at the end of the following week, which meant that he had eight school days to dig himself out or dig himself deeper, depending.)

Wednesday was completely normal, but he wasn’t—was jumpy and scattered all day, waiting for another shoe to drop. Which it did, on Thursday, starting with getting tripped onto his face on the way in to homeroom—

(He was fine, wasn’t hurt, wasn’t even all that rattled, but it hadn’t been all that long since the bathroom and it kind of stuck with him, set the tone for the morning.)

—and then making an absolute mess of his usual pre-English makeout with Jennifer. It was a disaster in multiple parts: he spent the first thirty-or-so seconds absent, distracted, then the next thirty excruciatingly aware of how badly the first thirty had gone, and how strained was his girlfriend’s patience. He tried to rally, but his brain insisted on spending the next thirty thinking about how he should have just told her he wasn’t in the mood in the first place, and the last thirty wondering whether it was too late to pull the plug now.

(She eventually gave up, and her eyes were soft and patient and forgiving as she pushed him away, but that didn’t mean it didn’t suck, he could see the disappointment underneath her understanding and it hurt, she was always so nice to him and he was constantly falling further and further behind—)

Those thoughts took him most of the way through English and Spanish, and then as he emerged from second period he realized he had forgotten his Science homework entirely, spent the whole of break scribbling frantically instead of making it up to her.

(Even worse: with two minutes left to go, she handed over her own paper for him to copy and walked away without a word, without even a sigh, as if she wasn’t even surprised.)

He was halfway through Math when the intercom squawked, the dry voice of Mr. Sykes announcing that, unfortunately, the cafeteria would be closed for the remainder of the day—

(“Somebody set off a stink bomb at second lunch,” Ashleigh explained, in the locker room as they changed for Activity. “I think it was made with actual shit.”)

—and at that point he gave up all pretense of holding it together, staying on top of things—turned on his autopilot and disappeared. He felt his phone buzz more than once, on the bus, but he couldn’t do it, could not muster the necessary resolve to draw it out of his pocket and look, and so it wasn’t until after dinner that he saw.


So about this morning.

(And like, all week, I guess.)

I’m sorry if this sounds aggro, but.

I was thinking.

What if, like.

Instead of apologizing to me all the time.

You

I dunno

Actually did something different.



His fingers had moved without any intervention from his higher brain, and it wasn’t until his thumb was hovering over the Send button that he realized that starting off his reply with sorry was probably a bad way to go.

That, and it sounds like you’re letting things slam into you again.

…true, but also he wanted Jennifer to slam into him—

Not like that, Ash, shut up.

—she was important, was in his top…three? …definitely top five, at least—

How often are you making it all the way down to five, these days?

He winced.

In the end, he spent a full two hours composing his reply—

(Or perhaps it would have been more accurate to say he spent a full two hours trying to compose his reply, because he threw away every single thing his brain came up with, and his hundredth version was honestly no better than his first, was sent because even a terrible, clumsy answer was less awful by that point than no answer at all, no matter what Ms. Palmano had to say.)


hey

Hey yourself.

so i was thinking about how you said like

“do something else”

…

yeah so

what if i said like

instead of “sorry”

uh

“give me a minute”

like i feel like an asshole bc

i think maybe i am being an asshole

to you

but i think its gonna be like

at least two more days

before i can stop

and like

sry

but

dear Jennifer, do u hate it

What a fascinating question to receive at ten o’clock at night on a Thursday.

…

What’s going to be different in two days?

(Just so I understand what you’re asking, here.)

ok shit

maybe like four days

shit

Mmm hmm.

(I’ll be real, this is super annoying and I do hate it but it IS better than radio silence so thanks for that at least.)

i just

i fucked up pretty bad

with someone else

and i think fixing that is like

number one on the list

Who?

guyler

Oh, right, from last week. He’s still mad?

yeah i think so

…points for just answering instead of hemming and hawing forever.

i thougt u liked mysteries

Mysteries, yes. Brick walls, not so much.

fair

So Guyler’s ahead of me on the list, then.

uh

Am I at least next in line?

UH

ill come over to ur house rn if u want

sneek in ur window

My window’s on the second floor, doofus.

ok but im like

REAL good at climbing

The grand gesture is sweet and all but what I actually want is a boyfriend.

Mom thinks I should break up with you.

I don’t want to agree with her, but like.

“Come on, man.”



•   •   •

Conor threaded his way through the magnolia, heading for the pipe, trying and trying and trying to think.

She probably should break up with you, tbh.

He shimmied out to the very edge, one hand holding the next branch above, the other resting against the rough brick of the auditorium wall.

Like, it’s not like you’re getting any better.

He wrapped his hands around the cold metal and jumped, planting his feet against the wall, the branch tearing upward past him.

But she said she liked me.

Up, and up, and up.

She probably does like you. But like. You’re not giving her much to work with.

(It was the list, the list, the fucking list, he was getting better, he could at least see it happening, now, but apparently he wasn’t getting better fast enough—)

He had left for Ashleigh’s house around 10:30, as soon as it was clear that he wasn’t going to be able to fall asleep without thinking of something to say to Jennifer and he wasn’t going to be able to think of something to say from inside the cage of his bedroom. He’d thrown pebbles at the other boy’s window until it opened, Ashleigh groggy and rubbing his eyes.

“Bat signal?” the other boy had yawned.

“You don’t have to come with,” Conor had said. “Just…”

“I’m coming, I’m coming. Give me a minute to put on some clothes.”

They had biked to campus, Conor’s limbs vibrating with nervous energy, Ashleigh three-quarters asleep and asking no questions. They’d stashed the bikes by the outer wall, climbed in at the corner by the high school, and gone straight up onto the rooftops.

“So,” Ashleigh had said, after ten minutes of restless exploration. “We gonna, I dunno. Talk about it?”

“Yeah,” Conor had answered. “But not yet.”

(Because how, how, how could he say it to Ashleigh, putting it all into words in a way that wouldn’t make the other boy bleed was its own whole challenge and Conor didn’t have time for that on top of the other thing. He had to think, first—and apparently, it was the kind of thinking where he had to be in motion, had to be sweating, needed contact with the world—the real world, the one that existed outside of his head. He needed space, distance, perspective—)

“The fuck?” Ashleigh had said, when he’d turned toward the magnolia. “It’s dark.”

“I’m not going to do it.”

Ashleigh had yawned again, then—yawned mightily, his jaw making a popping sound.

“You swear?” he asked, blearily.

“Swear.”

“You’re not fucking with me?”

“I just want to be up there. To think. I’m not going to jump.”

His best friend squinted at him, suspicious.

“Dragonbone pact, or whatever the shit.”

“Hey, show some fucking respect.”

Ashleigh had watched him slip into the tree, had said he would climb down and wait by the roots, would rest his eyes a little or maybe dream about fucking Conor’s mom, could go either way, really.

And then he had slouched off into the darkness, and Conor had shifted into the other world, the sensible one—had moved and thought and moved and thought, trying to sort out all of the things that felt broken, all of the things he’d been telling himself he absolutely had to fix.

Like Timothy, who still seemed at least sort of his fault, sort of his responsibility. But Timothy didn’t want his help, did not agree that he was broken.

Or like Devon, who was reshaping the school around them, who hadn’t come right out and said he was behind the camera war but he sure wasn’t stopping it, either, and it seemed like he probably could, or could at least help.

Or like Oliver, who he hadn’t been able to save in the bathroom, or Nolan, who had disappeared from their lunch table, Conor hadn’t seen him or his brother in weeks, there were so many threads, so many things he’d been meaning to get to, meaning to take care of, Ms. Palmano was right, it was too much, he had to—to—to let some of them go. To let some of them slide, at least. Not in the Ashleigh way, but by admitting, acknowledging—by letting himself live in the real world, the one where he only had two hands, where he made mistakes, where he could get a blowjob from Jennifer but it might mean completely forgetting that he was supposed to meet Guyler and the next time something like that happened it might break something that he wouldn’t be able to fix.

Next time? It’s happening right now.

Guyler still hadn’t spoken to him since the driveway, that first morning. Conor had gone over to the other boy’s house half a dozen times, by now, and the rift still wasn’t healed.

And that was the point, really. That was the thing his teacher had been trying to get him to see.

There will always be a lot going on.

The way to stop being reactive was to stop reacting—to choose his targets, and go for them, and ignore everything else, Jennifer was never lower than third on his list and that was pretty high, actually, but not when he only had two hands, not if he didn’t actually work his way down that far. Not if he kept letting every new thing jump the line, first first first first first.

(He pulled himself over the edge, over the top, was now up, at the highest point in the school, up where the air was clear and the sky was huge, the moonlight shattering across the frosted gravel, every shadow cold and stark.)

But what will I actually say to her, I don’t have anything to say—

Start with ‘I’m sorry.’

But she’s tired of that, she’s heard that a billion times—

Then how about ‘You’re right.’

Conor pulled out his phone, hesitated—

In person.

In person was better, would be better. In person, he could show her that he meant it, could actually be present the way she had pointed out he usually wasn’t.

Slipping his phone into his pocket, he stepped forward, toward Binder’s Gap.

Ten minutes.

He could spend ten minutes up here, without being too much of a dick to Ashleigh. Was not going to jump it (he had promised) but could at least look at it, think about it, roll it around. Ten minutes, and then he’d go back down the pipe, and meet the other boy under the magnolia, and they could decide from there what to do next.

Go home, probably.

And then—starting tomorrow—he would focus on Jennifer. Jennifer first. And then Ashleigh, and Guyler.

And—

And that’s it, probably.

The rest of it could wait, for once.

He passed the midpoint of the roof, his shoes whispering softly against the shingle, the narrow path where he’d nudged the stones aside. The Gap looked bigger, in the dark—wilder, more full of magic. The moon was high in the sky, and the scars where he had landed—where Ashleigh had landed—were thick and black, like calligraphy.

He bent down, picked up a stone—

—and froze.

There were sounds happening behind him, sounds he had heard exactly once before.

Fuck.

He turned, just in time to see the trapdoor opening, the trapdoor was opening, someone was coming through—

Stuck, he was stuck at the edge, was out in the open, was twenty feet away from the nearest thing to hide behind and didn’t have enough of a runup to make the jump, should he try it anyway, should he go for it now, run back to the middle of the roof and turn around before it was—

Too late.

A figure emerged from the trap door, dressed in thick, heavy clothes, wearing a snug wool hat. A large figure—a high schooler at least, and probably an actual adult.

Then a second figure.

Then a third.

Six of them, in all.

Not teachers. Not cops.

“—this fucking shit, so we can get out of this fuckin’ crackerbox. Cold as a bitch—”

“Seriously, hop to, dipshit.”

One of the figures shoved another, sending it stumbling across the gravel.

“It’s over here,” said the figure that had stumbled. “Right here, man, I’m telling you, eighteen ounces dried—”

(Somewhere in the back of Conor’s mind, there was laughter.)

“Shut up and grab it, fuckface. We ain’t here to hear you talk about it.”

That voice—

It wasn’t familiar, exactly, Conor didn’t know it, but it was like he had known it, once. Like the voice of somebody who’d moved away, years ago—

“Yo, what the fuck?”

“Hey, check it out—”

—and there it was. They had seen him, were turning toward him.

The pipe.

If he could get to the pipe—if he could get around them, dodge them, use the scattered objects on the rooftop to keep them off of him—

“Yo, who the fuck are you?”

Conor tensed—

“Ah, ah. I wouldn’t.”

There was a shifting of shadows, and suddenly one of the figures was holding a gun, the moonlight gleaming on black metal, the barrel pointed not quite in Conor’s direction.

Conor froze.

“Yo, motherfucker. Identify.”

Conor opened his mouth, tried to speak, could not make any sound come out. He felt warmth on his leg, realized he had wet himself again.

“It’s some fucking kid, man, look.”

“Twelve o’goddamn clock, what the fuck is a kid doing up—”

“Hey. It’s not here.”

The last voice was loud, cutting.

“Eh?”

“Fucker lied to us, there’s no product.”

“I didn’t lie, I swear, I—”

There was a horrible sound like a hammer hitting a wet log.

“Shut the fuck up.”

The figure holding the gun had not moved, had stayed locked on Conor.

“Kid. Get over here.”

Conor tried, but his legs were still frozen, his muscles turned to glass.

“Bring him here.”

One of the figures stepped forward, came closer. A hand flashed out, wrapped around Conor’s upper arm, and pulled. He stumbled, almost fell, his feet churning as the figure dragged him forward.

(Oddly, his panic was fading, a kind of crystalline clarity emerging, as if there had been some sort of fog right where he’d been standing, and the figure had pulled him away from it.)

“Check the rest of the boxes,” said the figure with the gun. “Fuckin’ mouth breather probably just forgot which one he stashed it in.”

“I didn’t—”

Another dull hammer thud, this one followed by a quiet whimper. The figure holding Conor’s arm let him go, leaving him standing just a few feet away from the gun-wielder.

The gun-wielder tucked the gun into his belt.

“Who are you?” he asked.

His voice was low, and deep, and tired, almost resigned.

Conor worked his jaw loose, tried to draw moisture back into his mouth.

“Conor,” he croaked.

(Off to the side, one of the figures poking around the various fans and A/C units stiffened.)

“Conor who?”

“Moreton.”

“The fuck you doing up here on this roof in the middle of the night, Conor Moreton?”

“I—”

Again there was laughter somewhere in the back of Conor’s head. The real answer was simple, was straightforward, but they wouldn’t believe it, it didn’t sound like the sort of thing that was true—

“He must’ve took it!” said the fucking mouth breather, collapsed in the gravel, a hand pressed to his forehead. “He—he came up here to steal it!”

(The laughter in Conor’s head grew louder, wilder.)

The gun-wielder sighed. “Ayo, D.G., you got that bat?”

“Bet,” said the almost-familiar voice.

(The figure it belonged to was smaller than the others, slighter, though still towering over Conor.)

“Snigs. Next time you open your goddamn mouth without being told to do so, D.G. here’s gonna hit a triple in your gut. You do it again, kneecap. After that, it’s your fucking face. You hear me?”

Silence.

The gun-wielder turned back to Conor. “Fuck you doing up here, kid?”

“I was—”

Conor swallowed, his throat like sandpaper. His brain was not working well enough to try lying.

“I was thinking about jumping.”

The gun-wielder’s head rocked back. “You fuckin’ came up here to off yourself?”

Conor shook his head. “No, I—”

He gestured, pointing at the twin paths slicing through the gravel, clearly visible in the moonlight. “To jump to the other roof,” he explained. “To the gym.”

“Bullshit.”

“I can prove it.”

“I don’t know what the fuck that means but I advise you not to move a goddamn muscle.”

Conor swallowed again. “I mean you can go see,” he said. “It—you can see where I landed. In the gravel. When I did it last time.”

“Prop?”

“Yeah?” said one of the other figures.

“Go look over the edge of this roof and tell me what you see. On the other rooftop.”

The figure moved.

“Could be,” he called out. “I mean. I ain’t no expert. But it sure does look like some footprints. Gravel’s all fucked up in about the right spot. And it’s in line with this line.”

The gun-wielder gave a low whistle. Another one of the figures nudged D.G., murmuring words that Conor couldn’t quite catch. “D…kid you…about? …Spiderman shit?”

(More wild, despairing laughter.)

“No product anywhere on this roof, cap,” called out another of the figures, closing a panel on one of the fans. “Smoke screen. Fucker lied to us.”

“I’m telling you, it was here! The kid must have—”

The thud was harsher this time, meatier, and there was a whoosh of breath, followed by violent retching, as the fucking mouth breather Snigs curled into a ball and D.G. raised the baseball bat back to his shoulder.

“You got a bag somewhere on your person, kid?” asked the gun-wielder, in the tone of an afterthought, a formality.

Conor shook his head.

“You throw one off the roof?”

“No.”

“Fuckin’ Snigs,” the gun-wielder muttered, under his breath. “Leaving two large of product on the roof of a goddamn school, what the fuck do you expect.” He turned his head, raised his voice. “Your shit didn’t get ganked by a middle schooler, asshole, some fucking contractor came up here and struck gold.”

The gun-wielder turned again. “D.G., this is your shit. How you want to handle this?”

D.G. shifted, his head turning, the moonlight shining past the hood of his jacket—

Of course.

(The laughter was almost hysterical, now.)

It was Devon Green.

“Kid,” Devon said, and Conor could hear it now, the half-familiar voice—Devon without the stage, without the mask, like he had sounded on the bus only somehow grimmer, emptier, more dangerous. The bat resting on his shoulder spun slowly as he twisted it in one hand. “How’d you get here?”

Kid—

Conor opened his mouth, tried to think of something to say, surely there was something he could say, surely Devon would help—had he not recognized Conor yet?

The older boy cleared his throat.

Answer the question.

“Bike,” Conor said. “…climbed.”

“Parents know you’re here?”

“I snuck out.”

Hey, maybe we should’ve lied about that one—

Devon’s gaze flickered toward the trapdoor, and then to Snigs, still wheezing on the gravel. “We could take him with us for a bit,” he said. “Impress upon him the need for discretion.”

The gun-wielder snorted, spat. “No,” he said. “I’m fucking tired. Whole shit is a wash, I’m not dragging it out. We deal with this and we go home.”

He fixed his gaze on Conor. “What do you think?” he asked, his voice now louder, colder. “Throw him off the fuckin’ roof?”

Conor’s heart leapt into his throat as sweat broke out across his entire body.

I’m fifteen feet away from the edge, now, if I turn, if I run, I can make it—

(But the gun.)

Devon’s face didn’t twitch, didn’t shift, was a mask of iron in the moonlight. “Not really feeling it, cap. Seems a bit overkill. Ain’t like he knows shit, even if he’s inclined to talk.”

“Still,” the gun-wielder said idly. “Loose fuckin’ ends.”

Conor could feel himself panicking, unraveling—

Don’t white out, do not white out, you can not afford to white out they will KILL you—

“Devon,” he said, his voice trembling. “Please—”

The older boy exploded into motion, terrifyingly fast. The bat slammed down onto the gravel, sending up sparks, making Conor jump, and by the time his feet touched down, Devon was in his face, surging forward, pressing, looming.

“The fuck you say, motherfucker?” he snarled, his eyes burning in the moonlight. “You say something to me? You say somebody’s name?”

Conor staggered back a step, then another, and then another, a tiny part of his brain trying to track how close he was getting to the edge while the rest came apart in shreds and terror.

“What’s my name, bitch?” Devon demanded. “You know me? You fucking know me? Who the fuck am I?”

Conor opened his mouth. “I—”

The bat slammed into the gravel again, this time close enough that Conor felt the sting of shrapnel in the skin of his neck, his jaw.

“Who am I, cocksucker?” Devon repeated. “You sounded like you knew somebody. Say it, motherfucker, what’s my name?”

“I—I don’t know—”

—what you want, he had been going to say, I don’t know what you want from me, but the older boy put a hand flat on his chest and shoved him back still further. “Fuckin’ right, asshole,” he said, cutting Conor off. “You don’t know who the fuck I am. You don’t know shit.”

Devon turned, looked back at the gun-wielder, nostrils flared, chest heaving. “I say we just roll, cap,” he growled. “Get the fuck out of here. Conor fuckin’ Moreton ain’t planning on telling nobody shit.”

Slowly—too slowly—Conor’s brain was putting it together, realizing his mistake, the window of opportunity he had almost accidentally slammed shut, the threat that Devon was now making. He opened his mouth—

No. Say nothing. Do nothing.

The gun-wielder was studying him, his own eyes cold.

“Nah,” he said, sounding almost bored. “Not convinced.” He drew the gun from his belt again, holding it down low, one finger tapping on the side of the trigger guard. “Kid doesn’t look scared enough, to me.”

Conor had never been more scared in his entire life.

“—what’s to stop him following us, or trying to call the cops?”

Devon shrugged. “Easy fix for that,” he said.

And then he turned, and swung the bat, and there was pain.

•   •   •

What were you expecting?

…honestly, not this.

Broken, his arm was almost certainly broken, was a roaring maelstrom of pain and had already begun to swell from shoulder to elbow.

The six figures were gone, had disappeared at some point, gone back through the trapdoor and left him there alone. And now it was cold, and getting colder, and Conor could barely think, could barely see, had at some point thrown up on himself and was curled up into a tiny ball, trying not to move.

Ashleigh, call Ashleigh, Ashleigh is right down there—

No, don’t call him, they’ll see him, they’ll get him—

You have to WARN him—

But it was too much, was too hard to move. He managed to uncurl himself, throwing up again in the process, the pain flaring back into white fire, only to realize that his phone was gone, that they had taken it, must have taken it out of his pocket while his brain was offline.

What were you expecting?

Not this, not this, not this, not this—

Broken. His arm was broken.

And—

And—

And he was stuck up here, he wasn’t going anywhere, he was going to die, of hypothermia and shock, except no he wasn’t, that wouldn’t happen, that couldn’t happen—

(Guyler’s blood staining the sidewalk, a would-be rapist screaming and screaming—)

(That was when he realized that he was screaming, that he had been screaming the whole time, or keening anyway, a sort of strangled, animal squeal that filled the air with every breath, cutting through the silence, my god, this hurt, it hurt so bad, he’d never felt anything this painful before in his entire life.)

Just paint. Just paint. Just paint, just paint, just paint, just paint, just paint—

“Conor?”

Ashleigh.

“Conor!”

The sound of shoes tearing through gravel, and then his best friend’s face in the moonlight, bloodless and trembling.

Okay…

…safe now.

Conor let go, and disappeared.


Chapter 16Caught


September 1st, 6:35PM

“Look, just answer me one question, okay?”

“Conor, can we please—”

“I came with you, didn’t I? We’re nice and cozy and safe and the big scary Gap is aaaaallll the way over there.”

“Sit down.”

“Sitting down is not going to change anything.”

“It’ll change how much I feel like I gotta be ready to tackle your crazy ass.”

“Fine, whatever, I’m sitting. Happy?”

“Happier, anyway.”

“Man, what is with you today?”

“You just tried to run off the goddamn roof.”

“A, no I did not, give me a goddamn break, and B, do you really actually think we can’t handle it?”

“Conor.”

“Ashleigh. I’m serious. If you had to—”

“Conor.”

“If you had a reason, something more important than being a little bitch—”

“What’s with you today, geez?”

“—if Timothy was over there, on fire, or like—like if somebody had a gun, or whatever, and they told you to, I think you’d just do it and it would be fine and I think you know that.”

“Conor.”

“Admit it. You can do it, and you know it.”

“Conor, why is this so goddamn important all of a sudden?”

“Because we’re ready, Ash. We can do this. It’s time.”

“I’m not ready.”

“Because you’re scared.”

“Yeah, dude! We covered that already. I’m not, like, hiding it.”

“But you’re wrong.”

“What?”

“You’re wrong to be scared. You can do this.”

“So what? There’s tons of stuff I can do that I’m not going to do.”

“So you admit it.”

“Conor—”

“You admit it, yeah? That it’s just ’cause you’re scared? It’s not because you actually think you can’t do it.”



•   •   •

A tiny pain, sharp but not piercing, a flashlight on the edge of a supernova.

“Conor. Can you feel that?”

He wasn’t awake. Not really. But he could hear, sort of. See, sort of. Knew that it was cold, and dark, and that Ashleigh was with him.

“Conor, come on, man, answer me.”

The tiny pain came again, like someone digging a rock into his skin.

“Yeah,” Conor said.

“Where is it?”

That one was harder, but—

“Thumb.”

“Okay. That’s good, okay? That’s real good. Just—just hang in there.”

“What’s—”

“Shhh, don’t worry. You’re going to be okay. I’ve got you.”

•   •   •

“—the big blue one, yeah. And like—fuck, I don’t know, five hundred feet, maybe—”

Still dark. Still cold. Ashleigh was close—close enough that Conor could feel him, smell him, but his voice was far away, somehow, far away and only halfway comprehensible.

“—my sweatshirt and some pants. Don’t fuck with me, just do it.”

The pain in his arm was vast, enormous, almost all-consuming. But there was a tiny sliver of space for other things, a narrow corona of awareness around the otherwise total eclipse.

“Ashleigh?” he said weakly.

There was the crunch of gravel, and instantly the other boy was at his side, face shadowed in the fading moonlight. “Hey, Batman,” the other boy said softly. “What’s up?”

“What’s…?”

“We’re on the roof, still, buddy. You got hurt. We’re—I’m gonna take care of you.”

“Why are you…naked?”

“You were cold, so I wrapped you up in my jacket. See? Can you see my jack—no, don’t move, stay still, just…look.”

Conor looked, realizing for the first time that he was on his back, lying on his back on the gravel, his head pointed up at the deep black of the night sky.

“Hurts,” he said thickly.

“I know, buddy. I know. But it’s gonna be okay.”

•   •   •

There were more voices this time—voices arguing.

“—not stupid, all right?”

“You sure? Because by my watch, it’s been like forty-five minutes—”

“Timothy. We can do this.”

And then another presence, closer, softer, quieter—

“Conor? Can you hear me?”

A voice he knew, a voice he had heard before—

“Drink this,” the voice said.

(She said. It was a girl.)

“Slowly, okay?”

She pressed something to his lips, and warmth trickled into him, snaking its way down into his body, branching and branching until it was too thin to feel.

“Check his pulse again.”

Ashleigh’s voice, far away, and then there were fingers pressing against his wrist, a white-hot slice of pain in his arm—

“Sorry! Sorry, sorry, so sorry, Conor, I’ll—Timothy, can you bring me the tape?”

Gentle hands on his shoulders, on the back of his head, lifting him up, carefully holding his arm in place. The sound of duct tape tearing, and then tugging, pressure—

“Easy, buddy. This might hurt a little bit, but you’re okay. We’re just taping your arm down so it doesn’t flop around and hurt worse, okay?”

More pain.

Conor sank back below the surface.

•   •   •

“—get all this?”

“Maddie and Julia went to Walmart.”

“Who?”

“Isabella’s sister Maddie, and her friend Julia. Jennifer’s sister.”

“You looped in—”

“Look, you said to get it done, we’re getting it done. Get off my dick, all right? It’s already almost two o’clock—”

•   •   •

“—gotta be fucking kidding me—”

“What’s the problem? Weren’t you literally just saying four would be better than three?”

•   •   •

This time, the awakening was sharper, clearer, the world only three-quarters fog.

Timothy.

That was Timothy’s voice he had been hearing, fighting with Ashleigh. He was still on the roof—they were all still on the roof. There was cloth under his head, and a heavy blanket draped over him. Under it, he could feel that his arms had been folded across his chest like a mummy, were held in place by something snug, something that wrapped around his torso like a straitjacket. His feet were elevated, resting on a soft object that he couldn’t see, another blanket or a towel or something. The moon was gone, and the stars were bright and piercing.

“Hey.”

Conor turned his head—

Guyler?

And—and—Isabella, that was it, that was her name. Timothy’s girlfriend, the soft voice he’d heard earlier—

“Easy, easy.”

Isabella lifted a dark shape. “Are you thirsty?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

She pressed the shape to his lips, and for the second time he tasted—

“Is that…hot Gatorade?”

“Ashleigh said electrolytes. Are you cold?”

He was.

“Maddie brought heat packs,” Guyler said quietly. “We’re gonna stick them on you, okay? They’ll start getting hot in two minutes. We gotta move you a bit. It’ll probably hurt.”

Sounds of paper tearing, peeling. Gentle hands again, turning his head, patches of tape going onto his neck, his forehead. They rolled him onto his side, and put more patches under his shirt, on his back, his belly.

“Go ahead and use them all up,” Guyler murmured. “And check his pulse again while you’re at it.” And then, to Conor: “Are your legs cold? Can you feel your toes?”

“Yeah. I mean, yes, I can feel them.”

“Cold?”

“I’m okay.”

“Can you feel the fingers on your left hand?”

He could.

“Pulse still around eighty,” Isabella said. “Doesn’t feel weird or weak or anything.”

“Do you know where you are?” Guyler asked.

“Auditorium. On the roof. How did—”

“Shh, not right now.”

“What’s going on?”

“We’re getting you down. So we can call 911 without summoning a shitstorm.”

Conor absorbed this.

“How?” he asked.

Guyler shook his head. “Not your job,” he said.

“But—”

“Do you trust me?”

Conor nodded.

“And you trust Ashleigh?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, well, Timothy doesn’t trust either of us, and we’re not doing anything until he’s on board, too.”

•   •   •

“We’re not gonna make it. It’s like three forty-five.”

“How long do you think this is actually gonna take, once we get him moving?”

•   •   •

Again, hands lifting him, turning him, resettling him.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Your mom,” Ashleigh murmured. “What’s eight times eight?”

“What?”

“Eight times eight, do you remember?”

“Don’t ask him a fucking math question, that’s not going to give us any—”

“Conor,” interrupted Guyler’s voice. “What day is it?”

“It—”

He tried to remember.

“Thursday,” he said. “Thursday night. I guess—I guess Friday morning.”

“How’s his pulse?”

“Fine.”

“Still not sweating?”

Fingers probing at his cheek, his neck.

“Cold but not clammy.”

“Conor, can you feel the fingers in your left hand?”

“…no.”

“No?”

“No.”

He saw Timothy and Ashleigh exchanging glances, felt a shiver of fear.

“We said we’d call if his fingers went numb.”

“Yeah, but at this point, it’s not like they’d be able to get him down any faster. We’re almost there. Fifteen minutes, tops.”

Guyler’s face appeared in his field of view. “We’re going to tape you to the board, now,” he said, as if Timothy and Ashleigh weren’t there, hadn’t spoken. “You’re not going to be able to move at all, okay? It’s so you don’t fall off.”

Time passed.

“You still with us?”

Conor nodded.

“We’re going to turn you upside down. To make sure. It might—your arm might hurt when we do it. We tried to tape you down as snug as we could, but there might be some pressure. Scream if you have to.”

•   •   •

“Okay,” said Guyler. “We have a plan. We think it’s solid. You’d be on the ground in about three minutes, and then we can call 911. Ready to hear it?”

Conor nodded.

“You’re taped and tied to a board. That board has six ropes coming off it. They’re wrapped up around some pipes up here on the roof, just to make extra sure. I’ve got one, Ashleigh’s got one, Timothy’s got one, Isabella’s got one. One of them goes to Holt and Eddie, in the tree.”

Holt?

And Eddie?

“The last one goes to Jennifer. She’s down on the ground, waiting for you. With her sister and Isabella’s sister and some of Timothy’s people. Sam Marlin is down there, too. We’re gonna slide you over the edge, feet first. Ashleigh says you weigh about a hundred pounds. We already picked you up, remember? When we turned you upside down?”

He remembered.

“So you’re not too heavy. With the board and the ropes, it’s maybe thirty, thirty-five pounds for each of us, okay? One really full backpack. We’re going to let you down bit by bit, and the other ropes are going to make sure you don’t scrape against the bricks.”

Conor tried to visualize it.

“We’re not going to do this unless you say it’s okay. If you want, we’ll call 911 from up here and let the grownups figure out how to get you down. But we’re pretty sure we got this. We already used the ropes to pull up some stuff that was heavier than you, just to make absolutely sure we could handle it.”

Conor thought for a moment.

“Ash,” he said.

Ashleigh’s face appeared beside Guyler’s.

“Conor.”

“I’m scared.”

“I know.”

The two boys looked at each other.

But if we call the grownups while you’re up here on the roof…

“Ash,” Conor repeated.

“I got you,” Ashleigh whispered. “I won’t let you fall.”

“None of us will,” said Guyler, his voice iron.

•   •   •

A moment of vertigo, the feeling of a rollercoaster sliding over the crest, and then—

Weightlessness.

Conor drifted through the air, bobbing softly, mostly upright, his body sagging downward against what must have been three or four whole rolls of duct tape. He could see the leaves of the magnolia tree, the roofs of the electives building, the office, the courtyard beyond.

Down.

Down.

Down.

And then there was the ground, and on the ground was Jennifer, her face filling his vision, the smell of bubble gum in her hair.

“It’s okay,” she said. “We got you.”

•   •   •

“Are you sure?”

Conor nodded. “I’m sure,” he said. “Help me up.”

Hands—so many hands—more than a dozen hands touching him, lifting him, steadying him. He felt his legs tremble as they took his weight for the first time in hours, felt everyone’s eyes on him, took a deep breath. He felt sick, dizzy, weak.

But he was standing.

“I’m okay,” he said.

Guyler stepped in front of him, his face flat and serious in the light of someone’s phone.

“Tell me again,” he said.

“I’m okay,” Conor repeated. “I can walk.”

“So we’re skipping the whole ambulance thing, then, right?” said one of the high school girls, the one Conor was pretty sure was Jennifer’s older sister. “If he’s good enough to walk then I can just drive him to the hospital.”

“And me,” Guyler said.

Jennifer’s hand slipped into his, squeezed.

“Timothy,” said Ashleigh. “Can your crew—”

“Yeah, we’ll take care of it.”

“Don’t forget we left our bikes—”

“I said we got it. Get him out of here.”

Conor looked out at the sea of faces.

He didn’t even recognize a third of them.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

•   •   •

It was coming up on 5AM by the time they turned into the parking lot of the regional medical center. Conor was in the back seat, sandwiched between Jennifer and Ashleigh, still covered in duct tape and heat pads, still wearing Ashleigh’s clothes over his own. The heavy blue blanket they had used to wrap him up on the roof, that usually lived on the Falhanner couch, stretched across all three of them, cozy and familiar.

“Thanks for the ride,” Conor said, as Julia pulled into a shadowed space in the far corner of the lot, as Ashleigh and Jennifer began unfolding themselves from the car. His voice was still unsteady, took extra effort to keep from cracking. “And—and for everything.”

He had pieced together most of it, but Ashleigh had confirmed it all in quiet murmurs as they drove through the empty streets between the school and the hospital.

He had heard Conor’s strangled screams, found him cold and shaking on the roof, had been unable to get him to talk. Had taken off his jacket and pants and put them on Conor to keep him warm, tucked his t-shirt under Conor’s head.

Then he’d called Timothy, and Holt.

Holt had called Eddie, and Sam Marlin.

Timothy had called a lot of people.

“Yeah, I don’t know,” Ashleigh had said, as they drove toward the hospital. “I think there were like four or five of them, plus Isabella and her sister. Maddie, I think her name is—”

“It’s Maddie,” Jennifer confirmed.

“I kinda got the sense they were Timothy’s mask crew. The only one I recognized was Trevor Shattuck.”

Conor had glanced over at Jennifer beside him, at Guyler riding shotgun, to see if either of them had any reaction to the phrase mask crew. But if they did, they gave no outward sign.

There had been no rope in the Falhanner home, nor at Holt’s or Isabella’s. Sam had brought a pair of 100-foot heavy-duty outdoor extension cables, but that had been it, and that had not been enough.

So Maddie had woken Jennifer’s sister, Julia, who had a car and a driver’s license. The two high schoolers had gone together to the 24-hour Walmart over in Grantville, taking Jennifer with them, and bought five hundred feet of climbing rope.

And adhesive heat pads.

And glowsticks.

And walkie-talkies.

And five rolls of duct tape.

And a sled made of hard, molded plastic—the board they had taped him to—with handles for them to loop the ropes through.

(And a box of s’mores Pop Tarts. Jennifer was still something at him, the two of them were not okay, but she had put one in his mouth after they had finished cutting him loose and it had tasted like Christmas.)

“Don’t sweat,” Julia said from the driver’s seat, as Conor carefully slid his way out of the back, letting Ashleigh do more than half of the heavy lifting. “Just—if you ever feel like being mean to my sister, don’t. I kept all the rope, and I think there’s still a roll of duct tape left, too.”

Conor smiled weakly.

Timothy had come straight to the school, had been the first of the rescuers to arrive, had biked to East Binder with a blanket larger than he was wrapped around his shoulders and a bag of extra clothes for Ashleigh strapped to his chest. Isabella had biked, too, pausing just long enough to microwave a quart of Gatorade and pour the steaming liquid into a thermos.

(“I Googled shock,” Ashleigh explained. “What to look out for, what to do. So we’d know if we needed to abort.”)

They had checked his pulse every couple of minutes, and Isabella had kept an eye on his breathing. The internet had said that it could be very bad if Conor’s fingers went numb, but thankfully it hadn’t been a big problem, hadn’t been nerve damage or compartment syndrome, had only come on in the final half-hour and had gone away as soon as they cut off the tape holding his arm in place.

Timothy had followed Ashleigh’s instructions on how to get to the roof, so that Conor would not be left alone, even for a minute—had done the entire climb, by himself, in the dark, for the very first time, with no help or guidance. Had gone back down, when his friends arrived, and had done it again, tying an extension cord to the bottom of the pipe so that Isabella could climb straight up, bypassing the shed and the awning and the magnolia.

And then—seemingly out of nowhere—Guyler Stevens had appeared, a crucial fourth pair of hands. Apparently Jennifer had called him while still at the Walmart—had overheard Isabella checking in, saying that she didn’t know what they were going to do since no one else present was willing to brave the ascent.

The other boy had said nothing at all in the car during the long, quiet drive, said next to nothing on the rooftop. But it had been Guyler who had suggested the fifth and sixth ropes, so that Conor wouldn’t be bouncing and scraping against the wall the whole way down.

(And it had been Holt and Eddie in the tree, Jennifer and Sam on the ground, who’d held them.)

And then they’d sent Conor over the edge, and by the time they freed him from the sled and helped him to his feet, the roof team had already thrown down all of the ropes, all of the cables. Ashleigh had been the last one down the pipe, had undone the final knot so that there was no sign they had ever been there, no sign at all. And there had been so many of them standing around, in that final moment—

(Conor still wasn’t sure what Timothy’s five silent friends had even done, how they had contributed, maybe they had just been there, just in case—extra hands, extra eyes, extra hearts.)

Dear Conor, how many people do you think would stick their necks out for you?

He would have guessed three, maybe four (not counting his parents). But over a dozen of them had come. Had come in the middle of the night—had snuck out of their houses at one in the morning on a school night, risking grounding or worse—had come together and pulled off an insane, impossible stunt…

(We did it! Eddie had whooped, and Conor hadn’t even felt like strangling him.)

“Yo, you hanging in there?” Ashleigh murmured, wrapping a steadying hand around Conor’s unbroken arm as he staggered.

“Yeah,” Conor breathed. “It’s just—”

A lot.

It had been a lot, and the pain was still overwhelming, was only taking up half of his brain now instead of virtually all of it but half was a lot. Conor felt like he was running twice as hard as usual just to keep up half the usual pace.

“—we should get me inside pretty quick, I think.”

Jennifer came around the back of the car, drew him into a careful hug—

“Hey, whoa, no,” came Ashleigh’s voice. “The fuck do you think you’re doing?”

They pulled apart, surprised, only to see that Ashleigh was not looking at them, was looking at Guyler, who had exited the car and was standing on the sidewalk, hands in his pockets, breath misting in the lamplight.

He said nothing. Only shrugged, as if to say isn’t it obvious?

“The whole point of having Julia drop us off way the fuck out here is so that nobody else has to get in tr—”

“Let him come,” Conor croaked.

There was a sour sort of silence.

“Whatever,” Ashleigh said, in a voice that was halfway between a sigh and a snarl.

“Good luck,” Jennifer whispered, before drifting backward.

(She hadn’t kissed him, not once.)

And then she got in the car, and Ashleigh pulled out his phone, tapping roughly at the screen. He cleared his throat, shot one more glare at Guyler, then took a deep breath, his shoulders settling.

“Mr. Moreton?” he said. “Hi—yeah, it’s me. Listen—sorry to call so early, but, um. You’re going to be mad, but—everything’s okay, okay? Conor’s fine. I mean, he’s not fine, but…yeah. Yeah. We’re at the hospital, about to check in.”

•   •   •

The arm was broken.

There were looks of deep suspicion when the three boys first walked through the doors unchaperoned, but scarcely more than ten minutes passed before Conor’s parents stormed into the waiting room, and given that they had clearly snuck out—

(As opposed to being systematically neglected.)

—it seemed unlikely that child protective services would be called. For a while, everything was chaos, an endless parade of hospital staff, nurses checking his vitals and taking X-rays and putting in IVs and feeding him drugs. They numbed his arm, reset the bone, then wrapped it tight with gauze and sealed the gauze inside a cast and put the cast inside a sling.

And then—just like that—it was over. They bundled him into the back seat of his mother’s car, Ashleigh and Guyler on either side of him, his father riding in the passenger seat. They left the hospital and headed—

Oh. Right.

—for East Binder, right back toward East Binder, it was almost eight o’clock and Guyler and Ashleigh, at least, were not off the hook, were going to attend school just like they were supposed to, just like normal—

“We haven’t got our uniforms,” Ashleigh protested weakly.

“And just imagine,” Conor’s mother replied, her voice like dry ice. “You might have to do a whole detention about it.”

The rest of the drive wasn’t any better. There were questions, and lies, and threats and promises (Guyler and Ashleigh were not spared). The three boys were contrite, and respectful, the two adults restrained but clearly not buying it. The whole thing had the feel of a cold war one misstep away from turning hot.

And then they were there, pulling into the front circle along with the rest of the stragglers. And then Ashleigh and Guyler were getting out of the car, leaving Conor exposed on both sides, and it was just going to be him, just him and his parents with no one else—no one to serve as buffer, as witness—

(For a wild, incoherent moment, he thought that maybe he would jump out of the car himself, and make a run for it. But that was crazy.)

“Good luck,” Ashleigh whispered, leaning in and planting a kiss on Conor’s cheek.

Guyler said nothing, just stuck a fist out for Conor to bump.

And then the doors closed, and the car began to move.

“So,” Conor’s mother said quietly.

She doesn’t know, remember that she doesn’t know, she just thinks you snuck out early and hurt your arm being Batman—

“Where’s your phone?”

Conor blinked. “I don’t know,” he answered honestly. And then, less honestly: “It must have fallen out of my pocket when I f—when I hu—when I got hurt.”

Smooth.

“…and then I guess we just didn’t notice it, in the dark.”

“And by ‘we,’ you mean Ashleigh and Guyler.”

Yes? Because who else—

Except no, that wasn’t it, that wasn’t the reason for the peculiar emphasis she had put on those two particular names.

“It’s not their fault,” he said. “They weren’t even there when I got hurt.”

“Oh? And they knew to come how, then?”

Conor winced. “Okay, Ashleigh was with me, but it wasn’t—I mean, he didn’t—it was my idea to go out, you can ask him, I’m the one who dragged him into—”

“And then you broke your arm,” his mother said, cutting him off. “And lost your phone, and that’s when Ashleigh decided to call Guyler Stevens to come help.”

Conor felt a black hole forming in the back of his throat.

We really should’ve got our stories straight.

“I have to say,” Conor’s father said softly. “It’s…kind of not cool, how hard it feels like you’re working out a lie, right now.”

This time the wince was bigger.

“It was—”

Something true, he needed something true—

“I’ve been trying to get Ashleigh and Guyler to stop—”

“I cannot believe you are going to just—just brush past your father like that. Pretend like you didn’t hear what he said, just now.”

“Leslie,” his father said, his voice a strange mix of pleading and warning.

“Paul,” his mother shot back.

“Leslie, this isn’t the time for—think about what he’s just been through—”

“I’m in this car too, Paul. My feelings are here, too.”

Silence.

“I’m sorry,” Conor whispered.

“For?” his father asked. Gently, openly, sincerely…

…which only made Conor feel worse.

“I’m sorry I snuck out,” he said. “And—and I’m sorry I got hurt. Got myself hurt. That I didn’t—didn’t stay safe. And that I took too long, just now. To, um. Think.”

The words were like ash in his mouth.

“You will promise me,” his mother said. “You will promise me right now that you will not sneak out again, ever. You will promise me, and so help me god, Conor, if you say that you won’t and then you do anyway—”

“Leslie!”

“This isn’t a punishment, Paul, this is something he never had the right to in the first place.”

“We’ve never asked him not to sneak out.”

“We’ve never asked him not to rape chickens, either, but if we caught him doing that I think it would be reasonable to be upset.”

Another silence, long and awful like no silence Conor could remember.

“Please,” he whispered—

(Because he couldn’t say nothing.)

“—don’t.”

“Don’t ask you to make this promise?” his father asked, his voice once again quiet, once again calm. “Or don’t something else?”

(Conor’s mother said nothing, stared pointedly straight ahead over the steering wheel.)

“Don’t fight.”

The words barely managed to avoid coming out as a whimper.

There was a long silence.

“Conor,” his father said soberly, breaking the silence. “Your mother has made quite a few compromises, over the years, in how we’ve raised you. There are a lot of places where I’ve asked her to trust me, and she’s said okay, and for the most part I think we’re both pretty pleased with how you’ve turned out. But right now—right now, Conor, I think she’s scared, because this thing that just happened is pretty scary, Conor, you were out in the middle of the night, you don’t have your phone, I honestly don’t know what you were doing but whatever it was, you ended up with a broken arm and I think she’s thinking, how much worse would it have had to be, for it to have been a broken neck? Or worse?”

Conor looked in the rear-view mirror at his mother’s reflection, at her eyes that were refusing to meet his, that were glued to the road in front of them.

(Her knuckles were white, where they gripped the steering wheel.)

“I’m scared too, Conor,” his father said softly. “I wasn’t expecting this. I didn’t think this was the sort of thing I needed to worry about. I thought—”

He broke off.

“What?” Conor asked, after the pause had stretched out for a year.

“Conor, I honestly don’t want to say. It doesn’t seem like it’ll do any good.”

And now Conor felt like—like—

(He tried to do the thing his father had taught him, to feel his body and find words that felt like they matched, and there was nothing, the closest thing he could come up with was glass beads grinding against each other, the scream of glass on the verge of shattering—)

“What?” he repeated, because he had to, because he did not have any other choice at all, would not survive an hour of trying to imagine what it was that his father might have been about to say.

“I thought we could trust you,” his father said simply.

(Crying, Conor was crying now, but silently, the tears leaking down his cheeks.)

“I thought—I don’t know. I know we’re not—not your friends, I know you don’t put us in the same bucket as Ashleigh and Holt, but I thought we mattered to you enough that—”

One sob escaped.

“—I thought you might be—might be careful with yourself. For our sake, if nothing else. Because it matters to you, that we would be devastated if something happened to you.”

A minute passed in agony.

“The thing is,” his father began again, his voice even softer this time. “I think it does matter to you. I don’t think that what we’re learning here is that you don’t care, I think we’re learning that you didn’t think. That being safe—that it, I don’t know, slipped your mind, in the moment, while you were having too much fun. And that’s a different problem—”

His eyes flickered toward his wife.

“—that’s a different problem from callous disregard. Or—or willful defiance.”

Conor was in pieces, now, because what could he say, what could he do, his father had it all wrong, all backwards, but if he told them what had really happened—

He drew a blank.

He literally could not imagine it.

I wasn’t, he pleaded silently.

Because it did matter to him, actually, what his father felt, what his father believed about him, those things mattered to Conor, there wasn’t any way that he could actually explain but he still wanted his father to know. That he hadn’t been being reckless, had in fact been being extremely careful, that what he’d been doing had been safe, he’d been in a safe place, following all the rules, there was no way that he or anybody else could have predicted that out of nowhere would appear—

That’s why, another part of him said, cutting off the train of thought. That’s why people stay home in their houses at night. That’s why you were supposed to be at home.

Because—

(As his father often said, had said a thousand times, it was one of his catch phrases and for that reason Conor had never bothered to actually hear it.)

—nothing good happens outdoors after midnight.

It wasn’t true, wasn’t literally true, but the bad surprises outweighed the good ones, it was easy to see (now) (in hindsight) that something awful was bound to happen eventually, there was in fact a reason why he and Ashleigh had to sneak out when they wanted to run a night mission and it was exactly the reason you would think, boring and mundane and obvious.

“Grounded,” his mother said, breaking the silence. “Open-ended.”

Conor’s father threw her a look, but said nothing, did not object.

(Conor didn’t object, either.)

“I’ll leave it in your father’s hands to determine whether you should ever be allowed to see Ashleigh or Guyler ever again. It’s bad enough if they encouraged you to sneak out of the house and get yourself sent to the emergency room. If you’re telling the truth, and what actually happened is that your behavior dragged them out at four in the morning, that you somehow convinced them to put themselves in danger—”

She broke off, nostrils flaring. “I am, as your father might say, too close to the issue. I don’t know what on Earth I can possibly say to Linda and Christie—”

She broke off a second time. “Be thankful that arm is in a cast,” she said finally, her voice going flat. “Otherwise who knows what lengths I’d have to go to, to satisfy myself that you aren’t out there trying to break your own neck.”

Conor tried to think of something to say, and did not succeed.

They were almost home, had turned into their neighborhood, would be in the car for at most another minute or so—

“We love you, Conor,” his father said quietly. “We try pretty hard not to make that your problem. But—”

He shrugged. “We’re not perfect, either,” he said. “Hopefully, we’ve built up enough credit that you’ll be willing to forgive us what happens next. But if not—”

He looked up into the rear-view mirror, his eyes seeking Conor’s.

Conor had no choice but to let his eyes be found.

“Well. I think we’d both rather have you alive and furious with us, than to stand over your grave and wonder whether we should have done something differently. If that sounds, I don’t know, extreme…so was waking up at five in the morning to find out that our son was in the emergency room, when we would have sworn that he was safe and sound just down the hall.”

Conor was crying again, but he nodded.

•   •   •

He slept for eight hours.

•   •   •

Conor’s father knocked softly on the doorframe. The door was open—had not been allowed to be closed.

“You awake, bud?”

“Yes.”

“You’ve got a visitor.”

Conor sat up in bed.

His father was alone in the doorway.

“Waiting in the living room,” he explained. “I was trying to decide between sending him in here and letting you have your privacy, versus making you talk out there where I can hear. I’m not happy to even have to ask myself that question, and I’m even less happy to find myself seriously considering the fascist option.”

His mouth twisted, and Conor’s heart twisted with it.

“I’ve never parented an almost-teenager before,” he continued, his voice quiet, looking very, very tired. “I don’t know how this works. Can I just…ask you not to do anything in this conversation that you know would make me sad? Is that—I don’t know. Is that the sort of promise you would keep?”

Something inside of Conor tore, then—just a little, but he felt it.

“Yes,” he whispered.

I’m sorry, Dad, I didn’t mean it, I didn’t do it on purpose, I was trying to do something good—

“All right, then. Dear Conor, you have a visitor. I’ll send him in. Please don’t do anything that you know would make me sad.”

And then his father vanished from the doorway.

He didn’t actually make you promise, Ashleigh whispered.

Which was clearly not an accident, given that it was Conor’s father who had taught him to pay attention to things like that. He’d left out the binding part intentionally, left Conor with freedom of motion—

The freedom to hurt him, on purpose, if I want to.

(The tear inside of him widened.)

And then Timothy Falhanner walked into the room, carrying a small stack of books with a bright red folder on top—

—and on top of that, Conor’s phone.

The two boys looked at each other for a long, long moment.

“I told your parents Ashleigh went back and found it,” Timothy said.

But that wasn’t what had happened, was not what had really happened, Timothy had gotten the phone back from Devon, somehow—

“You want to tell me what the fuck is going on?” Timothy asked, his voice like knives on sandpaper.

“Where did you—”

“You obviously know where. Don’t jerk me around.”

Conor squeezed his eyes shut.

“I can still see you even if you can’t see me, you know.”

You’ve been letting every single problem just slam into you, slam into your heart, and you haven’t been telling any of them that it’s not their turn…

“Conor—”

“No.”

“What?”

“No.”

“No, I can’t see you, or no, you’re not going to—”

“Just no.”

“What do you—”

“No, Timothy. No. I can’t. No. Stop. Stop. No. No. No. No. No. No. No.”

Conor fell silent, his breath heavy and fast, like the pumping of a bellows. He waited, taut, trembling, for the other boy to ignore him, to say something anyway, bracing himself for the snap, the shatter, it would come any second now—

Silence.

Slowly—so slowly—the tension began to ease, a thousand pounds becoming only nine hundred ninety-nine, then nine hundred ninety-eight. Conor’s breath began to slow, the sudden glasslike quality of his thoughts softening into something slightly less brittle.

Any second now.

But still there was silence, and before long there was room for thought, it was now the case that Conor only needed to send ninety percent of the available power to shields, and could spare the rest for other things.

And then eighty.

And then seventy.

Slowly, he dared to try to think, as if he might in fact get away with it—as if he had the time, the space, to reach the end of a thought without getting knocked over halfway, he wasn’t sure that he did have it, was not certain that the miracle of Timothy’s patience would hold. But he was now okay-enough that if it didn’t, he would only lose the thought itself, and not his whole mind.

Okay.

Okay.

Start at the beginning.

Devon had given Timothy the phone.

Devon had given Timothy the phone, and Timothy was asking what the fuck, which meant that Devon had not told Timothy what the fuck—

“What did he tell you?” Conor asked, his eyes still closed, his brain still sending more than half of its power to the task of merely holding itself together.

“Just that you’d want this back,” said Timothy’s voice, out of the darkness. “But—”

Conor took in a deep breath, let it out.

And another.

“But he also texted me. Last night. About a minute before Ashleigh called.”

What.

“It said ‘you and your brother, auditorium roof, now, no police, one hundred each.’ I got up to wake up Ashleigh and he wasn’t in his room; I went down into the garage to see if his bike was still there and was just about to call him when he called me.”

“What did he mean, ‘one hundred each’?” Conor asked, pretty sure he already knew.

“Take a look.”

Conor opened his eyes.

Timothy was holding a fistful of twenties, fanned out like a hand of cards. Conor didn’t count, but there were about ten of them.

“Conor,” Timothy said—and in his voice there was a tone that Conor had heard before, that he knew intimately, but from the other side, from the inside—“how did Devon know?”

Conor didn’t answer.

“Conor, did Devon do this to you?”

Conor didn’t answer. Fast, it was happening too fast, if Conor gave the younger boy the answer he wanted he would do the wrong thing with it. Conor didn’t know what the right thing was, but he knew it was a narrow target, and he knew Timothy’s aim was poor.

“Conor—”

“Wait. Please.”

Again the miracle, the younger boy actually hearing, actually listening.

“Thank you,” Conor whispered, and then he tried to think.

Okay.

Devon.

(It was scary, turning his mind’s eye to look directly at the older boy. There was an animal terror writhing inside of him, now, a fear that squirmed and soured and twisted, that wanted only to run and hide.)

(But Conor was no longer an amateur, had spent the past seven months and change sparring, trading blows with his fear, learning how to cope. How to keep moving, keep his wits about him, keep his feet under him even as the fire alarm shrieked inside of his head.)

Devon…

…did not make sense.

The things he’d done did not make sense, taken together, and that meant—

That meant Conor was missing something.

He—

(Told me was not right, those were not the right words at all, but Conor didn’t have time to dig around for better ones.)

—told me not to tell anyone.

He had told Conor not to tell anyone, and then he had gone and texted Timothy, given the younger boy Conor’s phone, given him money—

Why?

Conor took another deep breath. There was a puzzle here, of a sort he was not very good at, but this one mattered, this one was important, and he had to try.

Devon had sent Timothy to save him.

(Had tried to send Timothy and Ashleigh, had not known that Ashleigh was right there, under the magnolia, just minutes away.)

And—

And he had been—not nice, but something, on the rooftop, with all those other figures looming. Had tried to—to—

Something.

Conor squeezed his eyes shut, trying to remember the details of the scene, what had happened, what had been said. And what floated to the top—

—what that other part of his mind wanted him to see—

(The part that sometimes knew things he did not.)

—was that Devon was small.

Conor waited, trying not to scare the thought away.

In his memory, the shadowy figures stood next to each other, and Devon—

(Who was a high schooler, and not an especially small one.)

—was the smallest among them. The youngest among them, probably. Was definitely smaller and younger than the figure with the gun, the man with the gun, those had been the voice and manner of an adult, a gangster, a real actual criminal—

Oh.

…yeah, okay, that makes sense.

Devon had been in danger, too.

Not like Conor, not like fuckface mouth breather Snigs, but when Conor had said Devon’s name, he had responded like he was scared. Scared, and trying not to show it.

Scared, and trying to regain control.

The man with the gun had said something, something Conor couldn’t quite remember, something about it being Devon’s fault, Devon’s responsibility, about the situation being on Devon to sort out—

Yeah, because East Binder is Devon’s territory.

The whole chain of thought was tenuous, shaky. Conor wasn’t sure he trusted himself, was not sure that he believed his own beliefs. But he did find himself believing it, this story that his brain was weaving together. It fit, felt right, made sense.

And under those circumstances…

Conor opened his eyes.

Timothy was there, waiting, watching, his own eyes like flint arrowheads.

“It wasn’t Devon,” Conor said.

“Took you two whole minutes to come up with that one?”

“It wasn’t Devon,” Conor repeated.

“I don’t believe you.”

“It wasn’t,” Conor said, exasperated, and he realized as he spoke that the exasperation was real, that the words felt true, he knew they were technically a lie but it was just technically.

Devon had been caught on the rooftop every bit as much as Conor.

Hey, just asking, but like. Are you sure?

“Devon was there, but he tried to help,” Conor said. “Did help. Stopped it from being—it could’ve been a lot worse.”

Because this sure does sound crazy. Like literally actually crazy, like whadyacallit, Stockman syndrome.

“What happened, Conor?”

“I can’t tell you.”

“‘Can’t’?”

“Can’t.”

Because Timothy wasn’t—wasn’t ready, wouldn’t be able to handle it—

Yeah, see, this is the part that worries me.

Okay, fine, maybe Conor was wrong but that didn’t mean he should let Timothy go off half-cocked, which is exactly what would happen if he found out—

That Devon broke your fucking arm!

Conor closed his eyes again. Too soon, it was too soon for him to be doing this, to be trying to sort this all out, he couldn’t trust the things his brain was telling him, he needed time—

But he didn’t have it. Timothy was going to leave, one way or another.

So you’re just going to lie to him?

It wasn’t a lie. Devon had made it better.

Conor. This isn’t complicated. He BROKE your fucking ARM.

But that wasn’t—wasn’t right, was not the right way to see things, to frame things—Conor was not at all sure he’d found the right way to look at it, but he knew that way of looking at it was wrong. Because it was too late, had already been too late—from the moment they came up through the trapdoor, things were already fucked. There were no happy endings, at that point. The question hadn’t been how to get out of there in one piece, it had been how many pieces he would end up in, how bad it was going to be.

And if he really had to take at least one hit—

If Devon had stopped time, and let him choose whether to take a bat to the arm, or the leg, or the gut, or the head—

You could have talked your way out of it.

Bullshit.

Timothy cleared his throat.

“Timothy,” Conor said. “Do you trust me?”

“No.”

That’s fair.

“Can you just…wait? Like, even if you don’t believe me, can you at least act like—”

(Like you’ve got some sense.)

“—like you might be wrong? Like it could maybe be more complicated than you think, and there are reasons why I’m not just—just—”

He broke off, tried to find the end of the sentence, realized there was nothing more to add.

“Please?”

The look on Timothy’s face had no translation.

“You know,” the younger boy said, after the silence had stretched out for nearly a minute. “It wasn’t easy. What we did this morning. Some parts of it were really hard, actually.”

Conor didn’t know how he was supposed to respond.

“When I first got onto the shed—that jump, up to the awning. With the slanted takeoff, and like, nothing underneath. It’s fucking scary.”

Conor nodded slowly.

“And then the transfer from the tree to the pipe. Scary.”

“What’s—”

“But I kept thinking,” Timothy continued, talking over him. “What if somebody I cared about was hurt, on the other side? What if the only way to save them was to just do it, and every second I wasted dicking around being scared just made it worse?”

Something tightened in the center of Conor’s chest.

“You were right,” the younger boy said softly. “About the hole. When it’s real—when it matters—”

He shrugged. “It did end up feeling a whole lot smaller, somehow.”

He stood, fixing Conor with another inscrutable look.

“I won’t do anything for a week,” he said. “After that…I’m going to do what’s right.”

And then he was gone.

•   •   •

Conor slept again.

•   •   •

“Dad.”

“Mmm?”

“Is it okay if—I mean, am I allowed to use my phone?”

“Ah. Right. Hm. …give me a moment.”

Conor gave him a moment.

“All right, question,” his father said. “Is using your phone going to be good for you?”

“Huh?”

“Pause, and take three deep breaths, and think about how you plan to use your—no, wait, scratch that, think about how you actually expect to use your phone. What you think will actually happen, once you get on it.”

“Now?”

“Now.”

Conor took three deep breaths, and thought.

“Is that…good for you?” his father asked. “Will it hurt you? Is it making you more or less like the person you want to be?”

“More.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re sure.”

“I…think so?”

His father studied him for a moment, and then slowly nodded.

“Okay,” he said. “I hope you’re right.”

•   •   •

There was a pile of notifications waiting for him, when he turned his phone back on. But the three that mattered were easy to find.

(They were all recent; Timothy must have spread the word that he’d given it back.)

I love you, Ashleigh had written. Call me when you can. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll be at your window at midnight.

And from Jennifer: I’m glad you’re okay. I have…a lot of questions. Ashleigh says you probably won’t be allowed to see him or Guyler, but he thinks your parents will still let us do math.

And from Guyler…

Guyler hadn’t sent any words. Just a picture.

It was a selfie, with only half of Guyler’s own face in the frame, his expression strangely open to interpretation, shifting from wry to sober to teasing to angry to disdainful as Conor studied it. And behind him…

(Conor counted.)

Behind him were gathered fifteen figures, lit by harsh industrial light.

Ashleigh, and Timothy. Holt, Sam, and Eddie. Isabella and Maddie, Jennifer and Julia, four sixth graders Conor didn’t know and one—Trevor—whose name he remembered only because Ashleigh had said it in the car.

They were clustered together—huddled, almost—arranged in a haphazard arc in the trampled grass, surrounded by ropes and tape and other garbage, the wall of the auditorium looming behind them. And at the center of the arc—

Conor couldn’t make out his own face, his own expression—would not have been certain it was even him, had he not been there.

But he had. Could remember the moment, the exact moment when a dozen different hands had slowly drawn back, waiting to catch him, seeing if he could stand on his own two feet.

And he had.

But not until they had saved him, first.


Chapter 17Rope


September 1st, 6:39PM

“…I came on too strong, didn’t I.”

“Fuck you, I’m not a pussy.”

“Okay, but like. Still. Sorry.”

“It’s fine, Conor. I just…”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“What?”

“I just didn’t have the stupid fucking jump on my list for today, is all.”

“You have a list?”

“It’s not a—I mean, no, I just wanted to—gah, never mind. I’m just saying, like. Fuck, you know?”

“Uh. I don’t think I do, actually? What was that?”

“It doesn’t matter. I just don’t get why it’s so fucking urgent all of a sudden.”

“Wait, for real?”

“Yeah, for real. We’ve been up here all fucking summer, what’s one more week? Or year, for that matter.”

“It’s the last day, Ash.”

“So?”

“So don’t you want tomorrow to be, I dunno. Different?”

“Ouch.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing.”

“It just feels like…you know?”

“The fuck you trying to point at, the sky? Are you still tripping balls?”

“No—maybe—it’s just—it feels like, I don’t know. Like we have a choice, for once. Like we can either go into seventh grade tomorrow with this thing, like. Still haunting us. Or we can just do it.”

“This shit is haunting you?”

“Do you not feel haunted?”

“No.”

“Really?”

“No.”

“Really?”

“Fuck off.”

“Really?”

“Okay, fine, but not by this.”

“By what, then?”

“By—your mom, mostly.”

“Har har.”

“Seriously, she won’t leave me alone. What’s the word. High-maintenance.”

“Some kind of joke in there about ghosting.”

“Hard to do, she kind of lives in your house.”

“Seriously, though, Ashleigh. Think about it. Like, really actually think about it. Not just checking it off the list, but like—wouldn’t it kick all the ass to be walking down the breezeway tomorrow morning? And look up, and just…know?”

“Trying pot wasn’t enough of a season finale for you?”

“Seriously, what’s eating you? You got some kind of limit on how awesome you want today to be, or something?”

“Fuck you, dude. I’m just saying I don’t want to do the stupid fucking kamikaze mission. I came up here to…”

“…to what?”

“Look, just do it yourself if you want it so bad.”

“Are you kidding? There’s no way I’m doing it without you.”



•   •   •

The door to Conor’s bedroom creaked open, and he looked up to see his mother’s face filling the gap.

“Morning,” she said softly.

He nodded. It was Sunday, and the light streaming in through his window was young and clean, outlining everything in gold. Conor had woken up half an hour earlier and was sitting up in bed, his back against the headboard, his phone in his lap.

“I asked your father if we could have the morning,” his mother continued. “Just you and me.”

Conor said nothing.

“Would that be okay?” she asked.

It was the first she had spoken to him directly in two days—at his father’s request, Conor was pretty sure—and her voice was gentle, and tentative, making the question feel real in a way her questions often didn’t.

He nodded again. “Sure,” he said cautiously. “Breakfast?”

“Badger’s?” she replied. “Leaving in ten? We could split an Elvis.”

“Sounds great, Mom.”

•   •   •

An hour and fifteen minutes later, and they were squinting against the sunlight, bellies full as they emerged into the parking lot.

“I was wondering,” Conor’s mother said. “If you would maybe show me.”

“Show you?”

“Where it happened. Where you fell.”

They reached the car and separated, Conor’s mother heading right toward the driver’s side door, Conor going left toward the passenger’s. He waited for the click of the lock, slowly folded himself into the seat, pulling the door shut with his good right arm, awkwardly dragging the seatbelt across his chest and buckling it underneath his cast.

“Why?” he asked finally.

Partly to buy more time. Partly to cover his surprise—the sudden, secret scramble to think of a location, a plausible story, no one had actually asked and he somehow still hadn’t got around to sorting out the details with Ashleigh—

(Which, yes, incredibly stupid in retrospect but focusing on that now wasn’t going to help, come on, brain, we can beat ourselves up about this later—)

But also…

Why?

His mother gave a soft little shrug as she put the car in gear. “Feels…overdue, I guess,” she said. “You’ve been doing this…whatever it is…since what, April?”

Conor nodded.

“I’ve seen you jumping around in the backyard. And over next to Mr. Baker’s house. But there’s more to it than that, isn’t there?”

He nodded again.

“Well,” she said. “It just…feels like I should’ve asked, already. To see.”

Conor looked down at the sling cradling his broken arm. “I can’t actually show you anything.”

“I know. Or rather, not true—I know you can’t do anything. But you can show me, right? Point and describe?”

Conor looked over at his mother. She didn’t look back, kept her eyes on the road, but she was clearly aware that he was looking. She seemed—

Tense?

No, not quite. Conor wasn’t sure what she seemed, only that she seemed something. Was thrumming with some sort of barely-restrained energy, waiting with bated breath.

(Was waiting. Had, for the second time, asked what felt like a real question, instead of a demand in disguise.)

Dad.

This was his father’s doing, somehow, or was at least downstream of his father’s influence. Which made the next few minutes uncomfortably difficult to predict, because he had no idea what his father had said to her, or how it would mix with her usual way of doing things. And now his mom-translator was going to be worse than useless, was going to confidently lead him off track…

“Left at the light,” he said quietly. “Freedom Plaza—you know it?”

She nodded, and some of the whatever-it-was seemed to ease.

(Some of it.)

•   •   •

“From here?” his mother asked, nudging the concrete pillar with her shoe.

Conor nodded. He had decided to take her to the place where Timothy had first broken the monkey jump—the place where he actually had fallen, on the day after Halloween, fallen and nearly broken his hip, his wrist. A part of him had winced, as they pulled into the parking lot, remembering that the police station was right there, but his mother hadn’t said anything, hadn’t seemed to notice, hadn’t asked him why he and Ashleigh and Guyler hadn’t just gone to the cops for help. She’d simply gotten out of the car, quietly following as he led her through the concrete jungle, describing various movements along the way—the vaults over the low wall, the switchovers and slipthroughs on the bars of the handicap ramps, the rebound off of the slanted surface of the fountain and the various targets to land on, after.

(She had asked questions, and followup questions—had seemed to be genuinely listening, genuinely interested. Had asked, at one point, how he would tackle a particular combination of rails that he was in fact still working on, had not yet broken, and seemed to understand the difficulty.)

And now, the monkey jump—the squat concrete pillars flanking the stairs, and the stark, featureless walls on either side.

“It’s so far,” she said, looking back and forth across the gap.

“You don’t like land on it land on it,” he said. “You do a sort of like—”

He gestured with his one good arm.

“But where do your feet go?”

“They sort of…kick into the wall?”

“Like your toes?”

He shook his head. “No, like—”

Again he demonstrated, this time stepping over to the wall and lifting up a leg, pressing the ball of his foot against the vertical surface. “Like if you were crawling up the stairs, or something,” he explained. “Only turned upright. Your toes point up like this. Sort of like the wall is the new floor.”

Again, his mother looked back and forth between the pillar and the wall. “And you didn’t make it?” she asked.

He nodded, thinking back to his post-Halloween fall, it was months ago but he remembered it clearly. “I came in too high,” he explained. “Too high, and leaning too far back, so I sort of bounced, and came down sideways—”

She looked down at the unforgiving concrete of the sidewalk.

There was a long silence.

“Help me up,” she said.

“Huh?”

“Onto the pillar. Help me up.”

“What?”

“Stand here, so I can put my hand on your shoulder.”

“Mom, what—”

“Come on, just do it.”

The words were light, cajoling, not commanding, and Conor felt himself moving forward in sheer cooperative reflex, presenting her with his uninjured shoulder even as his brain continued to protest, no, wait, seriously, what—

She was wearing sneakers, he realized, as she hauled herself up onto the pillar. Sneakers, and light workout clothes, he hadn’t noticed, hadn’t really registered it, but now, as she straightened, he felt his confusion turning rapidly into alarm.

“Mom, what are you—”

“Shh, let me focus.”

Thirty…nine? Was she thirty-nine? Conor was almost thirteen and when he had been born she had been…how old…he didn’t think she was forty but she wasn’t young…

“Mom—”

“Quiet, let me think.”

She had assumed what looked, to Conor’s eye, like a dangerously competent stance—feet together, knees ever so slightly bent, leaning forward like a wrestler.

No, no way, surely she isn’t—

But she did.

“Mom!” he shouted, his heart leaping into his throat. Only for a moment, though, because her jump was tiny, added barely more than a couple of inches to the height of the pillar, which was itself less than three feet tall. She landed—heavily, badly—just a couple of feet away, well shy of the looming wall, and grunted but seemed overall unhurt.

But still—!

“Mom, what the—”

—fuck, what are you doing, what were you thinking, are you trying to kill yourself—

And then:

Oh.

Right.

He could feel his cheeks burning as she straightened, turning to face him, just the barest hint of pain in the lines of her face. “Something the matter?” she asked, her tone artificially innocent.

Conor couldn’t speak for several seconds. “Mean,” he said eventually, although he somehow couldn’t manage to put much fire behind the word, maybe because—

“That feeling?” his mother said bluntly, skipping past the parts they both clearly already understood. “Multiply that by ten, when it’s your child. When it’s your only baby.”

“Mom, I’m—”

“Not yet,” she said, and her voice was not iron, was softer than iron, but it was still hard, unyielding, something with the feel of a glacier, maybe it was a glacier. “Not until I’ve said my piece.”

Conor’s mouth closed with a click.

“Your father has been full of advice, these past two days,” she said softly. “About how to approach you. About how I don’t listen enough. How I shut you down. And maybe he’s right. Maybe I need to do that less.”

Conor stared.

“You’re growing up,” his mother continued. “You’ll be a teenager in just a few months. It won’t be long before you can tell me to go to hell and there’ll be nothing I can do about it, nothing at all. And I don’t want that to be where we end up, you and me. I don’t want to turn you into the kind of son who only calls his mother twice a year.”

Conor blinked. He’d never thought in that sort of detail about life after high school, after he moved out, and thinking about it now he honestly wasn’t sure if he was the kind of son who would call at all. Dad, maybe. But—

But how long has it been since you’ve, like. Just. Wanted to talk to her about something? Anything?

She stepped closer, close enough that he was looking up at her, now—close enough for him to realize that he didn’t actually have to look up much, anymore—that he was taller, had been getting taller, was now only a few inches shorter than she was.

What is—

She reached out, took his free hand in hers. “So I’m not going to tell you what you have to do, this time,” she said. “I’m just going to try to get you to understand. I just want you to know.”

Her hand was warm, where it wrapped around his, and she stepped even closer, lifted her shirt a little—

(Squirming panic.)

—pressed his palm directly against her stomach. He wanted to run, to hide, to melt, but she held him in place, held him firm, reached down with her other hand and put a finger under his chin, gently lifting his face to where her eyes were waiting, dark and serious.

“Can you feel my heartbeat?” she asked quietly.

He nodded, because he could.

“Imagine it stopping.”

He flinched.

“There. That. That feeling. Look at me, Conor.”

He looked back up at her.

“There are things you will never know,” she said. “Things you’re not supposed to know, things that no one expects you to understand. But you should know that you don’t know them. You should know that you will never, ever know what it means to me, that I carried you, that I felt you growing inside of me, moving and kicking and coming alive—”

She squeezed her eyes shut, briefly, and when she opened them again, he could see that there were tears. Tears that hadn’t fallen yet, that were only maybe going to turn out to be tears, in the end. But he could see them, and he felt something in his chest lurch.

“When I opened my eyes, and I saw you for the very first time—Conor, there’s a piece of me that lives inside of you. I don’t mean your genes, I mean a piece of my own heart, when I gave birth to you, you took a part of me with you and I’ll never get it back. I don’t want it back. I mean—”

She broke off again. Conor’s mouth was dry, and getting drier.

“Right now, Conor, I am a whole, living person, because the part of me that you took with you lives in you. It’s alive because you’re alive. I get to be alive, because you’re alive. If something were to happen to you—”

She broke off a third time, and now the tears were falling, silent, unacknowledged. Her belly was hot and warm against his hand, hot and warm and soft and trembling, shaking, moving with every breath.

“I would live,” she said, and her voice had recovered a touch of its usual flatness, its usual distance. “But I wouldn’t be alive, Conor. Not in quite the same way. I know you’re maybe thinking, huh, this is a lot, this is an overreaction, all I did was break my arm—”

(That was not what Conor was thinking.)

“—but Ashleigh called us from the emergency room, Conor. At five in the morning. I’ve never had reason to second-guess the trust we put in you, the restrictions that we don’t put on you, as parents, but that morning—I know, he said you were fine, he said it right away, but I had so many thoughts, Conor, so many thoughts you don’t want to know about, I don’t ever want you to have to think thoughts like the ones I was thinking that morning, on the way over. But I want you—I need you to know that you matter to me.”

She let go of his hand, put both of hers on his shoulders. “You matter so, so much, Conor,” she said. “You cannot ever know how much. I sometimes—honestly, I try to hide it, most of the time, so you don’t feel—so you don’t have to—to carry it, to be burdened by it, I don’t want the way you matter to me to be something you have to—to deal with but I want you to understand. I want you to know that it’s a lot. It’s a lot, and when you—when you’re careless with yourself, when you’re reckless, it really isn’t just your own life you’re playing with, Conor, it’s mine, too, mine and your father’s, that’s maybe not fair, it’s maybe too much to put on a little boy but it’s true and anyway you’re not so little anymore.”

Conor was crying too, now, the tears carving their way down his cheeks. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, and of course she didn’t understand, she didn’t know what he was sorry for, because he hadn’t told her, could not tell her—

His mother shook her head. “No,” she said simply. “No, Conor, that’s not what this is about. This is about what happens next. This is about you remembering that you carry me around in your pocket, me and your father both, and we—we’re breakable, Conor. We’re no more invincible than you are.”

One hand slid down his shoulder, tracing a finger along the rough surface of his cast—

(Past the signature that Ashleigh had left on it, when he had visited Friday night, illegally, in defiance of Conor’s grounding. He had asked, first—asked if he could—and Conor had sighed, and allowed it, feeling it was owed, somehow.)

(His mother gave no comment, though she could not possibly have missed it, knew that Ashleigh had not come to the door at any point.)

“This isn’t that bad,” she said. “By itself. A broken arm. You could’ve gotten a broken arm on the soccer field. But the fact that you got a broken arm out here, in the middle of the night, with no grownups around—”

She gave a heavy sigh. “I don’t know what to do, Conor. I’m well aware of the limits of what I can bully or threaten you into. I know that you snuck out because you knew that if you’d asked, we would have said absolutely not. But the thing is—the thing is, there’s a reason we would have said no, and it’s not just about being old and tired and lame, it’s about the fact that we want to see you make it, Conor. We want to see you make it to adulthood, a happy and healthy adulthood, and—and this sort of thing is a bad sign, Conor, think about how furious you would be with me if I locked you down for the next three years and then realize that I know that, I get it, I am one hundred percent aware that you would never speak to me again and I’m tempted to do it anyway. Does that—do you understand? I’m trying to do this the way your father wants me to, and—can you feel how serious this is? This—”

She tapped at his cast.

“This is a warning. A chance to pause and reflect. Like your father’s street sign.”

Conor swallowed. It was a part of the legendarium of their family, the sort of story that got told over and over again at holidays, at family reunions—that his father had started stealing things when he was fourteen, collecting the little rectangular signs outside the movie theaters in the multiplex, sliding them out and rolling them up and hiding them in his socks. He’d gathered thirty-two of them over the course of a year, and then gotten bolder, decided to sneak out one night and steal a street sign—Random Lane—and been caught by the police at two in the morning.

Caught, and scared straight.

Conor understood, he got it, he knew what his mother was trying to tell him, had had many of the exact same thoughts over the past three days—

What do you think? the man with the gun had asked. Throw him off the fuckin’ roof?

Probably he hadn’t meant it. In the cold light of day…probably it had just been a show, an act between him and Devon, both of them trying to scare him. Killing a kid would not, as Devon would say, be good for business.

But it had worked, Conor had been scared. Was still scared—could feel himself retracting, withdrawing, withering, if his father had asked he would have said like a turtle, there was a part of him that was ready to promise his mother that he would never leave her sight again, that he was done with sneaking out, done with breaking rules, that he had learned his lesson and would never again do anything that Holt or Jennifer wouldn’t do because the lines on the road might just be paint but they did keep cars from crashing into one another, mostly—

But Holt and Jennifer came.

That was the thing. Holt and Jennifer had both been there, in the dark and confusion—had deemed it an acceptable risk, had not refused to answer the Falhanners’ call.

Confused, he was confused again, everything his mother was saying was right, he should agree with it, but there was something in him that was refusing to let go, some other part that was standing its ground as the rest of him retreated inward.

The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.

Ms. Palmano had quoted them that, and had caught Conor’s eye, at the time. Ms. Palmano, who had—had sacrificed herself, what she’d done was something she wasn’t supposed to do but she’d done it anyway…

Conor could see it, in his mother’s eyes—could see that she could see, that she had seen the struggle taking place inside him, that she knew a part of him was saying no.

“Conor—”

“Wait,” he said, cutting her off. “Please? There’s—”

He cast about.

“Can you just…be Dad, for a second? I think I could figure out how to say it, to Dad.”

That…hit harder than he had intended, he winced in sympathy as he saw the words land, but whatever, don’t waste it, focus—

Seconds passed.

“Ms. Palmano,” he began—

—and then broke off, because something about that was wrong, both he and his mother had frowned at the same time, their eyes narrowing in sync, because what did it matter what some teacher had to say, what mattered was what he believed, and who cared where it had come from originally?

“I don’t want to die,” he said slowly. “I really don’t. I really don’t.”

(He hadn’t actually known that, and it was good to hear the words as they emerged, and feel that they were true.)

“And I don’t think that I, um.”

He spared a glance at his mother’s eyes, which had the feel of a ticking clock.

“I don’t think that Thursday was—smart. I’m not saying that I, uh. Made good choices.”

Because he hadn’t, it wasn’t like he could have predicted gangsters on the rooftop but his reasons for being there in the first place had not been good, he could see that now. He had been flailing, trying to make himself feel better, and there were better ways, less costly ways, the things he had said to Ashleigh about wanting to clear away the fog of war had in fact been excuses, rationalizations—

Focus.

He looked down at his arm. The doctors had told him it would be a month before it could come out of the cast, and at least two before he would be able to start using it normally again.

(At least two, and more likely three. He would be thirteen before he would be able to start working up to the monkey jump again, and it would take weeks to regain the strength and stamina he would lose in the meantime.)

“But—”

Take control of your life, and spend it on something, because you can’t take it with you when you die.

That’s what Ms. Palmano had told them, all the way back at the beginning, and the words had crawled inside of Conor’s soul and taken up residence—had already been there, unspoken, waiting for someone to give voice to them. There was a truth, there, and it was that truth that he was reaching for, that he could not walk away from, and some part of him wanted to be honest about it, wanted his mother to actually understand—

Holt and Jennifer came.

They had come, even though they were good kids, even though they weren’t sneak-out-at-night-type Pokémon, they had come because Conor had needed them, because it had been serious, and they hadn’t just said no, are you crazy, call in the grownups.

And neither had Maddie or Julia.

And maybe they were all compromised, Conor could imagine what his mother would say if he tried to lean on the judgment of a couple of teenagers, but—

But it wasn’t the same mistake. If it was a mistake at all. Conor felt embarrassed about having gotten them all into the situation, but he didn’t feel embarrassed about what they’d done to get him out of it. If their roles had been reversed—if it had been Ashleigh, or Guyler, or Jennifer, or Holt—

I would’ve gone.

And that felt right, and it still felt right, broken arm and all. If he came out of this conversation agreeing not to go, in the future, then that would mean something had gone horribly, horribly wrong—

(Rule five was use your powers for good.)

His mother was still watching, still waiting, her patience visibly finite but she was trying, Conor felt a rush of gratitude, no, later, stay focused god dammit.

“You’re saying,” he said slowly. “That I should think about you and dad. That if something happens to me, something happens to all three of us.”

He looked up.

His mother nodded.

He took a deep breath.

“But if something happens to all three of us—I mean, there are situations where—it’s not like it’s never worth—”

He faltered, and for the first time noticed how odd it was that he was trying to have the conversation at all—that instead of treating his mother as a constraint, an obstacle, a force of nature, he was in fact hoping that she would hear him. Hoping that he could make himself heard. As if she were another kid, and not a distant, unreasonable grownup.

“What if there was a fire?” he asked, abruptly changing tracks.

(Because that’s what he’d said to Timothy, that had been the thing that had finally cracked it open for the younger boy.)

His mother frowned, but she seemed to be following, seemed to understand, because she said—

“Then you wait for the firefighters.”

Conor shook his head. “What if there aren’t any firefighters?” he argued. “What if they won’t get there in time? And you know it?”

“Conor—”

“Mom.”

She stopped. Barely, but she did stop.

“I want—if you were Dad, I’d say something like—there’s a thing I’m trying to tell you. There’s a thing that’s true, and—and I’m trying to put it into words, and—and I’m not trying to fight you. If you fight me, you’re not going to make the thing stop being true, you’re just going to stop me from telling you it.”

The silence that followed was like the aftermath of an explosion. Even though Conor hadn’t raised his voice, hadn’t shouted or cussed or waved his hands. It was the silence of his mother realizing the same thing he had realized himself, thirty seconds earlier—that for maybe the first time in his life, he was actually trying to communicate with her.

Again, he cast about, looking for the words—

“You know Alexander the Great?” he asked. “And—and Joan of Arc?”

(They were examples Ms. Palmano had given them, people she had talked about at length.)

“I know they were sixteen,” his mother said. “If that’s where you’re going with this.”

“Baldwin the Fourth, then.”

“…no, I don’t know who that is.”

“He was crowned king of Jerusalem when he was thirteen. Around, I can’t remember, the year one thousand, maybe? Like really king, not like King Tut—”

“Conor, you live in the suburbs.”

“People die in the suburbs. Cody died.”

“In a car accident, Conor, what is this?”

“Iqbal Masih,” Conor said, starting to feel desperate—because he was running out of names, there were only so many names he could remember, Ms. Palmano had mentioned Louis Braille and Blaise Pascal and Magnus Carlsen but none of them had died, none of them had been heroes, and besides, he couldn’t remember the arguments, the way she had said it—

His mother gave a heavy sigh. “Who is Iqbal Masih?” she asked.

“He’s a boy who was a slave,” Conor said. “He was a slave, and then he escaped, and then he became, like, a whatdyoucallit, a symbol, like he spoke out and stuff and then they killed him. This was recent, like probably you and Dad were already alive, they killed him when he was twelve. Assassinated him.”

“And you’re telling me about him why?”

“Because—because he was right. Because it wasn’t good for him to try to—to stay safe. Because there was something more important than that.”

Because I want to be a hero, Mom.

Because he still wanted to be a hero, because he could not stand the thought of doing what his mother and father did every day, he didn’t know how, he still hadn’t figured it out, but if he had the chance to save five people and it meant he might die, himself—

He couldn’t say it.

(And he didn’t know that he would do it, would go through with it. Didn’t actually know that he had it in him, that kind of courage.)

But he hoped that he did.

And he hoped his mother would understand.

Her eyes were closed, now, her fingers pinching her forehead at the bridge of her nose. “Conor, the whole point of living in a place like this is so you don’t have to think about stuff like that. So you can have a childhood, and save those things for later. We’re trying to raise you in an environment where you don’t have to sacrifice your life to end child slavery or whatever.”

“But if it comes up.”

“It’s not going to come—”

“Mom. I’m trying to tell you something.”

She closed her mouth, opened her eyes, crossed her arms. “I’m trying to tell you something, too,” she bristled.

Another silence.

“Okay, that’s fair,” he acknowledged, once more feeling like the whole conversation was crazy, he’d never had a conversation like this with her, nor even with his father—

“Have you heard me?” she asked.

He paused.

“I don’t know,” he said.

And then—

“Have you heard me?”

“No,” she answered. “I think probably not.”

The two of them looked at each other across a vast distance.

“You’re saying you don’t want me to be stupid,” Conor ventured. “You don’t want me to be stupid, and reckless, because—because I might get hurt, or I might die, and you’re worried about me getting hurt or dying for, like. No reason. Just because I didn’t—didn’t think, and did something dumb.”

He waited.

“Close enough,” she said.

“What’d I miss?” he asked.

“The part where, if I don’t think you got the message—and I mean really got the message, Conor—then I’m going to do whatever I have to do to protect you from yourself, and if that means you never speak to me again after you graduate high school then so be it. This is your street sign moment.”

The words were diamond, without an inch of give or bend, and Conor swallowed.

“Okay,” he said. “I heard you.”

And some instinct told him to stop there, to leave it at that, that if he were to try to explain his own side any further it would be misunderstood, would be taken as defiance and would land him in even deeper trouble—

“And what I think you’re trying to say to me,” his mother said—

(Impossibly, miraculously.)

“—is that you don’t agree that keeping yourself safe is the absolute highest priority.”

He stared.

“I think you’re trying to tell me that there are some circumstances where it’s worth taking a risk of getting hurt, or dying, if it means doing some other, greater good in the world.”

He nodded.

(Feeling almost dizzy, because she had heard him, and it was only now that he realized how little hope he’d had.)

“Conor,” she said, her voice turning grim. “You’re not wrong. I’d be lying to you if I said I’d ever be happy to hear that you threw yourself on a grenade, but I’d get it.”

He felt his jaw drop.

“But the thing you need to understand, Conor, is that I do not trust you to make those calls correctly. You are twelve going on thirteen, and you very recently demonstrated a spectacular lack of judgment, and it remains to be seen whether you actually know how to do better.”

Conor flushed.

“So as your mother, I am begging you to please take seriously that you might just be wrong when you think you know that’s what’s going on. You could run back into a burning building, and save absolutely nobody, and choke to death on the smoke yourself, and that isn’t better than waiting outside for the firefighters to come, Conor, there’s a reason they tell you to put your own oxygen mask on first, on a plane, and it’s not because they think helping other people is bad. It’s because they know that people are stupid, and get themselves killed all the time for no reason.”

Conor swallowed.

She wasn’t wrong.

“I hear you,” he said, his voice shaky.

“I hope so,” she replied. “But I’m not going to trust that until you show me. Until you prove it. And until then—until then, we’re playing it safe. I’m sorry, I’m not asking you to like it, but I’d like to believe that you at least understand.”

Conor swallowed again.

“I do,” he said softly, looking down at his cast. “I get it.”

•   •   •

“Can you drop me off at school this week? In the mornings? I just—I’d kind of rather not take the bus.”

•   •   •

There was a book waiting for Conor in Math.

It was small, and dark brown, engraved leather inlaid with beautiful golden gilding, swirls of elvish-looking vines and leaves. There was no title.

It was sitting in the very center of his desk, placed just-so, and something made Conor want to not move it—made him slide into his chair slowly, carefully, lifting back the cover with just the finger of his right hand—

Ah.

Right.

The cramped, jagged letters of Guyler Stevens’s handwriting stared back at him from the center of an otherwise blank page.


There wasn’t anything up on that rooftop that would’ve broken your arm at one in the morning.



Conor looked up at the back of the other boy’s head, considering.

Considering what? You’re obviously gonna tell him.

…huh.

He picked up his pen, awkwardly, in his right hand.


Secret. Big/important/dangerus.



Class hadn’t started yet; kids were still pouring in from the hall. Picking up the book, Conor tapped the shoulder of the girl in front of him, asked her to pass it along.

Ten minutes later, as Mrs. Atkins was working out a lengthy example on the board, her back turned to the rows of desks, it came back.


Jesus fucking Christ, are you LEFT-HANDED? Don’t actually answer that, I need to minimize my exposure to this radioactive mutant handwriting.



Conor felt his face crack open into a grin.

Hello, Guyler. Long time no see.

There was only one other short line written on the page.


I can keep a secret, and you owe me.



The grin faltered. Conor hadn’t been trying to say no, he’d just been trying to—what, preface things? Give Guyler the heads up?

…he’d been meaning to warn the other boy—that it would be a big conversation, a heavy reveal. It made sense (he supposed, feeling a strange sadness) that Guyler had read it as refusal. But a part of him wished for the world where Guyler had taken for granted that Conor was going to say yes, and had interpreted his words in that light.

He reached for his pen.


Owe you 2. Lunch?



•   •   •

Conor stopped in his tracks, suddenly uncertain.

Behind him, Guyler sighed. “Just go,” he said heavily. “We’ll talk later.”

“They’re waving at both of us,” Conor pointed out.

It was the beginning of third lunch. Guyler had accompanied him out of Mrs. Atkins’s classroom, held his books for him while he awkwardly unlocked his locker, put items on his tray in the lunch line. There had been a moment when Holt had seemed like he might be lingering, trying to tag along, but the other boy had gone on ahead, had been faster than Conor and Guyler in the halls and was now seated at a table in his usual corner of the cafeteria. Beside him was Eddie, who was alternating between making giant come here motions with both arms, and pointing at the pair of them with two fingers, unsubtle and unmistakable.

Beside Eddie was Isabella.

And beside Isabella were two other boys Conor didn’t know—sixth graders, judging by their size. Boys whose faces he didn’t recognize, but he would have bet five dollars to a quarter that he’d last seen them at four in the morning in the grassy patch between the magnolia and the auditorium.

Conor looked at Guyler, whose face was flat and unreadable—

(In a way he thought he might be learning to read, actually.)

“Come on,” he said, nudging the other boy with his cast. “Sit with us.”

(It was strange, and sort of funny—the hesitation he was detecting, or at least imagining that he was detecting, in Guyler, was the very same hesitation he felt himself, a sort of squirming squirrelly what-do-they-want-from-me discomfort. Somehow, recognizing it in the other boy made it easier to overcome, in himself.)

He started walking, glancing back to see Guyler following in his wake, his face a portrait of reluctance. At the table, Eddie was theatrically making space, nudging others along the bench, shoving trays aside to make room for Conor to set down his own.

“The legend returns!” he crowed, as Conor sat down between him and Holt. “Welcome to the first official meeting of the Roof Cult.”

Conor blinked. “The what?”

“The nothing,” Holt sighed. “Because one, we’re not calling it that, and zero, there’s no ‘it.’ Plus most of us didn’t even go on any roofs.”

“Hi, Isabella,” Guyler murmured as he squeezed into a spot next to her.

“There’s no pleasing this guy,” Eddie continued, his voice (as always) two notches too loud. “He already shot down Binder’s Brigade, the Sweet Sixteen, and the Brotherhood of the Magnolia.”

“You know magnolias are, like, lowkey a symbol of white supremacy, right? Like bullshit racist Confederate nostalgia?”

Don’t engage.

Conor’s eyes shifted to the two sixth grade boys, both of whom were looking at him with something that definitely wasn’t awe, but was maybe a quarter of the way along the path to it.

“Uh, hi,” he said. “We, um. Didn’t actually, like. Meet, I guess. I’m Conor.”

“Brock,” said one.

“Luke,” said the other.

There was a silence.

Conor cleared his throat. “Um. Thanks, I guess. I mean, I don’t guess. Th-thank you. For, um. You know.”

“What’s the matter, cat got your t—”

Holt punched Eddie on the shoulder, hard.

“So he’s just always like this, then,” Isabella murmured, laughter curling at the edges of her voice.

“It’s not my fault none of you know how to properly appreciate a kickass secret society name.”

“Secret society?” Conor asked, as Holt punched Eddie a second time.

“We’re a society, right? And we’ve got a secret. One plus one is two.”

Conor glanced at Guyler, whose teeth were bared in a ghastly, skeletal grin.

“Uh,” he said.

“He was like this all day Friday and Saturday,” Holt said wearily. “We were kind of hoping he’d chill out over the weekend, but—”

“Look, I’m right here, okay? You don’t have to be a fucking asshole.”

A hush fell. Eddie’s voice had gone suddenly sharp, suddenly hot, the switch from good humor to bad like a match igniting.

No one spoke.

“Like, fuck. Can’t a guy get excited about something without you shitting all over it.”

More silence. Brock and Luke had gone heads-down, were poking at their food like kids at a tense family reunion. Isabella looked sympathetic, her eyes shifting back and forth between Holt and Eddie.

Holt sighed again. “Okay, tienes razón. Sorry.”

Another silence.

“You just—you do this all the time, like fucking looking down on me—”

“I’m sorry, okay?”

“I was there. I held the goddamn rope.”

“Eddie. You’re right. I’m sorry. Me pasé.”

Eddie fell silent, glowering. The rest of them looked hesitantly back and forth, waiting for the dust to settle.

I held the goddamn rope.

Conor remembered, he could remember looking up at them, as they helped him to his feet—remembered being surprised by how many of them there were, how many had come. Earlier, at Freedom Plaza, when he’d been talking to his mother, he had thought to himself that if it were Ashleigh, if it were Jennifer, if it were Guyler or Holt or Timothy, then he would have come, too—

—but he hadn’t asked himself about Eddie. About whether he would have gone out of his way, gotten out of his bed, risked grounding or worse to save the loud, annoying, insufferable boy—

Well, you probably would have, but.

But it would’ve been because it was easy, because sneaking out was routine for him. Because saving people was the sort of thing he already wanted to do, for its own sake. Would he have done something that was as hard, for him, as what Eddie had done? Gone as far out of his usual way as Eddie had?

He wasn’t sure.

He wasn’t sure, and the feeling that came along with that was shame.

I held the goddamn rope.

He nudged the glowering boy with his cast, caught his eye. “Thank you, Eddie,” he said softly. “And I’m sorry, too.”

More silence, as the roar of the cafeteria washed over and around them. Conor looked over at Guyler, who was now heads-down himself, eating his food with mechanical precision as though the rest of them weren’t there.

“The rope,” Conor said suddenly.

They looked at him.

“Like, the name for it. For the, uh. Club.”

“Like, the Society of the Rope, or something?” asked Luke. “Rope Gang?”

Conor shook his head. “No,” he began—

(Slowly, hesitantly, because how could he explain it—)

“We’re the rope,” Guyler cut in, his eyes still on his food. “He’s saying, together we made a rope. Not a club about a rope.”

Conor nodded.

There was a weighing silence.

“It’s pretty gay,” Guyler added. “But eh.”

Isabella snorted. “Could call it the Extremely Straight Rope, if you want to make sure nobody gets the wrong idea.”

“Heterope,” offered Brock.

“Rope that only fucks, what—rocks? Trees?”

“Definitely not other ropes, though.”

They were laughing, now, all of them except Guyler—Eddie and Holt included, the brief and awkward tension almost fully dispelled.

“You didn’t hold the rope,” Conor said to Eddie, his voice earnest—

“’Cos that’d be gay.”

“Yeah, hands off other people’s ropes.”

More laughter. Conor laughed, too. But once the laughter had passed—

“You didn’t hold the rope,” he repeated. “You were the rope. Part of it.”

“We all were,” Eddie agreed, the light coming back into his eyes.

“Well,” Guyler drawled. “Not Princess Rescue-me.”

There was a kind of deflation.

“Harsh,” Holt murmured.

Guyler shrugged, still looking down, stabbing at the pasta on his plate with his fork.

“I think he was part of the rope, actually,” Isabella said mildly. “I mean, if this is all, like, a metaphor, right? Something about apes together strong? The only reason everybody was there in the first place was Conor.”

Another silence, more thoughtful this time. Conor looked around the table, his eyes settling on the two sixth grade boys.

“Actually,” he said softly. “Why, um.”

Why did you two come?

They seemed to understand, exchanging brief glances and then fixing him with a pair of identical, serious looks. “Timothy told us you needed help,” Brock said, shrugging.

But—

Holt cleared his throat. “I think the part you’re missing is that they know. That you’re, uh. The OG.”

“The OG?”

“Like, part of why they were willing to come when Timothy called was they already knew you were, like. His sensei.”

What?

Luke was the next to speak, and his voice was lower, more serious. “What he actually said was ‘shut up and get over here, the guy who made the masks needs your help.’”

And then they’d gotten out of bed, and they’d come.

A part of Conor’s brain wanted to pretend that he was lost, that he was confused, so that he could legally take time to find his footing again. But in fact it was clear, crystal clear, he just didn’t want to understand it, wanted something else to be happening right now—

“Breathe,” Guyler recommended, without looking up.

Conor breathed.

“Speaking of which, actually,” said Isabella. “We were going to ask you later, but—they were wondering if you’d be willing to teach them. You know, like how you taught me and Timothy.”

“‘They’?”

“Us,” said Brock.

Luke nodded.

“And Fletcher and Trevor and Elias,” Isabella added.

“And me,” said Eddie, who apparently knew about the masks, now, Conor didn’t know when that had happened but the other seventh grader sure didn’t look like he’d just found out thirty seconds ago…

Conor turned to look at Guyler, feeling suddenly desperate. But Guyler’s eyes were still locked on his plate.

(Conor hadn’t eaten anything, yet.)

“I have a broken arm,” he said, feeling stupid but he had to say something—

Isabella shrugged. “So?”

“So?”

She frowned. “Are you—I mean, is it not obvious to you that, like—”

“It’s not obvious to him,” Holt cut in, a touch of weariness creeping back into his tone.

“Okay, well, it’s not about you being able to demonstrate,” Isabella said. “It’s about, like. The vibes.”

“The vibes?”

“Yeah. The vibes. You know—Jedi stuff.”

She fell silent, then, as if that was an explanation, as if she had communicated anything at all, and Conor felt himself starting to spiral again—

Breathe.

He breathed.

“I don’t get it,” he said.

“Is that a no?” Isabella asked.

“Uh—”

“He’s going to do it,” Guyler said wearily. “Just give him a couple of days to get used to the idea.”

•   •   •

Conor set down his pencil.

“So, um,” he said quietly. “You’re, uh. Not kissing me.”

It had taken him the whole tutoring session to work up the courage—after the courtyard and English and break and Science (on both Monday and Tuesday), after riding home with Jennifer in her mother’s car and spending an hour together at her kitchen table, grinding their way through four full pages of math problems.

But he’d said it, now, had made it real, and he forced himself to look at her, held his eyes on hers with every scrap of willpower he could muster.

(Which was just barely enough.)

She set her own pencil down next to his and let out a quiet breath.

“No,” she agreed.

And then:

“I notice you’re not kissing me, either.”

He blinked.

Jennifer studied him for a long moment, and this time the breath was less quiet, was more like a sigh. “Conor—”

“Am I doing something wrong?” he blurted.

She shook her head.

“Did I do something wrong?” he asked. “I thought—I was thinking maybe—like maybe the roof stuff, um…”

…spooked you.

“No,” she said firmly. “No, okay? That’s not—it’s—look, I’m not Ms. Palmano, all right, I don’t want to change you, Conor, you’re not supposed to be different. It’s just…”

(This time it was definitely a sigh.)

“You’re not doing anything wrong,” she continued. “Wrong’s the wrong word. I’ve just been, I don’t know. Getting tired of waiting.”

There was a silence.

“For what?” Conor asked softly.

She shook her head. “It doesn’t work like that, I think,” she said. “It’s not—I’m not trying to teach you anything, I don’t want to have to ask you for it. Mom says you either—”

She broke off, chewing at her lip.

“I’m sorry,” she said finally, after another long silence. “I know it probably—look, I know you like me, okay? I like you, too. A lot. It’s just…”

She trailed off again.

“Not quite enough,” she said.

Again there was silence. Conor swallowed, his jaw trembling.

What did I do?

“Are you still m—”

(He choked, switched gears.)

“You’ll still…tutor me?” he asked. “In math?”

She nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “If you’ll let me. If you want me to.”

Conor squeezed his eyes shut, not sure why he felt so much like crying. He didn’t actually know whether or not he wanted—

“I do,” he heard himself say. “Please.”

•   •   •

Turns out you can just do shit.

That’s what Ashleigh had said, when Conor had asked the other boy for his thoughts.

“Rule number one,” Conor called out.

“Protect yourself!” chorused eight other voices.

It felt almost profound, the more Conor thought about it. Profound, and also silly—almost embarrassingly simple, like the moral of a cartoon made for preschoolers.

Turns out you can just do shit.

(An Ashleigh moral, from a cartoon made for preschoolers by Ashleigh.)

“Rule two,” he said.

“Never move without thinking,” they answered.

They were standing together on top of the Rosemary parking garage, amid the bricks and bars and various obstacles—Timothy and Isabella and Eddie, Brock and Luke and Fletcher and Trevor and Elias. Ashleigh, who had been his demonstration dummy for a couple of things that Timothy still struggled with, was off to the side, sitting and chatting with Jennifer, who had come along for moral support.

(Or maybe out of pity. Or maybe guilt.)

Further back, on the far side, were Conor’s father, and Jennifer’s father, and the mothers of two of the sixth grade boys (nobody had told Conor which).

“Three,” he said.

“Safety before simplicity, simplicity before speed, and silence wherever possible.”

(Some stumbling on that one, voices falling out of sync.)

It was the end of their very first training session. They had started at four, and it was now just after six, the sky darkening, the sun already below the horizon.

Conor had had no idea where to begin, what to say. But Timothy’s friends had been serious, had even had their parents reach out to Conor’s parents, and in the absence of a clear no, the situation had quickly snowballed into a default yes.

And so he’d found himself bundled into a stranger’s van after school on Thursday, the parent of a sixth grader he’d never spoken to asking him Where to, boss?

And he’d said, Rosemary parking garage, because—

—as it turned out—

—as he had been learning and relearning over and over again for the past six months—

—as was proving to be the underpinning of both the good and the bad—

—you could just do shit.

“Four.”

“Don’t go anywhere you can’t get back from.”

It had been different, with Timothy. Timothy was—well, not exactly a friend, but a known quantity, at least. Someone Conor had been around for years, had talked to, hung out with. More importantly, he was one person—in their handful of sessions, Conor had been able to adapt, adjust, try different things until something ended up working.

“Five.”

“Use your powers for good.”

Conor had never had that thing that Ashleigh had, that Ms. Palmano had—the thing that let you stand up in front of a group of eight people and demand their attention, their obedience. He’d never talked to eight people at once in his whole life, if you didn’t count being forced to give book reports in front of the class—had never addressed eight people who were there specifically to listen to him, and tried to give them something worth listening to.

But (unable to think of anything better) he’d started out by having them do a couple of the warm-ups he’d watched through the windows of Guyler’s Tae Kwon Do academy, squats and hip rotations and arm swings and so forth.

(Because it turns out you can just do shit.)

And then he’d had them all move over to one of the long, low planter beds, and step up onto the wide brick wall, and turn around, and step off, dropping down a distance of maybe eighteen inches to land on the concrete below.

And then he’d discovered that he did have things to say, actually.

A lot of things.

About their movement, at first—the actual things they were actually doing with their arms, their legs, their torsos. But very quickly it became clear that he needed to back up, that there were things they needed to understand about their bodies—not just the stuff that was relevant to a single jump, but the whole concept of being a thing-that-moved.

And ten minutes into that, he’d given up and decided to go all the way back to the beginning.

“The thing you have to understand,” he had said—

(Still cringing inside at the audacity, they couldn’t possibly actually care, actually want to hear, but they were still listening so he kept talking.)

(Because it turns out you can just do shit.)

“—the thing you have to understand is that, like. There are nine hundred ninety-nine things you can’t do, that you aren’t strong enough or fast enough or skilled enough to do, and if one of those is what’s standing between you and the place you need to be, you’re just—you’re just done. That’s it, it’s over, pack up and go home.”

He had looked out at their faces and gotten nothing back, no hints or clues.

“But if you get stronger. If you get faster. If you figure out more ways to move, more things you can do with your body…well, now maybe there’s only nine hundred ninety-five things you can’t do. And that’s…that’s a little better. That makes you maybe like a little less useless, when it counts.”

It wasn’t good, his speech. He could feel Ms. Palmano’s red pen lurking over his shoulder. But it had worked, because they’d all been there—had seen the pipe, and felt the fear, watched as Timothy and Isabella and Guyler did a thing they could not do, and wanted to.

(Because it turns out you can just do shit—but only some shit.)

(The other shit took practice.)

And so Conor had begun teaching them his rules, his method. The way-of-thinking that he had slowly and fumblingly pieced together over the past six months—was still piecing together, but at least he had the foundation, knew the most important parts.

Protect yourself.

Never move without thinking.

Safety before simplicity, simplicity before speed, and silence wherever possible.

Don’t go anywhere you can’t get back from.

Use your powers for good.

The rules were incomplete. He could feel that they were incomplete, and so could they—

(“But didn’t you break your arm anyway?” Fletcher had asked.)

But he could also feel that he was on to something. Could feel it much more keenly than usual, as he watched the other eight bodies in motion—even Isabella, who was in many ways stronger than him, and better trained, she had a much firmer foundation than he did but there were holes in it. He could almost see the mats, the padding, in the way she moved—see how she wasn’t accustomed to brick, metal, concrete.

(To the real world, he thought, though he didn’t say it.)

He’d brought them back to the baby drops, had tried to get them to see that they weren’t learning a movement so much as learning how to move. How to listen, how to feel. How to recognize the difference between worse and better, none of them were good and none of them would be good for a while but if they could get a feel for which way to go then they maybe had a chance.

After the drops, he’d taken them over to the low wall, taught them a single vault (the simplest one he knew), made them drill it fifty times until the wildness of their movement started to settle. He had been thinking about starting them on topovers when one of the parents coughed, and he checked his phone and realized that it was already six o’clock, and time to wrap up.

So he’d gathered them back together, feeling as if almost nothing had happened, as if he had barely scratched the surface, and he had asked them once more for the rules, half-expecting them to have forgotten. But they had known them, had remembered them, had mirrored them back to him and sounded happy, excited, alive as they did so.

“Cool,” Conor said, as the last echo of the last rule faded away. “Uh. Thanks? And, um. See you next time, I guess.”

There was a small cheer, and then they broke up into clumps—Timothy and Isabella, Brock and Luke and Trevor, Eddie and Fletcher and Elias (with whom he’d gotten along famously). Conor turned to where Ashleigh and Jennifer were waiting, walked over to them and sat down in the space they made between them.

“That was pretty cool,” Jennifer said. “And no broken arms.”

(She didn’t run her fingers through his hair, but she did lean against him a little.)

“Just the one,” he murmured, closing his eyes.

I did it.

He had done it, and it had been good, actually, had felt good. He was sort of wrung-out and ready-to-hide but he wasn’t embarrassed, didn’t feel like he needed to hide from anything. Just an ordinary sort of curl-up-and-hibernate feeling.

I wonder if Ms. Palmano ever feels like this after class.

Felt.

“Heads up,” Ashleigh murmured.

Conor opened his eyes.

“Hi, Timothy.”

Timothy was standing stiffly, arms crossed, his face a strange mix of suspicious and sympathetic, at once soft and sharply angled.

“Tomorrow’s Friday,” the younger boy said.

Ah.

Right.

Fuck.

“What’s Friday?” Ashleigh asked, a hint of older-brother belligerence creeping into his tone.

Conor sighed, because he really didn’t want to do this here, didn’t want to do this now, the presence of Ashleigh and Jennifer and the nearby grownups made everything more complicated, but—

Turns out you can just do shit.

He looked around, confirming that all of the—he almost thought civilians, but settled on other kids—were out of earshot. “Friday’s my deadline for convincing Timothy that he shouldn’t do anything drastic about, um. The fact that.”

Come on, push through.

“That Devon is the one who broke my arm.”

There was a long silence, in which a part of Conor’s brain mused that it was hard to know how Ashleigh and Jennifer were reacting, actually, given that they weren’t saying anything and his eyes had mysteriously squeezed themselves shut.

But then Ashleigh’s arm wrapped protectively around his shoulder, and Jennifer’s hand slipped softly into his.

(So apparently they were still that kind of friends, at least.)

“I’d been sort of…wondering,” Jennifer said quietly.

“We all were,” Ashleigh added. “Figured you’d tell us when you were ready.”

Huh.

…thanks.

Conor opened his eyes.

“They came up through the trapdoor,” he began, and then he told the whole story. It didn’t take long—maybe two or three minutes, start to finish.

“Okay, well, I have a bunch of new questions,” Jennifer murmured.

Conor squeezed her hand, because apparently that was still allowed, and tried to beam the word later into her head.

“Who else knows?” Ashleigh asked quietly.

“You three. Whoever was in Devon’s gang. And, um.”

Yeah, he’s not gonna like it.

“Guyler.”

There was a pause.

“You told Guyler before you told me?”

Conor sighed. “Please don’t. He asked, okay? He asked, and you didn’t, and—and you were right, I wish he hadn’t asked, I needed more time to think. But I would’ve told you, if you’d asked. I was going to tell you anyway, soon.”

“What did he say?”

Conor squirmed. “Uh.”

“What did he say?”

“You’re gonna take it the wrong way.”

“What did he say?”

Conor sighed again. “That I’m a battered fucking housewife who needs to learn the difference between affection and abuse, and it’d be cool if I shot myself in the foot less often because there’s only so many times he’s down to get out of bed at one in the morning to save me from my own mistakes.”

“Hallelujah,” muttered Timothy.

Conor twisted his head, turned to look at Ashleigh, whose face had turned thoughtful and only just a little bit dangerous.

“So what’s next?” Timothy asked. “What are we doing about it?”

“Nothing,” Conor said. “I don’t think Devon is—”

He broke off, started over. “Okay, well, I don’t think this makes Devon a bad person. I don’t—I’m not, like. Mad at him about it.”

He was doing a bad job putting things into words again. Something about Shepherdsons and Grangerfords…

Slowly, haltingly, Conor explained his theory—that Devon had been just as surprised as Conor had been, and almost equally trapped. That the problem was—was structural, not personal. That the older boy had been trying to maneuver his gang into concluding that Conor wasn’t a threat, that he had used the smallest amount of force that he could actually get away with and had done the minimum possible damage, under the circumstances.

“You’re insane,” Timothy said bluntly.

I’m not sure he’s wrong, whispered Conor’s shoulder Ashleigh.

“The bag, though,” said the real Ashleigh.

Conor nodded. “Yeah. That’s—that’s what I’ve been thinking. To me, that’s what really clinches it.”

He looked at Ashleigh, at Timothy, at Jennifer.

“That guy they were dragging along with them,” he said. “Snigs. I mean, he straight-up accused me of stealing it, right there. Devon’s not an idiot. He had to have put it together.”

(Put it together, and realized that Snigs was right, and Conor had stolen it—that his presence on the rooftop was not completely, one hundred percent random, that the bag he’d told Devon about earlier was the very same one his gang had come looking for—)

Where exactly did you get this shit, shoobie?

It doesn’t matter.

It does if you’re tryna hand me product some other motherfucker gonna think already has his name on it.

Devon had known. Had to have realized. But he hadn’t said anything. Still hadn’t said anything—had sent no threats in the week intervening, made no demands, passed along no messages. Had left Conor in peace, left him alone.

“Bullshit,” Timothy said, after Conor tried to say words to that effect. “Simpler explanation, he’s trying to figure out a way to get it for himself and this way the rest of his gang doesn’t get a cut.”

“What’s with your, like, mega hostility?” Conor said, exasperated. “Weren’t you the one defending him two weeks ago?”

“What’s with my mega hostility is that he hit you with a goddamn baseball bat and broke your fucking arm.”

“I don’t know,” Ashleigh murmured. “It sounds like maybe he saved his fucking life.”

For a brief moment, the surreality of it all came into focus, the sharp contrast between Ashleigh’s thoughtful tone and the actual words he’d just said, the vast gulf between this rooftop and that one, between Jennifer’s hand in his and the glint of moonlight on the barrel of a gun—

(Tomorrow was Conor’s parent-teacher conference, and his grades had gotten no better, and he absolutely did not care, was not afraid of what would happen in the slightest.)

Timothy shook his head. “Even if he saved Conor’s life, he was saving it from his own fucked up murderous friends. Friends who I’ll bet you twenty bucks he hasn’t broken up with, if that’s going to be your next excuse.”

Where’d you get the twenty bucks, Timothy?

(Conor didn’t say it.)

“Actually,” he said instead, “I don’t think any of them were ever going to kill me. Like. Looking back, I think it was…a bit? Like good cop bad cop. Making sure I was scared enough that I wouldn’t say anything.”

“And you say that like it’s better?”

“It is better.”

“Let me back up. You say that like it’s a good thing? Ashleigh, come on, I can’t believe I have to beg you for backup, here.”

“What do you want us to do, Timothy?”

“Burn him down. There’s gotta be a million ways we can get him gone.”

“He’ll know it was us. Worse, actually—he’ll think it was Conor.”

“So in other words, you agree it’s a shakedown, and you’re going to let him win because you’re scared of what he’ll do in response, i.e., he’s a bad guy. I feel like I’m taking crazy pills, here—isn’t taking down bad guys, like, your whole deal?”

“It’s not because he—I mean, it’s not that I’m scared—”

“Oh? So you’ve been having your mom drop you off at school all week for what, shits and giggles?”

Again, a pair of supportive squeezes, one on his shoulder and one in his hand.

Okay, seriously, what is this, she doesn’t want to kiss you but she’ll—

How’s that medicine taste? Your-own flavored?

“Because I need time to think,” Conor said, interrupting himself.

“Yeah, because the right answer is obvious and it’s taking you time to bullshit your way around it.”

Conor shook his head. “No, because I’m trying to figure out what’s—”

What’s ACTUALLY right.

Not just what sounded right, but what made the most sense. What would do the most good with the least harm, what Batman would do, not the comic book character but something like a real Batman—

“You really think things would be better if he was gone?” Conor asked, switching gears. “Honestly? He got Eichardt off your back.”

“He’s dealing drugs.”

“You already knew that.”

Timothy glowered.

“I mean, you did, didn’t you? And you didn’t care?”

“That’s not the point.”

“Isn’t it?” Conor pressed. “Kinda? I mean, the only thing that’s changed is that he hit me with a bat and I dunno, it seems kinda weird for you to be more mad about it than me.”

“The working theory there is that you’re scared shitless and lying to yourself about it,” Timothy growled. “And besides, I don’t give a shit whether you’re mad about it. I don’t want him on my rooftops.”

There was a stunned sort of silence.

“What?” Conor asked.

“He brought those fuckers in,” Timothy said. “To my school. Where my friends do night missions sometimes. Maybe you don’t care if some fucking thug breaks your arm, but I care about my arm getting broken, and I care about Trevor and Elias and the rest of them, too.”

A longer silence, more thoughtful this time.

“Heels,” Jennifer warned.

Conor looked up. One of the sixth grade mothers was gone, along with three of the younger boys. The other was hovering over by the low wall, where Eddie and Isabella and the two other sixth graders were still practicing their vault. The two fathers were both approaching, emanating a sort of well, let’s wrap up and get out of here aura.

“Look, can you please just—”

“No fucking gangsters at East Binder,” Timothy snapped, cutting him off. “That’s the bar. That’s the extremely basic and should not be at all controversial bar. None. Zero. You got a way to make that happen, I’m all ears, but I’m not going to sit around and wait for the next kid to get dropped.”

It didn’t seem like they were in the habit of—I mean, it didn’t seem like it was USUAL for them to be there—

But just saying I don’t think they’re coming back was obviously not going to work.

“More time,” Conor said, unhappy with how close he was to begging but out of time to think of anything else.

“I already waited a week.”

“Timothy—”

But then it was too late, and the grownups were in earshot.

•   •   •


hey

so

i don’t know what to do

and i kept thinking

that i want to talk to ashleigh about it

and i kept thinking

that i want to talk to jennifer about it too

but i can’t do two conversations tonight

i just can’t

i don’t have enough whatever

and i gotta talk to devon tomorrow

in the morning

before timothy does anything

so

i jsut put both of you together in this chat

and like

sorry if its weird

sorry i didn’t ask

but

i need your help

both of you



•   •   •

It was hard for Conor to make himself step onto the bus.

Hard, but it was the sort of thing that came with its own ticking clock, so there was a limit on just how far he could indulge his own reluctance, his own fear. He glanced down one last time at his phone as the bus squealed to a halt at the end of the driveway—at the stream of messages that Timothy was sending, had been sending for the past ten minutes, there were forty-seven unread messages and counting and the latest one had had four swear words in the preview alone—

Thanks, Ash.

The other boy had not explained how, exactly, he was planning to keep Timothy from getting on the bus that morning—only that he could do it. Which meant that Conor would be able to focus on one thing instead of two, have his conversation with Devon without having to worry about Timothy unraveling things faster than he could ravel them. There would be a price, because there was always a price, but for once Conor had not felt any hesitation.

Sorry, Timothy.

He muted the phone and slipped it into his pocket, stepping forward, reaching for the cold metal railing with his good right arm, turning sideways as he crabwalked down the aisle, careful not to hit his elbow. It had been over a week since Devon had—

Flinch.

—since the injury, so the pain was mostly tolerable, but he still felt lightning every time he jostled it, and he had a feeling he was going to need every scrap of steadiness he could muster.

It’s fine. Breathe.

It wasn’t that Conor was afraid to look, exactly—it’s just that he already knew what the older boy looked like, knew what he would see if he did look, and he didn’t need that, didn’t need the extra confirmation, he was doing just fine making his way down the aisle by feel, letting his peripheral vision do the work of finding his target—

He slid backwards into the open space next to Devon, eyes still down, heart pounding.

“Hi,” he said quietly.

“And to what,” came Devon’s voice, from somewhere over his shoulder, “do I owe this unexpected visit from the distinguished scion of the honorable Beifong family?”

The words did not matter, were meaningless nonsense, what mattered was the tone—

Quiet. Still fake, still on stage, but quiet, murmuring. Devon was performing, but he was performing for Conor, and not so much for the eight seats around them.

“I have a question,” Conor said, and he didn’t have to remember to breathe, he was already breathing, thank you very much, everything was in fact under control and all systems were operating within normal parameters—

(It was funny, because he was calming down. Slowly, but still much faster than he had expected, was already more than halfway back to normal. The idea of facing Devon again had been terrifying, but the part of him that believed the older boy was a tiger had also noticed that it had been twenty seconds already and no one had mauled him yet.)

“—and I don’t think it’s the kind of question that costs money.”

He felt rather than saw Devon’s eyebrow go up, but the older boy said nothing.

He took another deep breath. He had passed the first two hurdles already—he’d made it into the seat, and Devon hadn’t done anything weird or hostile, hadn’t threatened him or refused to talk to him or any of the other half-dozen dead ends that Conor and Ashleigh and Jennifer had brainstormed. They were on the widest path, the hoped-for path, the one where Devon seemed to be (basically) pretending that nothing had happened.

And now all Conor had left to do was all of it.

“Who’s your favorite superhero?” he asked.

More silence, and by this point he felt stable, felt safe, was ready to look, to peek—

Devon’s face looked different. Not unmasked, but a different mask, one that Conor hadn’t seen before. He didn’t have a word for it, this look on the older boy’s face—it wasn’t suspicious and it wasn’t guarded and it wasn’t closed or vulnerable, but it was close enough to each of those that he had to actively set them aside and keep looking.

Devon looked like…

…like he was trying to decide whether or not to play along.

Like he didn’t know whether he should play along—like he was pretty sure that there was a game being played, and pretty sure that it wasn’t a trap, but wasn’t quite willing to bet on it, and join in.

“Mine’s Batman,” Conor offered helpfully.

This had no visible effect.

“Ashleigh’s is Spiderman.”

Devon still said nothing. Still just sat there, staring.

(Wary?)

And as the seconds ticked by, it occurred to Conor to wonder if maybe—

(Surely not.)

(But maybe.)

—Devon simply hadn’t prepared for this conversation. Had somehow not considered the possibility that Conor would show up wanting to talk, and had given no thought to what he would say.

Nah, no way. He’s just trying to figure out how to get there from here.

Conor opened his mouth—

“Could tell you,” Devon said, his voice soft and light. “But two’ll get you ten your response would be ‘Who?’”

Conor considered this.

“Could tell me anyway,” he replied.

Devon gave a strange sort of laugh that was one-third bark and one-third cough. “Why you want to know, trebuchet?” he asked.

“Why you always ask that?” Conor countered.

The older boy gave a soft shrug. “Helps to know where a man’s coming from,” he said. “Makes it easier to figure out where he’s tryna go.”

“Right now where I’m trying to go is what kind of superhero does Devon Green like.”

Something tightened behind Devon’s eyes, and something inside of Conor clenched in response—

That’s fuckin’ right, asshole. You don’t know who the fuck I am. You don’t know shit.

Except—

(Breathe.)

Except the things Devon had said on the rooftop had not been true—had been a frantic attempt on Devon’s part to make themselves true. It was true that Conor didn’t really know what Devon’s limits were, but he knew a hell of a lot more than nothing. He knew a lot more than Devon thought he did.

“Fine,” Conor said, reaching his good hand into the small pocket on the front of his bookbag. “If you don’t want to—”

“Wolfgang Grimmer,” the older boy said abruptly, cutting Conor off.

“Huh?”

“Wolfgang Grimmer,” Devon repeated. “My favorite superhero. Or my favorite comic book dude, anyway. Not a lot of superpowers in Monster.”

Conor drew his hand back out of the bag.

“Monster?” he asked.

“Yeah. Wolfgang Grimmer, from Monster.”

“Why’s he your favorite?”

Devon grinned, but did not elaborate.

“At least tell me something about him, fuck. Don’t be—”

Conor reached back into the past, trying to remember the older boy’s exact words.

“—don’t be all puffed up and grouchy. I’m trying to have a conversation.”

Devon’s face tightened.

“What are you doing in this seat, Rocky?” he asked quietly.

“Asking you about Wolf…guy.”

“Wolfgang. Grimmer. And after that?”

Conor forced himself to look up, up, up into the other boy’s eyes, Devon wasn’t that big but the two of them were sitting very, very close and the high schooler frankly towered over him. Could not have stopped looming if he’d wanted to (and very likely did not want to).

Breathe. He hasn’t got a bat this time.

“I thought I’d ask you why you were so scared, last week.”

Devon’s face tightened further.

“But I didn’t want to just, like. Lead with that. Right out of the gate. Seemed…aggro. So I thought I’d ask you to tell me about, um. Wolfgang Grimmer. First. You know. Why he’s cool and stuff.”

“What do you want, Flintstone?”

“I want you to tell me about Wolfgang Grimmer.”

“Google him.”

“I want you to tell me.”

“We not that sort of friends, Kwame.”

Conor paused.

“We could be,” he ventured. “I already told you one of my secrets.”

No reaction.

“So you could just, you know. Stop jerking me around. There something else you’d rather talk about?”

Silence.

“Or we could just jump straight to the roof. I’m not picky.”

That landed. Conor could see it land, could feel the temperature suddenly drop by twenty degrees.

“What roof?” Devon asked, and this time his voice was pointed, bristling, come-no-closer.

Who am I, cocksucker? Say my goddamn name.

“The one where you broke my arm with a baseball bat,” Conor said—refusing to yield, fighting to keep the words flowing past the gibbering terror, and at the same time lowering his voice to a volume where no one else would hear—where Devon would know that no one else could hear—would know that Conor knew, and was doing it on purpose, if Devon could just stop seeing Conor as a threat for two goddamn seconds—

“The one you paid Ashleigh and Timothy two hundred dollars to go climb up to in the middle of the night. For some reason.”

Look, Jennifer had said. I don’t understand half of what’s going on, here. But the way you’re describing this guy, it sure doesn’t sound like he’s got things under control. I think if you just—just don’t let him hypnotize you, don’t let him drive—

Devon’s face had gone still, was now wrought iron.

“Then tell me about Wolfgang Grimmer,” Conor said. “Please?”

The older boy stared down at him for a long, long moment. “Why?”

“So I’ll know what you know.”

A long, long pause.

“They did experiments on him,” Devon said slowly. “When he was little, in Kinderheim five-one-one.”

“The bad guys?”

“Yes.”

But not the kind of experiments that leave you with superpowers.

Conor waited, but Devon said nothing more.

“Would Wolfgang Grimmer have hit me with a bat?” he asked quietly.

“The fuck you asking, gastrolith?”

Conor swallowed. Again the note of warning, louder this time—a dog growling, a rattlesnake rattling. But at the same time, Devon had made yet another one of those weird rock jokes…

“I’m asking if you’re a good guy,” Conor said bluntly. “Like. That’s what we’ve been trying to figure out. All week. Because—because you gave back my phone. And you gave Timothy the heads up. And we’re trying to figure out whether what you—what you did to me, whether that was, you know. Because you had to. Or like. Some other reason.”

Devon’s eyes were chips of ice.

“Are you a good guy, Devon Green?”

It was a ridiculous question. Unanswerable. Inappropriate. Like asking what color the number seven was, or how old a sound was—a nonsense question that didn’t line up with anything in the real world.

But somehow Conor still wanted to hear the older boy’s answer.

“Grimmer’s always smiling,” Devon said, cryptically. “Nice guy. Generous guy. Looks after little kids, you know? Believes the best of people. But he’s got no heart. They burned it out of him. He doesn’t feel anything, ever—not love, not joy, not sorrow. Empty inside.”

There was a long, quiet moment.

“Did they burn something out of you?” Conor asked quietly.

“You like Batman—your parents fuckin’ dead?” Devon shot back. “It’s a goddamn story.”

Your favorite story, though.

(Conor didn’t say it out loud.)

“Are you glad my arm is broken?” he asked.

Devon’s head tilted.

“You sign some kind of contract that says you’re never allowed to just say yes or no?” Conor asked, a little bit of his exasperation bleeding through.

“Can’t you tell?” the older boy countered.

“No,” Conor said, without hesitation. “No, I can’t, and I think you don’t want me to, either. And—and I don’t get it, so I thought I’d ask. And I don’t know if it matters, but I thought that maybe a week going by without any—any bullshit—would, like, I dunno, earn me something. Like if you’re scared I’m going to rat you out or whatever, you could just ask me. Like how I’m asking you. Instead of doing whatever the fuck this is.”

Conor waved his one good hand around vaguely.

We can’t burn Timothy down, Ashleigh had said. It was the one thing the other boy had been completely, one hundred percent firm on. Like. If you can’t figure out a way to make it go away. You absolutely cannot warn Devon that Timothy is gunning for him.

I wasn’t going to warn—

I know. But I’m saying it anyway.

Conor watched as the muscles in Devon’s jaw twitched—trembled—

“No,” the high schooler said finally. “I’m not happy about your arm. But it ain’t about what makes motherfuckers happy, it’s about what makes shit work.”

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

Devon blinked.

Conor blinked, too. He wasn’t entirely sure where the words had come from, couldn’t trace their full meaning even after the fact. But they had felt right.

I’m here.

Something in Devon’s face shifted, something Conor didn’t understand. A sort of searching look came into the older boy’s eyes, and for a moment he seemed uncertain, maybe even almost anxious—

The moment passed.

(Conor wasn’t even sure it had actually happened.)

He sighed. “Look—”

He glanced out the window. There were only maybe three minutes left before they reached the parking lot. Three minutes for Conor to try to solve the problem, before Timothy decided to solve it himself.

“—how often are your guys on campus? The gro—the ones who don’t go here?”

Devon’s head tilted, his eyes glittering.

“That’s not a freebie,” he said—

(Because of course it wasn’t, there was always a price, Conor’s hand was already reaching into his bookbag, had already grabbed the small, folded-up paper bag and was drawing it out to hand it over.)

“I think that’s about thirty bucks’ worth,” Conor said flatly. “Haven’t ever done this before, though.”

To his credit, Devon didn’t flinch, didn’t react, didn’t hesitate. Just reached out and took the small parcel—casually, as if it were nothing, as if they were all alone in the world—unfolded it—looked inside—nodded absently.

“That was the first time this year,” he said, folding the bag back up and tucking it inside his jacket.

“School year, or calendar year?”

Devon gave a twisted little smile. “School year.”

“What about last year?”

Conor half-expected the older boy to charge him for that one, too—to wag his finger and go ah, ah, ah. But Devon merely snorted. “Weren’t no fuckin’ reason to be here, last year.”

“What about the rest of this year?”

Devon chewed his lip, theatrically. “Tough to say.”

“Can you make it not tough?”

“Clarify.”

Conor could feel his irritation growing, pressing up against the bands of his control. Devon wasn’t this slow, wasn’t this dense, which meant that he was doing this on purpose—

Breathe.

Conor breathed. “Can you make it not tough, I mean. Can you, like. …can I just give you ten more bucks and you’ll start helping me out, here? Instead of cosplaying a human drag chute?”

Devon’s head tilted back the other way, and somewhere inside of Conor a match struck and flared.

“I’m trying to decide if you’re the guy to ask about making sure no more stupid fuckin’ kids get they fuckin’ arms broke,” Conor growled. “Or thrown off any fucking rooftops. Or threatened with being thrown off any rooftops. And I dunno, I’m kinda finding this frustrating because I feel like I remember some asshole on this bus saying they run shit around here, but somehow it’s been like fifteen minutes and I still don’t have a straight goddamn answer. Which—”

He raised his cast.

“I kinda think you fucking owe me, to be honest.”

His face was hot, now, and there was a knot of tension like a clenched fist in the center of his chest, and if his father had asked him how he was feeling he would have answered Timothy.

“Interesting,” Devon drawled, drawing the word out with infuriating slowness. “Because I feel like I ain’t heard nobody ’round here asking no straight questions.”

God DAMN it what the fuck do you WANT from me—

(Conor kept his temper, barely.)

“The people you were on the roof with, last week,” he bit out. “Them and anybody else like them. Can you keep them off campus? Is that a power you possess, D.G.?”

The corner of Devon’s mouth might have twitched, or Conor might have imagined it.

“Probably could,” the older boy said. “If I wanted to.”

“I’m not gonna pay you for probably.”

“What’ll you pay me for definitely?”

Fucking FINALLY.

Up ahead, the school was coming into view, the end of their conversation now barely more than a minute away.

“If I just give you the stupid fucking bag,” Conor said wearily, “is that enough to put a force field around this place for a year and a half?”

“Why a year and a half?”

“Because six months won’t cut it and I didn’t figure I could buy you off for three years, Devon we don’t have a lot of time, here, okay?”

“What’s the rush, Stonehenge?”

Can’t tell him, do not tell him—

“The rush is that you already broke my arm a week ago and I’m worried the next kid just actually gets chucked off the roof.”

“Magnificent, Steiner.”

Conor had no idea what that meant and did not care, did not have the slightest scrap of patience left. The brakes squealed as the bus lurched, downshifted, shedding speed—

“Are you the guy?” he demanded. “Like, just fucking tell me. Are you actually the guy?”

“Let’s say hypothetically I’m the guy,” Devon replied. “Let’s be real clear about what’s on offer, here. You got a pound of product, no strings?”

“I don’t know what the fuck a string is,” Conor spat. “I just don’t want any goddamn gangsters hanging around my school at night. No guns, no knives, no baseball bats. This isn’t Central, and it stays not Central. Whatever favor bullshit you’re running, whatever drug shit you gotta do, figure out a way to do it during the day or take it somewhere else. No trespassing after dark. Can I buy that with two grand?”

A long, weighing silence.

“It’s not like you were planning on being here a bunch in the first place, right?” Conor pressed. “I mean, if the bag hadn’t already been hidden on—”

“Yeah,” Devon cut in, as the bus lurched again, the two of them leaning hard to one side as it turned into the parking lot. “I can sell you that, for two grand. No outsiders on campus, no repeats of last week.”

His voice was flat, serious, devoid of play.

“Deal lasts until I graduate, year and a half from now. Two wrinkles, though.”

“Just spit them out—”

“First one is, you’re paying to keep my adult associates out of the area. I’m not gonna be looking for reasons to do business after dark, but if something comes up, I’m still allowed to pay the local talent. The ones who belong here.”

“No knives, no guns, no bats.”

“Included.”

“No fucking loopholes. Spirit of the law.”

“Trust.”

“Fine, whatever.”

“Wrinkle two,” Devon said, as the bus came to a halt in the gravel. “I’m charging you two thousand for the force field. Judging on what you just gave me, your bag is worth more like twenty-five hundred. Could be twenty-eight, depending on whether you got sixteen ounces or the full eighteen Snigs said.”

Conor blinked.

“Cash for the rest?” Devon asked. “Or store credit?”

•   •   •

Jennifer was waiting for him by the flagpole.

“Shh,” she said, as Conor opened his mouth. She spread her arms, stepped forward, gathered him into a hug, sliding carefully inside of the heavy cast that wrapped around his left arm.

She smelled good.

She smelled really good.

Slowly, Conor could feel the snowflakes settling, even as the other thing stirred them from underneath, the desire to drop his head onto her shoulder, bury his face in her hair, nuzzle his nose into her neck and breathe her in—

Not allowed.

She drew back.

“Sit?” she asked, gesturing toward an empty bench.

They sat, close, their shoulders pressing together, and Conor opened his mouth—

“Shh,” she repeated.

He closed his mouth.

She held out a hand, and he dropped his into hers, and she squeezed, gently pulsing.

It was funny—

(He thought, once he was capable of thinking again.)

—thirty seconds in, he would have said he was settled, would have said he was ready. But she stayed silent, stayed still, and so he stayed still, and after a minute he realized that he had not been settled, thirty seconds in. And then thirty seconds after that, he realized he hadn’t been settled after a minute, either…

“Shh,” she said again.

Another minute passed.

“Are you all right?” she asked quietly.

“I think so,” he said. “He said he’d do it. And—and I think—I’m pretty sure I believe him. I’ve got to figure out how to get the bag to him, but that’s probably not going to be super hard. The main thing is squaring it with Timothy—”

“Conor,” she said, cutting him off.

He blinked. There was a note of sternness in her tone, a tiny whiff of exasperation.

“What?”

“I asked if you were all right.”

•   •   •


what if i want to be your boyfriend still

or like

again, someday

like can i…try. am i allowed to try.



It was after dinner, Conor and his parents sitting together in the living room, his mother with her laptop, his father with a thick, heavy book.

A minute passed, then two.

His phone buzzed.


You’re allowed to be yourself.

thats not an answer

Yes it is, actually. You just wish you’d asked a different question.



•   •   •

Plink.

Conor felt his face stretch into a smile. His bedroom was at ground level, his window was reachable by hand, there was nothing to stop Ashleigh from just knocking, but—

Plink.

The second acorn bounced off the glass as Conor stood, pushed in his desk chair, turned off the lamp and walked over to the window. He slid it upward, then pushed the screen up after it—

“Batman,” breathed Ashleigh’s voice from the darkness.

Conor knelt down on the rug, crossed his arms and leaned his elbows onto the windowsill. “They’re gonna kill you if they catch you here,” he murmured.

“Me? You’re the one who’s grounded.”

“You think my mom cares?”

“She might not, but after everything I did with your dad last night, surely he—”

Conor didn’t catch the end of the joke; he was already laughing.

The two of them had exchanged a handful of words in English, talked briefly at break and in snatches during sixth period—enough for Conor to relay the mission’s relative success, and for Ashleigh to give a rough sense of how angry Timothy was (very).

But those had been minutes at most, and scattered, and in the days since the rescue they hadn’t really found a moment to slow down and catch up.

Until now.

“Glad you’re here,” Conor said softly.

A hand reached out from the shadows, tousled his hair, drifted down to cup his cheek. He leaned into it, pinning it between his head and his shoulder.

“You’re still down to handle the handoff?” Conor asked.

“Yeah.”

“And you’re sure Timothy doesn’t know where you left the—”

“I got it, dude. Relax.”

Relax.

Relax was like trust me—one of those things that other people seemed to be able to do on purpose, on command.

Okay, then breathe, dumbass.

Conor breathed.

“Kinda feels like it’s been nonstop since last Wednesday,” he mumbled, letting the full weight of his head press into his best friend’s palm.

There was a silence, and then—

“Kinda feels like it’s been nonstop since September.”

Ashleigh’s voice was close, and soft, and somehow catlike, his body slowly becoming visible as Conor’s eyes adjusted, a black shape against the shadows of the backyard.

“Yeah,” Conor said.

“You okay?”

Conor thought.

“Jennifer asked me that,” he said slowly. “This morning, when I got off the bus. I didn’t—I couldn’t really tell.”

There was a slow sort of waiting.

“She broke up with me.”

“Then?”

“No. A few days ago.”

Before the rooftop, really—it had just taken a while for her to make it official.

A nod, in the darkness, more felt than seen. Ashleigh’s hand moved, drew back, his fingers lingering for just a moment on Conor’s cheek before breaking contact, as if to soften their departure. Conor’s head stayed down, resting now on his right shoulder.

(The wrong shoulder. It felt odd, the same way brushing his teeth with his right hand felt odd.)

Again a silence.

“Did we fuck up?” he asked quietly.

The shadow outside the window shifted slightly.

(The house was on a slope, the ground-level window actually a few extra feet above the grass. Conor was kneeling, his head on the windowsill, and this meant that his eyes were exactly level with Ashleigh’s, standing outside. He couldn’t see them, in the darkness, nor Ashleigh his, but he could feel them, knew they were there, knew that they were pointed in his direction.)

“How so?” the shadow murmured.

Conor gnawed at his lip.

“Mostly I’m thinking about the part where we’re, you know. Selling drugs. To, like. A literal gangster? …feels sort of like that wasn’t the plan.”

He could feel himself—what, dodging?—heard his own halfhearted attempt at humor and winced, because it felt like cowardice, because it wasn’t a joke, wasn’t funny, it was kind of a big deal, actually—

“I looked it up,” he continued, cutting off the runaway thought. “A pound is a felony quantity.”

“You’re a minor.”

“You say that like it makes it better.”

“Doesn’t it?”

Another silence.

“You’re looking at it the wrong way,” the shadow said. “Say we never went up there in the first place. Last week, Snigs takes Devon’s crew up there, they pick up the bag, it’s right where he left it. Then this week, they think to themselves, fuck, that was easy, and they start doing deals and stuff on campus on the regular. Even with all the camera bullshit, it’s got to be, like. Quieter and more out of the way than a bunch of stuff downtown.”

Conor considered this.

“Point is, I think what happened is weird, but I don’t think you did anything bad. You, like. I wanna say, leveraged it? Like trading a paperclip up to a house, or something.”

“Them staying off campus doesn’t quite feel like a house.”

Assuming they even do it.

“Whatever. A used Honda. Still not bad, considering you started with a paperclip.”

Conor took in a deep breath.

Maybe Ashleigh was right.

Maybe this was just one of those times, his brain running around trying to shoot itself in the foot. But it certainly didn’t feel like the pressure was off.

Didn’t feel like it was safe to relax.

“How’d you actually keep Timothy off the bus this morning?” Conor asked, changing the subject.

There was a puff of warm air across Conor’s face, the ghost of a laugh. “Brute force,” said the voice in the darkness. “I stood in front of the door and told him he wasn’t going. He tried to go through me, and I stopped him. He tried to run, and I held him down. Waited ’til the bus was maybe ten minutes gone and then I let him go grab his bike.”

Jesus.

No wonder Timothy had been furious.

“I’m surprised you don’t have a black eye.”

“I blocked.”

There was a long, pensive pause, during which Conor’s brain tried three separate times to start thinking about Timothy, and what to do next there, and failed each time.

Tomorrow.

“You told him, though?” Conor asked. “About the deal?”

“Yeah, at lunch.”

“Did he—”

“He heard. Dunno if he liked it. Dunno how much he trusts Devon. But he heard, at least.”

They lapsed back into silence again. Conor could feel his eyelids growing heavier, and forced his head back upright, resting his chin on his wrist. He felt slow, and stupid, and—and inadequate, almost—like he was supposed to be adding more to the conversation, supposed to have something more to say—

“What’d Jennifer think?”

“Hm?”

“About whether you fucked up. By selling Devon the bag.”

“Haven’t asked her.”

“Ah.”

There was something in the ah that drew the corners of Conor’s lips downward, pulled his brows together. He could feel his shoulders tighten ever so slightly, feel his eyes narrowing (even though it made no difference whatsoever, in the almost total darkness).

“What?” he asked.

“Forget it,” said the shadow.

The word What? was on the tip of Conor’s tongue, had copy-pasted itself through sheer reflex, was a split second away from hurtling into the space between them when Conor’s brain caught up, caught itself, actually processed what the other boy had said and called an emergency time-out.

Forget it.

Seconds passed.

“Are you sure?” Conor asked.

In the darkness, the shadow stiffened, and suddenly Conor’s eyelids no longer felt heavy.

There was a short and brittle silence.

“I’m sure you won’t like it,” said Ashleigh’s voice—

—and there was something about the way he said it that rhymed with Conor joking about the plan, it wasn’t the same thing, Ashleigh wasn’t being funny, but there was still something about the other boy’s tone that did not fit the moment.

Again, silence.

You could just listen to him for once, whispered the Ashleigh in his head. It’s been a really long week.

And hearing that—

Conor would never know for sure whether his shoulder Ashleigh had really meant it—whether the imaginary version of his best friend had been sincere, or was itself engaging in reverse psychology, trying to poke him, provoke him.

But he couldn’t walk away, now.

“Hit me,” he said.

The shadow squinted.

(He couldn’t see it, but somehow he knew.)

“I don’t believe you,” Ashleigh said brusquely.

“Huh?”

“I think you’re breaking your second rule.”

A longer pause, then, as Conor tried to work through the implications, because the other boy was right, he had been moving without thinking—

(Or without thinking much, at least. He’d stopped the very first reflex, and that wasn’t nothing.)

—but at the same time, there was a way in which that felt like it was just more bait, the voice in the darkness was telling him that something was happening for Ashleigh, that he was in something, in something all by himself, daring Conor to leave him alone, and Conor couldn’t just abandon him—

You can, actually, whispered the voice of Ms. Palmano.

It was Conor’s turn to stiffen.

I’m not saying you should. I’m saying that recognizing that you have a choice is the first step to making that choice wisely.

Conor took a deep breath.

“Ash,” he said softly. “You okay?”

“Are you sure?” the other boy whispered.

Danger, Will Robinson.

But this wasn’t the kind of danger Conor wanted to run away from.

“Yes,” he said.

“No,” Ashleigh replied, and there was a tremor in the other boy’s voice that had not been there before. “I’m not.”

Another long silence. The obvious next question was Do you want to talk about it? But again that felt wrong, felt cliché, there was some wordless warning in the back of Conor’s mind that that was a path the two of them had gone down before, gone down and found nothing of value—

It doesn’t matter what I want.

That’s what Ashleigh had said, the last time that question had been asked. In this very bedroom, on the day after Halloween—

And then it clicked.

“Is this about,” he began—

(And then swallowed, his throat suddenly dry.)

“—wanting to kiss me?”

Ashleigh scoffed. “Kiss you? No.”

The words were black with bitterness. Conor’s whole body was on alert, now, the spark and tingle of adrenaline burning through his veins even as he knelt there, motionless, frozen.

“Okay,” he said slowly, trying to keep the tension from bleeding over into his voice. “So it’s about—”

“I’ve been trying really hard, you know,” the other boy said, cutting him off.

Conor’s jaw shut with a click.

“I don’t know if you noticed. In the chat with Jennifer last night. And at Rosemary yesterday. And in English. And ever since, like. Thanksgiving.”

Trying what?

Conor couldn’t ask.

“I thought maybe it would stick, or something,” Ashleigh’s voice continued. “If I just kept at it. Like those studies. Dr. Pilkington was telling me. They made people, like, smile on purpose, like they made them hold a pencil in their teeth so their lips would automatically be in like a smile shape, and then eventually those people started just…actually feeling cheerful. A little. I thought maybe it would be like that.”

Dr. Pilkington?

“But it’s not. It’s not getting better. It’s getting worse.”

The voice fell silent, and almost immediately there was pressure, the need to say something, Conor was supposed to say something, he was supposed to have something to say—

But he didn’t.

And meanwhile the silence was growing heavier, was becoming more and more horrible, it felt as if the air itself was going to crack—

“I think about your dick all the time,” said the voice in the darkness, all shot through with disdain, with disgust, with raw self-loathing. “All the time. All the time. I can’t stop thinking about it. I’m so—”

He choked. Conor could hear him choke.

“Hungry,” he said, and suddenly his voice was different, had gone all cold and colorless again, like it had on the day after Halloween—as if the other boy had somehow sealed himself away. “I’m so fucking hungry, and I hate it.”

Say something.

SAY something!

“My brain keeps making up all these stupid, like, scenarios. Practicing dumb little pickup lines. As if that’s not the most pathetic bullshit ever. Like so, your jerkoff arm is broken, huh, need a little help with that?”

Still flat, still colorless. Clinical. Aloof.

Dead.

“I got a boner on the roof,” said Ashleigh’s corpse, Ashleigh’s ghost. “Last Wednesday. While you were lying there, broken. While I was taking care of you. And I would’ve—I wanted to fucking cut it off, you know? If there hadn’t been other shit to do, other shit that was more important—”

“Ashleigh.”

“—and it just keeps getting worse, you just keep being so fucking cool, so fucking hot, watching you at Rosemary yesterday was just, like—god dammit, I want you so bad and I can’t stand it. Every time I smell you, I think about what it would look like. What it would sound like. What sort of face you’d make, while I made you c—”

“Ashleigh!”

“Yes, Conor?”

Quiet, and hollow. Unhurried—is there something you’d like to add? But Conor had nothing to say, had had nothing more beyond the single word, the sick certainty that he had to do something to stop the runaway train, he didn’t know what would happen if this kept on happening but the other boy’s voice just kept getting colder and emptier as the words pouring out of the shadows grew darker and darker.

Say something say something you have to say SOMETHING—

“I knew this would happen,” Ashleigh said.

As flat as words could be, folded and hammered and forged into a sheet of metal so thin it could split an atom.

“I knew this would happen, and it’s happening exactly like I thought it would. Just like I told you. This is exactly what I was trying to avoid, but you didn’t want me to go, didn’t want to let me go, and I knew I shouldn’t listen, I knew I wasn’t going to be able to hack it, but of course my fucking dick didn’t want me to go either and it was looking for any possible excuse to hang around because it doesn’t understand that it’s hopeless—”

The sheet of metal was tearing, now, rending and tearing, the cold giving way to something even worse, something twisted and ragged and ruined.

“—and it’s like, haha, Ashleigh, look at you, look how pathetic, your best friend was super chill and reasonable about everything, actually, but you still feel cheated, you don’t even appreciate it, all you want is to lick his peepee and he won’t let you, boo hoo, how sad, you should like lock yourself in your room and listen to sad music about it—”

“Ashleigh!”

“What? What, Conor?”

Grasping, helpless, frantic silence.

“I know, okay?” Ashleigh said. “I know. I know all of it. I’m not stupid. I know how it works, I know how you feel, I know I’m not supposed to—to—I know I can’t just write you a poem and that’ll make you want to fuck me but that didn’t stop my stupid brain from writing the poem anyway—”

“Can I see it?”

Desperate, the interruption.

“No,” Ashleigh said. “No, because you won’t want me to blow you about it and the whole point of the poem was to get you to want me to blow you about it and so all reading it will do is just, like, grind it in—”

Too far, Ashleigh was too far, Conor stretched out his hand into the darkness but the other boy was farther out, had drifted backwards away from the window and was beyond Conor’s reach.

“—that you’ve known her for, like, two months, right, it’s been like two months and boom, there it is, she got to slobber all over your dick and I’m not allowed to, it doesn’t matter how—see, my fucking brain, my fucking brain is like, it doesn’t even matter how good it would be, that I’d do it better than her, a million times better, because that’s not the point and I know that.”

Another silence, like the stillness after an avalanche.

“There’s nothing for you to say,” Ashleigh said, his voice suddenly colorless once more. “There’s nothing for you to say, we’re all on the same page, there’s nothing you could say about all this that I haven’t already thought through a thousand times, this isn’t complicated, it’s just pathetic. I’m fucking cursed. There aren’t any solutions. You just—win. You win, and I lose, I’m not saying it was a competition between us but like, you get to have me and Jennifer and fucking Guyler Stevens too, and I’m just—I’m just stuck over in the corner with all the other incel virgins, touching myself.”

Vibrating, Conor’s whole body was vibrating, was on the verge of shaking itself apart with the need to do something, anything, there was a part of him that was ready to scream so get in here and blow me, then! except that he knew that wouldn’t work, wouldn’t cut it, wasn’t actually a solution to the real problem. Ashleigh knew it, too, deep down—must have known, because he hadn’t asked, hadn’t begged, had just—just hinted, on some level the other boy understood that it wasn’t really about the blowjobs, no matter how much his brain was trying to trick him into thinking that it was—

I’d still take it, though, whispered the Ashleigh in his head.

And that was the problem. That Ashleigh’s hunger was bigger than Conor had realized, bigger than he’d thought—

(But not bigger than Ashleigh had thought.)

—was bigger than Ashleigh, maybe. Big enough that Ashleigh would say yes, even if he knew he should say no. Would say yes to anything Conor was willing to offer, was ready to snap up every scrap he laid before it, but it wasn’t enough, Ashleigh would follow that hunger straight into hell if Conor let him—

(A flicker of memory, Jennifer’s face—kind and sad and unyielding all at once.)

—Conor really couldn’t feed it—could not feed Ashleigh’s hunger—even if he were bi, he wouldn’t have wanted to say no to Jennifer, wouldn’t want to give up Guyler—

Guyler?

—yes, Guyler, because Guyler was a part of this, a part of the whole thing, Ashleigh hadn’t said his name for no reason.

Help me, Conor screamed, into the void of his thoughts, desperately hoping that one of the ghosts in his head would have something, some wisdom, some scrap of hope.

But there was nothing. He had nothing, could not think of a single useful thing to do.

And neither could Ashleigh.

“What happens now?” he whispered.

“I have no idea,” Ashleigh said. “But I know I can’t go on like this. This past couple of months—there’s nothing left. I’m all used up.”

He’s got no heart, Devon had said. Doesn’t feel anything, ever. Empty inside.

Silence.

“Come closer,” Conor pleaded.

The shadow didn’t move.

“Please.”

The shadow shook its head. “If I come closer, will you let me kiss you?”

Conor hesitated, agonizing—

“Exactly,” said the other boy. “I’m not saying this is fair, I’m not even saying it’s true, but like. This compromise. Of like. Between what Ashleigh wants, and what Conor wants, we’ll just settle on what Conor wants. That’s the thing I can’t do anymore. Can’t keep pretending I’m okay with. I can’t keep not—”

The real Ashleigh broke off, and Conor’s shoulder copy filled in the gap.

I can’t keep not fucking you.

And whether that was what the real Ashleigh had been about to say or not, that was the moment when it became clear—finally, awfully clear—when it finally clicked for Conor, that what Ashleigh had been doing this whole time was resisting gravity. The other boy had tried to tell him, had said all the words back in November, but it was only now that Conor understood—that for whatever awful reason he was—was—was a black hole for Ashleigh, and Ashleigh had been clinging, fighting, doing everything he could not to fall toward him. Had been holding back, holding on by his fingertips, and was telling Conor he could hold on no longer.

“Ashleigh,” Conor said, his own voice cracking.

“I’m not going anywhere,” the other boy said. “I’m not—it’s not going to be like September again. I know that you—I won’t do that to you. Again.”

Conor fought back a sob.

“But it’s not going to be like December, either. It can’t. I can’t.”

What is it going to be like?

But Conor didn’t ask, because his friend clearly didn’t know.

“Please,” Conor repeated. “Will you give me a hug? Please?”

“Just a hug?”

God damn it—

“Sorry,” Ashleigh said. “I’m not trying to be a dick. Promise. But like. You get it, right? You see?”

Conor couldn’t move, couldn’t speak.

“I know it isn’t fair,” the other boy repeated, his voice aloof and empty once more. “It’s not your fault. You did everything right. Everything. But—”

The darkness shrugged.

“It’s like you said. This isn’t healthy.”

The darkness turned away.

“Ashleigh!”

The darkness didn’t stop. And Conor was crippled, was broken, could not just leap out of the window, had to stand and scramble across the bedroom, down the hallway, racing for the side door, running panting around to the back of the house, his arm aflame—

But it was too late.

Ashleigh was gone.


Chapter 18Settle


September 1st, 6:42PM

“Yo, that’s blackmail.”

“What?”

“That’s blackmail. You being, like. I’ll only be happy if we do it, and I’ll only do it if you do it, too.”

“Ah, fuck.”

“Does ‘ah, fuck’ mean ‘I take it back’?”

“Yeah, sorry. But like…”

“What?”

“I still think you’re wrong? I mean, like. I do actually want to, I dunno. Peer pressure you?”

“No means no.”

“Okay, yes, fuck, you’re right. Sorry.”



•   •   •


its done btw



Conor typed <3—

—deleted it—

—hesitated—

—typed it again, and tapped Send. “Sorry,” he said, shoving the phone back into his pocket.

“Ashleigh, I take it?” murmured Ms. Palmano.

What.

It wasn’t the first time she had acted as if she could read his thoughts, but still—

“The notification,” she explained, reading the question on his face. “It didn’t sound like what you’d pick for Jennifer.”

Conor stared.

The two of them were sitting on opposite sides of one of the picnic tables at Davidson Park—her in the middle, facing straight ahead, and Conor off to one side, turned sideways so that he could rest his cast on the tabletop. It was Sunday afternoon, and his parents were at another table, some hundred feet away, giving them space.

It was unusually warm, for late January, and Conor had dressed in shorts and a t-shirt, leaving his sling at home for the first time. His former teacher was in spring clothes, too—light jeans and a soft white blouse that drew Conor’s eyes like magnets, made him glad he had settled himself at right angles instead of in a place where he might accidentally end up staring.

“I can pretend not to know these things, if you’d prefer,” his teacher said, half-smiling.

He shook his head. “‘What is true is already so,’” he quoted, and she nodded approvingly.

(It was one of the very last things she had said in her classroom, maybe a day or two before the incident. Conor had written it down in full so he wouldn’t forget it: What is true is already so. Acknowledging it doesn’t make it worse. Pretending doesn’t make it go away. If you were already living it, you can handle looking at it.)

Conor took in a breath, looked at the grass, the trees, the puffy white clouds scudding across the sky. Ashleigh’s text had come just as the pair of them were sitting down, and the conversation was still unset, unanchored, like a patch of wet concrete.

“One of my papers,” he began, and then faltered.

Ms. Palmano waited.

“You read a lot of stuff that I—that nobody was ever supposed to—”

He faltered again.

“There was one that, um. In particular—”

“Do you want help breaking through, here, or do you want to keep talking around it?”

(Gentle, the question. Soft, supportive, warm.)

(Conor noticed he was looking at his feet.)

“Neither,” he said. And then, after a pause:

“What was it…like? For you. To read that. I mean, I’m not asking if you—I’m not—I’m saying, um. How does it feel to, uh, find out. To find out something like that. From somebody who—what I mean is, what do you—”

“Just to be clear,” his teacher cut in, her voice still soft. “We’re kind of secretly talking about Ashleigh a little bit, right?”

Conor nodded, his throat tight.

“‘You, who crawled from the wreck of summer like sons leaving their mothers’ bodies,’” she murmured cryptically, her eyes somehow close and distant at the same time.

(Conor didn’t ask.)

“Okay, well. Keeping in mind that Ashleigh is a different person from you, and that your relationship to him is different from my relationship to you…I mostly felt…good? In a sort of aw, shucks, that’s real sweet kind of way.”

Conor’s face began to burn.

“Ah, I see that I’ve misspoken. Let me try again. I mean genuinely sweet. I’m not trying to say that I thought it was—that it was cute, or—or unserious, I’m certainly not looking down on you, Conor. I more meant that that sort of thing is…flattering. Genuinely flattering. It feels nice because it’s real, even though…”

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her waving vaguely.

“It feels affirming,” she continued. “Because while it’s, ah, awkward, to get that sort of attention from someone in your, let’s say, position—”

Conor squeezed his eyes shut.

I did literally ask for it.

“—your, uh, interest…it felt like it was tangled up with…approval? Honest, sincere approval? And you’re the type of person whose approval matters to me. Someone I respect, independent of your…twelveness.”

Conor frowned, his eyes still closed.

But that’s how it felt.

All of that was familiar, all of that was how it had felt for him, in the beginning. Or—well—not in the beginning, maybe, but like. In December. Knowing that Ashleigh wanted him, catching that particular gleam in the other boy’s eye, in his expression—

Okay, listen, if you’re trying to make me want to suck your dick less, you’re really not doing a very good job.

That had felt good, until he understood what it was costing his friend.

“Sorry,” Ms. Palmano said, interrupting his reverie. “I don’t have a lot of practice at this particular conversation. I’m not sure I’m doing the responsible grownup thing properly.”

Conor shook his head. “It’s not that,” he said. “It’s—sorry, I wasn’t thinking about—I was thinking about the secretly part. About—”

It was surprisingly hard to make his mouth form the other boy’s name.

“About Ashleigh.”

Again, his teacher waited.

“You said a thing, once,” Conor ventured. “Victory conditions.”

“‘It’s a mistake to locate your victory conditions inside someone else’s head,’” Ms. Palmano quoted.

“Yeah,” Conor confirmed. “That one.”

It had stuck with him, back when she first said it, because it rhymed with something he’d thought himself, in the early days of his journal war with Guyler:

No more plans that Guyler can fuck up just by deciding not to play along.

But (as was often the case) he had the sense that there was more there, that his teacher’s understanding was deeper, clearer—

“Can you—I mean, I think I know what you meant, but—”

“If the only way for you to be okay is for Ashleigh to be okay, then him sinking takes you both down.”

Swift, heavy, brutal—like a bridge collapsing into water. Conor felt his eyes go wide with—with shock, with indignation, he wasn’t sure—found that Ms. Palmano’s face was filling his vision and realized that his head must have snapped around.

“I mean, that’s more specific than the general principle. But that’s an example. And for the record, so is Ashleigh only being okay if you love him back.”

Conor blinked.

“It’s like in the movies,” Ms. Palmano continued. “When the villain has everything he needs to win, except that he also wants the hero to suffer, he wants the hero to know that he’s been bested, and so he doesn’t just shoot the hero in the head and call it a day, he does something complicated and stupid and ends up losing. Because you can’t really control what goes on inside someone else’s head. If your goal isn’t just to win, but to make them feel some particular way, think some particular thought, admit some thing they don’t want to admit—”

She broke off, shook her head. “You can still win that sort of battle. I’m not saying it’s impossible. But it’s a hell of a lot easier to lose. The other person can deny you satisfaction just by being themselves—if they’re shaped in a way you didn’t expect, so they respond in a way you didn’t predict.”

(Again a flicker of Jennifer’s face.)

“…and if they’re actively trying to spite you—”

Ms. Palmano broke off again. “Sorry. Drifting from the point, probably. Did I answer your question?”

“One of them.”

She laughed. “I think you’ve graduated from that particular set of training wheels,” she said. “And this isn’t a classroom. Ask away.”

Conor frowned, gnawed at his lip, ran the fingers of his good right hand through his hair. He wasn’t sure he knew what the next question was. Wasn’t even sure he knew what the previous question had been about, really—had been feeling his way forward in the dark.

But maybe…

“What do you actually do?” he asked. “How do you not—I mean, what if it turns out you really do care about what’s going on inside their head?”

“It’s not that I think you should try to make yourself stop caring,” she said. “We talked about that last time, as you may recall.”

(Conor didn’t, actually, the end of that particular conversation having rather overshadowed the middle.)

“You care about what you care about,” she said firmly. “This isn’t, like, fully one hundred percent true, it’s not the case that you have no power to shift your cares around on purpose, but it’s close enough. So the answer can’t be ‘stop caring,’ because in practice that usually works out to something like ‘numb yourself’ or ‘dissociate’ or ‘be in denial,’ and those things aren’t good. Necessary, sometimes. But not good.”

Conor wasn’t quite sure what dissociate meant, but he remembered Ashleigh’s voice in the dark, like an outline with all the color drained out of it…

“It’s more about—look, I don’t know if this is going to work, I think there’s a good chance this is just going to sound like an empty platitude, but…the best you can do is the best you can do. Does that make sense?”

Conor thought.

“The words make sense.”

“What about the words ‘pipe dream’?”

Conor shook his head.

“‘Wishful thinking’?”

He hesitated.

“Look, imagine—okay, yeah, imagine you’re talking to some alien, okay? And the alien has come down to Earth and is like, why do you humans sleep? Wouldn’t it be better if you were awake all the time? Think of how much more you could accomplish, with twenty-four hours instead of just sixteen. What’s the alien missing?”

“That we…can’t?”

“What do you mean, you can’t? The alien has seen you pull an all-nighter before.”

Conor frowned. “That’s different.”

“How? Just do that every night.”

“We can’t.”

“I don’t know, says the alien, sounds to me like you’re being lazy.”

Conor’s frown deepened.

“Switching into lecture mode for a second, sorry—”

“I asked for it.”

“Cool. Okay. So, from my point of view, the key thing to recognize here is, the alien is confused. The alien is wrong about how things actually work, and so to the alien, it seems like there’s this easy obvious option, and humans are being dumb or lame for not taking it. But that option is fake. Humans only look bad to the alien because the alien is confused, and comparing reality to a fairy tale.”

She held up her hands. “And, like. Of course the fairy tale is more appealing than reality! If the alien understood the real constraints, then the-thing-humans-are-doing would make more sense, and seem less pathetic. And—this is the other important bit—it would be a bad idea to follow the alien’s advice, because that advice is based on a fundamental misunderstanding of the situation. Like, if you were to trust the alien and go huh, actually, wow, I never tried that, let’s stay up for seventy-two hours…this is not going to go well. And then you’ll crash and be tired and won’t even be able to do the best of the original options. Like, whatever thing seemed sad and boring and unpleasant compared to being awake all the time, you might not even have the energy to do that. A sort of Icarus-y problem. Do you, uh. Know Icarus?”

Conor squinted. “Is he the fire guy?”

“No, the wax wings guy. And—hang on, are you okay?”

“It’s noth—I mean, it’s fine.”

“Okay, well, I leave it to you whether you want to share, but I am sort of curious to know what’s fine.”

Conor nodded, eyes closed once more—

“Take your time. No rush.”

He nodded again, then waited five seconds to make sure she wasn’t going to say anything else before trying to think.

What was fine was that she had just happened to use the word pathetic, and it had sent Conor’s mind flashing back to Ashleigh, and Ashleigh’s very particular use of that very particular word, which he had repeated three more times in the long text message he’d sent Conor Saturday morning—

I’m not used to being pathetic.

—and it had all just become kind of a lot, for a moment, but it was fine, it would pass, there was nothing Ms. Palmano needed to do, he just needed a minute, that was all.

“You’re saying,” Conor said carefully, a minute later. “That. Um. I don’t know. Can you say it again?”

“It’s easy to beat yourself up for not doing things that are impossible, if you don’t notice that they’re impossible. And trying to do the impossible thing usually leaves you worse off than if you’d tried to do the best of the possible things. And the possible things usually kind of suck, when you compare them to the impossible things, so it’s often hard to get excited about doing them, because they just sound lame and bad. But often all the real options are lame and bad, and it’s still worth figuring out which lame and bad thing is the least lame and bad.”

Conor took a deep breath, lifted his eyelids with a burst of effort, was relieved to find that they stayed open without him having to hold them up.

“What does this mean I should do about Ashleigh?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Ms. Palmano said frankly. “I think you’d have to tell me…rather a lot, for me to even form an opinion? And I don’t know if that’s the sort of question you want to be asking your disgraced ex-English teacher about. As opposed to these more general issues of wisdom and philosophy.”

Conor’s brow furrowed as he tried to dig through the tangle of words.

“What would you do about Ashleigh?” he asked.

“Er,” she said. “Same problem?”

“With what you know right now.”

She studied him with a searching, slightly worried look. “I think I shouldn’t tell you, Conor,” she said, her voice shifting into the softer register she sometimes used when the two of them were especially alone. “I’m, uh. Worried you’ll have a hard time not taking it as advice. And I really, really do not understand the specifics of this situation well enough to be offering you advice.”

Conor considered this.

“But I guess I can say one more thing. I told you this was my fourth year of teaching, right?”

Conor shook his head.

“Well. There was a student, in my first year. Ian. Sort of—honestly, sort of a combination of you and Ashleigh? Or maybe somewhere in the space between you. And he was having a very hard time. And I—I was a new teacher, you know? Or, well, you probably don’t. But your first year of teaching is…a lot of first-year teachers have a lot of big feelings. Big plans. Big ambitions. I don’t think I had a substitute that entire year, for instance. One hundred and eighty days, no days off.”

She shook her head. “Sorry, rambling. Ian was having a rough time. And I…cared. A lot. And I didn’t really have my guard rails in place, yet. Didn’t know to put my own oxygen mask on first, so to speak.”

Conor twitched.

“And it didn’t work. I tried very, very hard, and burned a lot of—of everything, I don’t know what I ought to call it, soul points or spoons or fucks-to-give. More than I had to spare, honestly. And Ian…I don’t want to be overdramatic, it’s not like he’s dead or anything. But Ian…didn’t make it.”

Conor swallowed. She was saying the thing he had been afraid she would say, the thing he had hoped she wouldn’t say, that he should cut his losses, give up—

“And then along came Rebecca, in my second year. Different problems, but the same story. And I thought, okay, let’s do this smart this time. And I held back, and Rebecca sort of didn’t make it, either. Last I heard, she’s hanging on, but it’s…not great.”

“So I shouldn’t even try?”

Ms. Palmano shook her head. “I’m not done,” she said. “Last year, Michael. I thought, okay, let’s try one more time, maybe there’s a Goldilocks zone. And Michael did make it. I was able to help. Finally.”

Conor frowned. “Wait,” he said. “Am I your—”

“Nope,” she said, shaking her head. “There wasn’t one this year, not like those three. And to the extent that there was—well, I’m not going to tell you her name, but. Not you.”

What is this?

Conor could feel his frustration rising, a sort of restless energy that made him want to twitch, to fidget, to stand up and walk in circles.

Or walk away.

“So then what’s the—”

“In a rush, are we? Filled, perhaps, with the desperate need to do something?”

Pointed, the words. Conor felt his face flush, felt the urge to look down, look away. But he resisted, keeping his eyes fixed on his teacher’s face.

(Her chin, anyway.)

“Sorry,” he muttered.

“Don’t be,” she said. “Part of the lesson. Lots of people are so on fire with the need to act that they don’t manage to notice that there aren’t any useful actions. So they go and do something not useful, just to make themselves feel better, because they can’t stand it, because they feel like they should be able to intervene, somehow. And the very best outcome, at that point, is that they waste a bunch of time and energy and end up exhausted for no benefit. And usually, they make things worse.”

“Is that the point?”

She shook her head grimly. “No,” she said. “It’s part of it. I still wonder, sometimes, whether maybe Ian would’ve been better off if I hadn’t tried at all. Like, hadn’t tried on purpose, hadn’t gone the extra mile. I can think of at least two things I did for him that ended up actively making it worse, and a couple others that probably didn’t help at all. I’m honestly not sure if he regrets ever meeting me, and it—it’s not the sort of thing where it’s a good idea to ask.”

She closed her eyes briefly, drew in a sharp breath through her nose. “But no,” she continued. “The thing that really haunts me is that, while I was spending every scrap of spare energy I had on Ian, I never even noticed that Terence was drowning, too.”

“Who’s—”

Conor broke off, because right, of course, it didn’t matter who Terence was, she’d just told him who he was.

But—

“I don’t understand,” he said, and he could feel his voice growing taut, growing ragged, the despair welling up underneath. “Are you trying to say it doesn’t matter, then? That nothing really works?”

She shook her head again. “No, Conor. I’m trying to say that you can’t know in advance. That there’s more to figuring out whether you did the right thing than whether everybody ends up happy. If you’re only okay if things turn out okay, you’re not going to be okay, because the world is a mess, Conor, it’s full of tragedy, the only way to avoid it is to plug your ears and go lalalalala, pretend the homeless guy on the street doesn’t exist. And I don’t want that for you. I don’t want you to be—to be cut off, going through life with your eyes closed. I want you to be able to live in the world, and living in the world hurts, and the only honest way I know of to deal with that is to define victory as doing the best that you can.”

She reached across the table, touched the cast on his arm—so lightly that he felt nothing through the plaster, only knew she was touching it because his eyes were open, because he was watching.

“Maybe you were being stupid, with Ashleigh,” she said. “But I think—when we fuck up—when we look back—if we’re really, truly honest with ourselves—”

She drew her hand back, and her own eyes were excruciatingly gentle.

“I think that the opportunities to have actually done something better are a lot rarer than people think,” she said. “I think a lot of people imagine they could’ve done better than they did, that things could’ve turned out better than they did, and a lot of the time they’re just wrong, and they drive themselves crazy thinking that the fairy tale is real. I think the real answer is that the world is just…hard, and complicated, and more than we know how to handle.”

She drew back further still, straightening, her shoulders taking on something of the bearing that she had in her classroom, as though there were an invisible whiteboard behind her. “Doesn’t mean you don’t try anyway,” she said. “Do your best, Conor. Do your best, and let that be enough. I don’t know if Ashleigh’s going to come out of this okay. I do think you should try to help. But—”

She broke off, shrugged. “If you can’t help. If it doesn’t work. If you can’t actually think of anything that actually seems good to do, I hope you’ll be okay anyway, I hope you’ll say, I tried my hardest, and I didn’t do anything fake, and the rest was out of my hands.”

Conor swallowed. “But how do I know if it’s my hardest?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

What if I could have done more?

His teacher burst out laughing.

“You listen to me,” she said bluntly. “When I tell you, which I am.”

•   •   •


thinking about you

just wanted to say that

hope it’s ok



•   •   •

Monday morning, the following day.

Bus 134 had come nearly fifteen minutes early, catching Conor by surprise. He had scrambled out the door, his unzipped bag in his right hand, half a frozen waffle still clutched in his left.

Ashleigh wasn’t there, and Timothy’s eyes were baleful, so he settled himself in the safe zone at the front, spent the ride in silence, disembarked at 7:15 with a full forty minutes to kill before first bell. Jennifer had a dentist’s appointment, would be gone until after break, and none of the rest of Conor’s people were there yet. So he wandered, aimless, drifting from one part of the school to the next.

It was risky, maybe, traveling alone. His injury meant that he was no longer nimble, no longer quick, could not outmaneuver a hostile bully or a suspicious teacher.

But the cast was also a shield. It made him fragile, and innocent—raising the stakes on any potential encounter, discouraging more casual abuse.

(As for the serious abusers…well, it was early.)

He started with the high school—the area he knew least, got to see least (at least from ground level). Of its four buildings, the one closest to the front of the school was the math wing, its entrance just past the cafeteria’s. He walked down the long, empty hallway, his footsteps echoing, and let himself out through the double doors at the back, where the staff parking lot was just starting to properly fill up. It was a short walk across to the back of the civics building, where he took the same long walk in reverse, exiting out the front, in the interior of the school once more. Then across to the language arts wing, where he again snaked his way out the back, returning through the science hall, one long zigzag through the four tally marks.

He didn’t stop, didn’t linger. And with more than half an hour to go before first bell, the hallways were almost entirely empty. But there were signs nonetheless—footprints, fingerprints, fossils—evidence of the ongoing lawlessness that had slowed during the camera war without ever fully stopping. Nearly one locker in twenty was somehow defaced or damaged, with maybe one in fifty out of commission altogether, doors too dented to close or ripped clean off their hinges. The hallways had been swept clean by the custodial staff, but there were stains that couldn’t be fully removed, broken tiles on the floor, gum and pencils and paperclips stuck to the suspended ceiling.

(In the science wing, above a locker whose paint seemed suspiciously fresh, a handful of ceiling tiles that were white—too white—whiter than those around them, which were stained by a halo of black soot, a subtle monument to Timothy.)

Coming back out into the quad, Conor turned to cross the wide, level grass, heading for the eighth grade wing on the opposite side.

If anything, the feel of the middle school hallways was worse, because they were clearly designed to be better—were not purely utilitarian, had hopeful spaces for bulletin boards and display cases.

But the bulletin boards were empty, the glass on the display cases cracked. A string of brightly colored letters spelled out RE D NG, WRITIN , S I NCE, ATH, OC AL STUD, AR ! Fewer lockers were broken, but more were defaced, and as Conor moved from the eighth grade wing to the seventh, and then on again to the sixth, there was something about it that felt awfully like practice. There was a progression to the decay, a continuous line running from sixth to seventh to eighth to the high school, and it didn’t stop there, could be extended, ran right on through to what had happened on the rooftop and worse, beyond.

Job applying for?

Superhero.

By the time Conor exited the sixth grade wing, the quad was starting to fill up with high schoolers, and so rather than walking through the crowd, he turned and looped around behind the gym, past the equipment shed, directly under Binder’s Gap, heading for the electives building and the library on the north side of campus. There was a passageway between them that would let him reenter the front courtyard without having to go past the office, or all the way back out into the parking lot—

He paused.

Paused, and then immediately started walking again, because he didn’t want to call attention to himself, didn’t want to be caught staring—

Oliver was sitting at a table, inside the library, a blurred shape instantly recognizable through the dusty window. Was sitting at a table all by himself, surrounded by other empty tables, the rows of shelves behind him silent and abandoned.

He looked up as Conor passed, their eyes meeting briefly through the pane of glass between them. The older boy’s expression was hollow, empty, listless—like the pictures Ms. Nease had made them look at, from Dachau and Auschwitz and Buchenwald.

…so that’s still going on, then.

Conor looked away, breaking the connection between them, turning his eyes back to the front as he carried on walking, trying not to think about bullies, and bathrooms, it was fine, everything was fine, all he needed to do was not look away and also not do anything and also not go crazy and also not give up and also—

Breathe.

He sighed.

It took effort, to set the moment aside, but at least it was effort like lifting something heavy on a shelf rather than like ripping something out of the ground. And whether it was because of the sudden shock of having seen the older boy or just because there were so many more people in the courtyard, as Conor slipped into the crowd of sixth graders by the library and began making his way over to the flagpole, he found himself looking for trouble.

Not to do anything about it.

Just to see.

To weigh, to measure—to compare it, with what he remembered from the year before, and from the start of this year.

And what he saw…

It was hard to say for sure. But it seemed better. The crowd was made up of clumps, as always, pairs and triplets and groups of friends. But it was sprinkled with kids who were clearly on their own—more of them than Conor remembered—on their own and looking unworried, their attention turned inward, reading or gaming or texting or writing all by themselves without anyone standing guard. He passed by Trevor and got a respectful nod, saw Brock and Luke playing hacky-sack with two other boys he didn’t know, waved back to Isabella as Timothy scowled from his place on the bench next to her.

Better.

Not great. Not perfect. There was a shouting match going on near the border of the two zones—three seventh graders and four sixth graders, facing off like football players, gesturing at something on the ground between them that Conor couldn’t see.

But better.

Out into the seventh grade zone, out past the shadow of the buildings, heading for the central flagpole—

Again, the impulse to pause, and again Conor overrode it, moving forward after only the briefest of stumbles.

Holt was sitting under the flagpole, and beside him were Nolan and Nicholas, and while Conor couldn’t make out their expressions from this far away, did not know what their body language meant, all three of them were looking at him. Had already been looking at him, by the time he noticed them—had been tracking him as he approached.

And then Nolan looked away—turned to Holt and raised a fist for the other boy to bump, then jerked his head in the opposite direction and started walking, his little brother following along in his wake.

What—

Holt raised a hand. “Monito,” he said, as Conor closed the distance.

What was that?

Out loud, though—

“Hola, ’olt.”

Holt’s lip twisted in wry acknowledgement as Conor unslung his bookbag and dropped it to the concrete, settling down on top of it.

There was a brief and awkward silence.

“Uh,” Conor said. “So. How’s Nolan?”

The other boy’s mouth thinned, and he shrugged—a tight, uncomfortable twitch. “Oh, you know,” he said. “Same old.”

Conor frowned. Something was clearly—

“Look, I’m not pissed at you, okay?” Holt blurted abruptly. “And I’m not even pissed at Nolan. Just, like—I don’t like this mommy-daddy bullshit, okay?”

Mommy-daddy…?

“Nolan wanted me to…chingado, idk, it’s not really a message but like, he wanted you to know and I guess I am the right guy to tell you but seriously, as a one-off, I do not want to be the go-between, sabes?”

“Holt, what—”

“Nicholas isn’t coming to your little training sessions.”

Conor blinked. “Huh?”

“The thing you ran on Thursday. With Eddie, and Timothy’s crew.”

“Yeah—I know—but…”

Conor trailed off.

But Nicholas wasn’t there?

“But Nicholas wasn’t there.”

“Yeah,” said Holt. “I know. And Nolan wants you to know that he’s not going to be. Ever.”

But—

Conor’s mind tried to move in half a dozen different directions at once.

But I didn’t ask Nicholas to come—does he even want to come?—Nolan and Nicholas aren’t part of the rope—but they could’ve been, still could be—what does he mean, ‘ever’?

And the winner—not because it was the most important, but just because it happened to wriggle its way to the top of the pile—

“Why didn’t Nolan just—”

—talk to me, he had been going to say, but the words caught in his throat as a sudden suspicion reared its head, how long, how long had it been, actually, since he’d seen Nolan and Nicholas at the lunch table—

“He’s not talking to you,” Holt confirmed grimly.

“Wh—did he say why?”

Holt’s response was to look uncomfortable.

“Yes,” the other boy said—finally, reluctantly. And then: “Nicholas.”

Nicholas what?

Half a dozen heartbeats.

“Nicholas what?” Conor asked.

“He’s not talking to you because of Nicholas,” Holt explained. “Because he thinks—because he said—”

Conor swallowed, fingers of panic brushing lightly at his throat. Holt did not usually sound like this—did not usually sound like Conor.

The other boy sighed heavily. “Ni modo,” he grumbled. “Nolan said—I’m not gonna try to, like, quote him, but he basically said that you and Ashleigh are bad news, that you’re making everything worse, that you’re going to get somebody killed and he’s, uh, not about to fuck around with that, he’s got a little brother to look after.”

There was an extremely loud silence.

“This was—I’m not sure, I wanna say maybe around the time Ashleigh twisted his ankle? When you started running those roof missions. I think. Might’ve been later, when Ti—I mean, when that locker got set on fire. By, you know. Somebody.”

Conor’s mouth was open. He found himself suddenly conscious of his cast, felt an urge to hide it behind his back, his cheeks burning as if it were an unzipped zipper and someone had just pointed it out in front of the whole class.

“Anyway,” Holt said—

(Because Conor was saying nothing, because it was clear that Conor was not going to be able to say anything any time soon.)

“—I think he was, like. Planning on not making a big deal about it. Like it’s been a while already. He wasn’t trying to rub it in—”

When the villain has everything he needs to win, except that he also wants the hero to suffer…

“—but then Elias and Fletcher were going on and on about jumping around with you and Eddie, and—”

Holt broke off, made a face.

“I don’t know what—I mean, I’m not sure how he thinks this is going to play out, actually, like I dunno what he’s expecting you to do, if Nicholas tries to show up or whatever. Nicholas seemed mostly on board, but—”

Holt shrugged.

“Anyway,” he repeated. “He asked if I’d tell you and I’ve told you. Uh. Not to, I mean. He said…don’t.”

Conor shivered.

Shivered, and also trembled, he could feel his lower lip quivering, felt—felt accused in a way that was hitting him surprisingly hard. Had been shrinking the whole time Holt was talking, and now felt very, very small.

“‘Bad news’?” Conor whispered, after nearly a minute of failing to say anything else.

There was something steadying about the way Holt was looking at him, now—something that reminded him a little bit of Guyler, almost, clean and blunt and matter-of-fact.

(Except that Guyler pulled back, in moments like these—pulled back and went still, as if trying to create as much space as possible. Holt had not gotten further away, was if anything leaning in, as though trying to transmit the sensation of a hug through eye contact alone.)

“Dangerous,” he said, and his voice was serious. “He thinks you’re dangerous.”

Another long silence.

And then—

“He’s…not wrong?”

Conor’s eyes had drifted already, gone where they went when they didn’t want to look, but they snapped back, snapped up to find the other boy’s gaze still holding steady. It was even softer now, and suddenly familiar, a fragment of memory thrusting itself to the front of Conor’s thoughts—

Me and Nolan, we’re not taking sides…we’ve been worried about you…

“Like, I’m sorry,” Holt continued. “I get what you’re going for. I think. I know that you—I know you’re trying to help. But like. The camera stuff was fucked. And the thing Timothy did was fucked. What Ashleigh did to Guyler was fucked, if you wanna go back that far. And—look, it’s none of my business, okay, I haven’t been sticking my nose in, I’m not trying to say I know what happened, but like. I’d bet five dollars to a quarter whatever went down up on the rooftop was fucked, I bet you’d admit it was fucked if I asked you. Which I’m not, to be clear. But like.”

Holt shrugged again, the motion small and somehow helpless. “I don’t judge, brohombre. Not my place. And—and I’m here for you, same as always. But…”

He trailed off. “I don’t judge Nolan, either,” he said simply. “There’s…look, there’s just a lot of shit flying around you and Ashleigh these days, you know? Like, I get it. I get him not wanting to—not wanting his little brother around, taking splash damage.”

There was another pause, and Holt leaned back ever so slightly, seemed to study Conor, his eyes tracing up and down. “Sorry,” he repeated.

Conor’s mouth was open again, his brain rummaging through itself, digging for something to say, anything, something that would make it not true…

What is true is already so.

But the training sessions, those weren’t—there were parents at those—

Some fully automatic part of Conor imagined himself saying the words, imagined Holt’s response, the way the other boy’s face would shift—

Timothy was your first student, no?

Conor’s face was burning again, and he was horribly conscious of the cast once more. Fletcher had been wrong about what it meant that Conor’s arm was broken, but Holt was not, Nolan was not, the two boys had seen past the trees and understood the shape of the forest—

But things are better!

Some things, answered a part of him, grim and taking no excuses. Some things were better.

Most things weren’t.

(A boy alone in the library, looking like he’d been in hell long enough that he’d forgotten ever being anywhere else…)

And in the meantime there had been costs, real costs, not just to Conor but to everyone, to the whole school—was he making it worse? Would they all have been better off if he’d never—

“So,” Holt said. “Listen—”

Conor’s thoughts crumbled into dust.

“—I’m gonna change the subject, sale?”

Was that—did he want permission, or—

“Blink twice if you can hear me.”

Conor blinked twice. It was like peeling tape.

“Great. So, my mom found out that I signed up for Spanish as my Q4 elective, and she kinda blew her stack because she thinks I should be taking robotics, of all things…”

Slowly, the whiplash faded.

Faded, and was replaced with a sense of fragile warmth as the other boy rambled on, as if nothing had happened, as if everything was fine, as if everything was normal—

(Which, now that Conor thought about it, was probably on purpose.)

Eventually, the bell rang, and it was off to homeroom, which for Conor was a meaningless blur as he ignored everything around him, turning the courtyard conversation over and over again in his mind.

…dangerous?

He barely noticed as the bell rang for a second time, as he drifted through the hallway toward English, as he settled himself into his seat in the back corner of the room where Ms. Palmano wasn’t.

(Jennifer wasn’t there either. And Holt had returned to normal, and Ashleigh was keeping his distance. Conor floated in a world of his own, vast and cold and echoing.)

The minutes crawled by. There were words from Mrs. Haynes-Hornaday that he didn’t listen to, and worksheets that he half-completed with something less than half of his attention, scribbling illegibly with his off hand. At some point, he found himself in a discussion circle with Holt, William, and Susanne Gibson; he contributed nothing.

(He had read the first three chapters of The Giver and then given up; the class was now on chapter fourteen. Already, his grade had slipped from a B+ to a C and was sure to fall further; he had no intention of doing anything whatsoever to stop it.)

Dangerous.

That was the word that kept rolling through his mind, as the woman who wasn’t Ms. Palmano asked meaningless questions and everyone else gave meaningless answers. The idea that he was dangerous—that there was danger in him, and near him, and emanating from him. That—

(Steady.)

That people needed to be protected from him.

People like Nicholas.

Conor had no words for the feeling inside of him, the sense that something had been subtracted—as if his stomach had been teleported away, and the void was slowly filling up with blood.

Holt doesn’t know about Halloween. He doesn’t know about the bag.

(Or, well. He might. He’d shown an uncanny knack for figuring these things out.)

But he hadn’t mentioned Halloween, hadn’t mentioned the bag—had rested his argument on Conor’s cast and the burned-out locker, the camera war and Guyler’s forehead. Those had been enough, from Holt’s perspective, to earn the label.

Dangerous.

There were things that Conor did not think about, as the rest of the class opened up their books and began reading aloud, one after the other. He didn’t think about the crunch of bone beneath his feet, or an awful scream that went on, and on, and on. He didn’t think about the baseball bat connecting with his arm, or the deal he’d struck with the boy who’d swung it. He didn’t think about Timothy, or Ashleigh, or Guyler Stevens.

Instead, he thought about Nicholas. A cheerful kid he’d met at most a dozen times, a boy who’d left almost no impression—just the flash of a smile, and a vague memory of something to do with math.

The sort of person Conor wanted to protect. The exact sort of person he was used to seeing hunted, and dreamed of shielding. Of saving.

And now Nolan—

(Who Conor did know, or at least had known—who had been a part of Ashleigh’s circle for the past three years.)

—had quietly guided him away. Had left, and left silently, taking his brother with him. Without fanfare. Without accusation. Without any opportunity for Conor to defend himself—had tried, convicted, and sentenced him, entirely out of sight.

Dangerous.

Dangerous.

Dangerous.

•   •   •


i think im starting to figure it out

like, you don’t have to say anything back

just wanted you to know i haven’t given up

hope that’s okay



•   •   •

Conor stood atop the narrow platform, looking down at his target.

It’s fine. It’ll be fine. It’s not even three feet.

Yeah, so, I feel like if you have to convince yourself…

His shoulder Ashleigh trailed off, leaving the thought unfinished.

(It had been doing that more and more, since Friday, and other times not speaking up at all. It was as if even the part of Conor’s own mind that sometimes spoke in Ashleigh’s voice was reconsidering its relationship with the rest of him.)

The time was 1:30 in the afternoon, and Conor was on the edge of Green Lake, unsupervised, unauthorized, running the risk of unthinkable consequences but he’d had to do something, had only spiraled further as the day wore on, it wasn’t that there were no useful actions so much as that all of the useful actions were off-limits for one reason or another—

So, no useful actions, then.

But there was one jump—one jump that Conor could maybe do, even with the broken arm, and he was desperate. Desperate enough to skip lunch, to slip off campus and walk the four blocks to the park, he was excused from Activity anyway and had been spending sixth period in the library so as long as he was back in time for Art he should be fine, right, it was probably fine, they probably wouldn’t notice he was gone and there was time enough for at least a hundred jumps and maybe more.

In theory, anyway.

The object he was standing on was one of four arranged in a square, a cluster that lived in his mind under the name The Combo—

(Because the usual loop involved going left, up, up, and down.)

—and which he firmly intended to rename, if there was ever a reason to bring anyone else along to train there.

It began with a jump between two curbs that sat in a single line, like a balance beam with its middle third deleted, erased. There was a squat metal trash can in the space between them, which meant that Conor couldn’t see his target until he was already in midair, and the takeoff was awkward, with one foot in front of the other.

Assuming he stuck the landing—

(Midair half-turn and all, receiving the second curb with his feet side-by-side in the normal configuration.)

—the next step was a thirty-ish-inch upward jump, onto a strange concrete object that Conor thought might once have been part of a water fountain, or possibly the anchor for a bike rack. Its top was a platform maybe one foot deep and a foot and a half wide, and overhung, so there was no vertical surface for his feet to kick against if he didn’t jump high enough.

(Like the jump from the shed onto the breezeway, which Timothy had done for the first time, alone, in the dark.)

Then a turn to the right, and another upward leap to the final object, a thin, upright concrete sign with a map of the lake embedded within, like a giant stick of gum sticking out of the grass. This landing was by far the spookiest—he was jumping at the narrow edge of the slab, which was not even four inches wide, and thus had to split his feet, one on top and the other kicking into the vertical surface, five feet above the ground.

But once he was up there, the drop back down to the first curb was massive, and it was a target jump, too—meaning that Conor could not roll, could only absorb. From that height, if he was even just a little bit too far forward or back, he could crush his heels, sprain his ankles, blow out his knees. The only part of the loop that was simple was the leap up off of the second curb, and even that was exhausting in its own right, was very close to Conor’s maximum.

Typically, completing even a single loop without any mistakes was cause for celebration; the most he’d ever managed was four in a row. But today he was not even considering it, was in fact facing backwards, had hopped up onto his butt on the lower platform and then pushed himself to his feet and turned around, looking down at the second curb some two and a half feet below.

Just looking.

Even though it really did seem like he could do it—if he crouched on the edge before stepping off, his head would barely be moving at all, would be transitioning from something like five feet up to four and a half, most of the motion just his body straightening. It was far less than half of the size of the bigger drop, from the sign—

(Well, it was more than half in distance, but distance compounded, a five-foot drop was way more than twice the impact of a two-and-a-half-foot one.)

—and he knew how to do it smoothly, could probably do it without any jolting or jarring at all, it wasn’t even three feet—

His body didn’t move.

Hadn’t moved, for almost ten minutes now—he’d been trying to talk himself into it since 1:22 and it was now 1:31, he officially had less than an hour before he needed to head back, if he wanted to be on time for seventh period.

“Fucker,” he said aloud, straightening from his crouch for what was probably the twentieth time, the muscles in his legs burning.

But there was no fire in the complaint. The word was a reflex, a remnant, a pattern outgrown but not yet worn away.

Rule number one: protect yourself.

He could feel it, he could feel it, Conor knew that his arm was not yet ready, and it was that knowledge that was holding him back, that would not let him choose to jump. It wasn’t even fear—

(It wasn’t fear, exactly, that stopped people from sticking their hands into fires.)

—it was simple awareness. The thing would be fine if it was fine—if he landed well and nothing went wrong. But he couldn’t guarantee that nothing would, in a hundred drops or even just a handful.

And so Conor was angry, but not at himself so much as at everything else. Angry that he was hurt, that he was helpless, that his best friend was suffering and his school was spiraling and Nolan thought he was dangerous and Holt thought Nolan was right and there was nothing he could do about any of it. Angry that he was denied even the simple sanctuary of exhaustion, of focus—that his usual means of settling himself were off the table, and he had no way to stop being aware of it all.

(He really, really, really missed Jennifer, and it was made worse, not better, by the fact that she wasn’t actually gone, that he saw her every day, that all that was missing was a single, crucial ingredient and yes, I get it, shut UP, Ashleigh.)

Sighing, he crouched one last time, lowering himself awkwardly into a sitting position—let his legs dangle over the side and pushed himself off, dropping the six-or-so inches to the grass—

See, that’s why.

It wasn’t lightning anymore—more like tiny shocks or sparks—but he’d felt it. Felt the impact in his literal bones, the warnings of a body still well shy of half-healed—that even six inches was too much, let alone thirty.

What are you saying ‘see’ for? I’m the one who decided not to do it.

He pulled out his phone, considered sending a message to Jennifer—

…but not from Sad, Distracted Conor, you know?

—sighed again.

And then—

No. Do not.

But still he opened the app, looking softly at Ashleigh’s name, his profile picture. Scrolled back up and reread the long text from Saturday morning, scrolled back down to the final message in the chain, his <3 from yesterday.

It wasn’t that Conor was tempted. No more than he had been tempted to take the drop, just now. It was simply the recognition—that he wanted to, that it would be better if he could—that the things that made it a bad idea were bad themselves, and it would be nice if those things were different.

Miss you, Ash.

But that wasn’t a solution to anything.

Slowly, Conor walked back toward campus.

•   •   •

Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday.

Conor rode the bus home on Monday afternoon, sitting alone with Timothy’s eyes burning holes in the back of his head. He did his chores with the wrong hand, ate his dinner with the wrong hand, did his homework with the wrong hand, showered with the wrong hand, finished himself off with the wrong hand. The awkward, uncanny feeling wasn’t going away, wasn’t getting any less—it was just starting to feel normal for things to feel wrong.

(Conor’s shoulder Ashleigh gave a hollow chuckle.)

Its wierd bc its still the same handwriting, he wrote to Guyler, handing off the little golden book in the courtyard on Tuesday morning. Like its way worse but its still definently mine?

Definitely, Guyler wrote back, returning the book to him at break. D-E-F-I-N-I-T-E-L-Y.

The little book was one of a dozen different threads to which Conor kept returning, resetting, as if he were hopping timelines, unable to build up momentum. He would spend an hour in one world, and then be dropped back to minute zero in the next, and then the next, and then the next, and by the time he looped back around to the first, half of his progress had drained away.

(It still wasn’t nothing. He was making a B+ in Math, had hopes of ending the quarter with an actual A, thanks to the help he was getting from Jennifer, and the encouragement he was getting from Holt, and the lack of encouragement he was getting from Guyler. But every time he returned to the place where he’d left off, he was baffled to find evidence of his previous self understanding things that had become opaque and mysterious once more. Two steps forward, one step back.)

Like with the sixth graders, and Eddie—they had scheduled another session, on Tuesday afternoon, and had somehow not told him about it, the parents making plans above his head. The first he heard of it was at lunch, when Eddie asked him what they would be doing that afternoon, and he could only answer with a stammer. He ended up taking them to Freedom Plaza, to the slipthrough on the handicap ramp, and fumbled his introduction, saying way too many words about fear and hesitation before any of them had even given it a shot.

(Ashleigh hadn’t come, this time. Timothy had, which was something of a surprise. He demonstrated the movements at Conor’s direction, face flat and eyes smoldering, and said nothing all afternoon, but Conor could feel him radiating disapproval as the other kids squinted and squirmed through his rambling, ineffective lecture.)

It was interesting for Conor to discover that he wanted it to be good—that there was something about the magic of that first session that he craved, and wanted to recapture. And he probably would recapture it, eventually, but the sting of that second session lingered for days, the constant itch of it could have been better.

(Could it? whispered Ms. Palmano.)

He knew, on some level, that that question was the one he ought to be focusing on—that there was something up with his itch, something about his need to fix it that was itself in need of fixing.

But there wasn’t time. At the end of the session, he was whisked away to a bench next to Jennifer, where things were still broken, still open-ended, and he was only there for seven minutes before he was whisked away again. Each thing, each thread, each genre had its own continuity, but all of them were spaced out, interspersed, hiccupping, and Conor could never quite find his feet.

There was Jennifer (of course), and Guyler. There was math, and at least token efforts in every other class except English, which was starting to feel like a full-on boycott. There were the glancing interactions with his parents, who seemed to be trying to bleed Sundays into scattered seconds before and after school and were mostly failing—

(But that didn’t make it not a timejump, didn’t stop it from yanking him out of one stream and dumping him unceremoniously into another, and then as soon as they let him go it happened all over again.)

He was leaving Spanish on Tuesday, muttering phrases under his breath, when he heard shouting, looked up to see a person running, laughing, holding a binder that clearly did not belong to him as its owner cried out from behind—

—and then before Conor could even begin to react, to form an intention, another boy threw out an arm, threw out an arm and clotheslined the thief, sending him sprawling to the floor in spectacular fashion. The thief was unhurt, did not actually land on his head or break his neck, but it had been a narrow thing, could have been bad, and the nonchalance with which the crowd accepted the outcome was chilling.

(The clothesliner didn’t even pause to collect the stolen object, or check on the fallen bully—just shrugged and turned and kept walking.)

Is this better? his shoulder Holt whispered.

And then, on Wednesday morning, a rumor that at first seemed like it must have been a distorted retelling until it became clear that no, there had been another incident Tuesday, this time involving two people that the grapevine was certain had been wearing masks.

Green masks.

Conor’s masks.

(Except not anymore.)

He tried to ask questions, to gather more detail, find out what had even happened or whether anyone had been caught. But no one knew, it was all hearsay, everyone was holding a different piece of the puzzle and he barely had the outline before the bell rang and it was off to homeroom and back to square one.

He saw Nolan twice, each time building up the nerve to approach, to say something—

(What, though?)

—and each time something else interrupted the process, ending the moment without resolution.

He saw Devon on the bus—even saw him in the hallway, once—went through the beginnings of planning a conversation with the older boy four separate times and never got far enough to feel comfortable actually starting.

He spotted Mr. Sykes in the hall during break on Thursday, alone, the grey-haired man kneeling, bending over, a sponge in his hand and a bucket beside him, scrubbing away at some patch of graffiti, soap and ink spotting his dress shirt.

I mean, how am I—what am I even supposed to think about—

—and then Guyler nudged him on the shoulder, passed him from behind, slapping the book into his hand and carrying on without a word, and it was like the world around him had been suddenly reset.

He saw Jennifer, and felt like he had so many things to tell her, so many things to say, things that didn’t quite fit into the time they had but maybe—

The bell rang. Reset.

He saw Ashleigh.

Reset.

He saw Timothy.

Reset.

He saw Oliver.

Reset.

He saw Jennifer…

Reset, reset, reset, it just kept happening, on Wednesday alone it felt like he jumped dimensions a dozen times before lunch.

And then—

—finally—

—something clicked.

(Or broke, more like, it felt more like something giving way than something falling into place.)

I think I need to stop thinking about the fuchur, he wrote to Guyler. Like. I know this will sound wierd, but I think I keep messing stuff up bc like I keep trying to do stuff that takes 10min and I’ve only ever got 5.

Zen, Guyler wrote back.

It didn’t really sink in all at once. He still felt—felt robbed, or something, indignant, each time the rug was pulled out from under him. But he started to notice the feeling as it happened, instead of being fully inside of it. Started to see how the resentment, the frustration, the disorientation—how they were because he kept expecting to be oriented, even when that expectation made no sense. Even when it was the expectation itself that was hurting him, seriously, if you know the rug is going to get pulled then why are you acting like it’s solid ground—

The next time he saw Nolan, he let it go.

Let it go, or maybe didn’t grab it in the first place, he wasn’t sure which but something was different, and the copy of Ms. Palmano that lived in his head tossed him a smile and the ghost of a wink.

Okay.

Okay, maybe.

On Thursday afternoon, he boarded the bus, and instead of ignoring Ashleigh and instead of agonizing over how to not ignore Ashleigh, he simply locked eyes with the other boy (who was already seated) and pointed, twice—once to the seat right next to him, and once to a spot six seats away.

Ashleigh nodded toward the spot six seats away.

And then Conor didn’t something, felt the distinct absence of some thing that would have otherwise happened by default. He returned Ashleigh’s nod, turned, and slipped into the seat, catching at the last possible second a flash of what looked like gratitude, relief, on his best friend’s face.

Okay. So we’re learning.

Slowly.

That night, he wrote in the little golden book:


Locker 449, code 8-5-17



…so that Guyler could leave it there instead of having to physically find Conor every time, and the gesture felt meaningfully meaningless, anti-momentous, a calm and unceremonious acknowledgement of a thing that was very clearly there, had been there for weeks if not months, was not in any way being changed by the ritual confidence, because what was true was already so.

And then on Friday, he took the morning break period all to himself, went straight from Spanish to the magnolia, where he sat among the roots and just breathed for ten full minutes, doing nothing, thinking almost nothing, just existing without any particular sense that he ought to be doing something else. When the bell rang, he returned to his locker and found the little golden book with a penis drawn on the next blank page.

A smiling penis.

Chuckling, he added the book to his bag, and slung the bag over his shoulder, and went to Science, where Jennifer was waiting, out in the hall. Without thinking, without assessing, just doing what felt right, he walked straight up to her, and pulled her into a one-armed hug, and spun her around three hundred and sixty degrees—

(Awkwardly, unashamedly.)

(You’re allowed to be yourself.)

—and then hugged her again, giving her, in the moment, his absolute full attention.

“Okay, hi,” she breathed, when he let her go, and there was a smile on her face.

“Hi,” he said back. And then he took her hand, and pulled her through the doorway, and spent the period alternating between her, the little golden book, and the lesson, which for once he found himself both actually interested in and capable of following—

With five minutes left in class, the intercom crackled. “Lockdown,” said the curt voice of Mr. Sykes. “Non-emergency, standard procedure.”

There was a collective groan.

“All right, all right, you guys know the drill,” said Mr. Vernon, cutting through the noise. “Julius, lock the door, please. Meredith, I’m not sure where the card got to—could you please tape a couple of sheets of paper over the door window? There’s tape in the supply cabinet—Emma, Sophia, could you get the shades?”

“Can we watch Magic School Bus?” asked Miles, and the rest of the class laughed.

“Fine,” said Mr. Vernon, wryly. “If you insist.”

More laughter. The students began rearranging the room—

“I don’t have the TV, so we’re going to just be watching on the laptop.”

—and Conor’s eyes met Jennifer’s, neither of them speaking as they dragged their chairs toward the back corner of the room.

Happy anniversary, sort of.

“What do you think it is?” Jennifer murmured, as Mr. Vernon hit play and the sound of the theme song filled the room, sounding fragile and overstretched on the laptop’s speakers. “Drill?”

“Could be a locker search,” Conor mused. “Somebody who doesn’t want to turn in their homework.”

“What?”

“The last one was Josh Miller, I heard,” Conor said. “He had a quiz or something that he wasn’t ready for, so he called in an anonymous tip.”

“Wow,” Jennifer breathed. And then, ten or fifteen seconds later: “Wow.”

Conor looked at her, looked down at the gap between their two chairs, felt the beginnings of the usual loop, his brain gearing up to agonize—

He reached down, grabbed the legs of her chair, and dragged it six inches closer.

She looked at him, raised an eyebrow, holding her face quietly still.

He put his arm around her, pulled her into him, felt her slowly soften—did not, for once, ask the question that she had already clearly answered.

He let his head fall toward hers, breathing in the smell of her hair.

Every time I smell you, I think about what it would look like. What it would sound like. What sort of face you’d make…

Conor closed his eyes, did not try to fight it, let the memory of the awful, empty words wash over him without resistance. He held them gently, and smelled his ex-girlfriend’s hair again, gently, and both things were true, both things existed.

“Where are you?” Jennifer murmured.

“Here,” Conor replied instantly. “But also Ashleigh.”

She nodded. “Want to talk about it?”

Conor felt his mouth stretch into a grin. “Actually,” he said, “I was sort of saving this for when I wasn’t grounded anymore, but…”

He trailed off, and Jennifer pulled away slightly, turned to look at him, her eyes bright and liquid with the light from the distant laptop screen. “What?” she asked.

“Can you tell me some stuff about mushrooms?”

Her face did a strange sort of thing, the top half scrunching and narrowing while the bottom half softened into an uncertain smile. “Mushrooms?” she repeated. “…why?”

“Oh, no reason,” he said, shaping the words to sound elaborately casual. “Just making conversation. It’s the science room, you know, so I was thinking about biology. But we could talk about something else instead, if you want. Science fiction, maybe. I hear good things about The Warrior’s Apprentice.”

The look of surprise on her face was deeply rewarding. She was grinning too, now, and her squint had morphed into a mischievous, challenging stare. “What if I don’t want to talk about books, either?” she asked slyly. “What if I want to talk about math?”

Conor shrugged. “I’m not so good at math,” he said, still maintaining a sort of half-Devonish tone. “But I hear there’s somebody in our grade who knows a whole bunch about fractals. Maybe she could give me a tutorial?”

Jennifer beamed, and turned in her chair to face him more fully, softly pounding a fist against his chest. “Who?” she demanded, her voice mock-serious.

“I asked Isabella to ask Maddie to ask Julia,” Conor said. “Julia gave me a pretty good list.”

“What else was on it?”

“Uh. Echidnas, archery, and the Colorado River. And a bunch of really good birthday ideas that I shouldn’t spoil. Oh, and Ray Lynch.”

Jennifer’s eyes went wide. “You listened to Ray Lynch?” she asked. “What did you think?”

“No, I, uh. Was saving that one. I thought maybe it would be cooler if you…showed me? If you want to, I mean.”

Jennifer’s eyes danced like a campfire. “Are you asking me out on a date, Conor Moreton?”

“Well, not out,” he said. “Still grounded. But. I asked my parents, and they said I could stay for an extra half-hour after tutoring on Tuesday.”

She studied him in the dark, her head tilting. “And if I don’t want it to be a date?”

He swallowed. “Bummer,” he admitted. “But. Friends listen to music, together, too.”

“Am I your friend?” she asked.

“Yes.”

The word came out without thought, without resistance.

What is true is already so.

Jennifer squinted. “Where’ve you been all year?” she murmured.

“Sorry,” he said. “I, um. Sometimes it takes me a while to, uh.”

“Get unstupid?”

He winced. “Something like that.”

“I guess you have been preoccupied,” she teased, poking him in the ribs.

He jerked, grinned, caught her hand with his as she poked again and then—of course—jerked again as she got him with her other hand.

“Oh, sorry,” she whispered, as he gritted his teeth, lightning once again dancing through his broken arm.

“It’s fine,” he said. “Really.”

He was still holding her hand, and as he felt the play-fight go out of her fingers he loosened his grip, letting her twist until they were holding hands—holding hands together.

“About that,” she said.

“Hmm?”

“The preoccupied stuff.”

“Oh. Yeah?”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

He looked over at her, at the curves of her face lit up by The Magic School Bus. Her eyes were level, and warm, and steady, and searching.

“Not right now,” he said softly, leaning in to rest his head on her shoulder again. “Tell me about mushrooms instead.”

•   •   •


Tuesday can be a date.

ONE date.

(There’s a difference between going on a date and dating.)

yeah.




Chapter 19Questions


September 1st, 6:48PM

“You still mad?”

“You still drink piss from a boot?”

“…okay, I get it, but like, you don’t sound like you were never mad in the first place.”

“Mad and irritated are different things.”

“…you still irritated?”

“Conor, you know how it doesn’t help to keep picking at a zit?”

“Okay, okay. …sorry.”

“Well, don’t do that, either, Jesus.”

“Do what?”

“Shrink.”

“Dude, you can’t be like ‘stop that’ and then get mad when I stop.”

“I’m not mad!”

“…what are you?”

“Honestly?”

“Yeah.”

“…horny, mostly.”

“I’m being serious.”

“So am I.”

“Well, I can’t help you with that.”

“That’s funny, because your mom—”

“Oh, screw you.”

“Wait, I thought you just said you couldn’t—”

“Ash, seriously.”

“What? I’m being not mad. …look, I didn’t want you to stop everything. I just wanted you to stop…you know, shoulding me.”

“‘Shoulding’?”

“Like, this used to be fun.”

“It’s still fun!”

“Not if there are deadlines.”

“…okay, fair.”

“Emphasis on the ‘dead’ part.”

“I said fair.”

“You’re doing it again.”

“Doing what?”

“Shrinking.”

“Ash, you just said—”

“Do you really not get that there’s space between, like. Cringing and groping?”

“Yeesh.”

“I’m just saying. You know I want to do this, right?”

“Huh?”

“You know I—”

“No, I did not know that, you’ve been grousing about it all fucking day and you straight-up said no means no like two minutes ago. Pick a lane.”

“Now who’s mad?”

“Ashleigh—”

“Look, it’s not rocket science, dude. Why do you think I’m up here? I don’t want you to bully me into something that might get me fucking killed, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want you to…ugh.”

“What?”

“You’re gonna fucking laugh.”

“I won’t.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

“Okay, well, like…what if you tried to, y’know. Get me in the mood?”

“The mood?”

“I mean, I fucking found the thing, remember? It’s not like I don’t—don’t get the appeal, or whatever. It was my idea in the first place.”

“So what’s the—”

“Dude, slow the fuck down.”

“Sorry.”

“Listen to me.”

“Sorry. I’m trying. Sorry.”

“You do shit for, like. Reasons. Like your rules and stuff. That doesn’t—have you ever seen me—I don’t do shit because I’m supposed to, you know? Like when have you ever seen me.”

“Yeah. Yeah, okay. I get it.”

“I do shit because I want to.”

“Yeah.”

“And today has fucking—god damn—I do not want to.”

“Yeah.”

“But you do. Right?”

“…yeah?”

“So.”

“So?”

“So make me want to, dumbass.”



•   •   •

Devon made eye contact when Conor boarded the bus on Friday afternoon—made eye contact and held it, the request clear and unmistakable.

Conor sighed.

“Sure,” he muttered, quietly enough that the word didn’t even reach his own ears but he did say it. “Fine. Now this is happening, why not.”

But it was happening, and so he walked toward the back of the bus, slid into the empty seat immediately in front of the older boy.

“Straight talk,” Devon said, without preamble, before Conor was even fully settled. The words were low and raw, his tone unpolished. “I suspect your boy Tiny Tim just tried to fuck me.”

Wha—

Oh.

Shit.

“The lockdown?” Conor asked, matching his volume to the older boy’s.

“You looped in to some other doings might’ve caused me a migraine this afternoon?”

Conor shook his head. “What makes you—I mean, how do you know? That it was Timothy?”

“Ancient Chinese secrets.”

Flat, the words, and uninviting. Conor considered whether to press further and quickly decided against. “Why are you telling me?” he asked.

“Professional courtesy,” the older boy replied.

Professional…?

He was checking to see if it was you, whispered Ashleigh, and a shoulder Guyler appeared to nod in grim agreement.

“Plus there’s a decent chance I’m about to address it, if he steps on this bus,” Devon continued. “Seemed better for you to know what’s up, seeing as how he’s our mutual associate and all.”

Conor felt his pulse ticking upward. “‘Address it’?” he asked, lifting his cast slightly.

Except no, obviously not, he wouldn’t’ve just told me if he were planning something like that—

(The older boy was now giving him a look.)

“Okay, fine, sorry, but then what do you—”

“Hsst.”

Devon’s head jerked toward the front of the bus, his eyes focusing on something over Conor’s shoulder, and Conor turned to see Timothy making his way down the aisle.

“Timbuktu!” Devon boomed, the transformation from person to performer immediate, seamless. “Care to make it a crowd?”

Timothy’s eyes narrowed momentarily, and then his face went suddenly smooth, and Conor’s heart sank.

“Grand slam reunion?” the sixth grader asked caustically, sitting down in a seat on the other side of the aisle.

Conor didn’t full-on flinch, but it was definitely more than just a wince.

“Naw, son, drug deals,” Devon countered—

(His voice still booming, there were only maybe fifteen kids on the bus so far but they could all hear every word.)

“—had to check in with my supplier, here. Time to re-up.”

Oh god.

It was like skidding on ice, a part of Conor’s brain seizing up, shutting down, but it didn’t matter because everything just kept going anyway—

“Wild,” Timothy shot back. “I figure if you sold eighteen ounces in like five days people around here would be a little more chill.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Devon said easily. “Some people, weed makes ’em anxious, you know? Paranoid.”

“It’s not paranoia if they really are out to get you.”

Like ping-pong, the words flying back and forth, Conor barely able to keep up. From Devon’s tone at the start, Conor had been expecting something subtle—cat-and-mouse, cloak-and-dagger—but Timothy had come in hot and the high schooler had just—was just—just playing along—

“Out here in the suburbs?” the older boy replied, feigning horror. “Surely you don’t have anything to fear from a bunch of Lunchable munchers.”

“Didn’t say they were out to get me.”

“Oh, is somebody out to get somebody else, then?”

A break in the flow, the tiniest hesitation as Timothy took an extra beat to think—

“Dunno,” the younger boy growled. “Depends on if somebody out there is asking for it, I guess.”

“Oho, asking for it?” Devon exclaimed, his eyebrows rising. “You mean like wearing the wrong clothes to the party?”

Timothy opened his mouth—

“Or you mean more like back when you were tryna commit suicide by cop with our man Craig, here?”

Cra—

Oh, Eichardt.

It had been so long since Conor had thought about Eichardt that he had no idea whether—but there he was, of course he was there, the eighth grader was four rows away and watching the train wreck with a look of wary, hooded confusion.

(He wasn’t the only one.)

Again there was a slight delay, Timothy’s comeback conspicuously late. “Cop?” the younger boy said incredulously, feigning disbelief for a moment before shifting gears. “Actually, you know what, never mind—I can see it. IQ smaller than his BMI, likes to swing his dick around but only when it’s three on one—”

“Careful,” Devon said, and the word cracked like a whip, was in a completely different tone, cold and flat and dangerous. “I believe you are presently fucking around with my personal property. Bought and fucking paid for.”

A stumbling, searching silence.

“Property?” Timothy spat, ramping back up from the sudden stop. “You mean like you own hi—”

“Nice try, bitch. You know exactly what I mean.”

Again the words were quiet and icy, and again they cut through Timothy’s patter like a knife. The silence that followed felt like a mousetrap, every eye within five rows turned their way and waiting.

Bought and paid for…

Conor’s brain was catching up, the part of him that thought in words slowly translating all of the things his animal brain had been tracking.

Yeah, Timothy had said—all the way back in the fall, on the day he’d shown up with a brand-new bookbag. He said it was his beef, now. Bought and paid for.

And now the sudden chill made sense. The two of them had been play-fighting—or at least Devon had been. Sparring, probing, looking for weaknesses. And Devon had scored a point—had baited Timothy into opening fire on Eichardt, who was off-limits, with whom the younger boy had a negotiated cease-fire…

…a cease-fire which Devon had negotiated, and literally paid for. Two hundred dollars, if Conor was remembering correctly.

It wasn’t an ordinary ritual—wasn’t quite like punching somebody without knocking the chip off their shoulder, first—but it still broke the rules, was a clear trespass on Timothy’s part. Whatever the younger boy might have been about to say next, Devon’s double interrupt had killed his momentum, brought him to a halt, and that was the goal, that was the game the two of them had been playing, it was like a debate or a rap battle and Timothy’s silence was weakness, failure, loss.

And now the silence was stretching, and Conor could practically see the younger boy’s thoughts churning, see him searching, looking for a reframe, some new angle that would reboot the conversation with himself in control…

And Devon was letting him. Was saying nothing, declining to press the advantage. Was just waiting, benevolent, unconcerned.

(The door to the bus closed behind the driver with a metallic shriek, and the engine sputtered to life.)

(Ashleigh was nowhere to be seen.)

How did you know that it was Timothy?

Ancient Chinese secrets.

And that’s when it occurred to Conor that he was on Devon’s side, too—not by choice, not because he intended to be, but because he was sitting where Devon had placed him, was responding the way Devon had anticipated he would, the older boy had maneuvered him here, had told him just enough to paralyze him and now Conor was one more pair of eyes putting pressure on Timothy—

—and with that recognition came resentment, a small but sudden coiling in the muscles of his shoulders, hot and prickly. Conor didn’t have any ill will toward Devon and there was plenty to complain about if it was true, if Timothy had indeed caused the lockdown—

If?

—but that didn’t mean that he was okay with the older boy toying with the younger, that he was willing to be a pawn in Timothy’s humiliation.

“He knows I tipped off Sykes,” Conor blurted, the words emerging fully formed before he had any idea what they would be.

Timothy stared.

Devon stared.

(And everyone else stared, too, Conor’s brain realizing half a second too late that the three of them weren’t alone, there were twenty other people listening, he had just publicly claimed to have triggered the lockdown—)

“About the—”

Shit, shit, what to say, definitely not drugs—guns? No—

“—about the, um. The stolen stuff. The iPads and stuff.”

Don’t look, do not look, stay focused on Timothy—

“Bullshit.”

And now Devon and Timothy were looking at each other, because they had both spoken at the exact same instant, the same word in the same tone in the same breath.

“The fuck are you playing at?” Timothy hissed, the words clearly directed at Conor even though his eyes were locked on Devon’s.

“The fuck are you playing at?” Devon countered.

Another standoff, but much shorter, this time.

“I don’t play,” Timothy snapped. “Not a fuck around kind of guy.”

“Ah, but if you never fuck around, then how will you ever find out?”

Timothy rounded on Conor. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

Conor blinked. “Huh?”

“Why are you sitting here?”

“Uh. He asked me to?”

“And you just fucking said yes?”

Conor frowned. “You did.”

Devon laughed out loud. Timothy’s face darkened with fury.

Ah, shit—

Too fast, the other boys were both too fast, too clever, Conor hadn’t been trying to score a point, he just hadn’t been quick enough, hadn’t realized how the words would land—

“So long as we asking questions,” the older boy drawled. “Where’d you get the bud, Timmy Turner?”

Timothy stiffened.

“The what?” Conor asked.

(And then kicked himself, because that was twice in ten seconds, come on, get your head in the game—)

“The Timinator here had himself one hell of a clever plan,” Devon said, his voice still loud enough to carry halfway across the bus. “Dropped one teeny tiny little dried bud into the back corner of a locker. ’Bout the size of a gumdrop, I’d say. More than enough for a dog to sniff out, but not so much the owner of said locker would be likely to notice. And not so much that old man Sykes would find it suspiciously incompetent.”

Timothy looked cornered. Devon’s grin was predatory.

“Thing is, though,” the older boy continued. “And let’s be clear, I’m no expert. But unless I misapprehend, that little bud was a strain ain’t nobody sell ’round here. Matter of fact, I’m not even sure where I’d go to get it. Were I the kind of guy to go around acquiring contraband, that is. Which I very clearly am not.”

He leaned back in his seat, still grinning. “Just ask our dear AP.”

No one seemed to know what to say next. Conor looked back and forth between them, the sixth grader wound up and furious, the high schooler at ease and radiating amusement—

Conor frowned.

There was something there, something that tickled…

“Say one thing, though,” Devon declaimed—

(And now his gaze was drifting, his words no longer aimed at Timothy or Conor but instead broadcast to the twenty people listening.)

“—Mr. T over here, he don’t quit. Heard y’all once dumped buckets of piss on him and he came up fighting. Ask me, I bet he’d still be fighting, if it weren’t for all the goodwill me and him built up over the fall. Had to straight-up beg him to bury that hatchet in the dirt instead of trying to wedge it up Craig’s ass. Sideways. Tenacious motherfucker.”

Conor’s frown deepened. Across the aisle, Timothy’s fists were clenched, his knuckles whitening.

What…?

To fathom a strange plot, said the voice of Ms. Palmano, drifting up from memory, look at what ends up happening, assume it was the intended result, and ask yourself who benefits.

…which, sure, fine, thanks, brain. But it was a bit early for that, they weren’t at “ends up” yet, they were still in the thick of the strangeness. Devon had suddenly shifted gears, was if anything now openly flattering Timothy, and Conor didn’t understand why but it probably wasn’t for Timothy’s benefit—

“Which is why I’m not gonna insult you by asking you to pretty please stand down,” Devon said coolly, turning back to Timothy. “Figure by now you know me well enough that if there was some shit you were trying to negotiate, here, you would’ve started by asking.”

Another silence, thicker this time.

“But here we are, I suppose,” the high schooler continued, a note of performative regret creeping into his tone. “I guess the question before us is, how many times you plan on swinging that hatchet before your arm starts to get tired?”

The grin returned, and along with it a twinkle in the older boy’s eye, unnerving in its total lack of heat or threat. “And, of course, just how I plan to handle the next few swings, on the receiving end,” he said. “Though I suppose that question isn’t before us so much as it is before me. Don’t see why you’d need to ponder it at all.”

There was a soft intake of breath, inaudible over the sound of the bus creaking and sputtering but visible in the faces of the people watching, open mouths and widened eyes. Timothy’s own face had not changed, was still dark with fury, but it seemed to mean something different, now, as the context shifted around it.

Caught.

That was how it felt—that Devon had caught Timothy, trapped him, cornered him. Had almost been provoking him, there at the end…

Asking for it.

Again, Conor felt himself frown, felt his brow furrowing.

Something wasn’t right.

You mean, besides…

Yes, besides that. Conor looked at Devon, who looked back, unworried, unruffled, his expression still softly amused. He looked at Timothy, who was ignoring him, the younger boy’s eyes still fixed on Devon, smoldering.

A thought occurred to him.

Occurred to him, and then was almost immediately quarantined, sealed away, because he remembered how Timothy’s face had given the game away, right at the beginning, had smoothed into innocence in a way that had itself been a clear confession…

Conor swallowed, and didn’t think of anything for a minute.

Two minutes.

Three.

“My stop, kiddos,” Devon said, stretching languorously as the bus lurched to a halt. “Catch you all on Monday, unless somebody wants to come over and play over the weekend.”

And then he was gone.

There was a kind of unclenching, an unraveling, half a dozen clusters forming as people turned inward, responding to the sudden disappearance of the center of gravity. Conor’s gaze drifted toward Timothy—

“Don’t fucking look at me, you.”

—jerked away.

Okay.

He took a deep breath.

Dunno if I buy it, murmured his shoulder Guyler.

I haven’t even thought it through yet, Conor complained.

Dunno if I will buy it, after you’ve thought it through.

He sighed.

The key—the key—the key was just how hard Devon had been—had been showing off, the other boy had been broadcasting nonchalance at maximum volume. As if it were really important for everyone to know—as if it were really important for Timothy to know—that Devon wasn’t worried. No sir, not at all, not even a little bit.

Which.

Yeah, dunno if I buy it.

Give me a minute, dick.

Devon had beaten the lockdown, somehow. Had had someone watching Timothy, or watching his locker, or had gotten wind of it ahead of time, or—or something, Conor wasn’t going to be able to guess how exactly the older boy had done it but clearly he had.

And then—he could’ve struck back, could have retaliated against Timothy, but he hadn’t. Out of fear of escalation? Or because he was still—still interested in Timothy, maybe, still hoping to bring the younger boy back around…

But he’d orchestrated this whole confrontation, had wanted to send some sort of message, and the message that he had sent was something like—like—

Like “I am invincible.” Like “don’t even bother.”

Which could be true, said Conor’s thought. Or…

Or it could be that he only made it out of the lockdown by the skin of his teeth.

That Devon had barely survived Timothy’s opening move, and was hoping to discourage the next attack by making it seem useless, by making it seem welcome, like he was eager to see it, actually. Like it was all a joke, like Timothy would be playing right into his hands if he tried anything…

Yeah, dunno if I buy it.

Quit saying that.

Quit trying to sell me shit I don’t buy.

The bus lurched again, the brakes squealing, and Conor looked out the window to see that they were approaching the Falhanner home, would be there in one more stop—

Danger, Will Robinson.

Conor sighed.

And maybe it was the simple fact that he’d spent the entire week practicing this exact motion, but for once, Conor found it possible to just…let go. To recognize his need to do something—

(To follow Timothy, to get in a final word, to maybe catch a glimpse of Ashleigh.)

—as distinct from the question of whether there was anything he actually should do.

Light side of the Force only.

He breathed.

He waited.

He pulled out his phone, drafted a text, waited until Timothy was off the bus and walking and then gave it thirty extra seconds for good measure, giving all of the various parts of his brain the opportunity to object.

None did.

i don’t want to be on anybody’s side, he had written. but if it comes down to it, im on ur side and not his. pls don’t do anything dumb.

He tapped Send, and sighed again. And then, to himself:

Doing nothing is hard. Let’s get back to doing stuff soon, okay?

Did your MOM last night.

•   •   •

Conor’s mother’s voice echoed down the hallway. “Dinner’s up!”

“Coming,” he called back.

He messaged Jennifer that he was about to be away from his phone, finished the current step in the equation he was solving, dropped his pencil into the seam of the workbook and folded it shut. Standing, he pushed his desk chair in with his hip, walked out of his bedroom and down the hall and into the kitchen—

He paused.

“What?” he asked.

His father chuckled. “That obvious?”

Conor said nothing.

“Relax,” his father said. “You’re not in trouble.”

Warily, Conor stepped forward.

(He couldn’t have said exactly what it was that had tipped him off. His parents were sitting in their usual seats. The table was set in the usual way. Something about the set of their shoulders, maybe, the way their eyes had already been focused on the place where his head would be, before he ever came around the corner…)

“What?” he repeated, as he pulled his own chair out with one hand, tucking himself neatly under the table.

His parents exchanged glances.

“It’s been three weeks,” his mother said.

“Twenty days,” Conor corrected reflexively.

“Conor,” his father warned.

“What?”

“Never mind,” said his mother, raising a hand as if brushing away a fly. “It’s been three weeks, and so far as we know, you haven’t left the reservation. There haven’t been any complaints.”

“And Mrs. Atkins called earlier,” his father added. “She said you aced yesterday’s quiz. Ten out of ten.”

Conor looked back and forth between his two parents. “Okay,” he said cautiously, trying to keep his voice neutral. There had been one confusing, opaque objection already, and he had the odd feeling that he was being tested, somehow, that they were gauging his reaction, looking for something—

“We’re thinking you might be ready for us to loosen your restrictions a little,” his mother said.

So I’m not ungrounded, then.

“A little?” he asked.

“Visitors to the house on weekends,” his father said. “And one outing per week. Planned in advance, and chaperoned.”

“Besides the, uh, classes, you mean?” he asked.

(He had already been surprised that his parents had allowed those, was unsure how hard his father had pushed for it, or whether his mother had thought that maybe being in a position of responsibility would be somehow good for him.)

His mother nodded. “As a test,” she said. “For a couple of weeks. To see how it goes.”

Whatever that means.

But Conor was not actually grumpy—was feeling grateful, actually, was already thinking ahead to where he might go, what he might do. Jennifer would probably let him take her to the movies, now—tomorrow, even—or he could see if Ashleigh wanted to wander the mall, like in the old days—

Conor’s father cleared his throat. “One thing,” he said. “It’s still up to you, of course, but we think maybe we might already know what your outing for this week wants to be. Linda called, earlier—”

“Linda?”

“Mrs. Stevens, to you,” his mother said.

“Oh. Right.”

“She was wondering whether you might be interested in attending Guyler’s birthday party, on Saturday—”

•   •   •

Conor fiddled with the plastic bag holding Guyler’s present, feeling nervous, and more than a little surprised about feeling nervous.

“There they are,” his father said, pointing.

They had just come from Dragon Seed, a shop on the second floor of the mall which sold a collection of vaguely Asian oddities in a crowded space blanketed with a haze of incense. Conor had attempted to spend all of his savings from the past two months, and his father had intervened, insisting on paying for half, leaving Conor substantially poorer but not (as he had expected, as he had planned and made peace with) completely broke.

Now, they were down in the food court, weaving their way through the packed tables, heading toward the arched entrance to the arcade. Conor’s father had said they, but Guyler’s mother was the only one in sight, her hand raised in greeting as they approached.

“Good to see you!” she said cheerfully. “So glad you could make it.”

She waved vaguely behind her. “They’re in there, somewhere,” she continued. “Is that a present for him? I can hold onto it for you.”

Conor relinquished the gift.

“We went ahead and got you tokens,” the woman said, holding out a bag the size of a grapefruit. “Figured two hundred apiece should last you a couple of hours, and then we’ll grab pizza and head home for cake. Leslie said you’re not sleeping over?”

Conor shook his head. “Uh,” he said. “Still grounded.”

(…which surely she knew? He wasn’t sure why she was making him say it, why she had phrased her acknowledgement in the form of a question. It was one of those grownup things that he despaired of ever understanding.)

“Well, we’re glad you made it out for the party, at least,” she said. “Guyler will be so excited to see you.”

Conor blinked.

His father nudged him gently on the shoulder. “Go ahead, son,” he murmured. “I’ll be by to pick you up at nine.”

“Bye, Dad.”

Turning, he stepped through the archway and into the enveloping darkness, surrounded almost immediately by shattered light and fractured sound, the noise of two hundred kids running between a hundred different stations, shooting games and racing games and fighting games and dancing games, claw machines and pinball machines and everything else. It was Saturday afternoon, and the place was close to packed; Conor pulled his arm in self-protectively as a gaggle of what looked like fourth or fifth graders went tumbling past, shrieking with abandon.

It took him a couple of minutes to find Guyler. He was looking for a group, but the other boy was almost alone, sitting in a seat styled to look like the cockpit of a fighter jet, next to a slim boy with longish hair who Conor didn’t recognize (but who looked somehow vaguely familiar). The two of them had their hands wrapped around joysticks, were laughing and bantering, and Conor hung back, uncertain—

Okay, seriously, what gives?

Dunno. Shut up.

It felt right to wait, and so he waited. It felt wrong to push, and so he didn’t. Instead, he watched from the shadows, fascinated.

It was as if Guyler had been replaced by an entirely different boy, or as if the Guyler Conor knew had been—been peeled back, somehow, revealing something hidden underneath. Gone was the guarded wariness, the piercing judgment, the spare, surgical precision. Words bubbled from his mouth in a near-constant stream, interrupted only by laughter and the occasional shout. He and the other boy poked at each other, punched each other, covered one another’s eyes—at one point, Guyler reached out and yanked on the other boy’s joystick, and the other boy cursed and pulled Guyler’s hair, mock fury haloed by obvious delight.

(Something in Conor’s chest lurched.)

One of them died, then the other, then the first again, tokens going into the machine in a steady rhythm. Conor heard the words bitch, and asshole, and motherfucker, and faggot, and retard, and not one of them seemed to contain the slightest hint of real hostility.

(Nor did doofus, goober, fartknocker, troglodyte, or a word that Conor couldn’t quite catch but heard at least four different times that sounded like meecheenom.)

Eventually, there came a moment when both of their planes were disabled at the same time, the screens showing twin countdowns with the word Continue? and the two boys shared a wordless look, leapt up out of their seats, whirling—

“Oh! Conor.”

Guyler grinned—

(He grinned.)

—and gestured toward the other boy. “Conor, meet Jared. Jared, this is Conor. He’s cool.”

Jared seized his hand, shook it, let it go before Conor had fully registered what was happening.

“C’mon,” Guyler said. “Skee-Ball.” And he took off, not running exactly but not walking, either, the other boy following in his wake.

“My arm is broken!” Conor protested, trailing along behind.

“Duh!” Guyler called back. “I want to win!”

•   •   •

“What kind of pizza, boys—pepperoni?”

“Yeah,” Guyler said.

“Can I have olives, too?” asked Jared.

“And sausage on mine,” Conor said. “Please and thank you.”

“So well-mannered,” Guyler’s mom said, half-suppressing a smile. “Three pepperoni, one add olive, one add sausage. I might grab something for myself, first—be back in a bit.”

She turned and vanished between the tables, and Guyler stuck out his tongue and let out a raspberry thbbbpbpbpbpb. “So well-mannered,” he teased, pulling the neck of Conor’s shirt up over the back of his head.

“Hey!”

Guyler laughed, and Jared laughed, and Conor laughed, too—it was coming easily, now, after an hour and a half.

They had spent all of their tokens. Jared had run out first, and Conor and Guyler had promptly pooled what they had left, redividing it three ways. Then they’d done that two more times, when Guyler ran out, and then Jared again. None of them had won particularly many tickets, but they’d taken what they had up to the prize counter, and Conor had gotten a bag of Tootsie Rolls and a small rubber disc about the size of a Reese’s cup that flew like a ball when you threw it.

(Or would fly like a ball, once he got his left hand back.)

Guyler had gotten two new rubber lizards and a tube of long, narrow glowsticks, three of which he had clipped together into a thin crown that he was now wearing, his forehead circled in orange and blue and neon green.

“Okay,” Conor said, into the silence. “What does meecheenom mean?”

The other two boys looked at each other and burst out laughing again.

“Not meecheenom,” Jared said. “Meecheenom.”

Conor blinked. “Meecheenom?”

“No, meecheenom.”

“That’s—you’re fucking with me. That’s what I said.”

“No,” Guyler cut in. “You didn’t say meecheenom, you said meecheenom.”

“Those are exactly the same sounds.”

“Spoken like a true yangnom.”

“What?”

“Don’t worry,” Jared said, leaning in and adopting a conspiratorial tone. “It’s fine, we’re yangnom, too.”

Conor looked back and forth between the two of them.

“Is this…are you guys saying, like, Korean words? Like from your academy?”

“Our dojang,” Guyler corrected. “And not really. From the interns. If sabumnim knew they’d taught us meecheenom and yangnom—”

“Puuuuuuuushuuuups,” Jared sang out.

“So they’re…cuss words?”

“Meecheenom means, like, crazy bastard,” Guyler explained. “Yangnom means Western bastard.”

Conor processed this. “Nom means…bastard?” he ventured.

“You know, we never asked,” Jared said, shrugging. “Seems like a good guess, though.”

Conor looked back and forth between them again, hesitating.

“Go ahead,” Guyler said, grinning. “Spit it out.”

“You’re…different.”

“It’s my birthday.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

“What is he like at school?” Jared asked. “He won’t tell me.”

Conor looked at Guyler, who shrugged, still grinning.

“Quiet,” he said truthfully. And then: “Intense.”

And then, after a slightly longer pause:

“I’m, uh. Kind of…best friends with his worst enemy?”

“So I heard,” said Jared. “I also hear you’re shit at spelling.”

Conor blinked.

Guyler shrugged again. “What?” he said, in mock protest. “I was going down the list. Those were the top two things.”

What’s number three?

Conor couldn’t quite bring himself to ask.

“What’d he tell you about me?” Jared asked.

“Uh. Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“…sorry?”

“He’s the one who should be sorry,” Jared said, reaching over and trying to pull the other boy into a headlock. Guyler ducked, dodged, slapped Jared’s hands away and retaliated with a kick under the table, both boys giggling.

(Giggling.)

“Bet he just didn’t want to have to admit that his friend Jared who goes to another school is now way better than him at tornado kicks after he went and took himself a three-month vacation.”

“Yeah, well, sabumnim says I can probably break a cinderblock with a punch, now.”

“Silver linings.”

“Are you,” Conor began, and then broke off.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

—friends outside of Tae Kwon Do, he had been going to ask. But obviously the answer to that was yes, since here they were, and apparently Jared would be spending the night—

“You’re kind of a weirdo, huh?” Jared said, interrupting the thought.

“What?”

“Not an insult,” he clarified. “Just—I’m noticing, is all.”

Conor stared.

“Wait, this isn’t, like. News, to you, is it? I’m not the first guy to tell you?”

Conor’s jaw worked soundlessly.

“Guyler, what the fuck, man, you gotta tell people these things.”

“Jared,” Guyler said, forming the words slowly and precisely. “You are a fucking weirdo.”

“Yeah, see? Like that.” The other boy turned back toward Conor. “Anyway, it’s cool to finally meet you. Sorry you can’t sleep over. For future reference, are you, like, scary movie type, or video games all night type, or like big deep philosophical conversations type, or what?”

“He’s sneak out and fuck around on rooftops type,” Guyler said.

“Oooooo, spicy. What’s your favorite roof?”

“Huh?”

“Your favorite. Do you not have a favorite? Are they like all equally good or something? I dunno, I’ve never fucked around on rooftops.”

“Uh,” Conor said, feeling slightly panicked.

“Breathe,” Guyler reminded him.

Conor breathed. And then—

When in Rome, I guess.

“You talk a lot,” he blurted.

“It’s true,” Jared said, seeming not the least bit bothered. “Let me know if it’s too much. I can’t really tone it down but I can shut up for, like, I want to say, three minutes at a time?”

Conor turned to look at Guyler, who smiled, and shrugged, looking almost shy.

•   •   •

“I’m sorry,” Conor said. “I didn’t have much notice, so I didn’t really have time to—”

“Holy shit,” Guyler breathed, lifting the box up from the torn wrapping paper with an air of something like reverence. “Is this really—”

“I had my mom check with your mom,” Conor said. “She said it was okay. She said you’ve actually gone and looked at it, like. A bunch of times?”

Guyler opened the box, reaching inside and drawing out the knife within, his hand wrapped firmly around the silvery hilt. It was huge, curved, and wicked, with multiple blades, looking as though it had been designed by aliens, or brought to Earth through a magical portal.

(Conor thought it looked almost like a dragon’s skull, if dragons’ bones were made of steel and silver.)

It was the first thing he’d thought of, when his mother had said Guyler’s birthday. He’d spent an hour that morning trying to come up with something better and had drawn a blank, had scraped his piggybank clean for the requisite ninety-seven dollars.

“Anyway,” he said, still feeling inexplicably nervous. “I, uh. Saw it, a while back, and thought of you.”

•   •   •

Conor wavered in the doorway, feeling torn.

“Jared,” Guyler said. “Go upstairs, okay? I’ll meet you there in a minute.”

“I’m an ally; I don’t care if you guys smooch in front of me.”

“Yeah, but we do.”

The other boy laughed and vanished back into the interior of the house.

“What’s up?” Guyler asked softly.

They were standing in the hallway, the front door wide open behind Conor, his father waiting in the car in the driveway. It was 9:06 PM. They had left the mall, come home for cake and presents, spent the past two hours watching The Boondock Saints.

It was hard to leave. There was a part of Conor that was imagining itself on into the evening, video games and pillow fights and a long walk at midnight as the day turned over to Guyler’s actual birthday.

He remembered this.

(He had missed this.)

“I just,” Conor began, and then faltered.

“Take your time.”

Conor shook his head. It wasn’t time that he needed, it was—

“I’m sorry,” he said, forcing himself through the hole, past the point of no return. “About—about standing you up. Before. I mean, I know I did the pushups, but like. I don’t know if I really told you how sorry I was.”

Guyler said nothing, his eyes taking on a strange and unfamiliar shape.

“And—I don’t know, I don’t know how to make it up to you for real, like pushups are sort of whatever, like you showed up on the—you know, to the rope thing, and I just—”

“Conor,” Guyler said. “Breathe.”

Conor breathed.

“I get mad sometimes,” Guyler said. Quietly, but firmly, burying Conor’s train of thought like eight inches of snow sliding off a roof. “Sometimes it’s stupid.”

(An ancient memory floated up, the first day of sixth grade, over a year and a half ago, Guyler standing in the aisle of bus 134, his arms crossed. That’s my seat. Get out.)

“I don’t think it was stupid,” Conor said earnestly. “I—”

I respect you.

“I respect you,” he said, and the words felt strange coming out of his mouth, but somehow less strange than he would have guessed—less strange than they would have been before the afternoon of getting to know this other Guyler, the hidden Guyler, the only Guyler that Jared had (apparently) ever known. “I respect you more than—that.”

The other boy looked at him for a long, long moment, and then stepped forward, wrapping his arms around Conor in a hug.

(They were like steel, those arms—like braided bridge cables, not especially thick but shockingly firm, sculpted by ten thousand pushups. Conor hadn’t known, hadn’t noticed, had only ever seen the other boy in his school sweatshirt or his long-sleeved martial arts uniform, had never touched him before.)

“Thanks,” Guyler whispered, his voice soft and close in Conor’s ear. “For coming to my birthday party.”

“Happy birthday, Guyler.”

And then Guyler let go, and stepped back, and pushed Conor gently out the door.

•   •   •

They were halfway home when Conor’s phone buzzed.


Holt says he ran into you and Guyler at the mall. Said you can have visitors now? Can I like jerk off a bunch and then hang out with you tomorrow?



“You okay?” his father asked softly, as he turned the phone over in his lap, leaned his head back against the headrest, squeezed his eyes shut against the sudden threat of tears.

“Yeah,” Conor answered, the words coming out as a whisper. “I think I am.”


Chapter 20Answer


September 1st, 6:53PM

“I think you missed me.”

“Hm?”

“Like, I think you’re wrong about me. When you said—look, do you remember the first time?”

“Back in June?”

“No, I mean the first time. The warehouse.”

“When you fell in the dumpster?”

“Yeah.”

“…what about it?”

“I think I was really mad.”

“You…think?”

“It was a long time ago. I don’t really—I’m sort of trying to put it back together. From, like. Pieces. But I remember getting pissed when you laughed.”

“I’m…sorry?”

“What? No, shut up, that’s not—I mean, yeah, you made me mad, but whatever. That’s not the point. The point is…do you remember when I brought you back?”

“To the warehouse? Like, after you broke it?”

“Yeah. Do you remember how long it was?”

“How long?”

“Like, how long in between.”

“I dunno. A week?”

“It was three weeks.”

“For real?”

“For real. I went back pretty much every day, for three straight weeks. Like. I think I was mad mad. Like Timothy mad. But if you’d asked me if I was pissed, at the time. I’m…pretty sure I would’ve said no?”

“I’m not sure if I’m supposed to know where you’re going with this, but—”

“Look, the thing you said a minute ago. About how I do shit for reasons.”

“Yeah?”

“It’s not true.”

“…are you done, or…”

“It’s like, yeah, okay, I kind of only do stuff where I can find a reason. Like, I have to be able to make it…make it make sense, sort of. But I’m not doing it because it makes sense.”

“Why are you doing it?”

“That’s what I’m saying. Same reason as you. Because I want to. Like the warehouse climb. I think I kept coming back because I just…wanted to do it, you know?”

“I thought you said you were mad.”

“No—I mean, yes, but—look, Ashleigh, I came back that first day because I was mad. But I wasn’t every-day-for-three-weeks-straight mad. That was…that was something else.”

“What?”

“Hunger.”

“Hunger?”

“Yeah, I think so. Like, there was something there, you know? Something up there. I think I knew there was something there, up at the top, and I could, like, sort of taste it. Before I ever actually did taste it, I mean. I think I knew what it was going to taste like and I was…I was hungry for it.”

“Hungry.”

“Yeah. Like how sometimes you’re hungry for pizza, you know? And other times you’re like, no, actually, I want sesame chicken or whatever. It was like—look, have you ever done a perfect landing? Like a perfect one. The kind where it doesn’t make any noise and everything is smooth and it’s not—not hard, it’s like you’re not even doing anything really—”

“Yeah, I know those.”

“Yeah, you do. Like half your moves are like this, it drives me bananas. Anyway, I’m fucking starving for that thing. All the time. Like last night, on the roots, in the backyard. We were there for what, like forty-five minutes?”

“At least.”

“It didn’t happen even once. But like. I still had forty-five minutes of chasing in me.”

“Wait—you stuck like twenty or thirty jumps. I saw you.”

“I stuck twenty-six. But I didn’t stick any that were…this. This thing.”

“What was—eh, never mind.”

“What?”

“You’re, like, in the middle of a paragraph.”

“You’re here, too, dude.”

“Okay, well. I guess I was wondering what that’s, uh. Like. For you. Like, forty-five minutes of trying and no payoff. Does it—I dunno. Question mark.”

“Kinda depends, I guess. Like last night I just sort of…ran out of steam, and then we went inside, and it was whatever. But with the warehouse, it just kept getting worse, and kept getting worse. And like. I think that’s sort of…what’s going on with all of it?”

“‘All of it’?”

“Like, the whole Batman thing. That’s, like. A reason. It sounds good, you know? Like if you ask me, yo, Conor, why the fuck are we back here jumping around on roots for forty-five minutes, I can be like, to get stronger. To build up. And it sort of is, don’t get me wrong, it’s not like I’m lying about wanting to build up.”

“But?”

“But like. The reason to build up. It’s the same reason I kept going back to that goddamn warehouse over and over again. Because, like…the thing. The thing I was after. It was up there. I’d never even tasted it before, but I knew it was up there anyway. And—and it’s on the other side of the Gap. It’s like hiding, it’s hiding in all of these places, I know it’s over there but I can’t—can’t reach it unless I get better. Because it’s too far. I’m like, doing the work to get better, but the reason I’m doing it is so I can get the thing. Because the thing is what I actually want. And like, I dunno. I just—I think I just wanted you to—the way you said it, it’s like you think I’m different from you. Deep down.”

“You are different from me, Conor.”

“Yeah, sure. But not that different.”



•   •   •

“…so then on the top we’ve got thirty-seven miles, and on the bottom we’ve got per one hour, and then…um…in the next block we want hours on top so it’ll cancel, so one hour on top and sixty minutes on the bottom—”

“Which works why?” Jennifer interrupted.

“Because you can multiply anything by one without changing it,” Conor said. “And one hour divided by sixty minutes is the same chunk of time on top and the same chunk of time on the bottom, it just has different names.”

“Units.”

“Right. So thirty-seven miles per hour times…um, this time thing…we’re not changing the number, we’re just changing the unit. Which will change like the number number but it’s like the same as switching from feet to inches, the thing doesn’t get any longer.”

Jennifer beamed.

“So then, same idea, we want one minute over sixty seconds, and then that gets us all the way from hours to seconds, so that part’s done. And now we want to get from miles to meters, so we want, hang on…five thousand two hundred and eighty on top, feet, per one mile on bottom, and then…uh, feet is on top and we want it to go away so for three-point-two-eight feet per meter we want to put the three-point-two-eight on the bottom and the one on top.”

Conor paused, and looked at Jennifer, who was still smiling, but giving no hints—just watching, encouraging, expectant.

He took a deep breath.

“So that’s…thirty-seven, times one, times one, times five thousand two hundred eighty times one—”

“You can ignore the ones.”

“I can’t, actually. Or like, I can, but it’s way harder and it makes my brain break, sorry, just—just let me throw them in, it doesn’t hurt anything, right?”

Jennifer shook her head, now looking amused.

“Thirty-seven times one times one times five thousand two hundred eighty times one, divided by one times sixty times sixty times one times three-point-two-eight, don’t forget the parentheses, which comes out to…”

Conor tapped at the screen of his phone for a moment.

“…sixteen-point-five-four.”

“Which means what, in words?”

He closed his eyes.

“Thirty-seven miles per hour is the same as sixteen and a half meters per second.”

“And does that make sense?”

Conor paused, visualizing a car driving at thirty-seven miles per hour—

That’s, like. Dad driving through the neighborhood?

And a meter, that was a yard (basically), so like…three, three-and-a-half lines on a football field, in one hippopotamus—

“Yeah.”

Jennifer’s smile widened even further. “This is going to be your third ten out of ten in a row,” she said. “Which means you’re going to have a ninety-four going into March.”

“How high can I get by Valentine’s Day?” he asked.

She stuck out her tongue, bright and clean and bubblegum pink, and he darted forward on impulse, catching her in a kiss, her squeal transforming into a giggle. They held close for something like five seconds—

(Three licks of the ice cream cone, three revs of the gas pedal, three Pac-Man chomps, each pushing a little further and harder than the last, their tongues dancing.)

—and then they separated, drawing back, each holding the other’s gaze.

“Why are you so nice to me?” Conor asked.

“I think maybe I’m just nice,” Jennifer answered, completing the ritual. “But it doesn’t hurt that you’re not, like, embarrassingly bad at math, these days, the ice was pretty thin for a while, there—”

Conor grinned again, feeling his cheeks flush.

“—just gotta get that cast off and then we can do something about this handwriting, too.”

They had started dating again after two weeks—two weeks of Conor putting her no lower than second, and half the time first—two weeks of him paying attention, not because he had to, but because he actually wanted to. He knew the names of her best friends, now, and had met her real father, and had slipped a new book onto her bookshelf and waited in delicious anticipation for four days before she finally noticed and texted him at nine o’clock at night.

(That conversation had lasted for nearly three hours, had left the realm of words for the realm of pictures and videos and then come back again, after.)

She leaned in and kissed him again, the fingers of her left hand sparkling down the skin of his unbroken arm. “Monkey boy,” she murmured, tugging on the soft hair on his forearm as she drew back a second time.

“Speaking of which,” he groaned, as he began packing up the papers and books with his good hand.

“Still no plan for tomorrow?” she asked.

He shook his head. A part of him was relieved that the parents had at least warned him, this time—had not scheduled the tracing session and simply expected him to show up, like last time.

But another part was wondering whether the agony of guessing and second-guessing and third-guessing was maybe worse. Whether, if he was going to fail to come up with a coherent plan either way, it wasn’t better to have the excuse.

“I don’t understand why you don’t just pick like four things, spend twenty minutes on each, and call it a day. You said you showed them drops, step vaults, slipthroughs, and…what was it?”

“Switchovers,” he said—although the operative word was indeed showed, not taught; if the goal was for them to actually do a switchover this time, he would be basically starting from scratch.

“And then they did rebounds and target jumps when you all got together the third time, right?”

He nodded.

“So isn’t there, like…still plenty?” she asked. “Like, there’s rolls, popups, topovers, monkey jumps, and Tarzans, and those are just the names I learned by, like. Osmosis.”

He shook his head again. “The problem isn’t the movements, it’s the—”

He broke off, sighed. “The bread,” he said, resigned.

“The bread?”

“It’s the only word I’ve been able to think of for, like, all the stuff that goes around the moves. Like the rules. But like the parts that aren’t in the rules. And this is my problem in a nutshell, because like I’m going to say okay, time to talk about the bread and they’re gonna go what the fuck? and, like…valid. I can’t figure out the bread. That’s what went wrong the last two times. No bread.”

Jennifer studied him for a long moment. “Okay, so, I don’t want to be pushy or anything but just to be clear: you do know this is the sort of thing I’d try to help with, if you asked me?”

Conor nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “I know. You, and Ashleigh, and probably Guyler, and honestly probably even Timothy if I asked him to, he’d maybe take one of my toenails or something but I bet he would help. But it feels—I dunno.”

“Like a job for toxic masculinity?” Jennifer teased.

This time it was Conor’s turn to stick out his tongue. “Like a job for me,” he said. “Like something I actually should’ve already figured out, and now there’s a deadline and I should—I shouldn’t dodge it, or something.”

“Getting help isn’t dodging,” she pointed out.

“I mean…depends?” His gaze fell away from her face and landed on the marble countertop, tracing around its edge like a tiger pacing its cage. “On whether you’re picking up heavy stuff because you were trying to, like, move the stuff, or whether you were picking it up because you were trying to get strong.”

There was a short pause.

“That was pretty good bread,” Jennifer offered.

“Yeah, I can do it, I’m just…something’s stuck, is all.” He let out a breath. “I mean, it’s fine, it’s whatever. I’ll either figure something out or I won’t, not like anybody’s going to hit me with a bat over it.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Jennifer’s face soften into sympathy. Again the two of them sat in silence for a moment.

“It’s good to hear you think Ashleigh would help,” she said eventually, her tone now low and gentle. “And the two of you have seemed…better, I guess, in English.”

Conor nodded absently.

“You never told me how it went last weekend. D’you want me to ask?”

“It went…fine?” Conor said. “Fine. He stayed over for like. I want to say, not quite an hour.”

Had stayed for almost an hour, and then left abruptly, announcing Nope, sorry, gotta go jerk off again. Conor had been…something, bewildered wasn’t quite the right word because it wasn’t like it took him by surprise, exactly, but he had sort of…fallen back into the rhythm of things, had relaxed, had been feeling easy and open and not-on-edge, the hangout had been normal and then all of a sudden—

“Sorry,” Jennifer murmured, leaning in for a hug once Conor finished his fumbling explanation. “But you’re glad he came, right?”

Ba-dm, PSHHH.

“I think so?”

Jennifer’s lip twitched, her brow crinkling.

“What?” Conor asked.

“I usually like your question marks but I kind of wish that one would go away.”

Conor considered this.

“Yeah, okay,” he said. “I’m glad he—came, sorry, fuck, I can’t—my brain—I’m glad he came over to my house. Geez, fucking Christ, sorry. Sorry.”

Jennifer was laughing. “Not gonna lie,” she said. “I get it.”

“The brain thing?”

“No,” she said, her eyes twinkling. “Ashleigh having to run home to, uh. Solve the problem. Were you by any chance being incredibly cute right before he left?”

Conor’s jaw worked soundlessly, and Jennifer laughed again. Abruptly, she stood, her chair scraping backwards on the kitchen floor. “Let’s go upstairs!” she said.

“Should I bring my—”

“No, leave your stuff,” Jennifer called over her shoulder, already passing out of the kitchen and into the hall.

“Wha—”

“Race you!”

Conor was only a few seconds behind, but she was already out of sight by the time he reached the bottom of the stairs, and when he got to the top of them, her bedroom door was shut, the painted rainbow like a cheerful force field.

“Uh,” he called out, raising his voice. “What—”

“You can’t come in yet,” came Jennifer’s voice from within, slightly muffled through the thin wood. “Thirty seconds.”

There were rustling sounds, and a rather concerning thumping sound, and then several loud, implausible clangs followed by a horribly metallic screech—was that a drill? A saw?

She is for sure fucking with you.

“Okay, almost ready,” she called out, the sounds falling silent. “One last thing, though.”

“What’s that?”

“No stupid questions.”

“Huh?”

“Okay, that one’s a freebie, but seriously. When you come inside. No stupid questions. Promise?”

“Uh,” Conor said. “Give me a second—”

(Because he didn’t know whether what is going on, what are we doing was a stupid question, according to Jennifer, and he felt very, very certain that this was not the moment to ask questions about questions—)

Conor closed his eyes, shook his head like a dog coming in from the rain, took three long, slow, steadying breaths.

Good boy, his shoulder Jennifer murmured approvingly.

“Okay,” he said. “I won’t ask any stupid questions.”

“I’m trusting you,” came her voice, through the door.

“I promise.”

“Okay, come in.”

Conor reached out with his good right hand and opened the door—

He stopped dead in his tracks, his brain suddenly revving into the red.

Jennifer was completely naked, sitting on her bed, on top of the covers, with her legs tucked sort of sideways, leaning against the headboard in a pose that looked like a painting. The sheets were smooth and clean and almost blindingly white, and in the center of the bed was a single small, square packet.

A condom.

No stupid questions.

Conor swallowed, his heart suddenly pounding, his blood already beginning to turn molten. He was realizing for the first time that Jennifer’s parents were not home, that he had not seen or heard anyone else in the house since his father dropped him off.

No stupid questions.

They had only properly made up a little over a week ago, had only really gone on four or five dates before that—

No. Stupid. Questions.

“Okay,” he said, his voice unsteady. He could feel his arms trembling, as if holding a bow at full draw. “Okay, this isn’t a question, it’s just—I, um. Like part of the reason I haven’t, uh, let’s say pushed, is that I’m not—I maybe can’t—I really don’t know if I am going to be able to, to hold ba—”

“Are you wearing a leash?” she asked, cutting him off.

Conor blinked.

“No?” he said.

“Exactly,” she replied. “Close the door behind you.”

•   •   •

Everything felt different.

Conor peeled himself back from Jennifer in the hallway outside English—slowly, reverently, the way Guyler had peeled the paper back from his gift. Their gazes lingered, and they both grinned, and he breathed in deeply through his nose as she turned and passed him, entering the classroom. He could taste her, smell her—

(Could still taste her, and still smell her, had not showered or brushed his teeth the night before, content to keep her wrapped around him through the evening, letting her leach into his skin, his sheets, his pillowcase.)

—knew that she was there, on some deep, animal level, felt the absence of an anxiety he hadn’t even known was anxiety because he had never not-felt-it, his entire life. As if the snow in the snowglobe had melted in the afternoon sun, melted just a little, just enough to refreeze overnight into a solid, glittering crust, the flakes fused together, no longer shakeable.

This just in, needled the voice of Guyler in his head, perceptive and merciless and impossibly affectionate. Seventh grade boy has sex, likes it.

Conor laughed, in the sanctuary of his own mind—laughed as he settled himself into his usual seat by the door, as his eyes drifted lazily, of their own accord, from Jennifer to Ashleigh and back, pausing fondly at the midpoint that was Holt. Laughed, because it was silly, it was unspecial and obvious, but nevertheless everything felt different.

He had ridden with Ashleigh on the bus, that morning, briefly afraid that it would be worse, somehow—that the extra step he’d taken with Jennifer would make the gap between them sting all the more, that there would be guilt or shame or cutting, intolerable empathy.

But the ride had been smooth, and light, Ashleigh maybe just a little bit withdrawn, just a little bit distant, his jokes perhaps a half-step more acerbic. But there still. Present, colored-in. They had talked about superheroes (Deku, and Bakugo), and the scaffolding had held.

And in the courtyard, with his girlfriend—there was no awkwardness, no regret. Just sunshine, soft and golden, her eyes lit with green fire.

(Conor had been slightly surprised to find that he was afire, too—had masturbated twice that night and once more in the morning, been more hungry after, rather than less. But it was the hunger of a hunter between buffalo, keen and clean without a hint of desperation. The heat that Jennifer had called forth, uncorked inside him, had spread—spread and settled and taken root, was now a warm and steady glow—and he felt twice as awake as usual.)

She turned, in front of him, handing him a thin packet of paper, stapled in one corner—

(“What’s this?”)

(“Final exam on The Giver, doofus.”)

—and he grabbed at her fingers, grabbed and squeezed with quiet promise for half a heartbeat before letting go.

(She had winced, when he first stormed her in the courtyard, snaked his arms around her in an inescapable hug—winced, and then laughed. “Bruises,” she had explained, and then “No stupid questions” when he opened his mouth.)

(There hadn’t been many more words, after that.)

Around him, the room was filled with the sound of shuffling paper, scratching pencils, the sniffs and coughs of the dying winter. He glanced down at the test, considered whether he would even bother—

You could probably get, like. A C-. Just from guessing.

And from having been in the room for the past however-many weeks it had been, he hadn’t been paying attention but he wasn’t deaf or blind.

Didn’t I just have to tell you what the packet was? Even though it’s written at the top?

Conor smiled, looking up at the shape of his girlfriend, the set of her shoulders as she wrote and wrote and wrote, the words pouring out of her arm in an endless stream.

(Jennifer Eisley didn’t need to stop and think.)

He looked down, lower, where her sweatshirt had ridden up just an inch or two, revealing a patch of pearl skin with the corner of a purpling bruise poking out above her waistband. He reached for his pencil, feeling an impish impulse to poke it with his eraser, maybe make her squeak again—

The intercom clicked, and a voice appeared, clearing its throat. “Lockdown,” it said, sounding slightly hoarse. “Active shooter. Police already on their way.”

There was one last moment before the words sank in, before the shape of Jennifer’s back straightened, stiffened, the muscles tightening as if they’d been electrified. She spun in her chair, locking eyes with him—huge eyes, terrified eyes—

“Stay calm, children,” came the voice of Mrs. Haynes-Hornaday, from the front of the room. “Stay calm, and stay seated. Kevin, David, William, the shades. Quickly. Conor, lock the door.”

Wrong.

It wasn’t a word, wasn’t a thought—was not the voice of Ashleigh or Ms. Palmano or even Conor himself. It was lower, more immediate, felt.

Conor stood to lock the door, and it was wrong.

His eyes slid from Jennifer’s to Ashleigh’s as he rose, a curious emptiness overtaking him, all the golden warmth of twenty seconds earlier draining away, leaving behind a cold and empty pipeworks.

(Ashleigh’s eyes were just like Jennifer’s, were even the very same shade of green.)

(You’re not really brave, are you? You’re just usually not scared.)

He turned, as the sound of the shades falling cut through the strangled silence—turned and drifted, weightless, toward the door, his body numbly following its last known instruction—

(While underneath, something sputtered, caught and slipped and caught again as it fought for traction, there was seeing and there was knowing and there was doing and two of those were not online yet, he was taking it all in but none of it was going anywhere—)

Explosions. That’s what it sounded like, the new and sudden sound, it sounded like explosions. Distant enough through multiple walls that they weren’t loud, didn’t hurt, but there was still something about the sound of a bomb going off a football field away that reached straight for the animal inside of Conor and grabbed.

Four shots. Four shots in an awful, staccato, specific rhythm, Conor’s brain couldn’t help but latch onto it, his mind filling in the picture without being asked—two quick shots—then a third after half a breath, someone steadying their aim, trying again—then a longer pause and a fourth, heavy and final and followed by silence.

Followed by death.

That was death, someone had just died, just died close enough for all of them to hear, and the impact of it was visible, passed through the room like a shockwave—

“The door, Conor!” the old woman called, and there was a new note of urgency, of fear, suddenly her composure had cracked, had revealed itself to be nothing more than a façade, there was panic under there and it was welling to the surface.

Conor’s hand reached for the deadbolt—

No.

(The engine caught, and his mind began moving very, very quickly.)

No.

(Fragments of thought, wordless images.)

The campus, vast and sprawling.

The sounds they’d just heard, distant and muffled.

The shades falling, the outside world disappearing, the shell of the classroom closing around them, cutting them off.

The voice that had come over the intercom—strange, unfamiliar, something wrong about it, something that didn’t fit—

Conor cracked open the door.

(Because rule four was don’t go anywhere you can’t get back from, but it was like rule two, it was tricky, it didn’t always mean what it seemed to mean. Their options were to move or stay, and it was staying that was a dead end, an irreversible mistake. Someone was coming for them, coming to kill them—to kill them at school, in their classrooms, if a person was coming to kill you then you should be anywhere, anywhere, anywhere at all except the place they came looking, Ms. Palmano had told them when trouble comes, do not be there, it was suddenly clear in a flash of revelation that the lockdown protocol was broken, had always been broken, was in fact exactly backwards. There were something like sixteen hundred students at East Binder Secondary School, but only so many classrooms, so many buildings, it was a lot harder to shoot bees out of the air than to shoot fish in a barrel—)

“Conor!”

An undignified shriek, this time, the impostor’s panic no longer welling but boiling, now, overflowing—and Conor ignored it, ignored her, because the shooter was coming, would be there eventually, it didn’t matter whether they had ten seconds or ten thousand, either way they would have less time ten seconds from now, the odds that he would appear outside their door were only rising.

(If he had only turned at the first sound of the trapdoor—on the rooftop, that night—if he had just turned, and run, and jumped the Gap, then right now his arm would not be broken, he would not be crippled, half-useless—)

“Close the—”

Conor stuck his head around the doorframe, put his eyes cautiously into the hallway, found it empty—

(As he’d known he would, sensed that he would, why on Earth would anyone come to this building first?)

—stepped out into the empty space, further and further away from the tempting cave of the classroom, out into the cold vacuum, half-expecting to hear the click of the door behind him, find himself locked outside—

—but he had to see, had to see, had to see, they knew absolutely nothing except that death was somewhere nearby and that wasn’t enough.

(Rule number one was protect yourself—because no one else would. Because, in the end, no one else ever really could.)

Conor reached the center of the hallway, a point from which he could see out through the distant front entrance, the wide panes of security glass, a distorted, partial view of the quad, the corners of the sixth and eighth grade buildings flanking, the four wings of the high school opposite—

There.

It was only a glimpse, not even three seconds, but it was enough. A lone, dark, overburdened figure, pulling open the door to the math wing and vanishing inside.

(Some wholly automatic part of Conor’s brain noted that he had come out of his classroom and turned left, that the first four gunshots had come from what was now his right, that the figure had come from the direction that was now two o’clock and had vanished into a building at something more like one—)

(The office. The first shots had come from somewhere over by the office.)

Conor turned back, walked back to the open door of the classroom. No one had moved.

(It had only been a dozen seconds. Not even a minute since the intercom had crackled.)

“He’s not here yet,” Conor said aloud. “He went into the math building.”

And then, as if to punctuate the sentence, there were more sounds—further away, twice muffled this time, an endless chain of sounds like the rattle of an old car engine.

(They all knew it, had heard it thousands of times in movies, on TV, understood exactly what it meant, exactly what was happening.)

Conor looked at Ashleigh—

—at Jennifer—

—at Holt.

Yes.

(Again it was not a word so much as a feeling, the sensation of a lock turning, a puzzle piece sliding into place.)

“Get them out,” Conor said—to Holt, the solid boy, the serious boy, the one who never wavered. “Now. All of them.”

And Holt nodded, instantly understanding. Nodded, and stood, and around him there was a chorus of scraping, of chairs sliding backwards, because they all understood, if you waited for the system to save you then you waited forever. At the front of the room, Mrs. Haynes-Hornaday was saying words, empty words, they were loud and irrelevant and no one heard them, possibly not even herself, but Holt was talking and the rest of them were listening.

“Órale, cabrones, like a fire drill, don’t trip over each other. Out and turn right, out the back and don’t stop. William, Susanne—”

It was then that Conor found a moment to turn, to look for Jennifer, and when he found her, her eyes were no longer huge, no longer terrified—were now merely frightened, and frightened was fine.

(There was no time for a kiss, so he said what he could with a glance, and then Jennifer nodded, too, and a weight came off of Conor’s shoulders, he hadn’t even noticed it settling there but he felt it lifting, with Holt and Jennifer both they were as good as saved, all of them, the pair would get everybody out and that part, at least, was no longer Conor’s problem.)

(Somehow it was only then that he consciously realized that he was not, himself, going.)

He turned to Ashleigh.

“Bat signal?” the other boy asked.

Conor nodded.

And they joined the flow of children moving through the door and out into the hall.

“Locker,” Conor murmured, and his friend did not ask, did not protest, just followed him to locker four-four-nine, where they dropped back out of the stream and became rocks, the rest of their English class flowing around them. A quick spin of the dial—eight, five, seventeen—and Conor was pushing aside the golden book that had been left atop his bag, digging for the phone in the pocket within.

He unlocked it, fumbling, his right hand still awkward.

active shooter, he typed, in the three-way chat he shared with his mother and father. ily

And then he turned, slipping his parents back into his pocket, turned and shoved past the kids going in the other direction, it was more than just their classroom in the hallway now, Holt and Jennifer must have gone door to door, or deputized someone—

(If there were grownups in the crowd, Conor did not see them, and they did not see Conor.)

More gunfire. Still distant. There was a pattern there, a pattern that Conor’s brain had been quietly tracking, storing, analyzing, waiting for the moment when he needed to know it. The sounds had been coming in waves, in pulses, in shattered clusters triggered by louder booms, lasting for somewhere between five and thirty seconds at a time, and then there were five or ten seconds of silence—

He locked eyes with Ashleigh again as the pair of them came to the threshold, the precipice, their hands hovering over the horizontal pushbars of the double doors. He saw that Ashleigh understood, had made the same connection, reached the same conclusion:

Fifteen seconds per classroom, ten seconds between classrooms, and each high school building had something like six or eight classrooms on either side of a long, straight hallway.

(How long had it already been, how long did they have, would they exit the building only to run straight into the shooter?)

Conor found himself hesitating, and the fear was familiar, broken-in, the same fear he felt at the start of a runup, the fear that whispered Or we could just turn around and go home, no one would know, no one would blame you—

“Rule five,” Ashleigh whispered, warm hands catching him, catching them both.

And they pushed open the doors.

Silent, the quad—silent and eerily empty, as if it were all contained within a dream, depopulated, the detail vivid where Conor was looking but blurring into nothingness around the edges. He could smell the grass, the mulch, the last lingering whiff of petrichor from the morning’s soft rain. There was wind, and it touched his face, and the touch was terrifyingly ordinary—because it meant that the world as a whole had not stopped spinning, that the grass and the trees and the sky were still there, that the universe was going on about its business and simply did not care.

The distant hammering of gunfire was like the sound of a construction site, and now that they were outside, with one less wall between them and what was happening, they could hear the screams.

(Could hear them, but there wasn’t space for that, there wasn’t anything to be done with that, so Conor did nothing, did not grab hold, let the sounds pass over and through him and kept walking.)

“Where are we going?” Ashleigh asked.

Conor hadn’t known, could not have said, knew only that they needed to be somehow closer, but just then they cleared the corner of the sixth grade wing, came fully into the quad and could see the breezeway, the office, the gym—

—and the body.

“There,” he murmured, pointing.

It was lying on its back, just outside the office, as if it had been running, running toward the doors, had been blasted backwards just before reaching them. There were three holes in it, the body—two in its torso and one in its face.

It was Mr. Sykes.

Conor crouched, looking closer, making sure—

Yes, he was dead.

Had died facing the office, been shot from the front, and something in Conor’s mind began to shift, to tumble, a Rube Goldberg machine starting up. A half-formed suspicion drew his eyes toward the glass door, toward the well-lit hallway within—

There was another body inside.

(At least one.)

Half, it was only half a thought, and the other half wasn’t coming, probably didn’t matter, so he set it aside, stood and turned—

Ashleigh’s pants were wet, piss dripping out of the hem of his khakis.

“Just like old times,” the other boy said, and Conor could feel the shape of the joke, the thing that Ashleigh was reaching for, but it didn’t fit with the tone, the way his voice was suddenly shaky, suddenly afraid, and a part of Conor went even colder, and grim.

He looked down at his own pants, saw that they were dry, looked back up.

“Are you—”

“I’m-m okay,” Ashleigh said.

(And for a moment it was like being timeskipped again, teleported, ripped out of one moment and dropped into an entirely different one, because Ashleigh was not okay, was quivering and stammering and had pissed himself and it was like looking at a baby, not that the other boy was a baby but that like a baby Ashleigh had no memories to fall back on, no experience, there was a thing here that Conor had done a thousand times and Ashleigh maybe never, if his best friend had ever been truly afraid then Conor hadn’t been there to see it—)

(Yeah, because you were already on the other side of the Gap.)

“Do you need me to get you out of here?” Conor asked quietly.

(Because he didn’t know what else to do, there was no way in the world that he would simply leave Ashleigh but he didn’t know what would happen if the other boy came with in this state, if he choked, if he froze.)

His best friend took a shuddering breath—

(And a part of Conor could not help but notice the seconds sliding past, the grains of sand tumbling, they had been here, what, thirty seconds already? More?)

—shrugged, shivered, straightened.

“I’m okay,” Ashleigh repeated.

And suddenly, Conor believed him.

(What changed?)

(Later.)

“’Sides, I’m already out of pee.”

And then before Conor could answer, the gunshots moved, started up again from silence in a different place, from a different direction, first a loud single blast and then the rattle again, it wasn’t that different but it was enough that they both noticed, their heads dragged toward it in unison.

“Civics building,” Ashleigh said grimly, and his voice was holding, was steady again, the shakiness gone or thoroughly buried.

And now we know how long it takes him to get through a whole building.

The shooter had gone in through the front door of the math wing, and had zigzagged his way down the hall—

(Because he’d gone out the back—if he had gone up one side and down the other then he would have come right back out through the same door, and it was only then that it occurred to Conor how close they had come, how lucky they had been, if the shooter had gone up and back he would have come out the front door fifteen seconds ago and Conor and Ashleigh would be dead.)

—and then exited at the rear, entered the civics building through the rear, was following the very same path that Conor had walked, on the day Holt told him he was dangerous.

“He’s snaking,” Conor said, and Ashleigh nodded.

“I don’t hear any sirens,” Ashleigh said. “Do you?”

Conor shook his head—

—and then swore, because it had suddenly clicked, the half-finished thought springing into fullness, the voice over the intercom had sounded wrong because it wasn’t Sykes and it wasn’t Wendy and it wasn’t any of the other usual voices, it was him, that had been the shooter, he had locked the school down himself—

(A wordless prayer of gratitude, taking less than the blink of an eye—for Holt, for Jennifer. For the rope, and the camera war, and the lesson that Devon had taught him on the rooftop—even the awful, empty uselessness of weeks of Mrs. Haynes-Hornaday. For all of the little things that had aligned to get them moving, let them clear the jaws of the trap.)

—had prevented everyone from calling the police by lying to them that help was already on the way—

(Well, probably not everyone. By now, someone else had probably called, but Conor was still going to make sure.)

“You do it,” Ashleigh said, after Conor explained. “I’m texting Timothy.”

Conor unlocked his phone—

(Some tiny, irrelevant part of his brain cursing him for it, for the wasted seconds, you don’t have to unlock your phone to dial 911, idiot!)

—hesitated, because something—

Oh.

“He’s going to be coming out through there soon,” Conor said, gesturing toward the doors of the civics building, thirty yards away.

(On the short side, five seconds plus ten seconds times six classrooms each side times two. On the long side, thirty seconds plus fifteen seconds times eight classrooms each side times two. Conor’s mind looked at the numbers, briefly considered touching them, turned its back and decided to go by feel.)

“Math,” said Ashleigh promptly. “He’s not going to go back.”

And the two of them entered the land of the dead.

Silent, utterly silent.

(There should be screaming, a part of Conor thought—because not everyone could be dead, surely not everyone was dead, there was no way the shooter had killed everyone. But it had been only seconds, not even five minutes, if there were survivors they would be hiding, pretending, desperate not to be seen, not to be heard, no one would try to kill you if you were dead already—)

There was broken glass in the hallway, fragments of wood and metal and concrete from where the shooter had fired at the doors, fired at the locks. But there were no bodies, no bags, no major debris. All of the horror was contained within the crypts of the classrooms, the hall itself a mausoleum.

They paused as the door clanged shut behind them, Conor dialing—

“911, what is your emergency?”

“I’m—my name is Conor Moreton, I’m at East Binder Secondary School, there’s a shooter—”

“Yes, we’ve just been made aware, first responders are on their way. Are you in a safe place?”

The question was so baffling, so…so off-topic, such an extreme non-sequitur that it took Conor a full two seconds to work his way past his confusion.

“No,” he said. Did you not just hear me? “But—”

“Listen,” said the voice of the grownup over the phone. “I need you to get to a safe place immediately, that is your first priority. Is there somewhere you can go to get cover?”

“The shooter is in the civics building,” Conor said, he had no way to interact with what the person on the other end of the phone was trying to say so he simply did not bother. “He’s weaving through the buildings—”

“Are you in the building with him?”

“What? No, I’m in the math buil—”

“I need you to go find a place to hide, right now. A safe place, somewhere you can’t be seen and won’t be found.”

“Listen to me,” Conor hissed. “He’s in the civics building, and he’s going to be in the language arts building next, and then science—he’s on the high school side, he’s zigzagging, if you’re on the, uh—”

“South,” said Ashleigh.

“—the south side, by the staff parking lot, he’ll be coming out of the third building and going into the fourth in, like, I don’t know, seven minutes maybe, give or take—”

“Conor, I appreciate what you’re trying to do, I’ll pass that along, but what you need to do right now is—”

Conor hung up.

“Follow?” he asked quietly. “Or wait?”

(Follow the shooter on his route, try to come up behind him, figure out some way to stop him, somehow, or wait, wait near the front door of the math building, wait for him to emerge from the front door of the civics building and turn to go into language arts, so they would know where he was, where the danger was, with enough precision that it would be safe to move again.)

(He did not explain any of this, because he did not have to.)

(He also did not explain that they could stop the shooter right now, at the rear of the language arts building—could climb up onto the rooftop and take the cinderblocks that were holding down the old satellite dish over the office and carry those cinderblocks to the rear of the building and drop them on the shooter’s head as he exited, they knew exactly where he was going to be and all they had to do was wait. He didn’t explain it because they could not, in fact, do it—because Conor’s arm was broken, and he couldn’t climb, couldn’t carry, could not summon the necessary strength and skill to throw, and Ashleigh was stable now but Conor couldn’t trust him to hold himself together, not all alone, it was another one of those fake made-up imaginary impossible options—)

“Wait,” Ashleigh said. “It’ll be any minute now.”

Conor turned to look down the long, silent hallway.

“Watch,” he said tersely. “Call me when he moves.”

“Conor, what—”

“Watch.”

(Why? a voice asked, as his body began moving again, his feet carrying him the dozen steps down the hall to the first of the open doorways.)

(I don’t know.)

Except that there was some part of it all that still wasn’t real, they had seen the dead thing that used to be Mr. Sykes but that was—that was Mr. Sykes, that was a grownup, that was like seeing a soldier die in a movie. They were waiting, waiting, and while they were waiting people were dying, if they were going to let three or four roomfuls of people die just to make sure that they wouldn’t be seen, that they wouldn’t cross paths with the shooter as they cut across the quad, then—then—

Something about seeing, something about honoring, there needed to be a witness and there was no one here but him.

A boy looked through the first of the doorways.

A different boy stepped back.

“Still nothing,” Ashleigh said, as Conor approached. And then: “Hey. Hey, whoa, hey, what—slow down, I got you—”

Because he couldn’t fall apart, there was no time to fall apart, and so there was nowhere for any of it to go, what Conor had seen, what he had smelled, it was simply inside of him, now, trapped and seething, reverberating back and forth between the walls of his self, all of him trembling like a struck bell.

“Watch,” he insisted, and Ashleigh hovered, uncertain—

“Watch,” he repeated.

His best friend turned back to the cracked-open door, resumed his surveillance—

“We didn’t miss him,” the other boy said flatly.

(Because the gunshots were happening, still happening, the entire moment had been contained within the time it took to do that to a single classroom, the switch from civics to language arts would come in one of the patches of silence and what was happening now was the other thing.)

“I saw Devon,” Conor’s voice said.

(The gunshots stopped.)

Ashleigh didn’t move, was still standing in profile, his eyes glued to the crack of the just-open door, but he had gone slightly stiffer.

“He’s dead.”

The older boy’s body had been lying near the doorway, had almost seemed like it was trying to reach the hallway, the same way Sykes had seemed like he had been trying to reach the office. Escaping, maybe, or trying to rush the shooter. Or maybe just unlucky, caught by surprise. His face had been a mask, not wide with terror or scrunched up in pain. Flat, and cold, and hard, and empty, admitting nothing at all about Devon’s final seconds, or the last of the thoughts that had passed behind his eyes.

Everything below the face had been a mess.

“Sorry,” said Ashleigh.

(There was a loud boom, and then the rattling resumed.)

“Do you have anything?” Conor asked, the words assembling themselves from pure necessity. “Like—you don’t have a knife, I’m guessing.”

“I was thinking we could get a bat, actually. The equipment shed’s unlocked half the time, and if it’s locked I can just kick through the paneling.”

A bat.

Yes, a bat could work.

(The gunshots stopped again.)

A silence, suspiciously long—

“That’s him.”

More sounds—the sharp, loud booms that came by themselves, sounding louder and closer.

“The door was locked.”

Right.

It was a lockdown, after all.

“Okay, he’s inside.”

(They waited for the gunshots to resume again, neither acknowledging it.)

Then back through the door, back out into the open air, the sepulchral quad, silent but for the distant jackhammering and the almost-ignorable screams.

(Different screams, different voices, different people, but it was the same sound, it hadn’t changed, any more than the gunfire itself had changed, the same sounds in the same pattern over and over and over again.)

“Look.”

Conor looked. Someone had barricaded the sixth grade wing, filled the hallway in front of the glass doors with a thicket of chairs—a hundred chairs, maybe, it looked like, and there was movement in the shadows behind them, figures adding more—

(Clever.)

Bullets wouldn’t unlock that.

They ran, because even though the gym was right there, was not far, the seconds were still passing and they did not know precisely how many they had, how many they would need. The pace sent cracks through Conor’s arm, it had been three-quarters healed but was falling back to two-thirds, would soon revert to half-healed or worse but it didn’t matter, he already couldn’t use it and the pain meant absolutely nothing at all.

(Jumped, you should have jumped, next time JUMP—)

“Bonus,” said Ashleigh, emerging from the shed.

(Conor had kept watch, there was no reason to expect the shooter for minutes yet, it would take him three minutes at least and probably more like five or ten to make his way through language arts and if the pattern held it would be that long again before he emerged from the front door of the science wing, but it would have been stupid not to keep watch.)

Ashleigh was holding a pair of short garden shears, barely more than a foot long but with long, straight, sturdy blades. “Can you hold this with one hand?” he asked.

Conor tested it.

“Yes.”

And then—

(Because he was not in control, because his mind did whatever it wanted and he himself was merely along for the ride.)

—then he imagined it, imagined the object in his hand and what it would be like if he found himself needing to use it, was given the opening to use it.

It didn’t feel like much, the imagining. Was mostly mechanical, the preliving of a set of sensations, specific and visceral. But Conor was aware of the hole where something else should go, some wholly other property that was missing from the raw, physical anticipation, and once again he found himself thinking Later.

“I also grabbed rope, a jar of racquetballs, and a bag of chalk.”

Conor nodded.

The pair of them entered the quad for the third time, Conor once again pausing, Ashleigh stopping half a second later like a dog finding the end of its leash.

“Science?” Conor asked. “Or eighth grade?”

(Get to him sooner, try to stop him sooner, versus waiting until later, they would have more time to prepare, more time to plan, the layout of the eighth grade wing was more familiar but the cost was another twelve classrooms, unless it was actually sixteen—)

(Except that it wasn’t, because some worlds were fake and some options were never really on the table. They needed the minutes, and they needed the home field advantage.)

“Eighth,” Ashleigh agreed.

Back across the open field, the awful sounds still coming from the third building, the language arts building, they had a whole building as a buffer now and then the shooter would be coming for them and they would either be ready or they wouldn’t.

“Door’s gonna be locked,” Ashleigh pointed out, as they approached.

“Bathroom,” Conor said. “There’s a box—”

(The window that would be open, that was always open, the window to the girls’ bathroom that he had slithered through so many months ago, when he was—was—whatever it was he had been doing, running across rooftops or something, he couldn’t remember why, only that at the time it had all seemed so very important.)

“You’ll have to go first,” Conor said. “And then pull me up—”

“I’ll just let you in the front.”

Right.

It was surprising how stressful, how harrowing was the brief separation, the short walk around the corner, exposed and alone, the distance from Ashleigh suddenly an ache, the last day of summer nauseatingly present. Conor was no longer sure that he could have done this, if Ashleigh had bailed, if the other boy had needed to be taken someplace safe, could not quite claim that he would in fact have been able to leave that safe place by himself, alone—

(The gunshots fell silent for a moment, and in the quiet after Conor thought that he could finally, finally, finally hear sirens.)

“You’re not gonna believe this,” Ashleigh said, as he pushed open the double doors.

(The gunshots resumed.)

The eighth grade wing was empty, abandoned, every classroom door hanging open and not a soul in sight.

“Timothy?” Conor wondered aloud.

“Or they just figured it out themselves.”

Conor’s eyes scanned up and down the empty hallway, processing, processing—

“We have to close the doors,” he said. “At least the first four. The ones you can see from here…”

Ashleigh moved, which was acknowledgement, and agreement. The two of them slipped through the space like ghosts, unwilling to disturb the silence, eyes and ears on edge, alert. They closed three doors apiece, softly, then padded back toward the front, toward the twin bathrooms flanking the entrance.

“Both of us in one bathroom?” Ashleigh asked. “One behind the door?”

Conor’s eyes fluttered closed as his brain played out the scenario—

“He’ll just shoot through the door.”

(Because the shooter was not stupid.)

“Split, then.”

One of them in each bathroom—if they could lure him in, hold his attention, catch him facing in one direction—

“Tight.”

Because the bathrooms provided no cover, the stall walls flimsy and stopping a foot from the floor. Because even if it took barely a second to cross the hallway between them, that was still time for dozens of bullets—

“It’ll have to be—you’ll have to come out before he’s all the way inside, like right when he’s coming through the door—”

“You go sideways, like go just inside and slip to the side and drop, he’ll probably spray at chest height, if you’re down low he might not clock you—”

They broke off, looked at each other.

We could just leave.

The thought was louder now, less ashamed, more explicit. The eighth graders were gone, the seventh graders gone, all of the high schoolers dead or dying—

(A little loop, then, a microsecond mental detour as Conor’s brain reminded itself that it wasn’t a relative question, the people who had already died or escaped were not the issue, the issue was who was still in danger, if a school shooter had shown up and was only targeting the sixth grade wing, would he want to stop it, would he be able to walk away—)

They barricaded themselves in, he’s not getting past that—

Except that there was nothing to stop him from just walking around the corner and shooting out the windows, Conor realized, the barricade was an obstacle, had definitely been worth doing, but it was just a delay, was not an answer.

The sirens, they’re coming—

No.

If Conor knew that the grownups would arrive within minutes, would be competent, would actually solve the problem, then maybe.

But.

It might be a mistake, but it was the mistake that they were making, the two of them were committed and rightly so and the time left would not be spent hand-wringing. They had already walked away from the older kids and they would not, could not, could not abandon the younger, if Conor walked away now, if he saved himself and allowed Nicholas to die he would—he might never—

“It’s going to be tight,” Ashleigh repeated.

(Because only seconds had passed, Conor’s mind still on overdrive, the thoughts coming wordless and faster than light.)

“It is what it is,” Conor replied. The words were clumsy, a poor fit, were not really the thing he was trying to say, but they worked well enough, the other boy nodding, understanding clear on his face. “As soon as you see his back…”

Ashleigh kicked off his shoes—bent down and peeled off his socks—turned and tucked them out of sight in the bathroom behind him, followed by the baseball bat, and the loop of rope, and the container of racquetballs, and the open bag of climber’s chalk.

“Ash,” Conor said quietly.

(Because the gunfire could still be heard, faint and distant and undeniable, as long as the gunfire was sounding they did not yet need to hide. The enemy would arrive in a moment of silence, not noise—a long moment of silence, not the short walk between high school wings but the long trek across the quad from the science hall to the eighth grade building.)

The other boy straightened, his face an open question.

“Can I have a h—”

And then Ashleigh was on him like fire, like a charging bear, surged forward and swept him up and squeezed, smothering, his face burrowing into Conor’s neck, his hands roaming all around Conor’s back, his arms, his shoulders, as if tracing every inch, every detail, the other boy was shorter than Conor but “short” didn’t mean much for whirlpools, for hurricanes—

(The gunfire stopped.)

The other boy slowed, stilled, the hug stabilizing.

“Don’t die,” Ashleigh whispered. “Don’t die, Conor, please don’t die.”

I’ll try.

But the words wouldn’t come, couldn’t come, because he might not try, actually—

(Take control of your life, and spend it on something, because you can’t take it with you.)

—the best that Conor could do was squeeze back, squeeze back and plant one last kiss upon the hair above his best friend’s ear.

(The gunfire resumed.)

And then they broke apart, retreated behind their respective doors, the ocean of the hallway spreading between them. Conor wadded up a paper towel, wedged it into the hinge to hold the door open half an inch. He pulled out his phone, triple-checked that everything was on silent, pushed the camera through the tiny gap and pointed it at the entrance so that he could see what was coming.

And then he waited.

Waited, shivering against the cold, filthy tile, his crippled arm burning, the garden shears resting on the floor beside him. Waited as the waves of gunfire came and went, as his fear piled up on top of itself and compacted into terror, and then further still into something harder than diamond, something for which he had no name.

Then he waited longer.

What’s the matter, Bat-boy—scared to die?

Yes.

But more afraid of something else.

(The gunfire stopped. Stopped, and stayed stopped, the silence lengthening terribly—)

A shadow fell across the glass.

A shadow fell across the glass, and then the glass exploded, yielding before a spray of bullets, and the sound was shockingly, shatteringly, unbelievably loud, the almost-closed bathroom door doing nothing at all. Conor had thought he was prepared, thought that he knew what was coming, but it was beyond comprehension, was a force of nature, the wrath of god, and it scattered him completely, disorganized him, took him apart at every joint and it was only the icepick of dread pricking at the base of his neck that left him awareness enough to draw back his phone, for some lower, baser part of him to track the crunch of the shooter’s footsteps through the glass covering the floor, move, like a monster stalking, you’re supposed to move, now, the shadow passed the crack proper, Conor seeing it with raw eyes instead of filtered and sanitized by the phone, you’re supposed to be saying something, to get his attention, you’re letting him get away—

(But it was useless, impossible, the self-recrimination utterly impotent. The tiny part of him, shouting, was a sole survivor in the rubble; the rest of him was pulling itself together but there were no shortcuts, no cheat codes, it was a process fueled by time, requiring time, could not be quickened no matter how precious time had become.)

Conor leaned his head into the tiny crack, looked straight across the hallway, saw one of Ashleigh’s eyes looking back at him.

Okay. Okay, we can still—

Again the explosions, the boom of a lock being vaporized, but though the blow was no less total, the recovery was quicker this time, the system rebooting more smoothly now that it knew which pieces went where.

(There was fresh warmth between his legs, and he didn’t know when it had appeared.)

He’s breaking into the first classroom.

The first classroom, whose door they had closed but not locked, whose window had already been papered over, the standard lockdown procedure, the shooter had simply assumed it was locked, had shot through it and kicked it in, and now he was finding it empty, empty, what would he do next—

Conor pushed the bathroom door open a suicidal three inches, put his ear against the floor and pointed his eyes toward the classroom, across the hall and thirty feet away.

A figure emerged from inside the room. Emerged, and paused, as if to think.

It was tall, and thin, wrapped in ropes of ammunition, half-empty bandoliers with scattered magazines still dangling like ornaments on a Christmas tree left abandoned by the curb. It was holding a rifle, and wearing a rifle, with another gun slung over its shoulder and two more tucked into its belt. It was dressed all in black, not an inch of skin visible, long sleeves and gloves and a thin cloth balaclava—

The figure raised a hand, tugged the balaclava off.

Oliver.

It was Oliver.

The shock of recognition was yet another grenade, tossed into the rubble, and it shook Conor without fully unmaking him, leaving him sensible enough for the name to spring to his lips, to the tip of his tongue—

But the high school boy moved before Conor could speak, moved across the hall and out of view, and in the silence that followed Conor heard two things:

The ordinary sound of a door handle turning, as Oliver opened up the second classroom and disappeared within.

And—seconds later—the soft crunch of a single, cautious footstep on broken glass.

From the other direction.

Conor fumbled for his phone, his elbow sending the shears skittering—

(Softly, thank god.)

—turned the lens around the door and was hit with another grenade.

Guyler Stevens had entered the eighth grade wing.

Was crouched, and wary, and standing in the middle of the hallway, he must have been following, searching, but he had arrived at exactly the wrong moment, exactly too early and exactly too late, had missed the shooter—

(Oliver.)

—disappearing into the classroom and—

Gunfire.

Gunfire, and the slap of feet and the squeal of the bathroom door, the other bathroom door, Conor’s mind was back in overdrive and he could see it with perfect clarity, as if watching from above, Oliver had emerged from the classroom and seen the other boy and fired and Guyler had twitched, had dodged, had run the handful of steps into the bathroom where Ashleigh was waiting, was hiding, the plan had been for Conor to play the lure and Ashleigh to come in with the bat but now the killer was going the other way, was coming for both of them, and the two of them were probably tangled-up, disoriented, Guyler might already be shot, Guyler might already be dying—

“Oliver!” Conor screamed, at the top of his lungs. And he stood, scrambling, kicked open the door and then threw himself backwards as it swung slowly shut, as the gunfire rang out again and wood splintered around him.

(He’s coming, he’s coming but he knows we’re on both sides, he won’t be fooled, he’s going to—)

Going to shoot through the doors. Oliver was going to shoot through the doors, through both doors at once, he had more than one gun, more than one good arm—

Conor threw himself to the side just as more bullets came screaming in, screaming past, half of them ending their journey in wood but the other half tearing into the bathroom, shattering porcelain, chipping off tile and cinderblock, shredding the walls of the stalls, the entire world was coming apart around him—

(It’s coming straight in, he’s right between the doors now, he isn’t shooting down the hall—)

Another volley as Conor’s eyes searched, where were the shears, he needed a weapon, something—

And then Oliver backed in through the door.

Backed in still shooting, covering himself, the bullets flying across the hall into the other bathroom, but his head was already turning, he was holding the rifle braced against his left shoulder and a handgun in his right hand, tucked underneath, held crosswise against his torso and pointed to the side, down and to the side, exactly where Conor was crouching—

—but Conor was barely still there anymore, was already moving, dodging around behind, he hooked his broken arm around the high schooler’s throat and wrapped around him in a bear hug, ignoring the shattering pain, he had to throw them both off balance, he had to throw them both off balance—

Conor jumped, and leaned, and clung, and the two of them dropped, dropped to the floor, the older boy falling backwards on top of the younger, there was a burst of blinding light as Conor’s head connected with the tile but there was no time to black out, Oliver held death in both hands and the death in his right hand was small, was nimble, could reach back and point—

Conor seized the barrel of the gun as it came into view over Oliver’s shoulder. It erupted in his hand, the older boy firing blindly, the muzzle flash scorching his cheek, but he wasn’t dead yet and that meant the bullet had missed—

Paff.

It was not a sound. Conor could not hear anything, was more than nine-tenths deaf—but he felt it, the softest puff of pressure, and then all was stinging whiteness, the air instantly opaque and unbreathable.

(The chalk, Ashleigh must have thrown the chalk, which meant Ashleigh wasn’t dead either, not yet, not yet—)

Oliver screamed, heaved, and somehow Conor managed to keep his grip upon the barrel, was able to wrench the handgun away, send it spinning, blind, he was blind, they were both blind, and Oliver was firing with the automatic rifle, bullets spraying wildly—

There was the quiver of metal on metal, a violent shock that Conor felt even through the other boy’s body, and the rifle fell silent, went clattering away. Then a kick, a convulsive twist, and the half-heard sound of a baseball bat tumbling, Conor’s vision returning just in time to see the high schooler rising, his eyes red and raging, reaching for the other handgun in his belt as Ashleigh’s foot slipped and he fell, he was trying to crawl, trying to run, and Conor was too far away, could not possibly get there fast enough, Oliver’s finger was already squeezing—

—and one final something, Conor wasn’t even sure what it was, could not have said what he’d heard, what he had seen, some subtle shift in the light and the shadow, but both he and Oliver turned, the bullet still unfired—

—turned as Guyler Stevens came barreling in through the ruined doorway, his arm already flying forward.

There was one final explosion, shockingly loud, as if the impact of Guyler’s fist against Oliver’s jaw had itself been a gunshot. The older boy’s head rocked back so violently that for the briefest of moments Conor’s overworked brain honestly expected it to keep going, to tear loose from his shoulders and fall to the floor, but instead he went limp, boneless, collapsed into a heap, unconscious.

And then Guyler, swaying, his fists at his side, seemingly unaware of the red stain already spreading—

(And the ultimate cruelty, that Conor saw, Conor knew, he knew what had happened, what was still in the process of happening, but that wasn’t what mattered, that wasn’t what he needed to do, there was no time for Guyler and no time for Ashleigh and no time even for himself, what mattered was that Oliver was down and he would stay down for who knew how long, maybe only a second or two, there was a rifle strapped to his back and a gun on the floor two feet from his hand and the thing that Conor needed to do was to pick it up, pick it up so that Oliver couldn’t, if they had only this one lone chance then it could not be wasted—)

Conor picked up the gun.

Picked up the gun, and kicked at the rifle, kicked it and then cursed because of course it didn’t move, was strapped to the other boy’s body, without thinking he pressed the barrel of the handgun against the unconscious boy’s cheek and held it there as he reached over with his screaming, ruined arm, lifted and tugged and pulled the rifle off of the inert form and threw it away into the corner, far away, out of reach, almost throwing up from the pain, that was it, that was the last of it, Conor’s left arm was done, used up, could be counted on for absolutely nothing more.

He straightened, straightened and backed away, his eyes glued to the fallen boy, keeping the barrel pointed as close to at-him as he could the whole time, his off arm wavering, trembling, the gun felt as though it weighed ten thousand pounds but he held it—mostly—held it and watched, scarcely daring to blink.

Oliver didn’t move.

And didn’t move.

And didn’t move.

Only after what might have been a full minute did Conor dare to look, to look away for the briefest glance, and what he saw—

(Before his eyes snapped right back onto Oliver, confirmed that the monster still slumbered.)

—was Ashleigh, kneeling, leaning, both hands pressed against Guyler’s thigh with what looked like all of his weight, all of his might, his arms were trembling almost as hard as Conor’s were and still the red was leaking, leaking out, leaking through.

“Tourniquet,” Conor heard himself say, the words muffled as if by ten thousand fathoms of water.

“If I move my hands—”

Conor stepped over, blindly, clumsily, picking his way backwards across the shrapnel-scattered floor by feel, the shaking gun held always on the crumpled, unconscious body.

“Put my foot on it,” he said, lifting one leg. “My toe.”

Two hands guided his foot into place, pressed it down. Conor shifted, focusing almost all of his weight onto that one tiny spot.

There was a brief scramble, the leg shifting under Conor’s foot as the other boy threaded a belt under it, pulling it tight—

“Okay,” Ashleigh said, and then he collapsed.

“Ashleigh?” Conor called out.

There was no answer.

“Ashleigh!”


Chapter 21Breathe


September 1st, 6:57PM

“I want to try something.”

“Try what?”

“Stand up.”

“Conor—”

“Just stand up, stop being a grandma’s butt. Here—”

“Okay, fine, I’m up, I’m up.”

“Close your eyes.”

“Conor, what—”

“Do you trust me?”

“Are you going to run us off the roof?”

“No.”

“Okay.”

“Here—hold my hands. Close your eyes.”

“What are we—”

“Shhh. Just listen. Feel.”

“Feel what?”

“You tell me.”

“Conor.”

“What do you feel?”

“Irritated.”

“Okay, Mr. The Grouch. What else?”

“…your hands.”

“Okay, yeah. Make it more.”

“What?”

“Like, make there be more of it. Make it be louder.”

“…guh.”

“What?”

“A, I dunno if I can, and B, I really don’t know if I want to.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know if I want it to be louder.”

“What?”

“This.”

“What’s ‘this’?”

“This. Wait, are your eyes closed, too?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“So it’d be the same. Like, so we’d be having the same, you know. Experience, or whatever. Feeling the same things.”

“We’re not feeling the same things.”

“I mean, yeah, no, not exactly. But it’s gotta be close, right?”

“Conor, I think it’s probably not close.”

“Do you want it to be?”

“…yeah.”

“Then let’s go look at the jump together.”

“Wait, what? Why?”

“Just look at it, I mean. Like, stand on the edge and think about it one more time.”

“Why?”

“Because then we’ll both be scared in the exact same way.”

“…you’re still scared of it?”

“Duh.”

“For real?”

“Yeah.”

“For real?”

“Yeah.”

“Then what was all that kamikaze bullshit twenty minutes ago? You were ready to start counting down!”

“I’m scared and I think we can do it. Know we can, I mean. I don’t—Ash, I can’t wait until I’m not scared to do stuff. I’d never do anything. I’d be—I’d be paralyzed.”

“I think you might be better at this than me.”

“Yeah, ’cause you haven’t had enough practice.”

“Okay, I know you think you’re being clever, there, but—”

“Hey, Ashleigh. Want to go stand on the edge of the roof and be scared together?”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“And you’ll actually be scared?”

“Terrified.”

“…you’re lying.”

“I’m not. I’m really, really not. It’s fucking scary, dude. We’ve been coming up here since June and I’m still scared. But…”

“But?”

“But I also want it. It’s like—look, don’t laugh, okay, but it, like. Calls to me. It’s been calling to me all summer. It’s like a magnet or something. And it’s—by this point, I want it bad enough that I think it’s going to pull me through. I think…I think the fear can’t stop me anymore. It’s not big enough.”

“God dammit.”

“Ha. I got you, don’t I?”

“God dammit.”

“Hey, Ashleigh—”

“Motherfucking shit-ass fucker bitch—”

“—want to go stand on the edge and be scared with me?”



•   •   •

Conor held the little golden book as though it were made of porcelain, gossamer—looked at it as though it were a venomous snake.

He took a deep breath.

The last written page was not far in. More than three-quarters of the book was still blank. Conor had asked his father to go retrieve it from his locker, to have whatever grownup conversations it would take to get through the police cordon, to get it and bring it here to him, so that he could read the last thing that Guyler had written to him, and write a proper response.

But now that it was here, he was finding it curiously hard to focus, was able to take in the words only a few at a time before losing the thread, Guyler’s jagged letters blurring into tangles of thorns. Something about pinball, and tryouts for the spring soccer season, and plans for the upcoming weekend (which were not going to happen, now).

Conor picked up his pen.

I’m sorry, he wrote, and then paused, the copy of the other boy that lived in his head peering over his shoulder, eyes narrowed—sorry for what?

He crossed out the words.

(With just a single line, leaving them visible, not erasing them so much as retracting.)

I wish, he wrote.

(Better. Closer.)

I wish a bunch of stuff had been differnt.

(The words were not flowing easily, but they began to flow smoothly, at least.)


I’m sorry I wish a bunch of stuff had been differnt. I wish I knew what you were thinking. Not like WHAT WERE YOU THINKING. Just like what were you thinking. I want to wish youd bin 30 seconds later or 30 seconds sooner or not bin there at all but I don’t know what you were thinking so I don’t know if youd wish I hadn’t wished that.

I wish Ashleigh hadn’t hit you, back in the back when school was about to start. I’m sorry that happend. I know I spelled happened wrong there but I’m leving it. I wish you and Ashleigh hadn’t faugt all year. I wish you hadn’t tried to kick me out of my seat on the bus on the first day of sixth grade.



He paused again.


Why did you?



There was a small sound, and Conor looked up, peeled himself out from between the pages of the little golden book and recohered inside the larger world.

You’re awake, Conor didn’t say.

On the bed, Guyler was awake.

Awake, and looking at him—alert, as he had not quite been the last time his eyes had opened, fully conscious and fully present.

“Hey,” Conor breathed.

“What’s that?” Guyler asked, nodding toward the book.

“Nothing,” Conor said. “Later.”

He half-stood from the chair in the corner of the hospital room, leaned forward far enough to slide the book onto the table beside the other boy’s bed. For a moment, the two of them just looked at each other, the beeps and hisses of various machines filling the silence.

“Ashleigh made it,” Guyler said.

(It wasn’t a question.)

You’re too together for him to be dead.

Conor nodded.

“Where is he?”

Conor jerked his head to the side.

“Oliver?” Guyler asked.

“Arrested.”

“How bad was it?”

“Bad,” Conor said. “Not as bad as I thought. But—really, really bad. They brought something like ninety-six people here, and airlifted eighteen to University. So far.”

Conor’s suspicion had been right—there had been wounded hiding among the dead. And some of the classrooms in the third and fourth buildings had been empty by the time Oliver reached them, and in others he had simply sprayed bullets for a few seconds and then left. Conor didn’t know yet—would maybe never know—whether the other boy had had…had a list, a reason, some sort of plan that meant focusing on the people in the math and civics buildings particularly, or whether it had simply…happened that way.

But there were still close to a hundred dead, and the number was only going up as the hours went by.

“You kicking yourself?”

Conor’s eyes snapped up.

“Huh?”

“Your face is doing that thing. Why are you kicking yourself, Conor?”

He said it in exactly the way that a person might have said something like why are you shoving toothpicks up your nose?

The question was not easy to answer. Conor hadn’t planned to say it—not out loud, not yet, not until he could talk things over with Ashleigh, first—

“The intercom,” he said finally, the words giving themselves to Guyler without waiting for his permission. “I only just—I don’t know, I was thinking, before I came in here. We didn’t even try to use it.”

Guyler looked at him, steady, unblinking. “Because you didn’t think of it,” he said levelly.

“Yeah.”

Another pause.

“Do I gotta say it?” Guyler asked. “Or can you put this one together on your own?”

Conor chewed at his lip. “You probably gotta say it,” he admitted.

“Okay. Remind me.”

“Huh?”

“Remind me, later, and I’ll say it.”

Conor blinked, wrong-footed, and the other boy leaned back into his pillow, his eyes still open. “What happened after I dropped?” he asked.

Conor swallowed, half of his brain still stuck on the what if, still trying to figure out—

“Uh,” he said, forcibly terminating the spiral. “The cops showed up. It took—”

—ten thousand years—

“—like another, I want to say, eight or nine minutes until they found us.”

(Long enough that Oliver could have made it to the sixth grade wing, if he’d wanted to, if they hadn’t stopped him. Once he had seen that the eighth and seventh grade wings were empty, he would have had at least five uninterrupted minutes.)

“I heard them coming around the front and was basically just, like, hey, in here, we’re in here, and they came in.”

Guyler’s eyes were thoughtful. “Nine minutes is a long time,” he said quietly.

Conor’s own eyes fluttered shut. “Yeah,” he whispered.

Together, they sat in silence.

There had been a titanic struggle inside of Conor’s mind, Conor’s soul, during the first of those minutes, there in the bathroom, one of the loudest inner voices he’d ever heard screaming at him to shoot him shoot him just SHOOT him Ashleigh is over there DYING shoot him in the face RIGHT NOW and be DONE with it—

And Conor had come very, very close.

Had come very close, and wasn’t entirely sure what had stopped him, actually. Wasn’t sure whether it had been a good thing, the right thing—whether he had in fact made the right call. His shoulder people were confused; it was just as easy to summon a Ms. Palmano who approved as it was to summon one who didn’t, and the same was true for Ashleigh, for Guyler, even (shockingly) for Timothy.

Maybe it was just rule four.

Not the concrete framing of it, the words he had invented and polished and rehearsed over and over again, but the thing underneath—the thing the words were pointing to. The visceral recognition of a threshold that could not be uncrossed, and the seriousness with which he had learned to take such things.

(And the critical awareness that he was allowed to not do things, too. On the rooftop, with Devon, hesitating had cost him his arm. But the lesson to take from that wasn’t quite “never hesitate.”)

In the end, Conor had simply backed over Ashleigh’s unconscious body, put both his best friend and the fallen shooter in his line of sight, put the gun down on the floor between them, in easy reach, and done what he could for Ashleigh, one-handed, in brief, frantic bursts, eyes and ears alert for the slightest sound, the slightest movement.

(Oliver had remained unconscious the entire time, which Conor had vaguely gathered was pretty bad, and was not particularly upset by.)

“Sounds rough,” Guyler murmured softly, and Conor realized that the other boy was still watching, a full minute had gone by with neither of them saying a word but the other boy’s eyes were on him, had never left.

“Is it—”

Conor swallowed the words.

“How did you—I mean, what were you…”

He trailed off.

What were you thinking? Why did you do it?

It was a question they were going to ask him, he knew. His parents, the teachers. They’d had their hands full, hadn’t gotten around to it yet, but it was coming.

“I have Technology first period, this quarter,” Guyler explained.

Conor nodded. So he had been in the electives building.

“They started—pretty much on the spot they started talking about leaving, since the sally gate is right there. Mr. Mickelson and Señora Dey were both in the hall in like two seconds, before everybody could turtle up too hard. I think maybe they noticed something was off about the announcement—”

(Conor suppressed the wince.)

“—and it was pretty clear that the sounds were coming from the other side of the quad, so…yeah.”

Guyler shrugged.

Conor frowned.

“But you—”

“I knew you were going to do something stupid.”

Flat, the words. Matter-of-fact, the sting of accusation entirely absent. Like saying I knew it was going to rain.

(Conor winced anyway.)

“It took them a couple of minutes to get everybody out of electives,” Guyler continued. “And it wasn’t easy to slip away, and then I had to wait for the rest of them to pass by, and then it took me a minute or two to find a way into the seventh grade wing, which was a waste of time since it was empty by then—”

“How’d you do it?”

“What?”

“How’d you get in?”

“I asked myself, what would Conor do? and threw a rock through Mr. Hu’s window.”

“Seriously?”

Guyler nodded.

Are you…surprised?

No, he supposed not, not really, it’s just that he’d never thought, before, about the copy of himself inside of other people’s heads. Never really considered that other people might have a shoulder Conor, or what sorts of things that shoulder Conor might say, might do, might recommend—

“Anyway, I was trying to figure out what to do next when I heard him shoot out the glass at the front of the eighth grade wing and I just kind of got this feeling.”

“Feeling?”

“That you were in there, somewhere.”

The two boys sat in silence.

“Thanks,” Conor said, after a while.

Guyler shrugged again.

“You saved my life,” Conor said.

“Cool. Don’t waste it.”

Another silence.

“Does it feel like I was g—”

“No, quit begging for compliments.”

A third silence, longer this time.

“You skipped over something,” Guyler said, when Conor finally looked up again.

“What?”

“I asked you what happened, after I went down, and you said ‘the cops showed up.’ You said the cops showed up like nine minutes later.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Okay. Now? Or ever?”

“…now, for now.”

Guyler nodded.

“But, um. I think you—I think you and Ashleigh are square, actually.”

Guyler’s head tilted—

(In the way that Guyler’s head often tilted, the way that was familiar and ordinary and incredibly, incredibly relieving to see, it was somehow only in that moment that the panicked animal inside of Conor finally let go of the image of the other boy bleeding out on a bathroom floor and allowed itself to start believing in something after.)

—and then, slowly, he nodded.

“I see.”

And as Conor stood, stood and hugged and turned to go, the last thing he saw was Guyler Stevens reaching for the little golden book.

•   •   •

Conor’s mother was waiting for him in the hall, as he knew she would be. She didn’t speak, and neither did he. She just wrapped him up in a hug—

(Another hug.)

—wrapped him and squeezed him and held him for a long moment, silent, the breath from her nose hot upon the top of his head.

He wasn’t impatient. It wasn’t cloying or annoying, wasn’t embarrassing or too-much. Her arms, wrapped around him, were settling, rather than unsettling, and Conor waited within his mother’s embrace with something like gratitude.

But at the same time, he was waiting. The hug—

(Especially this hug, this sixth or seventh or eighth long, lingering hug.)

—was more for her than for him, even as it did in fact restore something, give him something, shore up something within him that was broken and wobbling. Conor was mostly being there for her, and he did so willingly, because he hadn’t been there for her, earlier.

(The phone in his pocket was cracked, still usable but the screen was broken, was glitching, had been stepped on or hit with a ricochet or something, Conor wasn’t even sure how it had happened. He had picked it up almost absentmindedly, after the police had taken the gun from his hands and put Oliver in handcuffs, while he was refusing to leave the room until the EMTs had finished packing up both Ashleigh and Guyler and the grownups were humoring him as if it was cute.)

His mother drew back, her hand sliding down his right arm until it caught his. She turned like a door opening, letting Conor lead the way down the hall.

It was packed, pandemonium, mayhem. Their little local hospital had been completely overwhelmed, and it would be hours, maybe days, before the more minor injuries would be seen to. There had been more chaos than the emergency room could contain, more than the waiting room could contain, the corridor filled with makeshift beds as if the town had been hit by a hurricane.

(Conor’s own arm remained broken and useless within his ruined cast; his mother had flagged down the same nurse four times before he had finally relented and brought Conor two pairs of pills, high-strength acetaminophen and ibuprofen and a second dose for later.)

Slowly, hand-in-hand, they wove their way through the crowd to room 209, letting themselves in. There was a curtain bisecting the space, and a family whispering quietly on the other side. On their side, Ashleigh lay asleep in a bed, Eddie in the chair beside him, holding his hand with red-rimmed eyes. Timothy sat a few feet away, in the only other chair, his face flat and serious and otherwise unreadable.

“I’ll wait for you outside,” Conor’s mother whispered, leaving one last kiss upon the crown of his head and turning and closing the door behind her.

There was another long silence.

(Conor had been noticing a lot of those, today.)

He looked at Timothy. Timothy looked back.

(Eddie ignored them both.)

There was a narrow bandage wrapped around the sixth grader’s arm, holding a pad of gauze in place, and something about the placement of it made Conor wonder…

“Is that your blood?” he asked quietly, gesturing toward the bag on the hook beside Ashleigh’s bed, the bag with the tube running down into Ashleigh’s wrist.

Timothy nodded.

(It was all very simple, all very mundane. Ashleigh had had a transfusion when he was younger, Timothy explained, and it had left him with some kind of autoimmune resistance, something neither Timothy nor Conor fully understood, anti-K or anti-E or maybe both, whatever that meant. Nobody had known about it, and the doctors hadn’t caught it until after they’d already given Ashleigh his first bag of blood. It wasn’t dangerous or fatal, but it meant he needed something special, something rare, and the hospital had only three bags left, and there were a hundred other people who also needed blood, and they were airlifting more from nearby but it was going to take a while, and the technician had looked at Timothy and had run a quick test, just on the off chance, and Timothy had been a match.)

“He asked if I was sixteen,” Timothy said, “and I said no, and then he said you have to be sixteen to be a donor, and then he asked if I was sixteen again.”

Conor nodded.

Turns out you can just do shit.

“Fucker’s never going to be able to lie to me again.”

Conor blinked—

Oh. Right.

He looked at the younger boy, sitting in the chair—drew back and looked at all of him, at his face, at his body, the restless energy that seemed to be coursing through him, around and around and around with nowhere to go.

“Timothy,” Conor said slowly.

The angry eyes fixed upon him.

“Has anybody said thank you, yet?”

The angry eyes narrowed. “What?”

“Has anybody said thank you. To you. For—for rescuing them.”

The angry eyes stayed narrow, but something else came into them, something gleaming and vulnerable. “I didn’t rescue anybody,” he growled.

“Rescued me.”

“What?”

“On the rooftop. That night. Without you—if it had been just me and Ashleigh—”

Conor broke off.

“I never said thank you.”

The eyes—tightened, Conor would have said, seemed to—to screw up—

“And when Ashleigh and I got to the eighth grade wing, there wasn’t anybody there.”

Timothy made a face. “That was Eichardt.”

“Eichardt?”

“Yeah.” The younger boy’s voice was bitter, now, thick with distaste and recrimination. “Ashleigh texted me, and I texted him. We were already halfway through barricading the sixth grade wing and there wasn’t any good way for me to get out.”

“You…had his number?”

“From the powwow. Devon insisted. Red phones.”

(For some reason, Conor’s mind went to the little leatherbound journal.)

Timothy was looking Conor up and down, now—the same look Conor had just given him, the same look Guyler had given Conor earlier.

“So it’s true?” the younger boy asked, his voice soft. “He’s dead?”

Conor nodded, not sure why his eyes were suddenly full of tears.

(In the background, Eddie, ignoring them completely, his eyes still locked on Ashleigh.)

“Are you—”

Conor choked, sniffed, started over.

“Are you friends with Nicholas? Nicholas Brinkley?”

Timothy shook his head. “I know him,” the younger boy said. “Why?”

“Never mind. Nothing.”

(Actually nothing, for once—not Conor suppressing a thought, but genuinely not even knowing what it might have been, what he had been reaching for, what his brain would have said had the younger boy said yes.)

He cast about, looking for something to fill the space, which suddenly felt precarious.

“I don’t know if—I mean, I think everything’s going to be—to be different,” he stammered.

(Slowly, a thought took shape.)

“But, um. My arm,” he said. “I think I fucked it pretty bad. I think—I think it’s going to be a while before I can use it again. Even longer than it already was, I mean. And I’m pretty sure Ashleigh’s down for the count.”

Timothy’s eyes were narrowing again, a flicker of suspicion held on a short leash. “Is this the part where I’m supposed to say ‘so?’” he asked.

“So. Um. Would you—if we all, you know. Get together again. To jump on shit. …would you maybe demonstrate for me, some more?”

The silence stretched, Timothy’s face shifting, hiding thoughts that Conor could not guess, could not fathom. For a moment, he wondered whether he had pushed too far, made things too explicit—whether, by forcing Timothy to pick yes or no, he had backed the younger boy into a no—

“Say yes,” said Eddie.

Conor’s eyes jerked toward the other boy (and Timothy’s, too), but Eddie was still facing away from them, still staring at Ashleigh, did not turn to look and said nothing further.

Timothy sighed.

“Sure,” he said. “Fine. Fuck it. Whatever.”

And Conor:

“Thanks.”

•   •   •

This time Conor’s father was there, too.

“Ashleigh still asleep?” he asked.

Conor nodded. He looked back and forth between his two parents, wondering—

His father cleared his throat. “Leslie, do you think you might grab us something from the cafeteria?”

It was entirely transparent, as far as requests for privacy went, but it was gentle in the way that was quintessentially him and they were hungry, Conor hadn’t eaten at all, yet, and probably his father hadn’t, either—

His mother hugged him, hug number nine (or whatever it was), and walked away down the hall, moving as though she were knee-deep in water.

“Take a walk?” his father asked.

But what about—

“She’ll text us, don’t worry.”

Conor blinked. It wasn’t that he was—

“Come on.”

His father turned and led the way, weaving carefully through the crowded hallway, guiding them toward the elevator. They went up to the third floor, then crossed the pedestrian bridge over to the parking structure, emerging on the top level, under the sun and the sky. It was maybe five o’clock, and the light was just beginning to turn golden, a hint of chill on the wind coming over the mountains.

The change of scenery was stark, and for a moment it unmoored him. He floated on the rooftop, directionless, found himself drifting toward the edge as if slipping down a snowbank, his eyes drawn to the flat shape of the auditorium roof, just barely visible over the trees, miles and miles away—

“How are you feeling?” his father asked.

“Fine,” Conor said absently (and then winced, because right, it was his father asking, which meant that—)

“What are you feeling?” his father amended.

Conor sighed, closed his eyes, leaned against the railing at the edge of the parking garage and bowed his head, listening.

“It feels like I’m shaking,” he said quietly.

(Like the buzz of hair clippers, or the wobble of a seismograph, as if his blood itself had been electrified.)

“You are,” his father confirmed. “What’s the shaking like?”

Conor thought.

“Too much,” he said. “Like it—like it doesn’t have anywhere to go.”

Bell-struck.

He remembered the thought, from the hallway outside the math classroom, the place where he’d seen the things he could not afford to think about.

There was a silence.

“How do you feel about that?” his father prompted quietly.

“What?”

“How do you feel about the fact that you’re shaking, and the shaking feels like too much, like there’s something inside you that has nowhere to go?”

Conor felt his brow furrow. It…made sense…?

Sense-making isn’t quite a feeling, said the copy of his father in his head. Not quite.

“I want it to stop,” Conor whispered, opening his eyes again, looking out across the rooftops toward the place where it had happened. “I want it to go away.”

He felt hands settle onto his shoulders, wide and heavy and steadying. Slowly, those hands began to squeeze, kneading, and when Conor pushed himself up and into them, back and up and away from the railing he’d been leaning on, the hands left his shoulders and wrapped around him in a hug, his father behind him, holding him upright, the whole world open in front of him.

Time passed.

(It was unlike his mother’s hug entirely.)

“How do you feel about wanting it to stop?” his father asked, his voice coming from above and behind.

(And close, so close—as though from the back of Conor’s own mind.)

Conor thought.

“Good,” he said.

“Good,” his father echoed.

(Was he just repeating the word back? Was he saying that Conor’s answer was good?)

“And…”

His father waited, holding him.

“…sad.”

Space, and time.

“It’s sad,” Conor said, the words firmer the second time. “Because…”

His father made a small sound, a quiet mmm? that Conor wouldn’t have heard if his ears were not mere inches away from its source.

Because it was good, actually, to feel bad? When something this bad happened?

Because it was such a small thing to complain about, compared to what had happened to Ashleigh and Guyler?

(Let alone people like Devon and Mr. Sykes.)

…because he didn’t want to not feel his feelings, even the bad ones, there was something in the awful feeling that was at least a little bit the same as being a hundred jumps in.

Ms. Palmano’s words floated up to the surface, half-remembered, something about how you shouldn’t try to push a button to make yourself stop caring, because what that button did in practice was just…cut you off, anesthetize you…

(His father was still waiting, still holding him, the pace of his breath like the crash of ocean waves, a slow, relentless rhythm dragging him into sync.)

“Because I shouldn’t want to,” Conor said.

“Shouldn’t?”

“Don’t. Want to not.”

“You want to not want to have the feelings stop,” his father said slowly. “But also you do want them to stop. But you wish you didn’t.”

“Yes.”

“What’s the answer to my next question?”

A moment’s thought.

“Right,” Conor said.

“It feels right?”

“Yeah.”

“To want to not want to have the feelings stop?”

“Yeah.”

“It feels right, to wish that you didn’t want the feelings to stop, even though you do.”

“Yeah.”

“Okay.”

Another silence—three long, slow breaths, rise and fall and rise and fall and rise and fall.

“Thank you,” his father said.

“For what?” Conor asked, confused.

“Telling me.”

They stood together for a year, watching the wind filter through the trees, watching the birds fly past, watching the clouds drift and the cars roll by.

(Or at least, Conor was watching those things. What his father was watching, he couldn’t have guessed.)

And then something shifted, and the moment passed, and his father’s hands loosened, and Conor stepped out of the hug, stepped and turned and leaned back against the rail as his father did the same, the two of them now facing the other direction, side-by-side.

Again, there was time, and space.

And then—

“What you did today,” Conor’s father said quietly.

(Conor felt something in him tighten, felt it brace.)

“Yeah,” he said.

“Would you do it again?”

For a moment, there was panic, and then the panic passed, calmed, settling back into smoothness, taking the tension with it.

“I don’t know,” he said, truthfully.

“Would you want to?”

Conor considered.

“Yes.”

(With caveats, of course, but those were not the crux of the thing, were clearly outside of the scope of the question. His father was not asking would you make all the same mistakes again? He was asking would you make new mistakes, for the same reasons?)

(And he would.)

“Thank you for sending the text,” Conor’s father said, and something in his voice made Conor turn, made Conor look, and when he looked he saw that his father was crying. Was upright, and still looking forward, had not crumpled or shrunk.

But he was crying.

“I don’t—I’m not sure—I have no idea what you lived through, today, son. I hope—I hope that you’ll tell me, when you’re ready. Someday. I want to know. I want to understand. And I know that I don’t, yet. But I can’t tell you how much—”

He broke, then, his voice choking off, a hand rising to pinch at the bridge of his nose as his head fell forward, his chin dropping toward his chest, his mouth stretching briefly into a ghastly grimace. Again Conor felt panic—

—and again it subsided, because he had been here before, he knew this moment.

(Just from the other side.)

“Dad, it’s okay,” he said softly—

(Softly, not sternly. Not distantly, like Guyler, he remembered Guyler saying the words but it was only at the last instant that he remembered his father saying them, too, all the way back in September, and then again on the day after Halloween. Conor said them back the way his father had said them to him, warmly and closely, returning the favor exactly.)

“—you can cry.”

And his father did. Broke down, on the rooftop, turned and stretched his arms blindly out toward his son, the two of them fell together into each other and soon enough Conor realized that he was crying, too—

—and that the crying was doing something. There was something coming out, alongside the tears—something that had had no other exit, he could feel it leaving and once it had left he could no longer remember what it was, but he felt better and he didn’t feel numb, wasn’t any less alive.

“Thank you for sending the text,” his father repeated, still holding on, a different sort of hug altogether, a third flavor entirely unlike the other two.

(If anything, it was closest to his final hug with Ashleigh, in their last moment together, before each of them went to his—his death, is what Conor’s mind tried to say—before they had gone off and died together, the two of them had not actually died but that’s what that hug had been, the very last hug, and this hug with his father was somehow similar.)

“I love you, too,” his father said. “I love you, I love you, I love you, I love you, I love you.”

“I know,” Conor whispered. “I couldn’t—”

And he hesitated, then, as his mind did the thing that it always did, the thing that it sometimes seemed that it was made to do:

Is this true?

And the answer was: Yes.

“I don’t think I could have done it, if I didn’t.”

They stood there for a long moment, and then drew apart, once more turning shoulder to shoulder, looking out at the falling sun.

(Over, Conor thought. The day was almost over.)

“Dad,” he said, quietly.

His father made a soft sound of acknowledgement.

“What do I say to her?”

His father’s arm wrapped around his shoulder, the hand heavy and familiar and reassuring. “I don’t think there’s a script, son,” he murmured. “I think you just…go. If you want to.”

Conor tried to imagine it, and couldn’t.

(But that was fine, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t do it, he didn’t have to know how it was going to go in order to do it. He didn’t have to know, and—and it didn’t even have to go well, really, the point was not for it to go well, the point was for him to be there. To try.)

(Which he would, in a minute.)

He looked out once again at the auditorium roof—so tiny, at this distance, and clean—like one of his father’s models, a miniature toy.

(Over. Almost over.)

There was just one more thing to be done.

He took a breath, squeezed his eyes shut, opened them again.

“Ready?” his father asked gently.

“No,” he said. “But let’s go.”

•   •   •

“Hi, Mrs. Ei—I mean, Mrs. Payne. I—I’m sorry to intrude, but—”

“No,” said Jennifer’s mother, standing in the doorway, her eyes red and leaking. “Please, come in. She’ll be wanting to—it’s good that you’re here. She’s just—she’s just upstairs.”

Conor stepped inside, kicked off his shoes, walked slowly up the stairs and down the hallway toward the door with the painted rainbow.

It was closed.

No stupid questions.

He pushed open the door without knocking.

The room was empty.

…ah.

Right.

Turning, he went back down the hall—to the other door, the one he’d never been through before. The one that led to Julia’s room.

Slowly, he breathed—once, twice, three times.

He pushed open the door, his eyes instantly finding hers. She was curled up on her sister’s bed, surrounded by crumpled tissues, looking shattered.

“Jennifer,” he whispered.

And he drew her into his arms.

•   •   •


You gotta go. Sorry. It’s not about you.

(It won’t be that bad. Tough it out.)



Conor drew in a deep breath, hoping that no one would ask him if he was ready, hoping they would just steer him around, a docile human puppet.

(That was what they wanted, after all. They didn’t want the actual Conor, because the actual Conor did not want to be there.)

Four days had passed, since the shooting. Four days of investigations and police statements and journalists sniffing around the house, taking pictures, ambushing Conor whenever he stepped outside—

(There was no school, of course; would be no school for weeks at least and probably for the rest of the year.)

—and now that it was Sunday, it was time for a funeral.

(Mr. Sykes’s funeral, specifically.)

“Do I have to go?” Conor had asked, when the invitation arrived on Thursday.

“It says ‘guest of honor,’” his mother pointed out.

“I didn’t even know him.”

I didn’t even like him.

The three Moretons had gone back and forth, but not for very long. Both of Conor’s parents had quickly agreed that it should be his call, that it was up to him, that they would not make him go if he did not want to go but that they wanted him to seriously consider it.

(“And I do mean seriously, son.”)

And so Conor had done the thing that he now did, whenever he was seriously considering something: namely, he asked Guyler Stevens.

(Because Ashleigh was still in the hospital, recovering, and Jennifer was still at home, grieving, and Conor did not want to bother either of them with this. His shoulder Ashleigh had spoken up anyway, telling him to skip it, and his shoulder Jennifer had asked him what he wanted to do. But Guyler—)

It’s not about you.

Conor had read the words with a sinking feeling, the jaws of the trap snapping shut around him.

It was not the memorial for East Binder as a whole—that was planned for later, a week later, would involve half the city and include a full reading of the names of all of the fallen.

(It was the worst school shooting in history, they said—over and over again, they said it, would not stop saying it, and the voice of Ms. Palmano in his head had not said anything, had held her imaginary tongue, but what she had very loudly not-said was so far.)

No, this was just a private funeral, like dozens of others taking place that weekend, the churches and graveyards full to bursting. But Mr. Sykes had been a little bit more than just another victim, was the sort of person to whose story people attached meaning. And so this was the one—of all of them—to which Guyler and Ashleigh and Conor had been invited.

Guyler’s mother had said no, because Guyler was still in the hospital.

Ashleigh’s mother had said no, because Ashleigh was still in the hospital.

That left Conor.

Conor had said yes.

“Let us know if you need us to get you out of here,” Conor’s mother said quietly, as they exited the car. “I get that you’re trying to—I don’t know, be good or something. But for the record, you’ve done plenty already.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

An unfamiliar church, unfamiliar people—unfamiliar clothes, even, his mother having gone out to buy him a new shirt, a new blazer, new pants—

(Which his father had modified, cutting off the sleeves on the left side, putting slits in strategic places and cleverly filling the slits with elastic so that Conor could push his new cast through without tearing anything.)

The three of them entered through the wide, ornate doors and were ushered forward, to a group of seats in the front row, off to the right, his parents sitting down on either side of him like bodyguards. Opposite the aisle, off on the left, were a couple of important-looking people, one of whom Conor thought might possibly be the mayor, or maybe the governor.

The center of the front row—four seats on either side of the aisle—had signs that read RESERVED FOR FAMILY. So far, there were just three people, the other five chairs empty.

Conor wasn’t sure what to make of that.

(He had wondered whether there would be a funeral for Devon, and if so, whether anyone would come. He would have gone, himself, but of course no one in Devon’s family would know him, would think to invite him.)

At the front of the space was a casket, open, surrounded by a vast arrangement of flowers to which more and more people were adding. Conor knew precisely what to make of that, but he felt no urge whatsoever to go up and look within the shining, padded box. He had already seen his assistant principal’s body, and he had no desire to see it patched up and painted, the truth smoothed over and sanitized.

Restless, he turned in his seat, running his eyes over the crowd—

He paused.

Ms. Palmano was there. Was already seated, a dozen rows back on the opposite side, dressed in simple black clothes with clean lines, her hair pulled back and unusually tidy. She was sitting alone, was looking right at Conor, her face grim and sympathetic, and as she caught his glance she raised a quiet hand in greeting.

Conor’s right hand lifted, waving back automatically, and as he turned slowly back to the front, he noticed that he felt…

…troubled?

…uneasy, maybe, his teacher’s sudden and unexpected appearance unlocking a tumbling of thoughts, thoughts he wasn’t quite ready for—thoughts he hadn’t known were in there, lurking. He picked away at the tangle as the minutes passed, as people shuffled in, paid their respects, and retreated to their respective seats.

Without her, we couldn’t have done it.

True.

And:

If she’d been there, we couldn’t have done it.

Also true.

(Because unlike Mrs. Haynes-Hornaday, Ms. Palmano would have been in control, would not have been ignorable, escapable.)

And:

Sykes is the reason she wasn’t there.

Conor frowned.

Something about…about growing up, about Ms. Palmano pushing them to stretch, to change, and then getting out of the way so they could get on with it. Except she hadn’t gotten out of the way, she had been fired, and besides, that was too pat, anyway, too simple, was like one of her explanations that sounded convincing at first but later turned out to be some kind of clever misdirect—

Trojan horses all the way down.

Which brought his thoughts back to Jennifer, who was not here, who was at home this very minute getting ready for Julia’s funeral later that afternoon. Conor would go to that one, too, had said yes without hesitation—

“Everett Sykes was a lifelong educator of children.”

His eyes snapped up, fixed on the podium, where there was now a man standing, tall and thin and wearing a dark blue suit, looking out at them with an expression that was exactly the correct amount of grave. Around them, the hall fell silent, whispers draining away as the stragglers slipped into their seats.

“He dedicated his entire life to the next generation,” the man said. “From his four years teaching sixth grade math to his eleven years in high school science. After transferring into administration, he worked almost exclusively in underserved and struggling districts, doing everything he could on behalf of those the system was leaving behind.”

The words were like a clothesline, bringing Conor to a halt in an instant, yanking him out of the flow of the eulogy and dropping him right back into the mud of his own thoughts. Into the mud of different thoughts—not Jennifer, not Ms. Palmano, not Mr. Sykes, but Oliver.

Oliver.

(Oliver Gantry—he had a last name, now, and a story, a background, a whole personality that the news people were carving up and serving in pieces like Christmas ham.)

Conor wondered for a moment if Sykes had ever spoken to Oliver—wondered what the grey-haired man might have said to the hollow-faced boy.

…he couldn’t imagine it.

(Literally could not imagine it—could not tell a coherent story, a specific story, had seen only one single facet of the man that was Everett Sykes and even less than that of Oliver. The pair of them were mysterious, uncharted, the boy only slightly moreso than the man, and the words that people were saying about them were just that, words—Conor had heard the words they were saying about him and it had given him a new perspective on just how wrong it was possible to be.)

Besides, they probably hadn’t.

They probably hadn’t ever talked. There had been sixteen hundred students at East Binder Secondary School and Mr. Sykes had spent his time running straight from one fire to the next to the next, and Oliver—

Oliver never caught fire.

He just—

Blew up.

Once. All at once. A thousand fires compressed into a single morning.

The final death toll had been one hundred and thirty-two, Julia and Devon and Everett Sykes and a hundred and twenty-nine others, and the news had been full of forensics and speculation, police officers detailing the high schooler’s meticulous planning in tones of barely disguised admiration—the silencers he had used in the office, the various caches of ammunition he had apparently hidden outside each of the buildings—

(“That’s one of the spots I hid a mask,” Timothy had said, grimly, as they watched the news together in the Falhanner living room.)

—the sheer time and effort it would have taken him to gather everything, across weeks or months, all in secret, all unsuspected. Conor’s parents had tried to dissuade him from watching, from reading, but they hadn’t actually forbidden him, and he had felt…

…obligated, somehow.

And also fascinated, mesmerized, drawn toward the other boy’s story in a way that was deeply uncomfortable, that he had a very hard time acknowledging even in the privacy of his own mind. There was recognition, in Conor, as the news uncovered more and more of what Oliver had done and how he had done it—

(The older boy had, in fact, smashed the intercom, after sending the school into lockdown; it would have done Conor no good to try using it.)

—and Conor felt utterly unequipped to do anything with this fact. It was like seeing himself reflected in Guyler’s pushups, except—

“…Guyler Stevens, and Ashleigh Falhanner…”

The names were like flares, like fire alarms, once more dragging Conor out of one set of thoughts and into another.

“…still recovering, and could not be here today, and Conor Moreton, who we have up here in the front. The Sykes family—”

(All three of them, Conor very specifically did not think.)

“—like to offer you their sincerest thanks, both for coming out to be a part of this commemoration, and for your heroic actions earlier this week. These three brave young boys—”

I knew you were going to do something stupid.

“—and took charge in a terrifying and chaotic situation, in a way that would have made Everett Sykes proud—”

I don’t like things that are messy, Mr. Moreton.

“—the very best that East Binder has to offer, and the very best of what Everett Sykes instilled and inspired in the young men and women under his care. Conor, if you wouldn’t mind standing, so that those of us gathered here may briefly thank you for the courage that you and your friends displayed, and the many lives that the three of you saved, together.”

Wrong.

It was wrong, all wrong, but Conor was prepared, had readied himself, had both Guyler and Ms. Palmano on his shoulders and both of them were pointing in the same direction—

(It’s not about you.)

(Always ask yourself why you’re being told a story, whenever you notice someone telling you one…it’s worth asking what that story is doing, and what the other person gets out of you believing it.)

—and so he stood, and accepted their applause, allowed them their fairy tale. And then the moment passed, and he sat down, and nothing was any worse than it had already been. His father’s arm fell across his shoulder, and his mother’s hand found his fingers and squeezed, and the eulogy continued.

For several long minutes, Conor’s mind refused to do anything at all, his awareness of the world around him coming and going in waves.

“—decades of distinguished service—”

“—facing the problem head-on—”

“—died the way that he lived, standing firm between the danger and the children under his care—”

“—all hope to follow his example—”

Conor’s eyes were drawn once more to the shining casket, the halo of flowers, the picture of Mr. Sykes nestled within, a smile crinkling at the corners of his eyes.

It didn’t not fit, that smile. It looked fine. Normal.

It just looked like someone else. A man Conor had never met.

Conor wondered quietly whether, if Oliver had died—if Guyler’s punch had killed him, if Conor had pulled the trigger—he wondered what sort of photo they would have chosen, for the other boy’s funeral, and whether that, too, would have been unrecognizable. He remembered Oliver’s face, in the moment of revelation, when the boy had pulled off his mask in the hallway after finding the eighth grade classrooms empty. He hadn’t looked angry, or determined, or frightened, or sad. He hadn’t even looked empty, the way he had in the library. He had just looked…

…tired.

Exhausted. The face of a boy who had already run ten miles, and expected to have to run ten more.

There probably weren’t any photographs of Oliver, looking like that.

(But it didn’t matter anyway, because Oliver wasn’t dead.)

“—yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for thou art with me. Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me. Thou preparest a table before me, even in the presence of mine enemies. Thou anointest my head with oil. My cup runneth over, and surely thy goodness and thy mercy shall follow me unto the very end of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord ever after. In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, amen.”

“Amen,” chorused the assembled mourners, and “Amen,” echoed Conor.

(Because it wasn’t about him, and it wasn’t supposed to be.)

He stood with the others, and followed the dead body out into the sunlight.

•   •   •

“No,” came his mother’s voice, from the kitchen. “No, we are not accepting interview requests at this time, thank you for your interest but no. Please do not call again.”

Conor’s father reached over and gave his knee a gentle squeeze.

•   •   •

“The monument,” Timothy said quietly. “Have you noticed?”

Conor nodded.

“What do you think?” the younger boy asked.

“I get it,” Conor said. “But we can’t.”

(The monument was an amazing training ground, just exploding with possibilities—jumpable, climbable, vaultable. It was as if someone had taken Freedom Plaza and the Rosemary parking garage both, and smashed them together into a space the size of a single backyard.)

(But.)

The two boys sat in silence for a moment.

“Yeah,” Timothy acknowledged reluctantly. “Okay.”

•   •   •

“Renata says if you meet her at the park on Thursday, she can bring you back when you’re done. There’s room in her car for your bike.”

(He’d heard it dozens of times by now, but Ms. Palmano’s first name still sounded strange, coming out of his mother’s mouth.)

•   •   •

“Ready?” Conor asked.

“Ready,” Jennifer answered.

(Her smiles were still rare, and fleeting, but every week a little less so.)

“Have fun, you two,” said Mrs. Payne. “Back by eight. And Jennifer—”

“Location on, ringer on,” said Jennifer.

“We’re just going to be at the new mall,” Conor repeated. “If we want to go anywhere else, we’ll call first.”

They turned, and started walking.

“I think you’re the only person on Earth she’d let me leave with,” Jennifer murmured.

Conor didn’t know what to say to that, so he just squeezed her hand three times.

•   •   •

“Can’t,” Holt said. “Tuesday is group, remember?”

Right.

“I still think you should come back, by the way,” Holt said. “Everybody else comes. Ashleigh even came a couple of times.”

Conor nodded tightly, shrugged. “Wednesday?”

“Yeah. I could do Wednesday.”

•   •   •

“Just a sec,” the nurse said. “I know it smells pretty bad right now, but we’ve got some antibacterial wipes that’ll take care of it.”

She stepped back, holding the two halves of the cracked-open cast, like an egg from which Conor’s shrunken, shriveled arm had hatched.

The smell was bad, was almost intolerable—over two months of built-up sweat, a funk of dead skin like a thin layer of cheese—but the nurse was unflappable, matter-of-fact, came back with the wipes and quickly reduced it to a lingering cloud of chemical vapors, caustic and clean.

His mother beamed as he clenched and unclenched his fist, bending and straightening his elbow for the first time since all the way back in January. “Happy birthday,” she said.

“Thanks.”

He held his two arms out in front of him, looking at the difference between them, the left one thinner and paler and marked with a pair of tiny white surgical scars, the signature of Devon’s clemency.

“How long before he can put his weight on it?” his mother asked. “Hang from it, and things? He does…gymnastics.”

“It’s going to be a long recovery,” the doctor said. “And we need to be realistic about our expectations. The second surgery was successful, but there was a lot of damage. Some people bounce back. Some people don’t. I’m not saying give up on gymnastics, but…there needs to be a backup plan.”

Conor’s mother laid a hand on his shoulder.

“Listen to the pain, stick to the PT schedule, and don’t overdo it. If the road isn’t boring, it’s the wrong road.”

Ten minutes and three stapled infopackets later, and they were climbing into the car, Conor quietly relishing the feeling of opening the door with the correct hand, of being able to pull the seatbelt across his chest without awkwardly twisting.

“So, where to?” his mother asked. “Mall? Movies? Outback? Party doesn’t start until four, so we’ve got plenty of time to kill.”

“Uh,” Conor said, his throat suddenly tight. “Actually. Could you—would you mind dropping me off at Rosemary?”

She fixed him with a look—

“I’ll be careful,” he said. “Promise.”

•   •   •

I can do this.

Conor stood on the low brick wall, two and a half feet up from the concrete, his toes hanging over the edge. In front of him stood a squat, square pillar with a top about sixteen inches on a side. Beyond it was another. Beyond that, another wall.

In the past, Conor had jumped all three gaps with his feet side-by-side, bunny hopping to the first pillar and then to the second and then to the far side. But that felt slow, and sort of overdone—like going up stairs one at a time, the individual pieces too small and awkwardly close together.

His new idea—

(Which was secretly an old idea, one he’d thought up well over a month ago, while training the sixth graders and Eddie and newcomer Holt.)

—was to take the pillars with one foot apiece, turning the hops into strides. What made it tricky was the fact that the pillars were closer to each other than either was to the flanking walls—he still needed a two-foot takeoff to even reach the first one, was considering jumping with both feet and then landing on a single foot, step-step, left-then-right, then again bringing his feet together in midair for a two-footed landing on the final target. It was the sort of movement that involved his arms—that he hadn’t been able to do while hobbled by his cast—but that didn’t put any particular stress on them. No pushing or pulling or jolting or jarring—just swinging, no worse than a jumping jack.

JUMP, step step SWING, and land.

“I can do this,” he repeated, out loud this time.

The words were soft, and gentle. Not stressed or strident, not trying-to-talk-himself-into-it. He could do this. He knew it. He could feel it.

Just—not quite yet.

He bent his knees into a crouch, dropped the two and a half feet down to the concrete. There was no pain in his arm, no sparks or lightning. It was heavy, it was weak, it didn’t quite remember how to do what it was told. But it didn’t hurt.

(So far.)

He backed up, as far as he could, putting his heels against the brick, standing just to the left of the two columns.

JUMP, step step SWING—

The trick was convincing his body to come apart, in midair. To break its own symmetry—its hard-won symmetry, the solid squareness he had coded into his movement over the course of nearly eight months of training. To let his left leg sort of drift forward, so that he could land on his left foot on the first pillar—to get his right leg to hang back, lag behind, so that he could swing it through to the second step—and then to reverse the process, after the second pillar, pulling himself back into symmetry for the final two-foot landing…

It was weird.

It was weird.

It was weird, and he liked it—liked the strangeness of it, the novelty. And also hated it, because it didn’t fit. And liked that he’d built up enough of a base of skill that there was such a thing as “didn’t fit.” And disliked being stuck within that box, and yearned to break out of it.

Oh, buddy, big feelings, huh?

“Shh,” he said aloud.

And then he jumped—at ground level, beside the pillars rather than across them, pacing the movement—jump, step, step, swing—landing exactly in front of the final wall, the toes of his shoes just barely scraping against the vertical brick.

“Just like that,” he murmured.

Just like that, easy, it was only an extra six inches on either side to do it from the walls instead of merely between them. He could feel it, in his newly unbroken arm—a dull throb of protest—but it wasn’t sharp, wasn’t fire, wasn’t actually pain.

I can do this.

And he hopped back up onto the wall, found his starting position, took a deep breath and let it trickle slowly, slowly out.

He jumped—stepped—stepped—swung his left leg through and up, brought both legs together, both knees rising, putting an arc on the final gap and coming down onto his target at a forty-five-degree angle.

Perfect.

It had been perfect.

Turning around on the spot, he looked back the way he’d come.

Same foot same column?

So this time he would land his first stride on the right foot, and take the final leap off the left—

There was a cough.

Conor looked up.

There was an Ashleigh.

“Don’t stop,” the other boy said. “Just wanted you to know I was here.”

Jump, step, step, swing—

Decent.

(Not perfect.)

(Which was fine.)

Conor turned around on the wall, facing the pillars again.

“How many?” Ashleigh asked.

“That was the second one,” Conor said. “Gotta do at least three.”

Jump, step, step, swing—

Decent.

Conor turned around again, facing back toward the start—

Ashleigh was standing at the takeoff spot.

Conor took a step to the side, making room, and Ashleigh shook his head.

“Nah,” the other boy said. “Just wanted to look, is all.”

Conor watched as Ashleigh’s body shifted and coiled, as his eyes grew sharp and almost predatory. The other boy’s fingers twitched, and he tensed, his limbs gathering, until it seemed like he would have to jump, like there was no other place for all the energy to go—

And then he straightened, and it fell from him like water.

“Looks cool,” he said. “Looks easy—”

Like your mom.

“—I’ll try it in June.”

Conor returned to his starting position as the other boy levered himself carefully down from the wall, wincing slightly.

Jump, step, step, swing.

(Decent.)

“June’s when I’m supposed to be back at full strength, too,” Conor said.

Turn. Breathe. Jump, step, step, swing.

(Decent.)

“What’s the plan until then?” Ashleigh asked.

“Dunno. Taking it slow, I guess.”

Turn, breathe. Jump, step, step, swing.

(Decent.)

(“Strawberry pie”?)

“Back to pushups and pullups.”

Turn. Breathe. Straw-ber-ry pie.

(Good.)

(Dumb name, though.)

“Nah, fuck that,” said Ashleigh. “Handstands and wall hangs. Less fake.”

Conor grinned.

Turn. Breathe. STRAW-berry PIE.

(Decent.)

(It’s kinda growing on me?)

“Maybe,” he said.

He did two more, and the last one wasn’t perfect, but it was close enough to take the edge off. Coming down from the wall, he turned to greet Ashleigh more fully, the two of them pulling each other in for a hug.

(A gentle hug. Ashleigh’s last surgery had been a month ago, but Conor was still careful, still protective, and Ashleigh was generous enough to let him be, his only objection an affectionate eye roll that Conor felt more than saw.)

“Happy birthday, by the way,” the other boy said, as they drew back. “Brought you an early present.”

He gestured, and Conor turned, noticing for the first time a small, rectangular package lying on the wall.

“It’s not your real present. That comes later. This is just a little thing.”

“Should I open it now?”

“Your call.”

Conor picked it up. It was clearly a book, medium-sized with a hard cover. He found an edge to the paper, pulled—

It was a journal, the cover a pattern of swirling grey clouds.

“Saw that you and Guyler were getting pretty far along in the other one,” Ashleigh said, and something about his voice sounded ever so slightly performative, half a notch too nonchalant. “Figured you’d run out of pages soon.”

Conor’s vision blurred slightly, and his chin trembled, but his voice was steady. “Thanks,” he said, going back in for another hug.

“Rooftop?” Ashleigh murmured in his ear.

“Can you get up there?”

“Can you?”

“Dunno.”

“Let’s find out.”

“Okay but rule—”

“—rule number one, yeah, I got it, Dad.”

•   •   •

They made it up onto the platform together—Conor boosting, then Ashleigh reaching back to help him up, after.

“Oof, okay, damn,” Ashleigh said, grimacing. “How’s your arm?”

“I’ll live. Not really looking forward to getting back down, though.”

“Yeah, glad it’s only like eight feet instead of the fucking pipe.”

“How about you?”

“I felt it. I’m going to feel the drop down more. But I think…”

“What?”

“I dunno. ‘Worth it’? It’s your birthday.”

“…yeah.”

“…that sounded pretty ask-me-about-it.”

“I mean, you don’t have to.”

“It is your birthday.”

“I just…are we okay?”

“Are you okay?”

“I think so. I’ve been thinking about it a lot less lately. Like, not not thinking about it, just…”

“Like it comes up less on its own.”

“Yeah.”

“Oliver? Or Devon?”

“Both. Oliver—did I tell you that I saw him? Like, a week beforehand?”

“Saw him?”

“Like literally saw him. At school. I didn’t talk to him. He was sitting in the library, and I saw him, and I, like. Remembered him, like I remembered him from the cafeteria and from the bathroom and stuff. I saw him and I thought—I thought—”

“Hey, whoa, whoa. You okay?”

“Yeah, I just—get like this. Just give me a second.”

“You can have ten, if you want.”

“Har har. But like. Yeah. I saw him, and I thought, Jesus, this guy looks like he’s been through a concentration camp. And then I just…kept walking.”

“Dude, if you’re trying to make this your fault—”

“No, no, that’s not what I’m saying. I know that, like, no way of knowing, what could I even have done, blah blah blah. I know all that stuff. I just…”

“Take your time, Conor.”

“I just think, like. Man. I did see him. Like I really, really saw him. But…”

“But?”

“I don’t know. But he wasn’t…you?”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“I don’t, either. But I think that was the difference. Like, when you went full nihilism—”

“I didn’t ever go full nihilism.”

“Okay, fair. But like. What’s the saying. The one where it’s, like, that could have been me.”

“‘There but for the grace of god’?”

“Yeah, that’s the one.”

“…are you saying you think I’m like Oliver?”

“No. I’m saying I think I am.”

“You thought about…?”

“No, shut up. I mean, don’t shut up, but like. Stop listening so fast.”

“Yeah, okay, my bad.”

“It’s just—look, Devon. Devon, right? Like, his whole deal was…was webs. Strings. Like he attached strings on purpose, it wasn’t just that there were strings when he did favors, the strings were the point half the time. He was doing favors so that he could have strings—what?”

“Nothing.”

“Come on, don’t make me drag it—”

“Okay, look. It’s just. I know you have, like, a complicated thing about Devon. I’m not trying to be an asshole. But like. When you bring him up. I’m mostly not thinking about all the master manipulator bullshit. I’m thinking about how he broke the arm of the person I’m in love with.”

“I thought you agreed he saved my life.”

“Just because I’m more reasonable than Timothy doesn’t mean I wasn’t pissed. He didn’t deserve to die, but…”

“It’s okay, you can say it.”

“It’s your birthday.”

“Yeah, you’re right—you have to say it.”

“That’s not—ah, whatever. Fuck it. The fucker didn’t deserve to die, but there was a part of me that was like, ah, good, saves me the trouble of having to figure out how to pay him back.”

“You have a really weird way of loving me.”

“You love it.”

“Mostly. But like, that’s kind of what I’m trying to point at, here. I had you. You had me. Oliver—he didn’t have anybody, and look what happened.”

“There was a whole lot more going on with him than just being lonely.”

“Yeah, but—look, can you stop—I’m not trying to talk about Oliver, Ash, I’m trying to talk about us.”

“…oh.”

“We almost…we almost tore loose from each other. Twice. Three times, really. And I just—I mean, you’re not sad like Oliver, I’m not mad like Oliver, it’s not like we’d be Oliver, if that happened to us. But…but I still don’t want it to happen to us, anyway.”

“I kinda thought maybe we were doing okay.”

“Dude. You just dodged the question, like, twelve seconds ago.”

“Fair.”

“And like, it’s not like it’s crazy for me to be suspicious of, you know, how things seem, on the surface, at this point. Yeah?”

“I said fair.”

“Okay, so. Are we okay?”

“Yeah.”

“Just like that? Why? How? What changed? I’m worried about, like, it’s just because we went through an awful thing together, and that’s gonna wear off.”

“That’s not it. Or like, I mean, yeah, that’s part of it, but. I don’t think that’s it.”

“What is it?”

“…this is hard.”

“It’s my birthday.”

“Oh, fuck you.”

“You wish.”

“See? I didn’t flinch or anything.”

“Yeah, that’s a good sign, but I still don’t understand. It was like killing you, before.”

“It…still is. It didn’t get any smaller. …I’m pretty sure it’s bigger, actually.”

“That’s what she said?”

“Look, do you want to be serious, or—”

“Both, obviously.”

“Okay. Okay, fine. Look. I just—I didn’t know there was going to be a quiz today, all right?”

“Take your time.”

“I think I don’t want to, actually. I think I should just try to say it all as fast as I can. Is that okay?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, so like. Three things. Or maybe it’s four things, I dunno. First—I mean, sure, yeah, it’s not, like, original, to be like, yeah, I had a near-death experience and it rearranged all my priorities. But, uh.”

“You had a near-death experience, and it rearranged all your priorities.”

“It made me stop first-world problemsing. Like, oh, right, there’s like bad shit that can happen to people, I have been being kind of a spoiled brat—”

“I don’t like that.”

“Shut up, that’s only part of it. Let me finish.”

“Okay, okay.”

“But really. It feels bad to look at Jennifer and, like, complain. When I look at Jennifer, I don’t feel like complaining. Not like I used to.”

“…yeah.”

“Another part is, like. Do you focus on what’s right, or what’s wrong. Like, what you’ve got, or what you’re missing.”

“This was—Dr. Pilkington made you keep a journal, right?”

“Gratitude journal, yeah. It’s not like anything changes whether I’m staring at the parts that suck or the parts that don’t suck. But like my experience changes. He kept being, like, look, all things being equal, nothing you can do about it, would you rather be happy or sad, and I was like, sad, because I can’t have the thing, and he was like, listen, motherfucker, does being sad help—”

“He called you motherfucker?”

“I’m summarizing. But he just kept pointing out, like, ah, so, you made yourself sad just then, did it help, did it do any good at all, and spoiler alert—”

“It didn’t.”

“Nope. Never. Not once. And then the last part…I don’t know, the last part is stupid, it’s like trying to explain that the sky is blue, there wasn’t anything new there for me, but something, like, finally clicked…I think a lot of why I was sad, and mad, and…and focusing on how bad it hurt, was like. I was sort of…comparing the world where we’re friends with the world where I get to suck you off a couple times a week? And like, what I should have been doing was comparing the world where we’re friends with the world where we’re not friends.”

“That’s what you were, like, actively shooting for, back in Septem—sorry, poor choice of words.”

“It’s cool. It just makes my wounds ache.”

“Sorry.”

“Relax, I’m fucking with you. You were saying?”

“Back in September you thought being not-friends was the way to go.”

“Yeah. And I was wrong.”

“…that’s it?”

“What do you want, a poem?”

“…I do still want the poem, actually.”

“I will trade it to you for an actual blowjob. Me giving, I mean.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah. That’s the price, birthday boy. Up to you.”

“…noted.”

“So, like. …did we do it? Do you feel better?”

“Yeah. I do. …got any questions for me?”

“Yeah.”

“…and?”

“Give me a second.”

“Okay.”

“Just one question, I think, actually.”

“Okay.”

“…are you still in?”

“‘In’?”

“Like. The whole deal. Superhero. Batman. Saving people.”

“My dad asked me the same question. Back at the hospital, before you woke up.”

“And?”

“I don’t know. It’s like…too soon, or something? I don’t—Ms. Palmano keeps telling me about, like, it’s okay not to have all the answers and stuff.”

“But?”

“But. I mean. It’s not like I’m less convinced that people, uh.”

“Uh?”

“I’m embarrassed.”

“Take your time.”

“It’s not like I’m less convinced that people need saving, I guess. Like it doesn’t seem like the lesson here is that I was wrong.”

“I mean. The jumping around didn’t really end up mattering.”

“No. But the rest of it did.”

“…yeah. Fair.”

“How about you? You still in?”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“Yeah, but that’s my answer.”

•   •   •

“Woohoo! No more cast! I’m going to have to come up with a new way to remember you. Knife boy. Pen pal prime. Can’t play Mario Kart for shit.”

“Sir Leaps-A-Lot,” chimed in Eddie, and Conor groaned.

“Jared, meet Eddie,” he said. “Eddie, Jared. I think you guys are gonna get along, uh, probably way too well, actually.”

The two of them vanished through the arch and into the arcade as Guyler gave a faint smile and a brief hug. “Happy birthday,” he murmured. “Thanks for letting Jared come.”

“I didn’t let him,” Conor said. “I like him.”

Guyler’s smile became less faint.

“Should I hang out here, or—”

“Nah, go ahead in,” Conor said, shaking his head. “I’m staying here until everybody shows up. We’ll have plenty of time to hang.”

Conor handed him a bag of tokens. “Only fifty,” he apologized.

“Bigger party.”

“I wasn’t going to say it.”

“Pussy.”

Conor grinned, punched the other boy on the shoulder, feigned breaking his hand. Guyler laughed.

“Okay, see you in a bit.”

And then he, too, disappeared into the darkness.

“I was right,” Conor’s mother said.

Wha—oh.

“You were right to put me on the Jaguars,” Conor corrected. “You weren’t right to take me off the Vikings.”

“Can’t make an omelette without breaking a few boys’ hearts,” she said loftily.

Conor scowled, but it was mostly for show.

(Mostly.)

“Look, there’s Jennifer!”

Jennifer, who Conor greeted with a chaste, reserved kiss; Ashleigh, who arrived with Timothy and Isabella; Holt and Sam Marlin, who had come straight from a soccer game and stank to high heaven. And Nolan and Nicholas, who Conor had expected to turn him down, but who he had invited anyway, because—because—because there was no reason not to, if they wanted to say no then they would.

Twelve of them, in all, passing through the arch and becoming a party.

His party.

They handed him off like a relay baton—dancing games with Jennifer and Holt, Skee-Ball with Ashleigh and Sam and Nolan, pinball with Timothy and Isabella watching. Always there were two or three or four of them around him, shielding him from the crowd; always when he looked up there was someone beckoning him further, calling him on to the next thing, and the next thing, and the next thing.

(Had they planned it? It seemed like they must have planned it, were coordinating somehow.)

Two hours passed in a joyful blur, tickets and tokens and both hands, both hands, finally he could use both hands again, to toss balls and press buttons and pay coins and touch, he could touch his friends again—

(He had been able to touch his friends all along, with the wrong hand. But it was wild, the difference that it made, having his left hand back. Like coming home from a long journey and switching back into English after trying to speak Swahili for three months. He found himself looking for excuses to touch, reaching out to tap their shoulders, offering high fives, grabbing them by the shirt, the wrist, as they led him from one game to the next.)

—and then there was cake, and singing, and candles to blow out, all of them sat around four food court tables shoved together into a square, a miniature tribe surrounded by the roar and babble of the mall around them. Ashleigh sat to his left, and Guyler sat to his right, and Jennifer sat directly across, slouching and stretching to kick him playfully under the table.

(It was still spotty, with Jennifer, the clouds covering and uncovering the sun. But the sun was there, now, was undeniably there even when hidden, and in the overcast moments Conor was there, the two of them sneaking off to hold each other, just holding, it had taken him months to figure out how to just be there for her, the way she had always been there for him, he still didn’t know whether it was effortless for her or whether she just made it look effortless but either way he was glad he could finally, finally pay some of it back.)

And presents—

A LEGO kit, from Holt.

A wearable backpack water bottle, from Timothy.

A four-pack of Nerf guns with extra darts, from Eddie…

(“I know,” the other boy said, as the table went quiet, his voice unusually somber. “But like. I figured it might be, you know. Good. To sort of…start getting away from it.”)

(Conor gave him a hug.)

Three new shirts, from Jennifer—

(“Trust me, you look good in them.”)

(A rueful nod from Ashleigh—she’s not wrong.)

—a two-hour pass to open gym at the gymnastics academy over in Grantville, from Guyler—

(“My mom says she’ll drive us. And there’s no expiration date.”)

A pile of presents like a magical mirror, a reflection built out of their impressions of him, showing him to himself from the outside. Even the trio of gift cards, from Sam and Jared and Isabella—one for the waterpark, one for the movie theater—

(“Three tickets plus snacks.”)

—and one for Cold Stone Creamery. There was also a small mountain of books—apparently each of them had gotten him one, and then all of them together had signed a hardcover copy of Batman: Year One.

And from Ashleigh…

“Is this…?”

It was a bow. A compound hunter’s bow, made of smooth black carbon, wickedly jointed and covered with complicated wheels and cables.

“I couldn’t bring the arrows inside, but we have them in the car, and we snuck the targets into your backyard while you were getting your cast off. I figure you’re gonna need to build up your left arm again…”

It was a left-handed bow.

Of course it’s a left-handed bow—what do you take me for?

“If you don’t like it—”

“I’ve never tried it,” Conor said, wonderingly. “But I think I like it.”

And then there was one last call for cake and ice cream, and the party began to dissolve, to disassemble, unmaking itself in preparation for the evening. Mrs. Falhanner arrived to pick up Timothy and Isabella, and Holt’s mother came to take away him and Sam and Nolan and Nicholas, each person finding a moment to give Conor one last hug, one last happy birthday. When it was Jared’s turn, he lifted Conor bodily off the ground, shook him like a rag doll, and dropped him so unceremoniously that he almost fell.

(There was a moment that Conor suspected he had not been meant to see, Eddie going to say goodbye to Ashleigh after wishing Conor farewell, the two of them sharing a quick, surreptitious kiss. Conor caught Ashleigh’s eye, raised a curious eyebrow, and Ashleigh blushed, flushed, gave a sheepish shrug and telepathically promised Later.)

And then they were four, down from twelve—Conor and Ashleigh and Guyler and Jennifer, following Conor’s mother out through the mall and into the parking lot, piling into the van, Conor on the bench in the back with Ashleigh and Jennifer flanking, both leaning, Guyler sitting quietly in one of the bucket seats in the middle, the presents piled in the other. The ride was slow, and soft, and dreamy, his mother silent, Conor’s eyes closed the whole way, his left hand lazily tracing circles on Jennifer’s bare shoulder while his right sat in Ashleigh’s lap, holding Ashleigh’s left.

“Pizza should get here in about half an hour,” Conor’s mother said, as they pulled into the driveway, tumbled out of the car.

“Your room,” Guyler whispered.

But I thought—

He had assumed they would go into the backyard, test out the new bow in the last lingering minutes of twilight. But Guyler jerked his head, turned and walked into the house ahead of him, limping ever so slightly as he followed Conor’s mother through the front door.

A punch on his shoulder, and Ashleigh flashed by, laughing, following in the other boy’s wake. Jennifer’s hand slipped smoothly into Conor’s, and she turned him around in the driveway, pulling him into a hug.

“There’s one last present,” she said. “We weren’t sure we should give it to you in front of your mom and the others.”

Curious, clueless, Conor allowed himself to be led, drawn through his own house as if he were a stranger, a visitor, Jennifer pulling him through the door, through the kitchen, down the hallway and to his bedroom.

“Surprise!” said Ashleigh.

There was a framed picture on his bed, leaning against the headboard.

“Timothy’s idea,” Guyler explained. “He was saying we should try to take a picture, and it turned out Jennifer already had one.”

Two huge, looming buildings, stark against the fading sky, and a single tiny figure suspended in midair between them.

“Guyler paid for it,” Jennifer murmured. “Ashleigh picked the frame.”

“If you want to hide it,” Ashleigh said. “Like, if you don’t want your parents to see. You can keep it in my room, come over and look at it any time.”

“Or mine,” added Jennifer.

“Or mine.”

•   •   •

Pizza. Pillow fights. Max Keeble’s Big Move.

Nine o’clock came far too soon, Conor groaning as Jennifer peeled back his hands, laughing, slowly extricating herself from their cuddle on the couch. He sat up, caught her by the wrist, dragged her back down on top of him, buried his face in her neck and blew a raspberry.

(She bit his ear, hard, and he yelped and let her go, both of them still laughing.)

“You guys have fun,” she said, straightening, twitching her clothes back into place. “I’ll see you Monday.”

Conor looked longingly up at her from the couch. “Too long,” he said, trying to make a puppydog face.

“That’s what she said,” Guyler added dryly.

Jennifer laughed. “You’ll live, Monkey Boy,” she said. “We’ve got tutoring on Tuesday. I can give you your last birthday present then.”

My last…?

“Yuck,” interjected Ashleigh, making a face. “Get a room. Get two rooms. Get two rooms on opposite sides of the building.”

Ohhhh.

But Ashleigh was not angry, had not gone dark, was either genuinely teasing or was hiding it pretty well. Conor looked back up at his girlfriend, who tousled his hair, leaned down to leave one last kiss on his forehead, and whispered “Happy birthday, Conor.”

And then she was gone.

(He would text her, later, make sure that the clouds had not closed in on the way home.)

(Or that she at least knew he was thinking of her, if they had, because her feelings were not something to be fixed.)

“Now what?” asked Ashleigh.

There was a silence.

“Smash Bros?”

“We just spent two hours at an arcade.”

“Magic?”

“Ashleigh still doesn’t know how to play.”

“…more pizza.”

“That’s not an activity.”

“It is if you go hard enough.”

“We could wrestle.”

“No, we can’t.”

There was a change in the room, the sudden incursion of reality like a strange sound in the woods, pulling them out of their play and into something more somber.

Next year.

Conor didn’t say it.

“Truth or dare,” he suggested.

He watched as Guyler and Ashleigh exchanged glances.

“He is the birthday boy,” Ashleigh said reluctantly.

“Not into it,” Guyler said flatly, shaking his head. “But he can ask us stuff. Without hiding behind a game.”

A third silence.

“Jesus Christ,” murmured Ashleigh. “What’re you like when you’re going hard?”

Quiet laughter.

“Can I tell him?” Conor asked Guyler.

“Tell him what?”

“About the, uh. Penance. What it’s like when you’re going hard.”

Guyler’s lips compressed into a thin line. “If you have to.”

Conor blinked. “I don’t have to.”

“Well.”

The temperature in the room seemed to be dropping, the hairs on Conor’s arms standing up. He felt a strange instinct to put his arms in front of his body, shield the softer parts of himself.

“Why don’t you want me to?” he asked quietly.

“Because you’re doing it to try to make us be friends.”

Um.

“Don’t you want to—”

“It doesn’t matter what I want,” Guyler said—

(And Conor’s eyes moved through sheer reflex, finding Ashleigh’s, the memory like a band-aid tearing off.)

“—the point is, that’s not how you do it.”

There was another long silence. Conor looked back and forth between the two boys, Ashleigh quietly curious, Guyler just quiet, almost withdrawn.

“How do you do it?” Ashleigh murmured.

“Make friends?”

“Yeah.”

“How’d you two do it?”

Ashleigh turned to look at Conor, and four years fell away.

“We fought a lot,” said Conor, remembering the cleats, the shinpads, the grass cold and wet and slick. “He tripped me—”

“Hey, you tripped me.”

“We both tripped each other,” Conor amended. “And then we started throwing mud. We, uh. We managed to throw a lot of mud before the grownups pulled us apart.”

Guyler was looking at Conor, now, a strange expression on his face.

“What?”

The strange expression shifted to Ashleigh.

“What?” Conor repeated.

“He’s saying we have to fight,” Ashleigh said quietly. “Me and him.”

Again Conor looked back and forth.

“He can’t possibly be saying that,” he objected. “You guys have fought, like, so much.”

If it was going to work, it would’ve worked by now.

“We never got to the end,” Guyler said bluntly. “I got to the end, with Conor. And you two got to the end, back then.”

“The end of what?”

Guyler shrugged.

Ashleigh’s eyes glittered. “Me putting you in the hospital wasn’t endy enough?”

The air turned to ice.

“Guys—”

“It’s fine, Conor,” Guyler said, cutting him off, his gaze still fixed on Ashleigh. “This is how you do it.”

Another silence.

“Putting me in the hospital didn’t get us to the end,” Guyler continued. “Because you were still mad.”

“You were still mad at me, too.”

“Yeah, well. You put me in the hospital.”

“You called me a faggot.”

“Not exactly proving me wrong, sneaking around with Eddie playing grab-ass.”

“Guys!”

“Shhh,” said Ashleigh, and for a moment Conor was speechless, because it was Ashleigh who’d shushed him, because Ashleigh had—because they were both, now—

“It’s fine,” Guyler repeated, his gaze flickering toward Conor for the briefest of moments. “He’s getting it.”

“Fuck you,” said Ashleigh.

“For?”

“You guys. It’s my birthday.”

“You can’t keep putting band-aids on it, Conor,” Guyler said flatly.

“On what?”

“If we’re going to do this,” the other boy said. “If you want us to hang out here together, I mean. Like, if we’re going to do this.”

Guyler stopped talking, then, as though that were a complete thought, as though it made any sense whatsoever.

“I don’t understand,” Conor said, hearing the tinge of desperation in his own voice.

“He’s still mad at me.”

“You just called him a faggot!”

“He was mad before that.”

Conor opened his mouth—

No.

(It was the un-voice, the deep voice—the same wordless sense that had come to him on the day of the shooting, and told him to open the door.)

“You fucked up his journal,” Ashleigh said, his voice cold and accusing.

Guyler nodded, Conor looking on in silence.

“And the pep rally. When he spilled the juice.”

Another nod.

“And you tried to bully him out of his seat on the bus on day one.”

“Yeah.”

Conor’s mind flashed back to the little golden book, to the answer that Guyler had written him, there—

“Ash, I’m not—”

“No,” Guyler said simply, cutting him off.

Conor’s chest was slowly filling up with pressure, pressure…

“You don’t get to tell him what to be mad about,” Guyler added.

(Timothy, growling—I don’t give a shit whether you’re mad about it.)

Conor turned to look at his best friend, who was not looking at him.

“You need to make it right,” Ashleigh bit out.

“Like you made it right with that bullshit apology?” Guyler countered.

Ashleigh’s eyes narrowed.

(Because he hadn’t made it right, as Conor had realized, after—had only acknowledged the bad, accepted the cost to his reputation. He hadn’t actually fixed anything. At best, what he’d done for Guyler on the day of the shooting had canceled it out, but a bad thing plus a good thing wasn’t the same as there not being a bad thing…)

“Conor,” Guyler said—

(Without looking, his eyes still locked on Ashleigh.)

“—how many do I owe you?”

Conor blinked.

“Uh,” he said. “Zero? I—I still owe you. At least two.”

“I’m not gonna do shit,” Guyler said to Ashleigh. “To make it right. It’s between us, and we get to decide what to do about it. It’s none of your business, just like you hanging him out to dry for six fucking weeks is none of mine.”

The declaration landed like a bomb.

“I thought you just said—”

“I said we don’t get to tell him what to be mad about,” Guyler interrupted. “And we don’t. He gets to be mad for stupid reasons. Doesn’t make them not stupid, though.”

I get mad sometimes, Guyler had said. Sometimes it’s stupid.

And finally, Conor understood.

I know you have, like, a complicated thing about Devon. But when you talk about him, I’m mostly thinking about how he broke the arm of the person I’m in love with.

Ashleigh had apologized for putting Guyler in the hospital. Had apologized only for that—because that was the only part he’d actually been sorry for.

And now…

Conor looked back and forth between the two boys—his two friends—one of them ablaze, the fire barely contained, the other cold and immovable.

This is how you do it.

“Fuck you,” Ashleigh repeated, breaking the silence.

“Sure,” Guyler agreed. “And?”

“Fuck you.”

A nod.

“Fuck you.”

Another nod.

“Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you. Fuck. You.”

“Take your time.”

“Motherf—”

“Thanks for saving my life.”

Ashleigh’s jaw snapped shut with an audible click, his eyes suddenly wary. But Guyler said nothing further—only waited.

Seconds passed.

“Okay, fuck you.”

Conor’s ears twitched. That one had sounded different…

“Sure,” Guyler repeated. “As long as Eddie doesn’t mind.”

Raw shock.

“Asshole.”

A shrug. “Psycho.”

“Dickhead.”

“Mouth breather.”

“Fartknocker.”

“Neanderthal.”

“Bastard.”

“Bastard.”

“Bastard.”

(A predatory grin on Guyler’s face.)

“Bastard,” he repeated.

“Bastard,” Ashleigh spat.

“Bastard.”

“Bastard.”

“Bastard.”

“Bast—stop giggling.”

“Why?” asked Guyler. “It’s funny.”

•   •   •

The three of them stole out of the living room in their socks, silent, sneaking. They pulled on their shoes under the stars, breath misting in the moonlight. Guyler and Ashleigh hadn’t brought coats, hadn’t brought hoodies, were wearing Conor’s extras. They were carrying their phones, and there was a note on the kitchen table in case Conor’s parents woke up.

“Where are we going?” Ashleigh had asked.

“Out,” Conor had answered. “Dunno.”

They set off slowly down the road, fading in and out of shadow as they passed beneath the streetlamps, talking in low voices—

(Because that’s what you did, on a night mission. Even if the houses were fifty feet away, at the ends of their driveways. Even if no one would hear you, if you talked normally. It just wouldn’t be right.)

—about life, about school, about turning thirteen. About Julia, and Devon, and Mr. Sykes. And also about ninjas, and Magic, and dry ice bombs (which Guyler had never heard of).

“So,” Conor murmured, as they exited the cradle of the neighborhood, climbing up and out into the city proper. “Eddie.”

Ashleigh was quiet for a long moment. “He’s nice to me,” he said finally.

“Are you nice to him?”

Another silence. Beside them, Guyler said nothing, his hands in his pockets, shoes scuffing.

“He knows he’s not you,” Ashleigh said. “I think…I don’t know…”

He shrugged. “He says he’s okay with it. I’m…trying to trust him.”

They crossed over the bridge, over the highway, the lanes below quiet and empty.

“Ms. Palmano thinks I could be a writer,” Conor said.

Guyler snorted. “No wonder they fired her.”

Conor punched him on the shoulder.

The three of them wandered for miles, following the bypass around the border of the city, dodging into the bushes to hide from headlights. They took it easy, conscious of Conor’s arm, of Guyler’s leg, of the still-healing holes in Ashleigh’s side.

“I wish Jared was at East Binder,” Guyler said quietly.

And then:

“I mean, not really. It’s a shithole. But.”

Ashleigh and Conor exchanged glances.

On the far side of town they discovered a railroad trestle, all steel beams and triangles, crossing over the road. The side of it was a steep slant, maybe seventy degrees, a wide rusted I-beam of metal studded with rivets.

“Bet we can,” said Conor.

Ten minutes later they were on top, sitting cross-legged on the cold metal, thirty feet up over the tracks and thirty more over the asphalt below.

“Think a train’ll come?” Ashleigh wondered.

“If we sit here long enough,” said Guyler, dryly.

They stayed there for an hour, long enough for the stars to shift in the sky, talking and talking and talking. Guyler and Ashleigh were prickly at times, the shape of their new whatever-it-was still settling. Half the time, Conor tried translating, and the other half—

“It’s like he thinks we’re made of glass, or something.”

“Yeah, better wrap us up in bubble wrap and make sure we’ve got helmets and kneepads.”

“You guuyyys,” Conor groaned. “It’s my birthday.”

“Not anymore,” Guyler pointed out.

Eventually, they grew cold, climbed carefully down, began the long, slow walk home, still talking, and talking, and talking. They didn’t get anywhere—no solid conclusions, no new revelations.

(It wasn’t that kind of conversation.)

But their wandering took them new places, left them thinking new thoughts, and by the time they turned into Conor’s driveway, aching and tired, things felt different.

A little.

(Enough.)


EpilogueBreak


September 1st, 7:13PM

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck fuck.”

“Ashleigh?”

“Fine. Fuck. Fuck. I’m in.”

“What?”

“I’m in, I get it, I want it, let’s go.”

“For real?”

“Do you want to talk me out of it, or—”

“No!”

“Okay, then on your fucking mark, I guess.”

“…ready?”

“Fuck me.”

“Ten…”

“Fuck.”

“Eight!”

“Fuck.”

“Six!”

“Five.”

“Four!”

“Three!”

“Two!”

“One—”
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% is part of all distributions of LaTeX version 2006/05/20 or later.





                                 Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
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PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




                                 Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.










