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      “School Lies is a riveting mystery. You'll race to turn the pages as the boys' search for Troy’s missing sister leads them through a dangerous web of lies, and as they uncover startling truths about their relationship, the private school where they first met, and the tragic death of Levi’s father.”

      —Emily Ross, award-winning author of Half In Love With Death

      

      “The two interwoven mysteries will keep you on the edge of your seat, while the nuanced portrayal of the boys’ romance will tug at your heartstrings. Levi and Troy are poignantly real, and the 90s setting serves as an eerie reminder of how far we've come, and yet how much more we have to go. Riveting and suspenseful.”

      —Kate Moretti, New York Times bestselling author of The Vanishing Year
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      November 1994

      Levi Abrams and his roommate were about to traipse off into the woods to smoke a bowl when the headmaster, who unfortunately was also Levi’s father, called from his office and demanded Levi come in. “Everyone’s left me,” he said. “The place is a mess. I can’t think.” He was slurring his words. Not unusual for a Friday afternoon. Julian Abrams poured scotch into his coffee like most people did cream.

      Except he shouldn’t have been this far gone already. It wasn’t even five o’clock.

      Levi had sensed something was off. His father had been agitated more than usual. Uneasy. And lashing out at everyone within reach. One of his secretaries had quit as a result.

      Levi searched for a lie. “I have a yearbook meeting and—”

      His father cut him off. “I need boxes.”

      Boxes? “Dad, what are you talking about?”

      It was like his father knew Levi wanted to get high. No, not wanted. Needed. Because being Julian Abrams’s son came with its own unique case of mental anguish, and the only way to escape the bullshit was to smoke weed with his roommate behind the maintenance shed near the football field on the far side of campus.

      Which he fucking would do, thank you very much. Let his father smell it on him. Levi was a goddamn senior applying to colleges hours from their isolated prep school. He would be out from under his father’s thumb soon enough. He only needed to survive the next few months. Levi rubbed his forehead. “You need boxes?”

      “I need boxes,” his father said, sounding defeated.

      “Can it wait until after dinner?” Levi sounded equally defeated.

      “Sure.” Levi could hear the ice clinking in his father’s highball glass. “After dinner.”

      A few hours later, Levi finally made his way to Winchester Hall, a long red-bricked building with an old clock tower that loomed over Hulbert Academy like a stodgy schoolmistress. He was carrying several flattened cardboard boxes which he’d found in the dumpster behind the cafeteria. After he and Todd got stoned out of their minds.

      But the calming effects from the weed were wearing off and Levi’s stomach grumbled. He flung open the door, practically throwing himself into the headmaster’s office. He was hoping that his father wasn’t in the office, and had instead decided to go home and leave him a note on Agnes’s stationery. That was how they communicated best—nonverbal, passive aggressive scribbling. He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to box up.

      Levi grumbled, “Dad, I’m here.”

      Nothing.

      “Dad?”

      Silence.

      Levi slumped his shoulders and exhaled slowly. He rummaged around Agnes’s desk hunting for a post-it but there was only Agnes’s souvenirs from her lame vacations to Williamsburg and Hershey Park and wherever the fuck South of the Border was located. Levi then checked Zara’s desk, which sat on the opposite side of the room, closest to the coffee pot. Aside from a calendar, a small firebox, a pen cup, and a poli sci textbook that Zara must have forgotten to take with her when she’d quit, there was nothing here for Levi either.

      Jesus, this inflamed his anger. His father expecting him in the office on a Friday night, as if Levi didn’t have a social life of his own. He didn’t, but that was beside the point.

      The office was so quiet, Levi thought he could hear the faucet dripping in the bathroom.

      Drip.

      Drip.

      Drip.

      Levi’s dad said he had the custodian take care of that weeks ago.

      But it was an old school. Shit broke all the time.

      Drip.

      Drip.

      Drip.

      Levi stomped over to the bathroom and flipped the light switch. The florescent bulb ticked on, illuminating the porcelain sink, which had old rust stains but was otherwise dry.

      The more Levi considered the noise, the more he realized it didn’t really sound like dripping. It sounded more like tapping or plopping. A liquid of some kind softly hitting the carpet. Only there wasn’t any carpeting in the office. Just the rug under his father’s desk.

      The headmaster’s door was slightly ajar.

      Levi rubbed his arms despite the building’s ancient radiators pulsing out steam heat, and despite his long-sleeved shirt. He stalked his father’s office and tilted his head to the side, trying to squint into the inch of darkness. Julian must’ve left for the night but forgotten to lock the door. It’s not like it couldn’t happen. Except it had never happened before.

      Levi sighed and kneaded his forehead, regretting how much he’d smoked. He should just go back to his dorm room.

      He heard the noise again.

      Levi glanced up, expecting to see water pooling on the cracked ceiling, a problem with the plumbing on the third floor.

      He shook out his hands. The paranoia was the worst part of weed. He pushed open his father’s door. No one was here. But the noise was definitely coming from inside the office. Maybe a bottle of scotch had cracked or fallen, the amber liquid hitting the Oriental rug in distinct tones.

      Levi found the light switch, and flicked it on.

      He instantly wished he hadn’t.

      His father sat in his wobbly leather chair, slumped over the desk. His head lay next to a red-splattered bottle of liquor. His temple oozed blood that ran across the glossy desk surface in a stream. Crimson beads dropped onto the floor, one at a time.

      Levi swallowed a scream. He didn’t really have it in him to cry. His heart thundered in his rib cage as he trudged to the desk. Glass shards crunched underfoot. The crystal decanters that normally sat on top of the liquor cabinet lay in pieces on the floor as if someone had lobbed a grenade at them. Levi wasn’t certain but he thought he spotted two round bullet holes in the wall.

      He inched closer to the chair as if he was trying to hear something, but really he was trying to see his father’s face. If the blood was still dripping, did it mean he had just died? What was the time frame on this sort of thing? And why did he feel like he was so detached? As if he wasn’t in the room at all. As if all this was some movie he was watching on cable.

      “Dad?” Levi had asked it anyway knowing there would be no response. Only because he thought hearing his own voice might make him feel better. It didn’t work.

      For some reason, Levi’s eyes darted to the bottle on the desk. Not scotch, but ouzo, a gift from one of Julian’s old cronies. There was still liquid in the bar glass, although it was now mixed with droplets of blood, or what Levi presumed was blood—because what else could it be?

      Shakily, Levi picked up the telephone on the desk and dialed 911. A person with a deep voice—Levi couldn’t discern if it was a man or a woman—answered.

      “Send help,” he said. “My father’s been shot.”

      “Are you injured?”

      “No.”

      “Is the assailant still there?”

      “Who?”

      “Was this a self-inflicted wound?”

      Levi peeked around his father’s body. Then he glanced under the desk. An old revolver was on the floor near his father’s oxford loafers. “I-I don’t know. I see the gun. I don’t know how this happened.” Could his father have been shot? Or did he do this to himself?

      Fuck.

      Oh God, was someone lurking in Winchester Hall, waiting to come after Levi next? But the gun was still here. Sitting in a pool of congealing bodily fluid. Was Levi standing in the midst of his father’s suicide? Or did someone kill the headmaster of Hulbert Academy?

      Levi struggled to breathe. How was it possible that two hours ago he was smoking weed from a bong made out of a soda bottle, only now to have stumbled upon his father’s lifeless body?

      Had he arrived earlier, could he have stopped this? He’d purposely avoided coming here. He didn’t want to be alone in this office with his father, surrounded by Levi’s awkward silences and Julian’s veiled criticisms.

      And yet, here he was, alone with his dad. Only no one was reprimanding him now. All Levi could hear was his own obsessive, neurotic thoughts.

      “Okay, stay on the line with me,” said the 9-1-1 dispatcher. “I’m sending the paramedics.”

      Levi clutched the phone in a tight grasp. “I’m holding on.” But only barely. He could only barely hold on.
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      Six months later

      Troy Byrne was already buzzed off two beers when Zach finally showed up, his light brown hair damp but combed, and surrounded by an invisible cloud of CK One cologne.

      “Dude, you were supposed to be here half an hour ago.” Troy stared up at Zach from his spot at the base of the headstone. He shoved aside his Jansport backpack, tattered and covered with patches of the Rolling Stones, Pink Floyd and Smashing Pumpkins, to make space beside him.

      “Sorry. Practice ran late and then my brother was hogging the bathroom.” Zach clicked off his flashlight and glanced down, his dark eyes clearly searching for a blanket to sit on, and when he saw there was none, he reluctantly shrugged off his varsity jacket and laid it on the ground before joining Troy.

      Belching, Troy dangled the six-pack of Budweiser off his finger. He’d swiped it from Jerry’s stash in the garage fridge, not that his stepdad would care. Jerry’s craft brews and European stouts were safely tucked away inside the Sub-Zero in the newly renovated kitchen. Jerry reserved the cheap beer for the gardener or the occasional appliance repairman. He always wanted to offer them something, just not his expensive Belgian imports.

      Zach removed a can from the plastic ring and cracked open the tab. A hiss escaped. He took a sip and leaned his head against the cold gravestone, its epitaph eroded by centuries.

      Troy pushed up the long sleeves of his T-shirt and wiped a line of sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. It was warm out tonight. Oddly warm for May in Cohosh, Pennsylvania. But it wasn’t uncommon to turn on the heat in the morning, only to open the windows in the afternoon. “Your parents say anything?”

      Zach shifted closer to Troy so that their legs were touching. “Nah. They were too absorbed watching Unsolved Mysteries to ask where I was going. It was Heather I had to deal with. She wanted me to take her to see that lame Sandra Bullock movie.”

      Troy laughed. “Sorry, dude.”

      “Don’t be. Come September, my ass will be at Penn State and I won’t have to deal with her shit.”

      “You could just break up with her,” Troy said.

      “That’s more trouble than it’s worth.”

      Troy dug a small stone out of the dirt and threw it onto the path. It skidded across the gravel and landed in a pool of yellow lamplight from the nearby church. The graveyard had closed an hour ago, but Troy had jumped over the locked gate. It was quiet and deserted and they needed the space.

      “I didn’t see you in school today,” Zach said.

      “I skipped the last few periods. Why? You missed me?”

      He scoffed. “You wish. I thought maybe you were celebrating Cinco de Mayo.”

      Troy rolled his eyes. “My mom’s from Guatemala, not Mexico, asshole.”

      Zach held up his hands. “Jeez, my bad. They don’t celebrate that there?”

      “No.” Troy rummaged through his backpack for another beer. “It’s a regional holiday. I can give you a lesson on the Battle of Puebla, if you want.”

      “No thanks.”

      Somewhere outside the graveyard’s perimeter a car sped down the street blasting Green Day from its radio, the music fading as the vehicle moved further away. Zach tensed beside him.

      “Relax. We’ll be fine.”

      Zach nervously checked his surroundings. “Maybe we shouldn’t have come here.”

      “You picked the spot.”

      “Yeah, well, everyone at school is freaked out by this place. I figured it was our best bet.” The headstones—many cracked, others completely overturned, some consumed by ivy—stood guard like dead soldiers. Spooky cemeteries didn’t scare Troy. People did, though.

      “We should’ve gone to your house. You’re the one who says your parents don’t care.”

      “I never said that.” Jerry didn’t care if Zach came over, but Troy’s mother certainly did. Troy wanted to add, “Also the yelling might be a bit of a buzz kill,” but he kept silent. Zach didn’t need to hear about his parents’ marital trouble. Hell, Troy didn’t even want to hear about it, even though he thought he was partly to blame. Jerry’s beautiful blonde secretary might be the other part.

      “Dude, you’re the one who should get used to sneaking around.” Zach chugged a final sip before crushing the can and tossing it aside. He pressed his hand on Troy’s thigh and leaned over him to grab another beer.

      “They can’t ask me, you know.”

      “That doesn’t mean they won’t find out. Eventually.”

      That sounded rich coming from Zach, who was determined that no one ever discover he liked guys. Troy plucked a tall weed and rubbed it between his fingers, surprised the grass had grown this high already. He felt anxious for summer, anxious for the escape. “Enlisting is a tradition in my family. Jerry was in the Navy and so was his father and grandfather.”

      “So what? It’s not like Jerry’s your real dad.”

      I don’t want to be anything like my real dad.

      Troy was antsy to get to basic training as soon as he tossed his mortarboard in the air. And Jerry promised Troy that he’d sign off on his enlistment paperwork even before his eighteenth birthday in August.

      “I like the brotherhood,” Troy added.

      Zach burped. “I have brothers. They’re pains in the asses. Ben’s always stealing my shit, my clothes, my stereo, my Air Jordans. And Paul is constantly bragging about his grades, like getting into Brown is so hard.” He shook his head. Troy could easily picture holiday dinners at Zach’s house—loud conversation, football on the television, playful jabs to the shoulder. He smiled sadly to himself. He’d never have that, not unless he had sons of his own, but that wasn’t going to happen.

      “What about you? Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

      “No.” Well, that wasn’t really true. Troy had Miranda, but she ran away from home right after Troy’d been expelled from Hulbert. She’d been eighteen, legally old enough to disappear, but too young to be smart about it. Troy hadn’t heard from his sister in three years, not a postcard or phone call. Nothing. It was like she had died.

      Zach faced Troy and gently pushed a strand of Troy’s wavy, dark hair away from his brow. “Your hair’s in your eyes.”

      “The Navy’s going to buzz it all off anyway.” Troy’s tongue weighed heavy in his mouth. The alcohol softened the noise in his head. He reached his hand around Zach’s neck, pulled him close, and kissed him. The Altoids barely masked the beer on Zach’s breath.

      This was really why they were both here. It was easy to avoid everything outside the gates—girlfriends, parents, school—when you were sucking face six feet above ancient bones.

      Troy sensed a flickering light in his side vision. A voice cried, “You two!”

      “Shit.” Zach sprang back. Troy scrambled for his backpack. Beer cans scattered with the boys’ movement. A man, wielding a flashlight, was striding toward them.

      The boys clambered to their feet. Troy wanted to run, but was hypnotized by the moving light. As the man approached, Troy’s stomach plunged to his socks.

      It was a cop.

      “Shit, Zach,” Troy whispered, but Zach had already taken off and was sprinting for the fence, his varsity jacket abandoned in his escape.

      The officer made no move to chase him.

      “Look what I found. A couple of queers. Well, only one now. Your boyfriend abandoned you?” The police officer shone the flashlight directly into Troy’s eyes. Troy held up his hand to shield the relentless glare.

      Finally, the cop trained the light on the jacket and shook his head with an expression of resigned disappointment. Troy had forgotten that Zach’s name was embroidered on the front. Cohosh wasn’t a big town. There was only one Zach who played varsity baseball.

      “Are you corrupting that good boy, son?”

      “What?” Troy asked incredulously. He squinted at the cop’s uniform, trying to make out the name on the badge—Jones.

      “Come on. I’m taking you in.” Jones ushered Troy to the church’s parking lot where Troy could now see a police cruiser waited, its engine idling.

      “For what?”

      But Jones didn’t respond to Troy directly. Instead, he yanked his radio from his holster and mumbled into it about trespassing, drinking, and indecency.

      Troy glanced back behind him, but Zach was long gone. He exhaled a long breath. That was another thing the Navy provided—loyalty. Clearly, not everyone embodied that.

      Troy scooped his backpack off the ground and swung it onto his shoulder. He debated whether to collect Zach’s beloved varsity jacket, but decided to leave it there.

      Troy hoped that someone would steal the jacket or maybe a possum would take a dump in it—either way it made no difference to him.
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      When Agnes Bernstein telephoned Levi in his dorm room on a Friday night, it felt like déjà vu. She sounded on the verge of tears. “Levi, honey, I know it’s asking a lot, but can you please come down to Winchester Hall? I’m supposed to be in Poughkeepsie tomorrow morning and I can’t get out of here without help. I’ll pay cash for your trouble.”

      It was asking a lot. Because the coroner only recently concluded that Levi’s father had accidentally shot himself with an old revolver. With a blood alcohol level of 0.25, Julian had apparently been using his bourbon decanters as target practice only to slip and shoot himself in the head. Levi still didn’t believe it. How could it be true that the only person Julian Abrams really needed protection from was himself? After finding his father’s body curved over the desk, Levi hadn’t set foot inside the headmaster’s office. He’d been mostly working in Admissions, until tonight.

      Levi exhaled a steadying breath as he stood outside the office door. The frosted paned glass still read Headmaster, but underneath, the custodian had removed the old black vinyl letters that spelled out JULIAN ABRAMS, although Levi could still spot a leftover B. Graham Jansen’s name had not been added to the door. At a meeting, a board member made a big point of emphasizing the word interim when talking about Jansen’s position. Levi got the impression Jansen shouldn’t be making himself too comfortable in his father’s old office.

      Levi overheard that same trustee say that the board really wanted time to heavily consider the next headmaster, making sure that the new hire was a good fit for Hulbert, i.e. not a mental case. Hulbert Academy was a beacon of respectability and tradition. After all, politicians, ambassadors, and CEOs all sent their boys here. And now the only thing stopping parents from diverting their tuition checks to Salisbury or Kiski was a principal who wouldn’t eat his gun.

      Levi wondered if Jansen, with his pretty boy good looks, went to bars to pick up women, or whatever guys in their thirties did on the weekends. He certainly wasn’t at Hulbert.

      Levi’s father had always said that a strong headmaster could do all the jobs below him. Levi wasn’t even sure Jansen knew how to send a fax.

      Levi could barely admit this to himself, but his father’s death, as disturbing and weird as it had been, was like gulping air after nearly drowning.

      Relief.

      Which was why Levi struggled so much to be here, not because his brain flashed on images of blood, but because he couldn’t overcome the guilt of not really missing his old man. Julian Abrams had been a difficult person to love, maybe because he hadn’t been one to give his love so freely. And Levi grew exhausted trying to earn something he had little chance of getting.

      He twisted the brass doorknob and quietly slipped inside the office.

      Agnes sat pert at her desk, typing frantically on a word processor. She brought her close-set eyes up to Levi and offered a sympathetic smile.

      Zara’s desk was empty. She’d been his father’s hire, a young college student. Pretty, quiet, and hard working. Levi still hadn’t gotten the full story on why she quit.

      Agnes dashed around her desk and shoved a box of folders into Levi’s waiting hands. He still hadn’t had a chance to take off his navy blazer, the Hulbert crest patch peeling from the pocket. He could stitch it back into place, but why bother? He was out of here in forty-one days, well forty if he didn’t count the graduation ceremony. Once he took off his cap and gown, and suffered through the subsequent celebratory dinner with his mother, sister, and grandmother, Levi was going to burn that Hulbert jacket in a barrel behind the gymnasium.

      “I’m sorry to make you do this.” Agnes lowered her voice, despite no one else being in the room with them. “But Jansen’s made things so difficult. He’s too busy trying to ingratiate himself into state politics, and the work’s piling up without any help. I don’t trust anyone else to be in the records room. Speaking of, you have your keys, right?”

      He patted his pants pocket. “I must’ve left them in the dorm.”

      Agnes slid a large key ring off her desk and placed it into the box. “Return it when you’re done.”

      Levi made a mental reminder to dig through his backpack for the keys. He hadn’t needed them in awhile, and so he’d forgotten where he’d put them.

      She exhaled loudly and smoothed down her skirt. “If you can get those filed, I can get the hell out of here and be off to see my sister tomorrow morning.”

      Levi cocked his brow.

      “She’s getting divorced,” she said by way of explanation.

      Levi hefted up the box. “See you in a bit.”

      The records room was down the hall, a space the size of most walk-in closets. The window, a small square with a spiderweb crack, was never opened, leaving the room smelling of old papers and dust. Levi never took comfort in the confining space. He needed to pace to burn energy, so he kept the door open, giving him the illusion of more room.

      Inside, olive drab file cabinets stood like lean soldiers, guarding precious student records—enrolled, matriculated, or expelled—for the past seven years. The faculty files were housed in the headmaster’s office.

      Levi loosened the knot in his tie and set the box on a folding chair. A breeze ruffled his blonde hair and there was a scattering of papers at his feet. He glanced up and frowned. Someone had opened the window several inches. Sure, the room could get stuffy, but no one wanted to combat a swirling mass of Xerox copies. Levi pushed the window closed, struggling with the swollen wooden frame. It shut with a thud.

      He turned his attention to the box and combed through the student files. Mostly outgoing freshmen, a few daytime kids in the upper classes, and the record for a very late transfer student.

      With everything alphabetized, the entire task took no more than twenty minutes. Levi’s fingers danced on top of the file cabinet. A white label had been affixed to the top, A-B written in faded black marker. He knew the file would be in the third drawer. He yanked it open and rummaged through the tabs. Baker. Baez. Bletchley. Brandon. Byrne.

      He removed Troy’s student folder.

      He heard footsteps outside the room and paused. This was strictly confidential information. Mostly medical reports, paid tuition bills, social security numbers, addresses, transcripts from old schools. Levi glanced at the open door before quietly nudging it closed with his shoulder.

      He tensed, thinking someone could hear him, but he chalked it up to paranoia. Troy used to say that to him a lot. “You’re always looking over your shoulder. No one’s coming for you.” And then he’d convince Levi to sneak out in the middle of the night to watch a meteor shower.

      Levi wasn’t quite so suspicious anymore, only because he knew how to be more careful.

      Every year he wondered what became of his freshman roommate. He wondered how much Troy had changed over the last three years. Would Levi recognize him? Would Troy hate him? They never spoke again after Troy got expelled.

      Levi’s palms were sweaty as he flipped open the folder and read the middle school transcripts. Levi noted the straight As, the commendations from Troy’s teachers. “He can do whatever he wants in life,” they’d written. The guidance counselor had something different to say. “Troy doesn’t put forth effort in things that don’t come naturally to him.” That was definitely something Levi remembered. But it was also something he envied. Troy wasn’t trying to become the best at everything—he just did what he wanted.

      Levi caught Troy’s address. He lived on the outskirts of Cohosh, a mansion tucked away in the woods. Levi had memorized the street and the directions to get there. On a few occasions, Levi had even driven past it. He’d never stopped, though. Not ever.

      He traced Troy’s old school photo with the tip of his finger. He wondered if Troy’s dark, wavy hair was long or short. Was he taller now? He was so tall then, even as a freshman. Taller than Levi, but most guys were. Levi came from short Eastern European stock.

      Levi closed the file. He really needed to stop this ritual—missing someone who probably didn’t waste two seconds thinking about him. Despite their relationship, their lives were better off now. Shit had gotten too real, too quick and Levi had been too unsure of himself to drag Troy down with him.

      Yeah, when Levi thought about it, he had done Troy a favor.

      Just then the door opened, causing Levi to jump. Troy’s folder fluttered to the floor, the papers sliding out on the old hardwood. Agnes stood in the doorframe, her skinny shadow stretched longer by the hall light.

      “Are you done?” she asked, slightly annoyed. “I thought I’d have more work for you, but I really need to go.”

      “Yes.” Levi crouched to gather the errant papers and hastily shoved them inside the folder. He opened up the nearest cabinet and slipped Troy’s file inside.

      Agnes held out her hand, beckoning for the key ring. Levi placed it into her palm. She locked up the records room and then said to him, “Your mom called. She said she left you messages, but you don’t call her back.”

      Levi blew out a breath. “Did she say what she wanted?”

      Agnes handed him a ten-dollar bill. “She wants you to come home for dinner tomorrow night.” Agnes bade him goodbye and then hurried toward the elevator, the clicking sound of her heels echoing off the walls.

      Levi stood in the middle of the hallway and ran his hands through his hair, reminding himself that he simply had to wait it out. Freedom would come soon enough.
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      Troy sat in the hard plastic chair, one leg crossed over the other, picking at the loose threads from where he’d cut the hem of his jeans to fit over his Doc Martens.

      Officer Jones, who Troy could now see clearly in the bright lights of the police station, was short, balding, and probably envisioning a retirement in Boca. He sat at an old metal desk, a mid-century relic, with the phone to his ear. Jones made a valiant attempt to appear like he was in charge of the conversation, but Troy had little doubt that Jerry was reaming him out on the other end of that line. Jerry was nothing if not formidable and he had little patience for bullshit. Even Troy’s.

      Jones hung up and pinched the bridge of his fleshy nose. “Well, your stepfather is on his way. Had to interrupt his work dinner. He seemed none too pleased about that.” Funny how Jones seemed very pleased about it.

      “Am I being arrested?” Troy tried to keep his voice flat and neutral. No way was he going to let this asshole get him riled up. However, it was a fair question because he hadn’t been handcuffed. Jones’s glance to the corner office where a burly man stood in a suit, sipping coffee, told Troy everything he needed to know. Jerry was going to make all this go away.

      Troy often listened to his classmates bitch about their stepparents, but he could never relate. Sure, if he wanted, he could write a 600-page encyclopedia volume on all the ways his biological father, Billy Byrne, screwed over Troy and his mother, but Jerry was nothing short of miraculous. That a man as rich and shrewd and handsome as Jerry Concord would not only embrace another guy’s kid and all the baggage he brought with him, but also treat him like the son he’d always wanted, still amazed Troy. There was no doubt in his mind that Jerry loved him. And that was what scared Troy the most—that he was easily going to lose that love once his mother and stepfather were no longer married.

      But Troy didn’t have too much time to dwell on that once Jerry stormed into the station, dressed in a light, blue sweater and gray dress slacks, and made a beeline for Jones’s desk.

      Officer Jones rose from his chair and gestured for Jerry to sit down. Jerry unhooked his pager from his belt loop, slammed it on the desk, and plopped into the cushier chair. He ran his hands through his sandy hair, and didn’t even look at Jones when he said, “I need a moment with my son.”

      Not stepson, but son. Why couldn’t Troy take solace in that?

      Jerry rested his arm on the officer’s desk, the fluorescent lights glinting off his expensive watch. He waited until Jones lumbered over to the coffee pot before hissing, “What the hell is going on, Troy? I’m at dinner and my beeper goes off. I had to call the police station. Explain.”

      Troy leaned forward and rubbed his hands over his face. “That prick brought me in because I was hanging out in the graveyard with Zach.”

      “And?” Jerry stole a glance at the officer, probably trying to get a read on him. Jerry trusted Troy, but he trusted his own instincts more.

      “And we were drinking.”

      Jerry narrowed his eyes. “Which beer?”

      “The cheap stuff, don’t worry.” Troy leaned back in the chair and smoothed down his black shirt, which was coated in white lint he didn’t know how he accumulated.

      Jerry glanced around the station. “And Zach?”

      “He took off. I should’ve done the same.”

      “Yeah, you should’ve.” Jerry closed his eyes and exhaled slowly, his face a mask of exhaustion. Troy wasn’t the only person worn down from the fighting.

      Jerry opened his eyes and peered at the man in the corner office. He patted Troy’s leg, collected his beeper, and said, “Sit tight.”

      Troy watched Jerry approach the man who, based on Troy’s understanding of Law & Order episodes, was probably the police chief or sergeant. What was Troy going to do when Jerry wasn’t there to bail him out? Troy knew he was on borrowed time. He couldn’t get himself into any more shit, not unless he had a way to get out of it on his own.

      Jones shared a laugh with another police officer, probably at Troy’s expense before he stalked back to his desk, and perched his butt on the edge of it. “Does your stepdaddy know what you are?”

      Troy pretended to take a keen interest in his fingernails rather than answer Jones’s vile question. The world was full of Jonseses—closed-minded pricks who looked at everything they couldn’t fathom with an air of disgust and fear. It was easy to dismiss men likes Jones. It was less easy when it was a classmate or so-called friend.

      Jones sucked on his teeth. “The Montgomerys are good people. Zach has a bright future.” He pointed a stubby finger at Troy. “You keep your perversions away from him.”

      A hand pressed onto Troy’s shoulder. Jerry had returned, looking like he’d aged five years in five minutes. “The fine’s paid. We can go now.”

      Troy got to his feet, his boots thumping the linoleum floor. He flipped off Jones when Jerry’s back was turned, then followed Jerry out to the BMW and climbed inside. The pager went off again. Jerry read the number and mashed his lips together into a tight line. “I’ll drop you home, then I need to return to my guest.”

      Troy wanted to ask whose phone number it was—if it was the blonde secretary—but he wasn’t really in a position to demand answers. Jerry had a way of excusing things as “business talk.” It might have been one of the reasons Troy’s mother was so angry all the time. But Jerry wasn’t a cheater. He was a good man.

      Troy said, “I’m sorry. You know it’s hard. We can’t go to Zach’s house. He can’t come to ours.”

      “He can come to our house.” Jerry stuck the key into the ignition. The engine purred.

      No, he can’t. Not if Carmen Villatoro Lopez had anything to say about it. There was a reason Troy’s first instinct was to call Jerry instead of his mother. Troy didn’t want to believe that Jerry could betray the family by doing something stupid like having an affair. Because Jerry was Troy’s only ally in their house, and Troy needed him.

      “I don’t care who you fool around with,” Jerry said. “But you have to be more careful. If you’re serious about enlisting, you can’t trust the wrong people. I was in the Navy, kiddo. I know what it can be like.”

      “I know.”

      Jerry drove out of the parking lot, away from the gloomy facade of the police station. “Honestly, Troy, I don’t think you do.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      On Saturday afternoon, Levi opened the door to his father’s study and examined the space, his shoulders tense, his stomach uneasy. He waited for Julian to hear the click of the doorknob, to swivel in his desk chair and yell at the intrusion. But the room was devoid of life, and for the first time, Levi didn’t need permission to enter. He didn’t need his father’s permission for anything, a thought that both liberated and terrified him.

      Ellen Abrams had asked Levi to come over to the house early. She was preparing dinner and she wondered if Levi could get started on the packing. The trustees weren’t going to let Levi’s mom occupy the house forever as it did not belong to them, and despite the interim status, Jansen was itching to move in.

      Unfortunately, that left Levi’s mother without a home and he had no idea where she would end up. In Aunt Carol’s Florida condo? She’d probably rather die. With Grandma in Queens? They’d kill each other.

      In fact, Levi could hear Grandma Louise in the kitchen now, bullying his mother to put the roast chicken into the oven. “If you don’t get that bird cooking, we’ll be sitting down to dinner at ten o’clock like the French,” she said. Then his sister Naomi’s voice saying, “I’ll make potatoes.”

      No one expected Levi to help in the kitchen. Not unless they wanted salmonella poisoning.

      And so here he was, in his carpenter jeans and school dress shirt, holding flattened cardboard boxes, ready to pack up his dad’s belongings and dreading the job before him. He wished Naomi would do this, but since she had cleaned out the Hulbert office, Levi was expected to do his part at home. Levi inspected the room. This would take a while.

      Bookshelves held leather-bound classics, no doubt unread. Paperweights and pens, ill-conceived Father’s Day gifts, collected dust on the desk. An antiquated globe perched on a wooden pedestal loomed in the corner. A black lockbox sat on a wooden chair in the other corner. Blood red draperies flanked the one window. It was a masculine space. Dark, cluttered, cold. Julian Abrams personified.

      Levi formed the cardboard into a box, overlapping flaps to avoid having to unearth tape. He picked up an object from the desk, an apple-shaped brass paperweight, wiped off the dust with the hem of his white undershirt, and wrapped it in crinkly newspaper. He lowered it into the box. Levi tried to imagine his desk one day. What would be on it? Who would pack up his stuff? Who would care?

      There were no framed photos of Levi and Naomi on the desk. No pictures of their mother either. Just a large calendar still on November 1994, a half rectangle of notepaper, some pens, and oddly enough, a Frank Sinatra cassette without the case. There was also a desktop computer Levi had been forbidden to touch.

      It was not forbidden now.

      He reached behind the hard drive and toggled the power switch. He pressed the button on the monitor. The computer slowly came to life. He covered the speakers with his palms to quiet the loud, melodic tones of Windows 95 and settled himself into his father’s lush leather chair with the hope no one would come looking for him.

      Last year, at Ellen’s insistence, Levi’s father had installed America Online on the desktop. Five free hours of internet, more than enough time to sink in the hook. Julian had resisted at first. It wasn’t the money he considered, but his wife hovering around his stuff. However, Levi’s mother could be persuasive, not to mention combative, if need be. “I can email my sister,” she’d said. “I won’t have to talk to her on the phone anymore.” And so that’s how Ellen Abrams got an email address.

      Levi clicked on the AOL icon and waited for the crackling, and sssshhhhing noise, and finally, ‘You’ve got mail.’

      He’d done this before over spring break, sneaked onto his father’s computer when his mother had been out. He’d entered a chatroom, his heart thrumming in his chest like he’d just won a race, and typed 18/m/PA. Age. Sex. Location. He’d found another boy like him, similar age, claiming to be from the area (Levi wasn’t stupid—people surely lied) and started a conversation, hoping the anonymous user was Troy. Or pretending he was, anyway.

      Sometimes Levi would come out to strangers. Typing the words lifted a huge weight from his chest. And since no one knew who he was online, Levi could be honest in a way he couldn’t be in real life.

      Levi heard his mother call to him from the kitchen. Was he on the computer? She needed to use the phone in the kitchen and he was tying up the line.

      Shit. He quickly shut down everything. Closed out programs. Flicked switches, pressed buttons, until the computer was dark. He went back to packing.

      He considered the objects on the desk once more before swiping his arm across the surface, shoving all the random stuff into the box, and forgoing the newspaper. Levi was sick of handling his father’s belongings with care.

      He hadn’t brought enough boxes to tackle the bookcases. He imagined hauling the books to the curb for neighbors to pick over, or dumping them in Hulbert’s recycling bins. He tackled the desk drawers instead, surprised they weren’t locked.

      The first drawer contained Hulbert student handbooks and tax returns. Levi yanked out the drawer and overturned it into the box. Some papers floated to his feet. Levi scrunched them up and shoved them into the corners. Then he closed the box and dropped it to the floor. He heard a crack, but shrugged.

      He formed another box, opened another drawer, and proceeded to dump the contents. Thwump. Papers. File folders. A dictionary. All the papers fell into the box. A thin piece of wood landed on top of the pile, and on top of that, a rectangular piece of stationery, the kind for jotting thank you notes. Levi inspected the drawer. It had a false bottom. His mom’s dresser had a similar drawer. It was where she hid her expensive jewelry when they used to go on vacation. When they used to do fun stuff as a family.

      But why would his father have one in his desk?

      Ellen appeared in the doorframe looking cross. Her fair but graying hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail, and she was rubbing at the bridge of her nose. “Were you on the computer?”

      “Just looking up something for school. Homework.”

      Levi slid the note into his back pocket, curious about what it said and wondering why it had been hidden.

      “Well, I need you to keep your grandmother occupied. She’s driving me crazy.” She glanced at the boxes.

      “Dad has a lot of stuff, but I managed to get two desk drawers packed. I’ll have to finish another time.”

      His mother crinkled her forehead. “Sure, whatever. Entertain Grandma.”

      “Can’t Naomi do it?”

      “She’s helping in the kitchen.”

      Ellen glanced up at the ceiling as if the strength to handle her mother-in-law was floating above her and all she had to do was snatch it. “Grandma leaves tomorrow.”

      “But she’ll be back,” Levi said, knowing he wasn’t helping. His father’s unveiling was soon. She’d have to return for it.

      “Don’t remind me.”

      Levi smiled sympathetically. He waited for his mother to leave before he withdrew the notecard from his back pocket and examined the penmanship. Messy. Almost illegible. But Levi could read it.

      Be with you soon. -N

      Levi didn’t have a lot of experience with romance. Well, not recent experience, at least. But to him, that one sentence, hastily written, sounded intimate. Secretive. Special.

      It read like a love note.

      And based on that closing initial, not one from his mother.

      Levi shouldn’t have been surprised that his father had secrets. But if his father had been having an affair, did that mean he was capable of love?

      Because Levi was never quite certain if his father had ever loved him.

      Julian Abrams used to say, “I can’t stand messy people.” He didn’t mean unclean or unkempt. He meant difficult, complicated, and dark. All the things Levi was, all the things he tried to hide.

      But now, Julian Abrams was gone. All that was left of him were useless paperweights and pristine books. And a family that didn’t know how to function without his instructions. And apparently, a woman whose name began with N. Who might have loved him.

      And if someone had loved him, then why would he have killed himself? Even accidentally? Why hadn’t he been more careful?
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      Troy smelled the pepián simmering before he was barely over the threshold. He could hear his mother humming in the kitchen, almost joyful, and tapping the spoon against the pot. She was probably wearing Jerry’s tailgating apron, accidentally smearing warm sauce all over the Eagles logo. It had been a while since the family had gone to a football game. If Troy had known the last time would be the last time, he would’ve appreciated it more and made Jerry spring for the ten dollar souvenir cup.

      He set his Discman on the vestibule table. He’d run seven miles this afternoon, farther than he intended, but he dreaded returning to the tension in the house. Troy’s mother could sound loud and argumentative, especially when she spoke Spanish, but it was her silences that made Troy the most uneasy. Which explained the pepián. She only prepared it on special occasions, like when Troy placed second in his first cross-country meet. Despite the savory aromas and his empty stomach, Troy wasn’t hungry. This wasn’t a special occasion she was cooking for—she was trying to soften the blow.

      “Ay, Papi, eres tú?” Carmen called from the kitchen. “Ven aca.”

      Troy pushed damp hair off his forehead and eyed an escape. If he just tiptoed up the grand staircase, would she even know? Yeah, because that fifth step squeaked.

      He exhaled and rounded the corner. His mother didn’t even turn around. She just said, “Te fuiste un buen rato.”

      “I went for a run,” he replied in English. He’d been thinking in English so he answered in English.

      “I didn’t realize you were making dinner.” He was still speaking to her back, her long dark hair cascading behind her like a curtain. She was mad and Troy guessed why.

      “I heard from the neighbor you were arrested,” she said. “She pulled up alongside me at the mailbox.”

      “I wasn’t arrested. It was a misunderstanding.” Then he clarified, “a mistake.”

      “I know what misunderstanding means.”

      “How did she even find out?”

      Carmen whirled around to face him. “I can’t believe your stepfather didn’t tell me.”

      Troy cringed. Since they got married six years ago, his mother had always referred to Jerry as Troy’s father, never step-anything. Now, suddenly, Jerry was your stepfather.

      Immediately after Troy had been expelled from Hulbert, Jerry and Carmen had sat Troy down in the formal living room to talk about what had happened while Miranda hovered in the doorway, picking at her cuticles. They wanted—no, demanded—an explanation as to how their bright, beautiful boy could get kicked out of a prestigious prep school for hiding drugs. Troy had opened and closed his mouth several times, trying to conjure excuses about how he’d been set up by another kid on the floor, how Levi didn’t come to his defense, how the headmaster held a grudge against him. But all those reasons sounded hollow and so Troy said the only real thing he could in that moment: “I’m gay.” Carmen blinked rapidly and when Jerry reached for her hand, she snatched it away and then rose from the leather sectional. She stormed out of the living room with Miranda on her heels. Miranda pleaded for Troy, appealing to their mother in Spanish, but it was pointless. Carmen had put up a wall between herself and her son. The only thing she had said to him was, “I don’t want to know this,” which Troy took to mean, “I don’t want to know you.”

      Carmen turned her attention back to the pepián. “I don’t know how the woman found out.”

      If Miranda had been here, she would’ve called Carmen a bitch to her face. Troy would never do that. Instead, he said, “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      That she should understand. After all, she came of age in a country where the police kidnapped the citizens they were supposed to protect. Her faith in the law, even in America, was shaky at best.

      “Yes, but now there’s gossip. The neighbors whispering about this family. About you.” She cast the spoon into the pot like she was disgusted with it, with the food, with Troy. She wiped her hands on her apron. “That boy is not allowed near this house.”

      He didn’t point out that this was precisely why he got in trouble in the first place.

      “Okay,” he said, holding up his hands in surrender. When his mother didn’t respond, Troy retreated to his bedroom. Perhaps the pepián had not been prepared for him. It was not meant to be sugar accompanying bad news. Maybe his mother was missing Guatemala, or maybe she was trying to comfort herself against the injustices that were her life now. Troy didn’t know and he didn’t care.

      Sometimes Troy thought Miranda had it right when she ran away.

      Not even bothering to take off his sneakers, he leaned his head back on his pillow, rested his lean legs on the bedspread, and closed his eyes.

      Troy awoke some time after seven o’clock to his phone ringing. His room was pitch dark with only the hall light sneaking through the gap underneath his closed door. He rubbed his face, untangled himself from his plaid blanket, and scrambled over his pillow to grab the phone off his nightstand.

      “Hello?” His voice came out groggy and uneven. His leg muscles ached. Troy regretted the nap.

      “Little bro?”

      He sat up, suddenly alert. “Miranda?”

      “Yeah, dude.”

      Troy heard the buzzing of voices in the background. And music. Madonna? Troy pressed his fingers into his eyes. His sister calling was disorienting. “It’s been forever.”

      “Yeah.”

      “What do you want?” He didn’t mean to sound cold, but it seemed odd that the minute he thought about her, she should call. As if by sorcerer’s summoning.

      Troy rose from the bed, intending to pace his room, but the cord wouldn’t stretch. He turned on the light switch, flooding the room with a bright glow. He squinted, waiting for his eyes to adjust. There was so much to talk about, but he could only think of one thing. “Where are you?”

      “My place. I live near the community college. It’s noisy downstairs.” She sounded like she was taking a deep breath or smoking a cigarette. “I heard you got busted in the old Cohosh graveyard.”

      “How did you hear about that?”

      “I have a friend who works in the police department. He’s a clerk or something. Anyway, he saw that your last name matched my last name and asked me about it. I have to admit I was surprised. I thought you were always a goody-goody.”

      “I got expelled from boarding school,” said Troy flatly.

      “Yeah, but you didn’t have anything to do with it. That prick headmaster had it out for you from the start.”

      Troy didn’t argue, not because he disagreed with her, but because he didn’t want to talk about Hulbert or Abrams since the conversation would inevitably turn to Levi.

      Troy heard her slam something closed. A window? And then blessed silence.

      “That’s better,” she said, as if Troy had been the disruptive one. “Anyway, I thought we could meet up. You know, hang out. Like we used to.”

      Whose sister was this? He and Miranda had never hung out. She was three years older, and they had nothing in common. When Troy came home from Hulbert, she was already partying hard, sleeping at strangers’ houses, and sneaking out.

      “Wait, you live near the community college? In Cohosh?” She was only fifteen minutes away. “For how long?”

      “A little less than a year,” she said, and Troy could sense her shame. She should’ve contacted him a long time ago. He’d needed her a long time ago. “I’m taking classes now and volunteering in town. I’m trying to be better.”

      Better than what? He slid down the side of his bed, where the phone cord had plenty of slack, and stretched his legs in front of him. “What about seeing Mom and Jerry?”

      She didn’t respond right away. Troy imagined her taking a drag on the cigarette, buying time. “I ran into Mom a few months ago, by accident. She’s still pissed at me. Anyway, for now, let it just be us. Okay?”

      Troy needed a moment to squash down his temper. His mother knew Miranda was living nearby and hadn’t told him. Carmen had some nerve getting snippy with him.

      “Troy, you there?”

      “Yeah,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Can you meet me at Heddy’s on Tuesday? I know one of the line cooks, Raúl. He’ll hook us up with free food. He owes me one.”

      Troy shook his head, even though he knew Miranda couldn’t see him. “I don’t know.”

      “Seriously?”

      Shit at home was so weird. He only had a few more weeks before he graduated and got the hell out of here. Did he really want to start everything up with his sister again? Did he want to give his mother another reason to yell? “I’m enlisting soon,” he said, as if that explained everything.

      “Navy? Like Jerry?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s great.” She didn’t sound like she meant it.

      “I’m leaving at the end of the summer.”

      “All the more reason to catch up. Come on. I have a lot to tell you. Shit you won’t believe. It’s important I see you.” She reminded Troy of when they were younger and she’d make up tall tales about the crazy stuff she used to do.

      “Fine. But, not Heddy’s. Too many Hulbert boys hang out there.”

      “Not at lunch time. They’re at school.”

      “I have school, too.”

      She sighed. “Can’t you skip? It’s free food!”

      That was typical Miranda. Asking him to ditch school, screw the consequences, only they were his consequences to face. “I already skipped yesterday and I’m in enough trouble, as you heard.”

      “Come on, it’s the end of the year.”

      Troy exhaled slowly. His sister had abandoned him. But he was leaving soon. If he didn’t see her now, he’d never see her. Maybe she had changed. And he could use a sister, somebody to visit when he was on shore leave. “How about Wednesday? I have a half-day, some teacher in-service. One o’ clock?”

      Miranda hesitated. Perhaps she was checking her social calendar. Or purposefully being a pain in the ass. “Miranda?”

      Finally, she said, “Yeah. Okay. I’ll make that work. Later, gator.” And she hung up. Just like that. Troy stared at the phone. He could still hear the dial tone.

      His mother knocked on the door before nudging it wide open with her slipper. She brought him a cloth napkin, and a plate of chicken and rice smothered in pepián. She set the food on his nightstand. “Quién llamó?”

      He should tell her if only to see her expression when he said Miranda’s name. But he was too much of a coward to contend with the fallout. “No one,” he said.

      Carmen nodded. She wouldn’t ask a follow-up question. After all, she didn’t want to know about his life. She made that clear often enough. Although that didn’t stop her from berating Jerry about how he coddled him. That’s why they fought so much. Because of Troy.

      “Jerry’s going to move out. I thought you should know.”

      Troy nodded. There really wasn’t anything for him to say.

      His mother then disappeared into the hallway. He heard the soft click of her bedroom door closing.

      Troy couldn’t understand the women in his life. His mother and his sister both seemed content on their own while he couldn’t stomach solitude for more than a few hours. Troy despised how needy he was for company, which was why he spent time with Zach even though he barely acknowledged him at school.

      Speaking of, that asshole hadn’t even called and apologized. Not that Troy should accept it. As Jerry said, Troy had to stop trusting the wrong people. Starting with insecure baseball players who left him in the lurch. Troy felt certain the list would grow longer in time.
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      At Grandma’s urging, they gathered in the dining room. She opened the china cabinet and read the shelves, scanning from top to bottom. She frowned. “Where are the brass candlesticks? The ones Sylvia bought you for your wedding?”

      Levi’s mother was setting the table with her fine Noritake, a rarity since the delicate plates needed to be washed by hand, but Grandma insisted.

      “We’ve never used those candlesticks,” Ellen said. “They’re for show.”

      “They’re for Shabbos,” Grandma pointed out.

      Levi bit back a laugh. Even when his father was alive, the family never observed Shabbat. Despite Levi being born from two Jewish parents who came from two Jewish parents who came from two Jewish parents and so on all the way back to Russia, the Abramses were hardly religious. They went to temple for the High Holidays, and ate matzah during Passover, but usually wound up ordering a pizza before the week was up—with strict instructions not to tell Grandma that last part.

      Once a teacher singled Levi out in class, asking him if he’d had family perish in the Holocaust. He used that word, too—perish. Levi was stunned. He said, “No, but my great-grandma was nearly raped by a Cossack. Does that work for you?” Then it was his teacher’s turn to look stunned.

      Ellen sighed, not even trying to hide her exasperation from her mother-in-law. “Louise, it’s only a chicken dinner.”

      Grandma settled into the dining room chair with a huff. “I thought it would be nice to honor Julian’s memory with some candles.” She hesitated for a moment, then said, “I can’t believe Julian—”

      “I don’t want to discuss it,” Ellen said, her voice teetering on the edge. “I told you that.”

      Naomi smiled to break the tension and then reached for a serving spoon. “I’ll make you a plate, Grandma. Do you want potatoes?”

      Leave it to Naomi to try and facilitate harmony in a disharmonious house. Levi admired his sister’s effort even if he thought it was a waste of energy. But that’s why Julian always liked her best. Naomi with her positive attitude and relentless drive seemed more like the child Julian Abrams wanted than Levi ever did.

      Ellen sat in a chair and poured herself a giant glass of merlot. It was almost comical the way she moved the bottle of wine up and down like a bartender did. Apparentlyb his mother had stopped giving a shit about accepting Julian’s death in any kind of healthy manner. Levi wished he could do the same.

      Abrams family dinners were no less awkward with Julian gone.

      Ellen glanced at Levi expectantly. “The Mercedes running okay?”

      “Why shouldn’t it be okay?” Grandma asked. “Julian took care of his things.”

      His things, maybe. His family not so much.

      Levi picked at his salad, trying to eat around the black olives he detested, but their juice had already contaminated the lettuce in bitter brine. “The car’s fine. I brought it in for an oil change.” Levi didn’t mention that he rarely drove his father’s old car because it still smelled like him—a mixture of cigarettes, which his father used to sneak, and Paco Rabanne cologne. Levi couldn’t wash out the reminders, so he preferred to leave the car in the Hulbert student lot and walk everywhere.

      Grandma inspected water stains on her fork before saying, “Naomi, dear, how’d you do this semester?”

      Naomi tapped the edge of their mother’s china with her fork, signaling to Levi to scrape the olives onto her plate. She tucked a strand of dark blonde hair behind her ear and then stabbed each olive individually, savoring them one by one. Levi contained his disgust.

      “Um, pretty good, I think. I’ll find out my final grades in a week or two.”

      Naomi had recently finished her sophomore year at the University of Pennsylvania. She was pre-med, a major their father had called admirable but that Levi suspected was not Naomi’s first choice. Levi saw her date planner once. She marked each passing day with a big X as if she was counting down time. But to what, he didn’t know.

      Levi considered how few family meals he had left in this house. Would he miss the dining room with its floral wallpaper and metallic accents, the edges peeling in spots? The antique buffet inherited from a great aunt? Oil paintings the Abrams bought on vacation that looked expensive but weren’t? A walnut table and chairs with mauve cushioned seats? A brass light fixture with five bulbs illuminating soft, white light?

      Formal.

      Proper.

      Fake.

      Abrams.

      No, he wouldn’t miss it.

      “Go easy on that wine, Ellen,” said Grandma.

      Levi’s mother tossed back her glass.

      No shits.

      Naomi kicked Levi under the table to get his attention. “Did you ever call Stacy?”

      “Huh?” Levi took a slice of bread from the basket.

      “Stacy. Becky’s sister. Remember I got you her number?” Naomi watched Levi make quick use of the butter. Naomi was always maintaining her weight, and it infuriated her to see him slather on calories and fat and shove them in his mouth. Levi considered it retribution for all the awful matchmaking she attempted with him.

      “I didn’t call her,” he said truthfully.

      “Stacy? Is that a Jewish name?” asked Grandma.

      “I don’t know,” Naomi said quickly.

      Grandma said, “What’s the last name?”

      “Fisher.”

      She considered this. “Could go either way.”

      “Who’s Becky?” Ellen asked.

      “Not Becky. Stacy.” Naomi directed her gaze at her brother. “And why not?”

      Levi’s brain churned for an excuse. “School’s ending.”

      Naomi spooned another portion of salad onto her plate. “So?”

      He wouldn’t have to endure this much longer. “I’ll think about it.”

      “What’s to think about?” Grandma asked. “Go on the date. Otherwise, people are going to think you’re a faygeleh.”

      “Louise!” Ellen barked.

      “What?” Grandma put her wrinkled hand to her mouth and whispered, “Myra Baum’s grandson is gay. The poor woman found out right before she had an angiogram. She’s lucky she’s didn’t die.”

      “Why are you whispering?” Ellen asked. “Myra’s not here.”

      “Anyway,” Naomi cut in, “You should call her, set up a date for Friday.”

      “I have plans,” Levi said.

      Naomi tipped her water glass in Levi’s direction. “Hanging out with Todd Dierks is not plans.”

      “Who’s Todd Dicks?” Grandma asked.

      “Dierks,” Levi clarified, nearly choking on a piece of chicken. “And he’s my roommate.”

      “Dierks? Is that Dutch?” said Grandma.

      Levi ignored this. He and Naomi had never been close, but recently she took an interest in his romantic life, and she’d become a bloodsucking tick digging into his scalp. He attempted to deflect. “Why is it so important to you that I take her out?”

      “I don’t understand why you won’t,” Naomi said.

      His mother smiled kindly and patted her son’s hand. “Levi, it might be good to socialize outside of Hulbert. Take your mind off things.”

      It’s not like Levi had never dated girls. He had. He wanted to like girls. He wished he liked girls. Things would be so much easier if only he was attracted to girls. But he wasn’t.

      There was a never a moment where Levi imagined coming out to his mother. For one thing, she’d sob and bemoan not having grandkids or more likely, she’d decry that he would inevitably contract AIDS and die in hospice like Tom Hanks in Philadelphia. He was scared enough as it was. But also it felt so personal as if Levi was announcing to the world, “I like to fuck guys!” He didn’t need the validation that his mom probably thought he was a pervert. At least she couldn’t say he was going to hell since Jews didn’t believe in hell. Or so, he didn’t think. Who the fuck knew?

      There would be no declarations tonight. He sipped his water, wishing that in the time it took the liquid to travel down his throat, everyone would’ve moved on from this topic of conversation. He glanced at his sister, her brows raised expectantly. No dice. Fine. He would make them happy for now.

      He proclaimed, “I’ll call Stacy.”

      Naomi sat back and crossed her arms over her chest. Smug. Even Grandma was smiling.

      The tension dissipated a bit. Everyone got off his back. Levi picked at the string bean casserole, his appetite waning.

      His sister leaned into him and whispered, “You know who got arrested last night? Troy Byrne. Got busted for drinking in the cemetery or something. Can you believe it, Levi?”

      Levi dropped his fork.
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      On Wednesday, Troy showed up to Heddy’s Luncheonette shortly before one o’clock, just as he’d promised. But Miranda wasn’t there.

      Figured she’d be late.

      Troy took a seat by the grimy windows, where it was easier to spot his sister or Hulbert boys just in case, and waited. He absently twirled a sticky sugar container as he read the menu.

      A waitress with bleached hair came by and withdrew a notepad from her apron. “What can I get you?”

      Troy glanced up. “Grilled cheese with tomato, and a Coke.”

      She wrote down his order and tucked the pad into a pocket. She went to retrieve both menus, but he stopped her. “My sister’s coming.”

      The waitress nodded and left Troy to sit alone. He wished he’d brought a book. He had a few chapters left in The Stranger to read for English Lit, a story he found mildly interesting and wholly depressing at the same time. If everything was meaningless, then what was the point of anything? It was a book Levi would’ve connected to on some level.

      Troy spotted a few Hulbert boys across the street, their navy blazers and striped red ties giving them away. He didn’t recognize any of them. Based on their slight frames and boyish faces, they were probably freshmen, the same age as Troy when he got expelled almost exactly three years ago. For hiding someone else’s pot. He wondered why these boys weren’t in class. Was the rest of Hulbert en route? He knew he shouldn’t have agreed to meet Miranda here.

      But it was so easy to let his sister get her way. She’d always been so determined that he was never able to talk her out of anything. She was a walking afterschool special. Miranda was smart, but never a good student. Jerry, with all his wealth, got her tutoring and private lessons. He paid for SAT courses and college counselors. He was desperate to get her a high school diploma while Carmen wrung her hands, grumbling about her good-for-nothing daughter who was given everything and wasted it all.

      Only, Miranda liked to hang out with the stoners and the losers. Troy once told her that she was no better than their deadbeat father, Billy, and she threw a textbook at his head.

      Shortly before Miranda’s possible graduation, Troy caught his sister with one foot out her window, straddling the ledge. She was reaching her fingers toward the branch of the oak tree, hoping to scale it, a backpack slung over her shoulder.

      “Where are you going?” Troy asked. His heart sped up and his eyes flitted toward the door. Should he call for Jerry? His parents were sleeping. It had to be after midnight.

      “Shit,” she said. “Why are you awake?”

      Troy realized she had planned to leave without saying goodbye, and he felt wounded. “Answer my question first or I’ll yell.”

      She sighed. “I want to live my own life.”

      “You’re going to break Mom’s heart.” And mine, but he didn’t say that.

      She shrugged and glanced down at the ground, testing its distance. “She’ll be okay. She has you and Jerry. She doesn’t need me.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Please don’t tell them. Or at least, give me a head start.”

      Troy weighed this. “You want to leave that badly? You can’t think of one reason to stay here?”

      She shook her head. “It’s nothing personal. I just need to get away. You’ll understand one day.”

      Levi. Billy Byrne. Now, Miranda. Was no one willing to stick around for Troy? “Do what you want,” he told her.

      “Troy—”

      Troy unclasped the gold cross from his neck, a gift his abuela had sent Carmen when he was a baby, and handed it to her. “Take this.”

      “What am I going to do with it?”

      Troy shrugged. “Wear it to remember me or pawn it for money. I don’t care.” He stepped away from the window. Then he said, “I’ll see you around.”

      Miranda laughed. “What does that mean?”

      It means ‘I love you.’ That’s what he and Levi used to say to each other when they couldn’t say the truth. It sounded innocuous when, for them, it was loaded with meaning. “Be smart, all right?”

      Miranda said nothing, just grinned. She was getting her way. She kissed his cheek, then dropped to the ground. Troy leaned over the ledge and watched her run down the long driveway and climb into a waiting car.

      Everyone always left. In a few months, Troy would leave too.

      He glanced at his watch, and the cold plate of food in front of him. He realized that Miranda was now thirty minutes late, and not likely to come.

      Hulbert boys started trickling in, and the last thing he wanted was to spot a familiar face. He decided not to wait for the check, instead electing to leave ten bucks to cover his sandwich, soda, and tip.

      Troy’s lips curled in disgust. Miranda was probably sleeping off a bender and forgot she’d agreed to meet him. He wanted to scream at her and tell her this was the last time he was going to believe a goddamn word she said.

      I have a lot to tell you. Shit you won’t believe. It’s important I see you.

      Okay, then why hadn’t she shown?

      Troy considered leaving. Going home. Screening her phone calls from here on out, but he was too wound up. Too angry at the world. Miranda had said something about a friend named Raúl who worked in the back. Maybe he knew where she lived.

      Troy would find his sister, if only to tell her that he was done with her bullshit. He grabbed his wallet, slid it in his pocket, and headed toward the kitchen.
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      Levi unknotted his tie and slid the silky fabric from his neck. He shoved that and his blazer inside his backpack, and hustled up the stairs to the public library.

      Hulbert had an incredible collection of books fueled by rich donors—Levi’s father had made sure of that—but Levi wasn’t exactly in town to study. Although final exams were pending, he’d sort of slacked off in his classes. He was already accepted to Temple University and Grandma said she’d pay for whatever college he wanted, provided he didn’t major in something frivolous like art history. “I’m not paying for you to be homeless when you graduate,” she’d said.

      That was fine. Levi wanted to study international relations, which Grandma seemed to be cool with. “You can work in an embassy,” she said. Sure. Preferably one on the other side of the world.

      Regardless, Hulbert students had been dismissed early today, something about staff meetings and end-of-the-semester reports. Levi barely listened. Instead, he walked to town knowing that Joe would likely be shelving books for the next three hours. He worked two jobs, one at the library and the other at a tow company. There was no way Levi was going to show up at the garage, and so the library became their agreed-upon meeting spot for clandestine hookups.

      Levi adjusted the strap on his backpack before meandering through the mystery section and pushing open the heavy door that led to the second floor. He peeked in every row until he spotted Joe’s dark brown mop, his head bent over a cart full of books, running his fingers over the spines.

      Levi sidled down the stack, his footsteps quiet on the carpet. He thought he might startle Joe until the boy glanced up with a smile. “I saw the Blazer Brigade on my way to work today. All that tuition money and you’re never in class.”

      “Whatever, I go for free,” Levi said, leaning against the shelves, careful not to nudge the books, not wanting to make a mess. He crossed his arms over his chest and then wagged his brows suggestively. Troy used to say Levi could express more emotion using the arch of his eyebrows than he could with actual words. He glanced at the storage room.

      Joe twisted his wrist to check the time. “I have lunch in ten minutes.”

      “Okay,” said Levi. “I’ll come back.”

      “No, stay. Tell me about your weekend.”

      “Pfft.” He did not want to talk about his weekend. That was the whole reason he was here, so he could forget about his family and the bullshit. “It was fine.”

      “Really?”

      Levi shrugged. “I have nothing to report.”

      Joe made a noise of disbelief, but then he launched into a story about the drama surrounding his sister’s sweet sixteen party.

      Levi checked out. Instead he thought about when he was thirteen and he had suddenly acquired a girlfriend. Amanda. They had fourth period French together. She had curly hair, a perm. One minute, she had straight hair, then the next day she came into school with curls so tight she looked like a poodle. But she had a sweet round face and braces. And she liked Levi. For a little while, at least, until she broke up with him for being too quiet. “You’re not a lot of fun,” she’d said. “You never talk.”

      What was he supposed to say to her? She wasn’t into Nintendo or Star Wars. She didn’t own one U2 album. And no one wanted to hear him talk about his father’s moodiness or his mother’s obsession with keeping the house clean or his sister’s constant cheerful chirping that drove him insane.

      What did his father always say to him? No one likes a complainer.

      As Joe described in perfect detail the issues surrounding his sister’s guest list, Levi realized for the first time that he might have understood where his father was coming from. Because all Levi wanted to do was have fun. He wanted to pop into that storage room closet and get off, and then go about his business. He did not want to hear about Joe’s trivial problems.

      “Are you listening to me?” asked Joe.

      Levi sneaked a glance at Joe’s watch. “Hey, it’s time for your break.”

      Joe sighed. “Did you hear anything I said?”

      Levi waved his hand in the air. “Yeah, your sister’s party.” He tugged lightly on Joe’s shirt. “Come on. Let’s go. You only get twenty minutes. It’s gonna get crowded in here once the middle school lets out.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Levi chewed his bottom lip. “What question?”

      “Do you want to come to her party?”

      “God no,” Levi said harshly, without thinking. “I mean, you know the deal. We’re not… I’m not…we’re having fun. That’s it.”

      Joe pushed Levi off. “You’re having fun. I’m getting annoyed.”

      “You’re getting attached,” Levi countered.

      “Why’s that so bad?” Joe furrowed his brow.

      “I’m leaving for college in three months.”

      A girl in a St. Luke’s uniform appeared at the end of the row, searching the shelves for a book and giving up when she couldn’t find it. Levi immediately widened the space between him and Joe.

      “Go back to Hulbert, Levi. I’m done with closet cases.”

      “I’m not a closet case,” Levi said, louder than he intended. Then he whispered, “I told you I never wanted a boyfriend.”

      “No, you just wanted a hookup. Listen, it was fun until it wasn’t. And now, we’re done.” Joe waited expectantly, either for Levi to leave or to change his mind.

      Levi turned to go and then Joe said, “One day, Levi, you’re going to want a relationship and then you might actually have to be a decent human being.”

      Levi stared at Joe for a second, wondering if he could salvage this. He could go to Joe’s sister’s party. They could be exclusive. But Levi was never going to invite Joe to meet his family. He was never going to invite him up to his college for the weekend. And admittedly, it might’ve been because Levi was a closet case, but more than that—Joe wasn’t Troy.

      And Levi had screwed that up big time.

      “Take care, Joe,” Levi said. And then he left.
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      Troy hitched the strap of his backpack up on his shoulder and moved toward the kitchen with purpose. If he looked like he belonged, then no one would stop him, and with his light brown skin, he wasn’t too worried he appeared out of place. Most of the guys who worked in Cohosh’s restaurant kitchens were Latino.

      He pushed open the swinging door and headed into the back. Regetón was playing loudly from a radio perched on a shelf above a steaming grill. A man in a hairnet wrestled with a hose as he sprayed down tubs of dirty dishes. The line cooks chatted animatedly in Spanish, some shuffling their feet to the music. There was laughter as the men lobbed jokes back and forth.

      Troy made eye contact with a short man with dark hair under a white cap, who was separating cheese slices into small metal tubs. He addressed the man in Spanish, told him he was looking for Raúl.

      The guy cocked his black brow, clearly surprised to see this tall boy in his designer jeans and flea market David Bowie concert T-shirt in the kitchen, speaking Spanish with a Guatemalan accent. Troy was prepared for a confused look, but instead the man said, “¿Un amigo?”

      Sure, thought Troy. I’m a friend. He nodded.

      The man jutted his thumb toward the back of the kitchen.

      Troy thanked him before walking past the line and finding a skinny guy in a long white apron chopping heads of lettuce.

      “¿Raúl?”

      “Sí.”

      “Soy Troy Byrne. Mi hermana es Miranda.”

      Raúl paused in his work and smiled. “Ah, sí. Miranda. ¿Como está ella?”

      “No sé,” Troy said. “No la he visto. ¿Y usted?”

      Raúl wiped at his brow with the back of his gloved hand. He claimed he hadn’t seen Miranda in three days.

      Troy asked him if that was unusual.

      Raul nodded and then pointed to the ceiling. “Ella vive arriba. La veo cada día.”

      “¿Cúal apartamento?”

      “3F.”

      Troy stared through the small square window in the kitchen door and saw hoards of Hulbert students invading the luncheonette. He swallowed a lump. He wondered if there was another way to reach Miranda’s apartment rather than having to walk past all those guys.

      Raúl seemed to read his mind. He pointed to a door that had been propped open for air circulation, except the fresh air was tinged with the stench from the dumpsters out back.

      “Puedes salir por atrás,” Raúl said.

      Troy smiled gratefully and headed outside.

      The thick gray door that led to the apartments above Heddy’s was unlocked, which probably didn’t bode well for the residents.

      Troy ran up the dark staircase, his hand sliding over a bannister with chipped paint. He spotted white labels with scrawled names in the doorknockers. Diaz. Philips. O’Keefe.

      He ascended the stairs quicker now. Ortega. Hickey. And one that just read, Fuck off. As he climbed to the top, he spotted a door plastered with decals for bands—Radiohead, Metallica, R.E.M. And Bowie! In blue Sharpie marker. He didn’t need to see the hastily drawn Byrne, or 3F, to know this was her place.

      Troy knocked lightly at first, but then he pounded the door with his fist. “Miranda! It’s me! Open up! Miranda!” On a hunch, he tried the doorknob, which twisted easily in his hand.

      Who didn’t lock their door in this neighborhood?

      He pushed the door wide open, and stepped inside.

      Miranda’s apartment had been ransacked.

      Troy checked the hallway for spying neighbors before he stepped inside. At first, he hoped he wasn’t in the right place. As he walked the perimeter of the one-room apartment, he sidestepped piles of textbooks, broken dishes, an overturned side table, couch cushions with shredded orange foam, and pillows with no cases. The galley kitchen cabinets were all opened. Cereal boxes lay on their sides, the plastic bag of Cheerios cut open and dumped on the counter.

      No, this couldn’t be her place. But then Troy crouched down and found Miranda’s collection of Bowie albums. Old records they’d inherited from Billy, the only thing of value their father had ever left his kids.

      Then he found a photograph of him and his sister apple picking, their arms draped over each other as they stood on a hilltop, pops of red and gold behind them. Troy was only ten years old in this picture—Miranda, an awkward but pretty thirteen. Troy unzipped his backpack and dropped the photo in the front pocket. He’d give it back to Miranda when he saw her again.

      Clothes were strewn about—jeans with rips in the knees, T-shirts with logos, and a black apron of the kind waitresses wore. He checked the pockets and found a business card for someone at the local newspaper. Troy took that, too. As he rummaged through her belongings, he unearthed the answering machine, its red light blinking furiously. He pressed play.

      A male voice growled, “I know what you’re thinking. Let’s talk about the money—” The machine cut off. Thinking about what? And what money?

      Troy rubbed his hand over his face. What the hell did his sister get herself into?

      I’m trying to be better.

      Yeah, right.

      Clearly, someone had trashed her place searching for cash or drugs. He imagined a million scenarios on how she acquired either of those things, and none of them ended well. If Miranda had been smart, she took off before someone hurt her—or worse. If she’d been stupid…well, Troy didn’t want to think about that.

      Something felt off to him.

      He went to the closet, the door already ajar. Everything that had been on a shelf was now on the floor, or in the case of a pair of red heels, tossed on the bed. But Troy was looking for ski boots. It was Miranda who had taught him that hiding spot. People didn’t want to shove their hands inside a stranger’s stinky boots. Shoe boxes. Under the mattress. Freezers, even. But not inside shoes. Why? “Shoes are so ubiquitous,” she had said. (Troy had to look up the word.) “People don’t pay attention to the things they see all the time.”

      Troy found the white boots atop a pile of sweaters. Jerry had taken Miranda and Troy skiing a few times, buying them fancy jackets and gear, but Troy hated the cold, preferring hot cocoa to freezing wind. “It’s because of your Guatemalan blood,” his mother had joked. Troy couldn’t argue. Winters in the Poconos were six months long, easy. But he kept those ski boots in his closet just in case he needed to squirrel away something valuable.

      Troy shoved his hand inside one of Miranda’s boots, expecting to uncover the wad of cash the perpetrator couldn’t find. Money and drugs were usually the only reasons worth trashing an apartment for. But instead, he found two strips of photo negatives with six frames each. He held them up to the light, squinting at the black and reddish images. He saw silhouettes of men and familiar buildings. Hulbert? He’d need to get these developed to see anything clearly.

      He exhaled slowly, his brain spinning out possibilities. Could these negatives be what the bad guy was looking for? And if, so, why? What was the value in these?

      Troy rose from the floor and checked the bathroom. Miranda’s toothbrush sat in a blue ceramic cup. And he hadn’t found her wallet or purse. So she must’ve run off, but wasn’t prepared to be gone long. These weren’t great signs.

      Troy’s first instinct was to call the police. He could file a report. The cops would find her, wouldn’t they? But just thinking about the police, the way Jones had hauled him into the precinct, sneering at him, Does your stepdaddy know what you are? made him want to vomit. What if the cops didn’t take him seriously? Or didn’t care? Miranda had a record of her own. And if she had done something criminal, Troy would be responsible for her going to jail. He couldn’t stomach it.

      Besides, he wasn’t positive she was missing. She just wasn’t here.

      He surveyed the apartment, the sea of stuff strewn about. It was for the best that his sister wasn’t here. Whoever had destroyed her place had done so violently. If they caught her...again, he didn’t want to finish that thought.

      Troy decided he would talk to Jerry first. Jerry would know what to do, and he could go to the cops. But then Troy remembered that Jerry wasn’t home. Carmen had kicked him out. Okay, so then Jerry would be Plan B. The cops, Plan C. Troy decided he’d be Plan A. Maybe this was all worse than it seemed. He could ask a few questions, get some information before he talked to his stepfather. Jerry was under a lot of pressure with work and the impending divorce, if it came to that. The least Troy could do was figure out some of this on his own.

      Troy heard a gentle knock. Raúl stood in the doorframe, looking around nervously. “¿Que pasó aquí?”

      Troy shrugged before secretly shoving the negatives into his backpack.

      “¿Algo mal?” Raúl asked.

      Troy hoped not. He sighed and asked Raúl about the favor he owed Miranda, remembering what his sister had told him over the phone.

      Raúl said that Miranda had given him money to help his family.

      “Cúanto?”

      “$500.”

      Troy asked Raúl if he knew where the money had come from.

      Raúl attempted a guess. “¿The Steak Knife? Su trabajo.” His lips quivered a bit. “¿Por mi culpa está en problemas?”

      Troy didn’t think Raul had anything to do with this. Miranda had never been known for making smart decisions. She’d never hung out with upstanding people. If anything, Miranda had always been drawn to lowlifes, drunks, druggies, and plain old trouble. If anything, she’d caused Raúl problems, not the other way around.

      She was running and it was her own doing that was chasing her. Probably. He hoped.

      Troy decided he would go to the Steak Knife and ask some questions. Maybe Miranda’s boss knew where she was. Maybe he could find her and not raise any flags.

      Without thinking he spoke to Raúl in English, “Don’t worry. I’m sure she’s fine.”

      Raúl hustled after Troy as they hurried down the stairs, insisting Troy come back to Heddy’s when he found his sister. Raúl seemed like a good guy, and it relieved Troy to know his sister had helped him out. But he didn’t trust Miranda’s judgment. For every good deed she did, she probably did two bad ones to set her back.

      Troy had been so caught up in his own plans that he didn’t see the guy until he smacked right into him. When he pulled away, all apologies, Troy realized he was staring into the light blue eyes of one Levi Abrams.
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      Levi staggered back, not sure if it was the impact of colliding torsos or his shock at seeing Troy’s face that sent him reeling. Possibly a mixture of both.

      “Troy?” Levi said his name like a question but there was no doubt in his mind who he was staring at. Troy Byrne had grown in three years. He was lean but muscular, his shoulders broader and his dark hair longer and curlier than Levi had remembered. His eyes though, were still that weird, swirling mixture of green and brown that Levi could never quite make sense of.

      Levi couldn’t breathe.

      Troy wouldn’t look at him, his gaze hyper-focused on a pink splotch of old bubblegum on the sidewalk. He was working his jaw as if he was building up to a tirade. Troy had every right to be angry. It wasn’t as if Levi didn’t deserve a verbal smackdown.

      Levi decided to head Troy off first. “How’ve you been? What are you up to?” Although they didn’t live far apart, Levi had never seen Troy out in the wild. Levi was never quite sure if that was dumb luck or karmic punishment. Could’ve been either.

      Levi wanted to step closer to Troy, to close the gap, but he felt self-conscious. The town was a bustle of activity—not uncommon for a Wednesday afternoon, but he still found it incredibly distracting. Middle school girls passed them, their arms linked through their elbows, giggling. A driver struggled to parallel park his pickup truck. A heavy man in a Knicks jersey wrangled the three dogs he was walking. And then there were the campaign volunteers on either side of the street calling out to pedestrians, desperate to survey people on abortion, taxes, and gay rights. It was all too much.

      Levi grabbed Troy by the sleeve and led him into the alley between the luncheonette and the pharmacy. He attempted to refocus. “I’m sorry. So, what’s going on?”

      Troy adjusted the strap on his backpack and shifted his weight, although he still couldn’t make eye contact. “I’m checking on my sister.”

      “Is she okay?” Levi remembered Miranda, specifically when they had moved into the freshman dorm. She had murmured an appreciation over his U2 cassettes and said he had nice eyes.

      “I don’t know.” Troy sounded flustered, or maybe it was frustration that Levi sensed. “I really don’t have time to explain,” Troy continued as he combed his fingers through his hair. Levi remembered this. Whenever Troy was tense, he’d obsessively run his hands through his hair until his dark waves stood up into a kind of stress poof.

      “You can’t spare a few minutes to catch up?” asked Levi.

      “No,” Troy said sharply before softening his voice. “I heard about your old man. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” Levi said, not feeling the slightest bit okay. But he wasn’t about to invite Troy to his pity party. He wasn’t that pathetic. Although if Troy felt bad for him, he might not get angry with him. That could be a worthwhile trade-off.

      Troy leaned against an old painted tobacco ad still visible on the red brick. “I was surprised to hear about it.” He finally looked at Levi. “I read it in the newspapers.”

      “It took a while for that to die down.” Levi cringed. “No pun intended. Anyway, what about you? Everything okay with your parents?”

      “Yeah, totally.” Troy didn’t sound fine either.

      It was obvious that they were both lying.

      Just then Troy reached out and fussed with a button on Levi’s shirt. Levi’s pulse jumped, certain he was about to be set on fire, until Troy dropped his hand. And Levi felt like the electricity that had started his heart had now short-circuited. Total blackout.

      Troy kicked a can that lay near a gutter pipe. “I can’t stand here and talk to you right now.”

      “I know, you have to go.” Levi schooled his voice to make him appear unaffected, but there was no way he could sound anything other than disappointed. “Where are you headed, anyway?”

      Troy bit his lip, and Levi could tell that he was considering another lie.

      “It’s only a question,” Levi said.

      Troy glanced around, checking to see if anyone was cutting through the alley. “The Steak Knife.”

      “Now?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Don’t go now.” Levi turned his wrist so Troy could see the time. “It’s getting late.”

      “It’s afternoon,” Troy said.

      “It doesn’t matter. And someone might see you.”

      “No one I know goes there.”

      Levi tucked his hands into his armpits and gave a slight shake of his head.

      “I’m not your concern, Levi.”

      Levi’s chest felt tight.

      “Listen, my sister works there. I need to talk to somebody who might know where she is.”

      “You don’t know where she is?”

      Troy sighed. “No.”

      “Call instead,” said Levi.

      “Dude, I’m going. End of story.”

      Levi made a phlegmy noise in his throat that must have sounded like acquiescence because Troy said, “Okay,” and looked visibly relieved not to continue the argument. “I’ll see   you—.” He stopped himself, and now Levi really felt like he couldn’t breathe. It was a reflex, that was all. A three-year-old reflex.

      Troy was about to correct himself, when Levi said, “I’ll go with you.”

      “No, I can go alone.”

      “I’m sure you can, but you’re not going to—I’m going with you.”

      “You’re going to come inside?” Troy asked, disbelieving.

      Levi weighed the risk. Someone could see them. But who? “Yeah.”

      Troy rubbed his fingers into his eyes, exhaled, and then stared up at the bright blue sky. “Jesus Christ. Fine. I’m parked around the corner. You want to come, come. But I’m dropping your ass off at Hulbert the minute we’re done.”

      “Fair enough.” For a moment, Levi felt smug like he’d just won something. But clearly he hadn’t, as Troy seemed more pissed off than ever, especially since he didn’t wait for Levi to follow.
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      Troy drove them to the other side of town, not far from the old railroad tracks and the tree line that unofficially marked the township boundary along the state forest. It was a secluded area with dense woods on one side and quiet country roads on the other. Traversed by few, it offered the bar a bit of protection from onlookers. Unfortunately, isolation could be both a blessing and a curse; it just depended on who was looking for it.

      Troy’s red Acura stood out like a bloodstain on a dirty blouse. The boys emerged from the car. Levi slammed the passenger door hard and Troy winced. “Easy.”

      “Sorry,” said Levi.

      Troy inspected the bar’s dilapidated exterior. Worn gray wood. Missing brown shingles. A neon sign advertising a beer Troy’d never heard of. Several cars sat in the lot, some practically touching since there were no white lines to designate parking spaces.

      Troy huffed in annoyance. He should’ve been more forceful when Levi insisted on coming along. Troy could take care of himself. What was Levi’s scrawny five-foot-seven ass going to do if some prick came wielding a tire iron, anyway? Besides, Levi distracted Troy from the task at hand—getting info on Miranda. “You shouldn’t have come,” said Troy.

      A green pickup truck sped past, its tattered Confederate flag sticking up from the bed. An unintelligible scream emanated from the passenger side and the boys flinched.

      Troy sent Levi a side-glance. “Let’s be quick.”

      By way of answering, Levi pushed his body off the Acura and followed Troy inside.

      The Steak Knife was not aptly named. Nothing inside seemed sharp or dangerous. A long, narrow bar top stretched several feet, bordered by tall black stools with red cushions on one side and a mirror with shelves of cheap liquor in front on the other. The grimy light fixtures cast a yellow glow on dark round tables. An American flag was tacked up above the door leading to the restrooms. It could almost pass for a biker bar, except the jukebox played disco.

      A few customers sat hunched in their stools, staring at the television in the corner, sipping amber-colored ales. Two men at the table shared a plate of fried food. One rested his leg comfortably on the other man’s knee.

      Troy noticed there were no waitresses. No women in here at all. Which made Miranda working here seem odd. He noticed Levi noticing it, too.

      The bartender stopped wiping glasses to grimace at the boys and said gruffly, “You’re too young to serve.” Troy made a beeline for the man, who was wearing a red apron and a sour expression.

      “We’re not here to drink,” Troy said as he took a seat in front of the bartender. Levi scrambled into the barstool next to him. “I came to ask about my sister.”

      “We don’t see women in this place,” the bartender said.

      “A friend said she worked here. Miranda Byrne.”

      “Oh, yeah,” the bartender said. “You look like her. Same face.”

      “She worked here, Mr.—?”

      “Fred.” He pushed a bowl of peanuts toward the boys.

      Levi scooped a handful even as Troy cocked his brow. Who knew whose grimy hands had been in that bowl? Levi shrugged. Troy wanted to spend a few minutes dissecting this older Levi, who seemed unaffected by a bacteria-laden bowls of nuts, but who once threw away a leather belt that touched the floor of the boys’ dorm bathroom. He turned to Fred. “I think she took off. Any idea where she might have gone?”

      A patron signaled to Fred, but he held up a finger. “Well, that explains why she hasn’t shown up for her lunch shifts. I wouldn’t let her work nights.”

      “Why not?” asked Troy.

      “We had an incident in the parking lot. One of my customers was attacked.”

      Levi pursed his lips as if to say to Troy, ‘See? I told you.’

      “Anyway,” Fred continued. “I was going call her, but I had my niece fill in. I figured Miranda got scared and didn’t want to come back. It wouldn’t be the first time I lost good help for that reason.”

      A man in a suit slid in between the boys, his stubbly face tilted toward Levi. He grinned. Levi leaned away, and Troy had half a mind to shove this guy across the room.

      “Larry, go,” Fred ordered.

      The man retreated to his perch at the other end of the bar.

      “Did anyone ever give her a hard time?” Troy asked. “Did she ever get into it with anyone?”

      “No.” Fred ran a rag over the rim of a pint glass and then paused as he cleaned another glass. “You know, that’s not true. I once saw her arguing with a guy. Maybe it was a few days ago. Anyway, it seemed heated, but I didn’t hear any of the conversation. Not good for business if your waitress is yelling at a customer, so I went to deal with him, but then he split.”

      “Do you remember what he looked like?” Troy asked.

      “Not really. He was kinda nondescript, but he wore a yellow cap with a logo on it that looked like it could have been for a sports team, but I didn’t recognize it. I don’t know what his hair color was. She said he was upset about his lunch order getting messed up.”

      “Okay.” That piece of information wasn’t as helpful as Troy had hoped.

      Fred dipped his hand behind the bar. He unearthed a button and slid it across the bar top. Levi picked it up and studied it before handing it to Troy. The button read, “Lydia Goldman for Governor.”

      “She liked to give these out to customers with their checks,” said Fred.

      Troy traced his thumb over the shiny red and white plastic coating. “She mentioned she was volunteering in town.”

      “Maybe she’s working at the campaign office,” Levi supplied. “They took over a store on Main Street. There’s always these college girls outside asking for signatures.”

      Troy filed that away. A possible next step. He could go there and ask around.

      “You sure she’s not in any type of trouble?” Fred asked.

      Troy wasn’t sure of anything, but he just shook his head. No sense in worrying Fred.

      “I hope Miranda comes back. She’s good people.” Fred made his way down the length of the bar to the draft spouts, thus ending the conversation.

      Troy and Levi left the Steak Knife, but Troy felt wearier than when he had entered.

      Pink tinged the horizon. Although the sun wouldn’t set for a few hours, evening was en route. Cars had begun to fill the lot.

      Troy’s ears perked toward the sound of an engine gunning toward them. A blur of green fishtailed into the parking lot, tossing up gravel. The boys ducked away from the flying rocks.

      Troy cursed under his breath.

      The men from the pickup truck jumped out of the cab. They were burly and wearing dirty jeans and ripped T-shirts—the epitome of good ol’ boys—and they were wielding baseball bats.

      Even if Troy and Levi could get to the Acura, they were boxed in.

      One of the men whistled high and long. “Looky here.”

      Troy’s hackles went up. The men reminded him of Officer Jones in the graveyard.

      Levi appeared to be surveying the ground, his eyes eventually locking on a large stone.

      The other guy spit in the dirt. “Baby fairies.”

      Troy puffed out his chest with false bravado. “There are lots more men inside there than there are of you out here.”

      “We can take ‘em. Right, Jimmy?”

      Troy’s heart pumped furiously inside him. Levi dug his shoes into the dirt and stretched his stance. Troy noticed that Levi had gotten ahold of the rock after all and was holding it high above his head, poised to throw it.

      Troy briefly closed his eyes. This was not going to end well.

      “Which one’s yer car?” The man spit again, and a brown loogie landed on the ground. He tightened his grip on the baseball bat just as Levi tightened his grip on the rock.

      Troy eyed the bar’s front door. They could make a run for it, get inside, seek shelter. Except now the men were on either side of them, circling them like sharks. Troy could smell their stink, a mixture of beer and rank body odor.

      “Levi,” he whispered. “Run.”

      Levi shook his head. “No way.”

      And then Troy heard a click. The men immediately stepped back, their hands raised, the baseball bats now resting on their shoulders.

      “Get the fuck out of here.”

      Fred, still clad in his red apron, pointed a shotgun directly at the men. He cocked it. “Come back and I’ll shoot you in the face.”

      The men threw the bats into the truck bed and scrambled to the cab. The driver peeled out of the lot—a flash of green—as fast as they had arrived.

      Levi fell back against one of the parked cars, a beige Honda, and bent slightly over, clutching his stomach. “Jesus fucking Christ.”

      Fred lowered the shotgun. “Go home, boys.”

      Troy did not need to be told twice. He unlocked the Acura and they clambered inside.

      Levi buckled his seatbelt with trembling hands.

      Troy inserted the key into the ignition.

      They said nothing until they were safely miles away. Troy drove faster than he ever had in his life.

      The dashboard’s digital clock ticked up one minute. “You’re gonna be late for dinner.”

      “I’m not hungry now.” Levi sunk into the headrest. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on with your sister? I almost died back there.”

      “That’s your own damn fault. You insisted on coming.”

      Levi gave him an incredulous look before staring out the window.

      “We were supposed to have lunch together and she didn’t show. That’s it.” Troy sneaked at a peek at Levi’s profile, the straight slope of his nose, the sharp angles to his chin and cheeks. His shaky exhalations. “Also, I haven’t seen her in three years. She ran off and we lost contact.”

      Levi watched the blur of hunting cabins that lined the road. “That must’ve sucked.”

      It did. It had. But only Troy seemed to notice the void she’d left.

      “I need Naomi to help combat my mother’s craziness.” Levi clicked on the radio and tuned into the Cohosh Community College station. The DJ announced a U2 marathon. “Something to distract us from the fact we almost got our brains bashed in.”

      “Oh no, you would’ve saved us with that rock,” Troy joked.

      “Dude, I’m not going down without a fight.” Levi adjusted the radio volume, so the boys could hear each other. “That’s why I’m headed to college in Philly. City living from here on out.”

      “You think shit like this doesn’t happen in cities?”

      Levi shrugged. “I still think it’s safer. What about you? Where are you headed?”

      “Navy.”

      “No shit.” Levi said it like a whisper.

      Troy downshifted when he approached the wrought-iron gates that led into Hulbert Academy.

      “Drop me off in the staff parking lot,” Levi directed, opening up the glove compartment and unearthing a pen Troy didn’t even know he’d stuck in there. Levi scrawled something on an old gas station receipt. “It’s my campus phone number. If anything, at least call me when you find Miranda.”

      Troy pulled into the parking lot and Levi unfastened his seatbelt.

      Levi hesitated a second, got out of the car, and closed the door. He leaned into the open window. “You won’t go back there, right? By yourself?”

      Troy shook his head. “No. I’ll call, like you said, if I need to.”

      Levi exhaled. “Okay. It was good to see you again.” He tilted his head back and forth as if giving his words more consideration. “Despite what just happened.”

      Troy laughed softly, but he didn’t necessarily agree.

      Levi tapped the door with his closed palm before he walked away.

      Troy crumbled the scrap paper with Levi’s phone number and tossed it in onto the floor.
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      Levi wasn’t in a rush to get back to the dorm, and so he traversed the expanse of green lawn in front of Winchester Hall until he found the path that led to the sculpture garden near the gymnasium. He settled into one of the benches and stared up at a strange, steel monolith, a weird art installation that Hulbert boys nicknamed ‘the penis.’ It was here, three years ago, that Levi and Troy had their last good day together.

      They had been playing a stupid game. A treasure hunt the seniors planned for the freshmen on a warm spring morning. An end-of-the-year treat, promised the dormitory deans. A break from the monotony of classes. The prize was movie tickets for the local cinema and an extended curfew.

      Levi needed to win.

      Troy claimed Levi as his partner before anyone else could even think to ask. Not that anyone else would. They’d been roommates for almost a year. They’d been more than roommates for a few months.

      Levi shielded his eyes against the sun as it passed over the shockingly green Pocono Mountains. Light bounced off the brackish water in the still pond outside the freshman dorm.

      Troy read from a yellow paper, number ten on the list. “We get this, we win,” he said, while Levi circled the bench that resided five yards from the pond’s muddy bank. Canada geese honked in the distance. Bacteria-laden poop hid in the grass. The boys were careful where they stepped.

      “Read it again,” Levi said.

      “‘The key to success cannot be benched,’” Troy recited. “Jesus, who wrote this crap?”

      “A senior bound for Harvard who thinks he’s smarter than everyone else.”

      Troy folded the paper and slipped it into the back pocket of his shiny blue soccer shorts. Troy’s casual wardrobe—weird combinations of athletic wear and old concert T-shirts—was just another aspect for Levi to obsess over. Levi had accumulated many details about Troy that he filed away in his head for daydreaming. That’s why his grades sucked in algebra.

      Levi refocused his attention on the bench’s gray wood. “Dammit. It’s not here.” He frowned. “There’s, like, a million benches on campus.”

      “I know, it’s a vague clue.” Troy jutted his chin at Levi, a signal that they should get moving if they were to beat out the other teams.

      Then Levi slapped his forehead. “We’re such dumbasses. The key sculpture. By the gymnasium.”

      Troy furrowed his brow. “The one that looks like a dick.”

      Levi pointed at him. “That’s the one.”

      “It’s supposed to be a key?”

      “I don’t know what it’s supposed to be, but the name of the sculpture is Key.” Levi remembered because it said so in tiny bronze letters on a graphite plaque. He also remembered it because when his father had been hired as the headmaster, a member of the board of trustees escorted the Abrams family on a long, drawn-out tour of campus that culminated with a presentation of the sculpture as if motherfucking Rodin had created it himself.

      “I’m always amazed at what you know,” Troy said.

      Levi dipped his head so Troy couldn’t see him blush. “I’m always amazed at what you don’t.”

      The boys sprinted across campus, Troy never running too far ahead of Levi even though his longer legs and greater speed meant he had to adjust his pace for Levi’s benefit. But one boy wouldn’t leave the other in the lurch. That’s how it had been all year and that’s how it would stay.

      Troy rounded the gymnasium, electing to cut across the lush green lawn rather than adhere to the sidewalk. Levi followed him closely and they skidded to a stop at the sculpture.

      Troy surveyed the long metal pole with jagged spikes poking from the top. “It does look like a penis with teeth.”

      “Kinda fitting for an all-boys school.” Levi glanced around at the four benches encircling the statue as if some visitor or student really was going to sit here to ponder penis art. He gestured toward the benches on the left. “You take those two and I’ll check these.”

      “Good plan.” Troy jogged to the first bench while Levi inspected the next one. Levi got on his belly and slid his hand underneath, groping around for a key of some sort. The boys had to return ten objects to the senior class before noon. Levi tapped the underside of the wood. Nothing.

      He went to the third bench and did the same, just as Troy called out, “Over here!”

      Levi ran over to Troy who was sprawled on top of the original bench, his head tucked underneath. “You see that?”

      Well, no, Levi couldn’t until he laid down on the concrete and scooted under the seat. Troy and Levi faced each other with only a two-inch slab of wood between them. Levi’s stomach rolled with nerves, which didn’t make sense. It wasn’t like the boys had never been this physically close to each other before. They’d been closer. Much closer. Any yet, it didn’t matter. Troy could burp and Levi’s pulse would jump.

      Levi spotted several generic brass keys that could’ve fit into any lock. They were stuck to the underside of the bench. They only needed one but, as Levi tugged, detaching it seemed impossible.

      “Crap. I can’t get it off,” Levi said. “These morons superglued them.”

      Troy leaped to his feet. “Stay there. I’ll find a stick or something.”

      Levi remained on his back, the roughness of the concrete sidewalk scratching his neck. He felt itchy thinking about ants crawling inside his shirt. Troy appeared and laid down next to him and suddenly, Levi’s heart felt like it had stopped beating entirely. “I decided to use the paperclip from question three.” He opened up the metal and bent it before sliding it under the key. “Why would these idiots glue them?”

      “To make us do this,” Levi said, laughing nervously. He wondered if another team was nearby, if they could see the boys, how their shoulders practically touched. “To make us look stupid, why else?” Except he didn’t feel stupid. He felt like he was on fire.

      Troy angled the metal end of the paperclip just right so that a key popped off into his palm. Levi scrambled to his feet and extended his hand to hoist up Troy. In doing so, Levi pulled a little too forcefully. Torso met torso. The boys laughed awkwardly but neither of them took a step back.

      Hulbert Academy had never felt so quiet. It was like they were the only two boys left in the world.

      Sweat trickled down Levi’s back. The sun blazed overhead. A breeze rambled between them, ruffling Levi’s light hair, feeling like sweet relief.

      And then Troy kissed him.

      Lips on lips. Soft. Sweet. Chaste. It wasn’t like the other kisses they’d shared which Levi could only compare to being doused with kerosene and set on fire. But this one still took him off his guard and he stepped back, forcing space between them. What they did together in their dorm room was one thing. What they did outside, where people could see, was entirely different.

      There was a rustling in the bushes. Levi spun around to catch a glimpse of white gym socks fleeing. His stomach dropped and his mouth was no longer warm where Troy had kissed him.

      Never let your guard down, Levi.

      Troy didn’t seem as affected. In fact, his lips drooped into an expression Levi registered as disappointment. Levi’s father often made the same face. “Don’t worry,” said Troy.

      “Easy for you to say. You don’t care what people think.”

      “I don’t care what assholes think.” He gave Levi a pointed look. “You think we’re the only ones?”

      No, but it didn’t matter. Not when Levi’s father was the headmaster.

      Levi’s eyes darted around the area. He felt exposed. He lowered his voice. “We’ll be who everyone talks about. My dad already told me he doesn’t want us living together next year. I think he suspects.”

      Troy shrugged as if the consequences meant nothing. “This school’s small. He can’t keep us from seeing each other.”

      Levi wished he could be so blasé, but there was nothing in his genetic makeup that gave him the luxury of apathy. Troy didn’t have to live with Julian Abrams all summer long.

      Troy stared at Levi for a moment before he said, “Let’s declare our win.”

      “Okay.” Levi repressed a heavy sigh. The entire day felt ruined and it wasn’t even afternoon yet.

      They walked the path to the senior dorm, one boy in front of the other, marching single file. As if they weren’t friends at all. As if they were strangers.

      Perhaps Troy had been right. It wasn’t important what people, what assholes, thought. Then again, Troy didn’t have to deal with the repercussions of living in a hermetic boarding school. Levi did. And it had taken a lot of time, denial, and plain ol’ threats before the harassment ended. But honestly, it wasn’t the older students shouting homo at Levi that drove him crazy. It was the undercurrent of his father’s disgust that hurt Levi the most. It was one thing for the world not to accept Levi, but it was entirely another for his father to reject him.

      Levi rose from the bench. Evening had descended upon campus. A smattering of stars were barely visible, constellations Levi never bothered to learn. If he was spiritual, he might consider that his father was up there right now watching over him. Of course, one could never be too sure. He stared up at the night sky and screamed, “Fuck you!”
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      By the time Levi arrived at Fulks Hall, he’d missed dinner entirely, but he didn’t care. His stomach was still in knots from the hillbilly encounter in the Steak Knife parking lot.

      Levi found some of the seniors gathered in the first floor lounge. Todd Dierks sat slumped in a leather armchair, tapping a pencil furiously against his math textbook, while Kyle Vanderloo hovered nearby, stretching out the kinks in his muscles and quizzing Dierks on theorems. A few guys, some in sweats, others still in their uniforms with their white dress shirts untucked, flipped channels on the television. Rob O’Malley and his roommate tossed a football down the length of the room. David Martinez was sitting on the maroon carpet, college catalogs in his lap. Decisions had to be made quickly. Deposits needed to be mailed.

      Dierks caught sight of Levi in the doorway and tossed him an apple, and a sandwich in a wax paper bag. “Here Assmunch, I figured you’d be hungry.”

      Levi planted himself in the chair across from his roommate and shined the apple on his shirt. But he didn’t take a bite. “Thanks.” He wasn’t going to tell them what had happened for a multitude of reasons.

      O’Malley nodded a greeting. “Where’d you sneak off to today?”

      “Your mom’s,” Levi quipped before sliding off his oxford shoes.

      Dierks absently flipped pages in his textbook. “Were you in town?”

      “Yeah, I ran into some friends,” Levi explained vaguely. It was a bullshit answer. Most of Levi’s friends were in this room, but Dierks wouldn’t ask any follow-up questions. Mainly because he didn’t want Levi asking questions of his own. They’d lived together for three years with a mutual understanding to mind one’s own business.

      Dierks handed Levi a soda he unearthed from the chair cushion. “Don’t get cocky.”

      “Why?” Levi pulled the tab back on the can and gulped, suddenly thirsty. “Howser notice?”

      Perry Howser, the Fulks Hall dorm dean. Their twenty-five-year-old babysitter. He was a scrawny, former scholarship kid who had such a large chip on his shoulder, Levi wondered how the guy didn’t walk sideways.

      Dierks shook his head. “He’s too preoccupied with his own finals to notice. But once his classes are over, he’ll be on the warpath. You know how he power trips.”

      Levi belched loudly. “Graduation’s a month away. I’m not worried about losing social privileges. He’s got nothing on me.”

      “Suit yourself,” Dierks said. “But if you do get busted, a letter gets sent to your college.”

      “Since when?” Levi’s father never had a policy like that.

      “Since Jansen took over,” Dierks said. “There was in a memo in our mailboxes. I guess it’s a way to keep seniors in line.”

      Levi scoffed. “Jansen’s only worried about senior pranks. He doesn’t want to find his desk in the middle of the football field or some shit. You know, whatever he thinks teenage boys do.”

      “If you read the goddamn memo,” Vanderloo chimed in, “Jansen’s concerned with making sure Hulbert presents itself as a fine, upstanding moral institution that promotes family values.”

      “Fuck that,” Dierks said.

      “Would you guys shut up?” Martinez called, his Colombian accent intensifying when he was pissed. His face was red and his dark brows were knitted together as if they were one. He concentrated on two glossy college catalogs, his eyes bouncing back and forth.

      “Dude, aren’t you past the deadline?” Vanderloo asked.

      “I have three more days.”

      “You’re not going to college in Colombia?” Levi asked.

      “Not if I can help it.”

      “You want me to pick one for you?” Vanderloo joked.

      “No.”

      Vanderloo shrugged his broad shoulders. He had a football player’s physique and a mathematician’s mind. It seemed woefully unfair.

      Levi stared outside, across the green, toward Winchester Hall. If he squinted, he could see the little square window in the records room where just last Friday, he had stolen a glance at Troy’s old school photo. And yet today, Levi had not only seen Troy, but they’d nearly been murdered together.

      Dierks held his math textbook and pretended to beat himself in the head with it. “Fucking hate calculus.”

      “Me too,” said Levi absently. He finished the can of soda and tossed it toward the blue recycling bucket near the door. It missed and landed at Owen Dempsey’s feet.

      Owen tentatively stepped inside the lounge. He was tall and graceful with fair hair, lighter than Levi’s to the point it was almost white.

      Martinez collected his catalogs, rising to his feet. He pushed past Owen, bumping his shoulder into him, as he left the room.

      Levi supposed they had never patched things up.

      Owen charged toward the cable box and switched the channel. “My dad’s on the news.” Some of the other guys groaned, but no one motioned to change it back. Sometimes, it was just easier to give in to Owen rather than listen to him bemoan the unfairness. He leaned against the far wall with his arms crossed. He didn’t join the guys or make chitchat. He stood away from them.

      Me versus everyone else. That’s how Owen viewed the world.

      The guys were howling over a joke when he shushed them.

      “Pennsylvania needs a leader who promotes traditional family values,” Paul Dempsey said. The congressman stood erect in front of his campaign headquarters, a giant American flag in the background and several local news station microphones in his face. He looked like Owen, tall with light hair and that sharp, almost L-shaped nose, except the elder Dempsey glowed with confidence and self-righteousness. “My opponent’s policies are inconsistent with the moral fiber of this great state.”

      And this, Levi felt, was partly why men attacked other men outside bars.

      A reporter yelled out a question. “Congressman, how do you respond to Lydia Goldman who says it is un-American to deny gay men and women equal protection under the law?”

      Paul Dempsey hefted a thick brown book into the air. “I say it’s un-American to endorse sin. Traditional families uphold the sanctity of marriage between a man and a woman.”

      Dierks whirled around in his chair, his dark blonde hair sweeping his shoulders, and addressed Owen. “Is your old man for real?”

      “Yes,” Owen said as he pushed himself off the wall.

      “Explains a lot,” Dierks mumbled.

      “His father’s got the primary wrapped up,” said Vanderloo once Owen had left the lounge. “The Dempseys will be living it up in Harrisburg, for sure.”

      “No wonder he’s so smug,” Levi said.

      Vanderloo snapped his fingers and someone tossed him the remote control. He changed the channel. “My dad’ll vote for him. He’s always grumbling about his taxes.”

      “My dad won’t,” Dierks said. “He loathes hypocrisy.”

      “Isn’t your dad on trial for embezzlement?” Vanderloo asked, not even trying to hide his amusement.

      Dierks said, “You made my point.”

      Levi didn’t know who his dad would’ve voted for—they never talked politics in his house. Levi definitely wasn’t pulling a lever for Paul Dempsey in November, that much was certain. All that talk about sin and traditional family values was nothing more than code for: No homos need apply.

      Levi stared at the door where Owen had exited a minute earlier. He sort of felt sorry for him. He knew what it was like to have a father like that—controlling, commanding. You didn’t get to a position of power without having some kind of hold over people.

      Levi’s problem was that as long as there were Paul Dempseys in the world—and there were a lot of them—he always had to watch his back. It was scary, not to mention exhausting. It was why Levi had never contacted Troy after he got expelled.

      So Levi knew Troy wouldn’t call him. And he had no reason to hope.

      It was for the best, after all. Levi couldn’t begin college with a clean slate if he was still holding onto the smudges he left behind.
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      “I’m only here to get my clothes, Carmen!”

      Troy arrived home to yelling. He deposited his car keys into the ceramic catch-all bowl on the vestibule table. Jerry’s voice boomed through the hallway and down the stairs. His mother hollered, “Take what you need and go!”

      Troy considered hiding out in the downstairs study to wait out the storm, but it was late and he was tired. His shoulders ached, and he longed for his bed and his headphones, with his stereo cranked up loud enough to silence his ruminating thoughts about Miranda, Levi, and men with baseball bats.

      Troy tiptoed upstairs, not that it mattered. His mother’s tirade in Spanish would drown out any footsteps that might be audible. Jerry wouldn’t understand the insults Carmen hurled at him, but Troy did and it wasn’t pretty. “Cerrote!” she cried. Asshole.

      Jerry charged out of the master bedroom with a duffel bag over his shoulder. “I don’t understand you!” He stopped short in front of Troy. Jerry appeared exhausted with dark circles under his eyes. He hadn’t shaved. His designer shirt had a missing button and a tear near the collar. He might’ve even lost weight.

      She screamed, “Go live with your secretary!”

      Troy cringed. He wished he had hid in the study.

      “She’s an accountant and I’m not sleeping with her!” Jerry squeezed Troy’s shoulder. “Sorry, sport. I know this is rough.” He opened his mouth again, as if he had more to say, perhaps another apology or maybe even reassurance that Troy wouldn’t be forgotten. But instead, he ran his hand over his scruff, hurried down the stairs, and out the front door.

      Troy felt a desperate need to grab onto Jerry’s pant leg like a child, to prevent him from leaving. Not for his mother’s sake, but for Troy’s. Jerry was the only father Troy really had, and he was losing him.

      Carmen pointed a shaky finger over the railing. “No vas a hablar con él.”

      Troy exhaled. “Mom—”

      “He’s not your father anymore.”

      Right, as if it was that easy. Troy lost fathers the way some kids lost Legos or coins or even pets.

      Troy’s real father, Billy Byrne, once showed up a few weeks into Troy’s eighth-grade year, leaning against a red, sporty coupe which on closer inspection had scratched paint and a dented fender.

      He had looked far older than he should have. His dark hair was graying at the temples. His leather coat was discolored and the ripped lining protruded from the pockets.

      Troy intended to walk right past the man and not make eye contact. After all, how could he even recognize Troy? But as Troy cast his eyes to the sidewalk, Billy reached out his hand and said, “Wait.”

      Troy stared at his sneakers, and adjusted the strap on his backpack. “What do you want?”

      Billy pressed his lips into a thin line as if he was truly considering the question. “To talk. Why don’t you get in the car?”

      Troy shook his head. “Stranger danger.”

      “Can’t you give your old man a few minutes?”

      “What are you even doing here anyway?”

      Billy smiled sadly. “I wanted to see you.” His skin was yellow and wrinkly like a bruised banana peel. He opened the passenger door, wiped off fast food containers and crumbs, and waved his hand over the seat as if he was presenting a throne. Troy slid into the car while his father slogged around to the driver’s side. When he started the engine, the car spurted and shuddered as if it was dying and trying to hang on for just a little longer. The car reminded Troy of Billy.

      Billy drove them to Stewarts where he bought burgers and root beer floats. He said, “You look like me.”

      “Not really.” Troy resembled his mother, but his skin was lighter than hers since it was mixed with whatever shitty genes Billy provided. Troy’s father had been handsome in his youth; rugged, dangerous, too. But boys like his dad aged fast.

      “Do you do well in school?” he asked Troy.

      “Yes.” Then Troy added without really thinking, “I need good grades to get into Annapolis.”

      “Why the hell do you want to join the Navy?”

      “Jerry was in the Navy,” Troy said, knowing it would sting. Hoping it would. Jerry’s stories about his Navy days always entertained Troy. The friends he made. The pranks he pulled. The fun he had. Troy wanted that. He wanted to have friends like that. Friends for life. Like Jerry had.

      Billy sipped his soda. “I get it.”

      “So, why are you here again?” Troy asked.

      Billy swallowed audibly. “I’m sick.”

      “With what? Cancer?”

      “Hepatitis C.” Then to clarify, “My liver is shot.”

      “Maybe Jerry can help you,” Troy said.

      Billy shook his head. “I don’t want anyone’s money. I just want to live out the few days I have with my kids.”

      “Miranda won’t want to see you.”

      “I figured as much.” He crumbled up his hamburger wrapper and tossed it near the garbage can, but he missed. He waved Troy over to get back into the car.

      When they arrived home, Carmen started cursing loudly in Spanish. She stood in the kitchen, clutching a metal spatula like a weapon. She was ready to strike Billy who hovered in the doorway, wincing as she yelled. Troy was amazed he was still inside the house.

      Troy had been eavesdropping at the bottom of the stairs when Miranda sat down next to him. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      Troy shrugged. “He’s sick.”

      “He’s a drug addict. That’s why Mom left him.”

      “I thought he left us,” Troy said, surprised.

      “Same difference.”

      Was it though? Carmen always said Billy took off one day and never came home. But that wasn’t true apparently.

      “Don’t get attached to him,” Miranda said, the warning oozing from her voice. “He’s a liar.”

      “You don’t think he’s sick?”

      “No, he’s sick all right. But don’t think he came back here to be with us.” She nudged Troy’s shoulder with her own and ran up the stairs.

      Troy watched Billy fold in on himself as Carmen screamed at him.

      After Carmen’s tirade was over, Billy said to Troy, “I’ll be at the motel. I’d like to take you out for dinner again if that’s all right. We can get to know each other.”

      Carmen yelled, “Absoluteamente no.”

      “Sure,” Troy whispered.

      And they did. Billy came after school and treated Troy to pizza. Although with each dinner out, Billy arrived later and later until one day he didn’t show up at all.

      Troy came home, sullen, to find Miranda on her bed, painting her nails a hideously dark color. “Billy’s gone,” she said nonchalantly.

      “Did he die?” Troy asked.

      “No. Jerry gave him five grand to leave us alone. He took off.” She cocked her brow, all knowing. “I told you not to get attached.”

      “I didn’t get attached,” Troy said, but it had been a lie. He always got attached. He wasn’t sure who he was more disappointed in—Billy Byrne for taking the money or Jerry for offering it. Either way, both men saved Troy the impending heartache of loss.

      Of course, Billy was probably dead by now. Only Troy didn’t really know. No one ever heard from him after that.

      Troy quietly opened his bedroom door and slipped inside. He kicked his backpack to the side, and didn’t bother to switch on the light. In darkness, Troy could pretend he was anywhere but here. He was ashamed to admit it, even to himself, but sometimes Troy imagined he still went to Hulbert Academy, and Levi still lived with him. At least in that fantasy, Troy wouldn’t be home to witness his parents’ self-destruction. No, not self-destruction. Family destruction. Because they were clearly taking Troy down with them.

      Troy tugged on the chain attached to the bulb in his closet. He considered transferring the photo negatives from his Jansport to his ski boots, which sat on the top shelf, but he left them in his backpack. He’d need to get them developed tomorrow.

      A red light flashed on his answering machine. Troy pressed play. The naval officer from the recruiting station had called to discuss his basic training date.

      He flopped onto his bed. His family was disappearing around him. He was slowly losing everyone he had ever loved. He dug out the campaign button from his back pocket. Lydia Goldman for Governor.

      “Since when are you interested in politics?” Troy mused aloud.

      He imagined Miranda there with him. She looked older, more like a woman, and less like a young girl. Troy guessed she could be interested in politics, but it seemed so out of character. Then again, people changed all the time. Or maybe they didn’t. Billy certainly hadn’t.

      Miranda’s interest in the election was another avenue. Another thing to investigate. As long as Troy found paths that might lead to his sister, then he was going to walk them.

      Because Troy could not control his parents. He could not fix their marriage, erase their anger, or become straight to quell his mother. But he could find Miranda. He could reunite himself with the one person who understood what it was like to be a Byrne. He could do that much. He’d just have to do it on his own.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After classes on Friday, Levi met Stacy Fisher at the Cineplex. It was a gloriously sunny afternoon. Levi felt like summer had snuck in early, and he silently cursed himself for not digging out a pair of shorts from his dresser. Instead, he wore baggy jeans and a blue polo shirt, a shade darker than his eyes. Sweat bloomed in his armpits. Levi was massively uncomfortable, and Stacy hadn’t even arrived yet.

      Stacy had suggested the movie, a Meg Ryan and Kevin Kline romantic comedy that looked abysmal, but a movie meant little opportunity for awkward chitchat or personal questions. If Levi was clever, he might even weasel out of dinner afterward. Then he could tell his sister that they just didn’t hit it off. Aw, too bad.

      Levi was only waiting outside the theater for a few minutes before Stacy arrived in a cropped red T-shirt and a brown corduroy skirt and boots with a chunky heel that stretched her an inch over him. She was blonde with blue eyes, and Levi thought they resembled each other way too much—like siblings. It sort of grossed him out.

      He ushered Stacy through the movie theater doors. He paid for the tickets and then pointed to a sign that advertised complimentary Twizzlers with the purchase of a large popcorn and large soda. He joked, “Free candy when you spend thirteen thousand dollars.” The guy at the concession stand blinked at him and said in a drone voice, “It’s actually nine bucks.”

      Stacy didn’t laugh.

      They chose seats on the left side of the theater. Levi always found he had a better view if he sat angled toward the screen. During the previews, Stacy asked him about his college acceptances and what he wanted to study. He lobbed a few questions her way about her plans for the summer and if she was going to any concerts. Back and forth bullshit. Niceties. It was like a tennis match. A very boring tennis match.

      Levi wound up eating most of the popcorn, and when the movie was over, he felt a twinge of relief. If anything, they could talk about the film, which to Levi’s surprise was quite funny. Who knew Kevin Kline spoke fluent French? Which reminded him, he had that final exam to study for later. He regretted not taking Spanish, a far more practical language.

      Levi’s brain was a churning river of obsessive thoughts, rushing waters pooling into an image of Troy, which was why Levi didn’t see Joe until they practically brushed each other on the way out the door. Joe glared at him and Levi recoiled.

      “Who’s that guy?” Stacy asked.

      “No one.”

      “He looks like he hates you,” she said, unconvinced. Then she tapped his arm. “You want to head to Broad Street and order cheesy fries?”

      Levi tried to conjure an excuse about why he couldn’t go to the diner. Lactose intolerance? That was a good one. Levi’s stomach did get all wonky when he had dairy, but admitting you got diarrhea when you ate cheese, even a yellow imitation substitute, wasn’t exactly the dignified image Levi wanted to end this evening on.

      And he did love fries. “Sure. Let’s go.”

      They walked down Main Street, passing the drugstore with its red and green neon sign. The D flickered like a warning light Levi should heed. Abort. Abort. As they were about to turn down Broad, a tall man with salt and pepper hair and thick dark eyebrows stopped them. Well, stopped Levi anyway.

      “Yeah?” Levi’s brow quirked with suspicion.

      “You don’t know me,” said the man. Levi detected something off in his speech. “I jushhh knew your dad. I’m shhorry he’s dead.” Slurring words. Okay, a drunk. Awesome.

      Levi staggered a little. He felt caged, unsettled. Levi tried very hard to push away visions of a blood-splatted liquor bottle and a revolver that had fallen onto an Oriental rug, and here was this inebriated stranger stirring it up for him again. “Uh, thanks, I think.”

      The man hefted a large brown paper bag from one arm to another. Levi heard the clinking of bottles. “Were there signs?” The man seemingly avoided one question to raise another as he swayed on his feet. “Did he leave a note?”

      Levi recoiled. “No, dude. It was an accident.”

      “Are you shhore?” The man squeezed his eyes closed as if trying to will himself away. Levi wanted to do the same thing.

      “Yeah.” I think.

      The drunk guy awkwardly grasped Levi’s shoulder before he stumbled down the street, nearly colliding with one of Paul Dempsey’s campaign workers.

      Why did people feel the need to offer their condolences? And why did they have to question the coroner’s report regarding Julian’s death? It was morbid and creepy, not to mention gross. Also, didn’t they think that if Levi had known his father’s intentions, he would have tried to stop him? Levi wasn’t a fucking psycho. He may not have liked his old man, but he didn’t want him dead.

      Expressing sympathies might have made people feel better, but their suspicious looks made Levi feel worse.

      “What was that about?” Stacy asked.

      “I don’t really know,” said Levi, feeling exhausted from the encounter. “Let’s go eat.”

      They rounded the corner, but when Levi checked back he saw the man had paused in the middle of the sidewalk, looking lost as he tried to fend off the campaign volunteer who kept shoving a pamphlet in his face.

      Levi would’ve felt bad if he had cared at all. Maybe he was a fucking psycho after all.
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      After school let out, Troy drove into town and parked in front of the campaign headquarters for Lydia Goldman. Troy couldn’t give two shits about politics. To him, it was usually a bunch of old white men arguing about who was going to cost the taxpayers more money. And since he didn’t pay taxes, Troy didn’t care much about who won an election.

      Troy squinted at the large poster of a middle-aged woman, with a severe brown bun and a thousand-watt smile, taped up to the glass window outside the old medical supply storefront. She had her arms crossed and looked more like a real estate agent than a candidate for governor. Underneath her picture read, “Fighting for the rights of all Pennsylvanians.”

      Troy imagined what would be written under his photo. Preparing to escape Cohosh by any means necessary.

      Luckily for Troy, there were several local college kids inside, all crowded around a conference table, inhaling pizza from D’Andrea’s on Fourth. Troy stood awkwardly in the doorway and waited for someone to acknowledge him. The rest of the office was quiet, although occasionally phones rang that went unanswered. Most of the campaign volunteers seemed no older than Troy and he imagined that free pizza was probably the only way they got paid.

      “Can I help you?” a woman asked. She had dark skin, close cropped bleached hair, and a tattoo of a bird on her wrist. She took a bite of pizza, the cheese stretching from the slice to her mouth.

      “I need to talk to someone about Miranda Byrne,” Troy said.

      “Why?”

      “She’s my sister. She volunteers here, right?”

      The woman furrowed her brow, but dropped the slice onto a paper plate that she carried out of the conference room and into a sea of desks. She beckoned for Troy to follow.

      She plopped into a cushy chair and swiveled. Not wanting to hover above her, Troy wheeled over a small stool and sat down. “Did you call recently asking if she was here?”

      Troy balked. “No. Did someone else?”

      “Yeah, some guy. But I didn’t tell him anything.” She wiped her greasy fingers on a paper-thin napkin and held out her hand for Troy to shake. “I’m Sasha. I manage the volunteers. Why are you asking about Miranda?” Worry lines crept along Sasha’s face. The conversation could quickly detour into panic if Troy didn’t back up.

      “We’ve been estranged,” he explained. “I heard she was working here and I was hoping you could point me to a friend of hers, someone who might know where she went.”

      Sasha narrowed her gaze. “How do I know you’re really her brother and not some abusive ex-boyfriend trying to track her down so you can kill her? How do I know you’re not lying about calling for her?”

      “Whoa.” Troy put up his hands. He exhaled slowly, and then fished in his back pocket for his wallet. He displayed his driver’s license. “See? We have the same last name, plus I’m three years younger if that makes a difference.”

      “It doesn’t,” she said, but then her eyes searched Troy, and he could see whatever calculations she was making, she was making them in his favor. She brightened a little. “I see the resemblance now. Your sister comes in a couple of days a week. Mostly answering phones, but sometimes she canvases or hands out buttons. She’s one of our most active workers who really believes in the campaign. She managed to wrangle in a sizable donation from a local donor.”

      “Okay,” Troy said skeptically. “What about friends? Anyone she was close to?”

      Sasha pursed her lips. “I don’t know. She mostly kept to herself. You might want to try talking to some of her classmates. She’s taking poli sci at CCC with Dr. Grenadine. I only know that because I had to sign off on her internship paperwork, but that’s not really why your sister’s here. She cares about our causes.”

      “Would these causes make any enemies?” Troy could hear the frustration in his voice.

      “Enemies? What’s going on here?”

      “Nothing.” He sighed, clearly losing patience. “I only want to know where she went.”

      Sasha withdrew a folder from the desk drawer and opened it in front of Troy. “These are a few newspaper clippings I’ve accumulated and this is just a sampling. Did you know that gay and lesbian teens are five times more likely to attempt suicide than straight kids? Did you know that gay males are more likely to be the target of violence? Did you know that half of gay and lesbian teens are rejected by their parents?”

      Troy thought about his mother. “Yeah, no shit.”

      Sasha fanned out the papers so Troy could read them. “Two months ago, a guy was murdered by his friend for admitting he had a crush on him on The Jenny Jones Show. A California representative stood up in front of Congress and referred to brave, gay soldiers as,” she curled her fingers into air quotes, “‘homos in the military.’ There’s a North Carolina senator who doesn’t want to help people living with AIDS because he thinks they get what they deserve.” She picked up a pen and chucked it across the desk.

      “I’ve heard of that guy,” Troy said. “He’s an asshole.”

      “Yeah, but he’s an asshole who’s an elected official. Who makes laws that affect people. Paul Dempsey can do the same. We can’t wait for Congress to get their shit together. If we want change, we have to demand it.” She gathered up the papers and clipped them, shoving them back inside the folders, clearly done with her spiel.

      “I see you demanding it. You and Dempsey’s people are constantly yelling at each other from across the street.”

      “Yeah, well that’s a fault of poor planning. We had the lease first.”

      Troy swallowed a lump in his throat. He admired Sasha’s conviction and her passion for these causes, but Troy couldn’t see how any of this applied to his sister, and finding Miranda was the only cause he had time for. He took a page out of Jerry’s book and slapped a twenty-dollar bill on the desk. “For the campaign.”

      Sasha pushed the bill back. “Keep your money. Donate it to your high school’s gay alliance.”

      “We don’t have one.” Troy stood and held out his hand. “Thanks for your help anyway.”

      Sasha shook it. “I’m wondering if you should be calling the police. You’re talking about enemies. What if that guy—”

      “He was probably no one,” he said quickly, not wanting to alarm her. “I’m sure she’s fine. You think she’s Gloria Steinem, but I know her better. She’s probably taking time off and she didn’t tell anyone. That’s typical of her.”

      “Okay,” Sasha said, but she sounded doubtful. “Will you be old enough to vote in November?”

      “Yeah, but I’m enlisting in the Navy so I won’t be home.”

      “You can still vote,” she said with a slight laugh.

      Stupid Troy, right? Didn’t he know he could vote overseas? He didn’t care. He was anxious to get in his car, to end this conversation. Sasha could change the world. Troy only wanted to see it. And survive it.

      “Thanks again.” Troy gave Sasha a slight wave and drifted outside into the late afternoon. The sidewalks were filling up with locals heading out for dinner or a movie. Troy didn’t know what he was going to do with himself. He entertained the notion of calling Zach for a moment. Except he wasn’t a chump.

      He sighed. Where are you, Miranda?

      Troy wished he had more friends. He shoved his hands in his pockets and returned to the parking meter down the street where he found Levi Abrams leaning against the Acura.

      Levi smiled thinly. Then he said, “‘Sup?”
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      Levi was being obnoxious on purpose. He was leaning against Troy’s sports car with a dopey look on his face, leaving poor Stacy to standing around, scraping the toe of her boot along the sidewalk, not sure what to do. But he needed to see Troy. To make sure he was okay. Levi felt uneasy about Troy gallivanting all over the county, inserting himself into sketchy situations as he looked for his sister. He hoped Troy was being careful, but he guessed he wasn’t.

      A balmy breeze coasted by them. The sky clung to pink streaks that hadn’t quite submerged beneath the horizon. It was the kind of evening Levi had treasured when he was a kid, warm, comfortable, quiet. Weather like this had always made Levi feel invincible. He was hoping some of that strength would rub off on him now.

      “Should you be leaning on that car?” Stacy had asked.

      Levi placed his palms onto the shiny red hood behind him and shrugged. “Probably not.” He chewed on the inside of his cheek and stared across the street at a gaggle of high school girls clustered around an old-fashioned lamppost. Stacy watched them longingly.

      Bingo.

      “Listen, Stacy, it’s totally cool if you want to, um, meet up with your friends.” Levi tried to sound casual, hoping she’d take the bait.

      She faced him, her blonde hair whipping across her cheek. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

      He batted that question away. “Nah. It’s fine.” He was going to say, “We’ll hang out again,” but he didn’t have time to compose the lie since Troy emerged, seeming both startled and expectant, like he anticipated Levi showing up. And yet was surprised he had.

      Levi pointed to Stacy. “Troy, Stacy, Stacy, Troy.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Stacy said as she began to walk backwards, appearing in as much a hurry to catch up with the girls across the street as Levi was to see her go. She gave the boys a slight wave, but Levi recognized the relief on her face. Neither of them had really wanted to go on this date. “Later.”

      “Later,” he called after her, but there would be no later.

      When Stacy was safely out of earshot, Troy turned to Levi and said in an exasperated voice, “What are you doing here?”

      Levi pushed off the car and stepped up onto the sidewalk if only to shorten the distance between them. But he still kept an eye on people as they passed by. “To be fair, I was here first. Anyway, we were at the movies and then we went to eat. Did you know Kevin Kline speaks French?” Levi thought he detected Troy’s mouth quirking upward, the sure sign of a smile forming, but alas, Troy’s stubbornness prevailed, and he frowned.

      When they’d lived together, Levi had the tough exterior shell that Troy had to crack with jokes. Somehow the boys had reversed roles without even meaning to.

      Troy rolled his eyes before his gaze landed on Stacy’s retreating figure. “I don’t care about your date.”

      “It wasn’t a date.”

      “Bullshit.”

      Levi detected a bit of heat in the response. “Whatever. Speaking of sisters...”

      “We weren’t talking about our sisters,” Troy said.

      “Have you found her yet?”

      Troy spun his keyring on his finger. “No.”

      “You want help looking?”

      “No.”

      “Come on, Troy.” Levi could practically hear himself whining. “You saw what happened yesterday. This isn’t the fucking Hardy Boys. You can get hurt.”

      “I’ll be more careful.” Then Troy grumbled, “I also don’t fully trust you.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “The minute shit gets hard, you bail. I don’t need you tagging along only to become a liability later.”

      Levi stepped back, at first to get some space, so he could catch his breath. But then a jogger zipped past and a guy walking a bulldog strolled by them. A couple waited at the traffic light, obsessively hitting the button for the crosswalk. This town felt so claustrophobic. Levi desperately wanted a private place to talk to Troy openly and at the same time, he wanted to run away so he didn’t have to confront the follies of his past. There was no winning. “I won’t bail.”

      “I don’t believe that,” Troy said snidely. “You can’t even be honest that you were on a date.”

      “Does it matter?” Levi asked, his voice defensive as a default. “Why are you being such a douchebag? We used to be friends.”

      “Sure, if that’s how you want to remember it. But now, we’re nothing. I don’t need or want your help. Okay?” Troy didn’t wait for Levi to respond. He just yanked open the driver side door, started the engine, and took off down the street.

      Levi stood on the sidewalk for ten minutes and stared at the parking meter. His eyes glazed over, vision blurred. This was his fault. Had he only quieted his temper, perhaps Troy wouldn’t have gotten so mad. Perhaps Troy would’ve let Levi help. Perhaps they’d be in Troy’s car right now, chatting, or allowing the radio to fill in the silent gaps. Perhaps they could have started over.

      Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps.
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      On Monday, Troy ditched his last class to drive to Cohosh Community College. He spent his lunch period using the pay phone outside the gym to track down Dr. Grenadine, whose office hours and class schedule were conveniently part of his outgoing phone message. But for Troy to meet with the professor, he’d have to skip AP English, a class he tested into, but not one he needed since he had no future college plans. And so the decision was practically made for him.

      He parked his Acura in the college guest parking lot—no decal required—and swiped a campus map from the information kiosk in the student center.

      Antsy, Troy jogged into the Humanities building, which was shaped like a beige shoebox, and hurried past students as he double-checked the room number from Dr. Grenadine’s recording. Troy peered into the small square window, hoping he could spy on the class without having to embarrassingly mash his face against the glass.

      But then he heard the professor mumble some definitive statement. Students gathered their belongings. The door opened and a stream of bodies spilled out. One guy was bitching about a partner project and due dates. No one seemed to pay him any mind except for a pretty dark-haired girl in a floral dress and Timberland knock-offs, and a sulky dude with a buzz cut who appeared out of nowhere. The guy looked familiar but Troy wasn’t sure if he actually recognized him or if he had one of those generic faces.

      Troy went inside the classroom. A large man, with gray hair and a fisherman’s beard, erased notes from the board, his whole body rolling as he did so. Troy assumed this behemoth of a man was Dr. Grenadine, Miranda’s political science professor.

      Troy cleared his throat. “Uh, sir?”

      The professor didn’t stop what he was doing for Troy’s benefit, so Troy started talking to his broad back instead. “I thought you might be able to help my sister, Miranda.” He waited for him to turn around before adding, “Byrne. She’s your student.”

      Dr. Grenadine pointed to a desk in the front, and didn’t speak until Troy had planted his butt in the chair.

      The professor scratched his beard with a thick pointer finger. “I’m sorry. What do you need?”

      Troy furrowed his brows wondering how he could gather information on his sister without also raising alarm. Like with Sasha, he didn’t want this professor urging him to involve the police, but he still had questions. What could Troy say that would be banal enough to get information? “Miranda has mono,” he blurted out.

      Dr. Grenadine sucked on his teeth before nodding. “Normally, I get a note from Health Services asking to excuse a student. That’s protocol.”

      “Right. Um, you will get that note. My mom’s working on it, but in the meantime, I wanted to talk to one of her friends and get her assignments.” That’s what typically happened in high school. The handful of times Troy had been sick, his neighbor usually brought home his work. But based on Dr. Grenadine’s disbelieving expression, this was probably not how it was done in college.

      “She has a syllabus.” Dr. Grenadine’s bushy gray brow quirked so high above his eye Troy thought it might pop off. “She knows what to turn in. But if she’s truly sick, she can take an incomplete and finish when she’s well.”

      Crap. Troy just wanted to talk to a friend in the class who might know where she was. “She’s very determined to finish the semester.” Troy recalled grumblings in the hallway about a group paper or something. He went out on on a limb. “And she feels bad that her partner doesn’t have her share of the work for that project.” Again, his voice rose as if everything he was saying was a question he didn’t know the answer to.

      The professor leaned back in his chair and crossed his thick arms over his chest. “So, you need to see Emmett?” Dr. Grenadine said.

      “Emmett,” Troy repeated before patting the pocket of his flannel shirt. “Yes. I have a disk for him. From Miranda.” He smiled. “Do you know where I can find him?”

      “I can’t give out his address. That would be completely inappropriate. But he works at the college newspaper in the student center basement. He’s there often. You can leave it for him in his mailbox.”

      “Okay, I’ll do that.” Troy rose from the chair and quickly made for the door.

      “I hope your sister feels better soon,” the professor called to him. “Make sure her doctor contacts Health Services so they can inform the staff. It would be a shame for all her hard work to go down the drain.”

      Funny, that’s what Troy was thinking about himself. He worried retracing his sister’s steps would be for nothing. There were large pieces of the puzzle missing and no one to help him. Or no one whose help he wanted. Maybe this Emmett guy would prove to be useful.

      Troy thanked Dr. Grenadine, slipped into the hallway, and pushed past the throng of students. He accidentally bumped into a blonde guy and for a second, Troy thought Levi had followed him, and his stomach lurched. Warranted or not, Troy had been a dick to Levi. He doubted Levi was harboring any romantic fantasies about him now.

      Troy stepped outside and walked back toward the student center, hoping to talk to someone who might know where Miranda had fled. On his way, he passed maintenance men spreading manure in the flowerbeds. It smelled like shit.
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      When Levi returned to his dorm room, after an uninspiring Western Civ lecture, Todd Dierks was blasting Radiohead’s The Bends from his stereo and looking downright miserable.

      Levi had spent most of the weekend shuffling around the dorm in a funk, biting the heads off anyone who approached him for so much as a fucking quarter for the laundry room, except yesterday when he and Naomi valiantly treated Ellen to a Mother’s Day brunch. They dazzled her with phony smiles as she threw back four mimosas even though only one came with the buffet. When they returned to the house, Ellen slept off the champagne while Naomi tidied the living room and Levi slipped out to get high with Dierks. Actually, Sunday had been the best part of the weekend.

      But now Levi was back to toiling through his classes and trying to pretend that Troy hadn’t squashed his pride under the toe of his Doc Martens. And Dierks, well, he was lying face-first into the pillow, his unwashed hair splayed out in a sunburst pattern.

      The dorm room felt thick with pity.

      Levi dropped his backpack on the floor and slid off his oxfords. He cranked up the volume, preferring Thom Yorke’s high-pitched vocals to the ruminating thoughts in his head, and then flopped backwards onto his bed like he was falling into a swimming pool. He wanted to drown in his blankets, to sleep away Troy’s words—I don’t trust you—and wake up some place else.

      Everything sucked.

      He draped his arm over his eyes, blocking out the afternoon sunlight that streamed through the windows in thick ribbons. He hadn’t been wallowing long before there was a loud knock on the door.

      “Come in,” Levi called. But the music was too loud to be heard. “It’s open!”

      The pounding continued. Levi waited to see if Dierks would get up and answer it, but he remained where he was with no slight sign of movement. Levi groaned and then pitched a shoe straight at the door. “IT’S OPEN!”

      Owen Dempsey threw open the door. His eyes bounced around the room like pinballs until they found Dierks’s stereo. He stomped over to the dresser, nearly tripping on Levi’s shoe, and hit various buttons, which only made the CD skip. Eventually he discovered the volume dial and turned it down. His face was red. His eyes, wild.

      “What’s your deal, Demps?” Todd Dierks groaned from his bed and pushed himself up onto his elbows.

      “I can’t freaking study with your music blaring.” Owen bent down, picked up Levi’s shoe, and examined it from all angles. “These look expensive.”

      “They’re not,” Levi said flatly.

      “You look like shit,” Dierks told Owen.

      Levi peeked at Owen from behind the crook in his elbow. Dierks wasn’t wrong. Owen did look like shit. His normally pale skin was blotchy, his shoulders were hunched, and his dress shirt and blazer hung on him like heavy drapes.

      The end of senior year and they were all a mess. This was not how it was supposed to go down.

      “You still here?” Levi said to Owen.

      But Owen didn’t seem in a rush to go. His mouth quirked, as if something was sitting on his tongue, desperate to escape. “I saw you talking to Troy Byrne on Friday.”

      Dierks raised his brows. “I thought that guy moved away.”

      Levi’s throat felt dry and he got up from his bed to search the mini fridge for a can of soda. If anything it would buy him time to construct a response. “You spying?” was all he could manage. He cracked open the soda and chugged. A burp lodged itself in his throat.

      “I was at my dad’s campaign headquarters,” Owen said. “The conversation seemed passionate.” He laughed. “You still batting for the other team, Levi?”

      Levi set down the soda can and slammed Owen back against the closet door. Dierks was on his feet now.

      “Get out of our room.” Then Levi lowered his voice to a barely audible whisper, but he knew Owen heard. “I know things about you too, asshole.”

      Owen’s eyes grew wide, and he glowered at Levi before he pushed Levi off him. “Keep your goddamn radio down.” He stormed out of their room, but not before knocking a stack of Dierks’s CDs to the floor.

      “Dickhead!” Dierks yelled at the now closed door. He bent down to pick up his music and paused. “You can’t let him rile you up like that. He knows how to get to you.”

      Dierks was right. Every time Levi overreacted to Owen’s goading, he was fueling the fire. If only he could brush off Owen’s taunts with a joke like he did everything else. But for some reason, he couldn’t. Levi strutted around campus like his past with Troy had been a one-sided friendship that Troy had misinterpreted. At least, that’s what Levi had told the guys. But Owen saw right through Levi’s bullshit exterior and it was becoming a liability.

      “You’re right,” Levi said.

      Dierks built two towers out of his CD cases. “You haven’t seen a thin gold bracelet, have you? It has a little heart in the center.”

      Levi pressed a hand to his chest and feigned surprise. “Todd Dierks, you shouldn’t have.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “No,” Levi said, also being serious. “What would I want with your bracelet?”

      Dierks sighed. “I bought it for Jessica for her birthday and I can’t find it.”

      “You want me to help you look?”

      “I tore the room apart,” Dierks said. “It was expensive, too. I can’t exactly get her another one.”

      “So, tell her the truth.”

      Dierks laughed bitterly. “She’ll think I’m an idiot and I feel like she’s close to breaking up with me as it is. I don’t want to lose her to some frat boy in a puka shell necklace.” Dierks examined one of his CDs, although his expression seemed lost in thought. “Long distance relationships suck.”

      Levi wasn’t so sure he agreed. One thing distance had in its favor was its built-in space mechanism. Less opportunity for someone to realize how much they couldn’t stand the other person once they got to know them.

      Dierks’s beeper chirped. He swiped it off his nightstand and read the number. He grumbled, grabbed his Vans, and shoved his feet inside, the laces already tied.

      “Where ya going?” asked Levi.

      “I gotta meet someone.” Dierks threw on his blazer and slipped his student ID into his pocket. “I’ll be back soon. Catch you later?”

      “Sure.” Levi appraised the room, which felt cavernous, like his chest. As much as Levi preferred to be alone, he didn’t relish the quiet. “Do you mind if I use your computer? My essay on existentialism in Camus’s The Stranger is due tomorrow.”

      “Bleak.”

      “Actually, the book is strangely relatable.”

      Dierks reached around his desktop for the power switch and turned on the monitor. The machine came to life. “It’s all yours.”

      “Thanks.” Levi waited for Dierks to leave before he got cozy in the chair. He swiped the paperback from his desk and flattened the spine, re-reading passages to see if he could conjure up enlightening viewpoints that literary critics before him hadn’t addressed.

      “Fuck it.” He opened up Telnet to check his email. Levi wasn’t expecting Troy to contact him to apologize or anything, but he couldn’t stop hoping.

      Levi scanned his inbox list. There was an email from his gym teacher reminding the class to meet at the baseball field next week. There was a message from Aunt Carol asking if his mother was mad at her again. Agnes had also written wondering if he could come into work in an hour. Levi checked the time. Yeah, sure. And lastly, another message from an unknown address. Levi’s breath hitched. Did Troy email him after all? He hadn’t given Troy his email address, but it wasn’t difficult to acquire. All Hulbert emails were first initial and last name. Fairly standard.

      Levi tapped the enter key and opened up the message. His pulse quickened, but not for the reason he had hoped. The message said, “What would Troy Byrne think if he knew what you had done?”

      Who was this joker? A weird AOL account. No name. Levi’s eyes jumped to the wall they shared with Owen.

      Only two people knew what Levi had done. One of them was Levi, and the other was dead.

      This was a bluff. This was Owen being a prick. Mad about loud music. He’d seen him and Troy fighting. He knew there was tension. This email meant nothing.

      Levi replied to the message with a simple but effective, “Fuck you, Dempsey,” because who else would do this?

      Levi rubbed the tips of his fingers into his eyes until he saw spots. If Levi thought Troy hated him now, there was no question as to how he would react if he knew what Levi had done three years ago.

      It really had been for the best. Someone had seen them kiss the day of the freshman scavenger hunt and that someone told. Taunts followed them around all over campus. Some asshole sophomores made loud kissing noises at them at the snack bar in the student center atrium. Levi’s gym uniform was stolen, only to reappear in the fountain outside Winchester Hall. He didn’t know what abuse Troy experienced because Troy would never say. It couldn’t have been good though.

      Eventually the news reached Julian, who called his son into his office for an explanation. Turned out the headmaster was the ears and eyes of campus. Levi had never seen his father so desolate, so disappointed. And so, Levi lied and said Troy came onto him, kissed him. But the crease in Julian’s brow, the pronounced line that ran through his forehead, and the way his pupils grew slightly all signaled to Levi that Julian could not be bullshitted. The man knew his son, even if he didn’t want to.

      “It’s shameful,” Julian said. “Aren’t you ashamed?”

      Yes, Levi thought. He’d been ashamed. For who he was. For who he loved. For what he was about to do.

      Troy had been a hard secret for Levi to keep, which was why Levi got him expelled.
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      The college newspaper office wasn’t an easy place to find if you weren’t looking for it. Luckily, the nice girl at the information desk gave Troy a private tour.

      She smiled with big teeth and then led him down the back stairwell and through a long hallway with several doors on either side. Only one was open. Above it was a computer-printed banner that read, “The Chronicle.”

      “Here ya go,” she said.

      “Thanks,” he said, unsure what she was hanging around for.

      She pursed her lips with disappointment, before turning on her heels and jogging back up the stairs to the desk.

      Troy shrugged and went inside the office, which was already bustling with activity. There was a bank of computers against the far wall with signs labeling them as News, Features, Sports, Opinions. A girl with red hair sat at a large rectangular table, twirling a red pen in her left hand. A guy in a Devils jersey spun around in the computer chair grumbling about an intramural Frisbee story that was late. A girl in overalls was cutting white excess off photographs with an Exacto knife. Troy found the flurry of activity disorienting.

      A guy with braces materialized from a back room, wiping his hands on a rag. “Can I help you? Are you turning in an article?”

      “I’m looking for Emmett. I have something for him. Not newspaper related. From my sister. Her half of a group project. She has mono.” Troy sounded like an idiot, but he was committed to this lie.

      The guy ran his finger along a piece of paper tacked up on the wall with dirty strips of scotch tape. There was a list of names, which Troy assumed was the staff members and their positions. “Emmett has class. He won’t be in until later. You can leave him a message in his mailbox if you want.”

      Troy caught a glimpse of the posted schedule wondering if he could just bail out of here and corner Emmett outside his biology lab, but instead he wrote his name and number on a piece of scrap paper for Emmett and stuck it in the LAYOUT folder on the door. Hopefully, Emmett would call him.

      Troy went outside and walked to the parking lot where his Acura was parked under a tree. He slid into the driver’s seat and rested his head in his hands. He wanted to drive to Hulbert and see Levi if only to yell at him, make him feel the same hurt he felt all those years ago.

      Troy remembered his last night on campus in early June of 1992. He and Levi had been scheming on how they could sneak out over the summer. They lived a fifteen-minute drive apart and Troy figured they could ride their bikes and meet in the middle. “You can always come to my house,” Troy had offered. His mom hadn’t minded friends coming over to hang out. Then.

      But Levi had been nervous, grasping for reasons on why he couldn’t get away. “My parents won’t let me.”

      “We’re friends,” Troy said. “It’s not weird for two guys to be friends.” That was naive. It was obvious to the whole school that Troy and Levi were more than just friends. Troy was hoping that a summer away from school would dilute the fallout from the kiss.

      That same night, someone pounded on their door. It took several moments to register the noise. At first Troy thought it was Kyle Vanderloo tossing a tennis ball against the shared wall, or maybe Levi had dropped his biology textbook when he nodded off while studying. It never occurred to Troy that Julian Abrams, the Hulbert headmaster, would be on the other side.

      But there he was, after lights out, impatient to get inside the room. His face was drawn and lined, the knot of his tie loose around his neck like a lasso.

      Troy shot Levi a look and knitted his brows into a V shape, assuming worry lines were spreading out from his forehead like cracks in glass. He was only half-dressed in a pair of flannel pajama bottoms, and no shirt. Levi was sitting up in bed in his blue pajamas, the kind men used to wear on those 1950s sitcoms.

      Julian arrived, flanked by Mr. Gennison, the elderly dorm dean, and Freaky Neil, the campus security guard, whose level of experience amounted to a brief stint as a mall cop.

      Troy couldn’t understand the cavalry even as his palms began to sweat.

      “May we come inside?” Mr. Gennison said kindly.

      But Levi’s dad didn’t wait for a response before he pushed himself into the room and wordlessly signaled to Neil. The headmaster averted his gaze from Troy’s naked torso with a look of disgust. Troy grabbed a dirty T-shirt draped over his desk chair and slipped it on. Then he raised his brows as if to say, happy? But Julian Abrams didn’t look happy.

      At some moment, Levi had gotten to his feet and stood at attention next to his bed while Freaky Neil rummaged through Troy’s desk drawers.

      “Hey!” Troy called out. “You can’t come in here and go through our stuff.”

      Abrams sighed, his face a mask of aggravation, as if just being in Troy’s presence wore greatly on him. “This room isn’t your property.”

      “Dad—” Levi began. But Levi’s father held up his hand to silence him.

      “What the hell is this about?” Troy asked.

      “We were notified that you have drugs in your possession,” Abrams said. Neil had given up rifling through the desk drawers and was now searching underneath the bed.

      “That’s bullshit.” Troy peered around Mr. Gennison’s drawn face to see what Neil was unearthing now. “I don’t do drugs.”

      “We’ve heard otherwise,” the headmaster said in a bored tone.

      “From who?” Troy turned to Levi, imploring him. “Tell him I don’t do drugs.”

      “Leave my son out of this,” the headmaster snapped.

      “But he can vouch for me. Don’t you trust your son’s word?”

      The headmaster didn’t respond to this, but instead asked Neil, “Find anything?”

      “Not yet.”

      Abrams scanned the dorm room with his blue eyes, the same color as Levi’s, but colder, clearer, like winter ice. By now, the headmaster’s presence had alerted the other boys on the floor. A group gathered outside the room in pajamas, their bodies flattened against the wall, unusually quiet so as not to draw attention to their blatant eavesdropping. But Troy heard whispers.

      What’s going on?

      The headmaster is searching their room.

      Troy flipped them off while Levi stood silent.

      “Try the closet,” Abrams ordered.

      Those boys are definitely hiding in the closet.

      Quiet laughter.

      Troy’s stomach contracted.

      Neil rummaged along the closet shelf, knocking the tops off shoeboxes.

      “All you’re going to find is a thick layer of dust and my running shoes.” Troy rolled his eyes as Neil peered inside his Adidas with a flashlight. Then Neil found the ski boots, boots Troy never wore because he never skied.

      Levi stared at his hands.

      “Wait. Found something.” Neil grunted, reached inside the left boot, and withdrew a plastic bag of weed between his thick, sausage fingers.

      Abrams’s voice was dry and crisp like fall leaves. “Get your shoes, Byrne. I’m calling your parents.”

      “That’s not mine,” Troy protested as if that made any difference.

      “Do you take me for an idiot?”

      Troy’s body welled with panic. “Levi, tell your dad, it’s not my weed. Tell him.”

      “It’s in your possession,” Abrams said. “It’s automatic grounds for expulsion.”

      “Mr. Gennison,” implored Troy, but the elderly man could only wring his hands. Meanwhile, Freaky Neil had hooked his fingers around Troy’s bicep, gleeful at the opportunity to force Troy out of the room like some kind of criminal. Troy decided to try another tactic. Levi may have been too cowardly to speak up, but Troy wasn’t. “I know what this is about.”

      “I doubt you do,” Abrams said.

      “You just want to get rid of me so Levi and I can’t be together.”

      Hoots erupted from the hallway. Levi closed his eyes, like he wanted to will the voices to quiet. Or will himself to disappear.

      The color drained from Abrams’s face. He told Neil and Mr. Gennison, “Give me a moment with Mr. Byrne and my son. And close the door.”

      Neil deflated while Mr. Gennison looked relieved. But they both went outside. Neil cried out to the onlookers, “Get back to your rooms.”

      Troy heard someone say loudly, “Homos!” Then the sound of retreating steps.

      Abrams turned on Troy, jutting his finger to his chest. “I don’t need a reason to get rid of you, but now I have one. You and Levi are roommates and that’s it.”

      “That’s not true.” Troy grabbed Levi’s hand, but was stunned when Levi yanked his fingers from Troy’s grip. “We love each other.”

      “Keep your voice down,” Abrams hissed. “What you have isn’t love. It’s curiosity. Not love.”

      “That’s not how it is. Levi, say something.”

      Abrams stared at his son. Levi’s Adam’s apple bobbed like he’d ingested a marble. Troy’s stomach felt as if it was full of rocks. All those nights climbing into each other’s beds. Kissing. Touching. Laughing. That was real.

      Troy waited for Levi to speak up, but Levi couldn’t even look at him, let alone say anything. Troy was about to be expelled and Levi said nothing.

      This boy who was Troy’s whole world, who Troy protected and cherished and practically idolized, who he loved more than anyone, wouldn’t speak up.

      Levi feared his father more than he loved Troy.

      The last words Troy uttered to Levi were, “I’ll see you around.” Their code. And Levi was supposed to say, ‘Look for me.’

      But still, Levi said nothing.

      That was when Troy realized that love wasn’t enough. He’d trusted Levi to defend him but he shouldn’t have. The only person Troy could ever count on was himself.

      As Troy turned the key in the ignition, he realized he didn’t need Levi’s help in finding Miranda. What he and Levi had was over the minute Levi hung him out to dry. Troy was on his own, and he was fine with that.
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      Agnes left a note for Levi to do simple filing in the records room and to run off photocopies for the faculty regarding a staff brunch. Ugh. Less simple was that Levi couldn’t find his set of office keys. He’d checked his backpack, his dresser, behind his dresser, his nightstand, and underneath his bed. He also pulled the pockets out of every pair of pants he wore while at Hulbert. Nothing.

      So when Levi arrived at the headmaster’s office, and Agnes had popped out for a meeting, Levi was screwed. Not that Levi had to panic over being fired as he didn’t technically work in this office anymore, not to mention he was graduating in thirty days. He couldn’t help out Agnes nor earn the cash she kept enticing him with—after all, how many students could stomach waltzing into the same room where their father’s brains had been exposed? At first, it stunned Levi that Agnes would even ask him to do these things until he realized it wasn’t her fault. Levi gave everyone the impression that he was fine. That his father’s death, while tragic, was behind him. Whether they believed him or not was a different matter, but they pretended along with him.

      Levi could even hear his father’s words in his head. It’s irresponsible of you to lose something entrusted to you.

      Yeah, yeah, except none of this helped Levi regarding the keys.

      Levi’s first thought was to rummage through Agnes’s desk drawer and see if she left her set behind. She hadn’t. His next thought was to call Zara.

      This posed an awkward problem as Zara didn’t owe this office a thing, but she knew where Agnes kept an emergency set.

      Levi twirled the Rolodex on Agnes’s desk. Names and addresses in blue ink spun like a Ferris wheel until Levi found the card for Zara Peters. He dialed the phone number listed, not sure if she’d even be home, and waited for someone to pick up.

      “Hello?” Levi started at the gruff voice.

      “Is Zara home?”

      “Zara!” the man called out. “It’s for you.”

      Levi waited, what felt like a full minute, before he heard Zara’s soft voice.

      “Hello,” she said tentatively.

      “Hey, it’s Levi.”

      He heard her sigh. No, more like exhale, long and low. “I thought it was…Nevermind, what’s up? It’s been awhile.”

      “Yeah.” Levi pulled the phone cord as far as it could go and inventoried the space. “Do you know where Agnes keeps a set of emergency keys?”

      “What’s the emergency?”

      “Nothing. I lost mine and I need to get into the records room.” Then he added quickly, “Agnes is gone for the afternoon.”

      “The headmaster’s desk is where they used to be.”

      “Shit.” The desk was most likely locked. His father never left his desk drawers unlocked for just anyone to open. Of course thinking of the notecard, he now knew why.

      “The lock’s busted,” Zara added. “Top drawer, I think.”

      Levi noted the time. He wondered if Jansen would be coming back to the office soon.

      “It’s nice to hear from you,” Zara said.

      Levi had fun with Zara when she worked in the office. She’d roll her eyes in a dramatic fashion whenever Julian complained about the mail arriving late or when he chastised Levi on his grades or refused his wife’s phone calls. Zara knew the headmaster well enough to set a bottle of whiskey next to his cup of coffee on Friday afternoons. She screened his phone calls. She remembered his fussy lunch orders. She anticipated his moods. She understood Levi’s dad in a way his wife and son had not. Which was why her quitting was so weird.

      For a brief second, Levi wondered if Zara had been his father’s mistress. But then he remembered the closing initial, N, and disregarded the thought, almost disgusted by it, actually. Sure, Zara might’ve understood Julian’s quirks and neuroses, but she also disliked them.

      Levi felt like a shit for not calling her after she quit. But his life had been upended, and the last thing he was in the mood for was making other people feel better about their circumstances.

      “So, anything new going on there?” She sounded depressed.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, don’t mind me. Just going through a break up.”

      Oh. The Boyfriend. Zara never said his name. Levi always supposed she was ashamed of him, or maybe he was hideous. But she always called him ‘The Boyfriend’ as if he was some superhero with a dual identity.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      “We should hang out,” Zara said. “Soon.”

      “Yeah, sure.” But he knew he didn’t mean it. Levi needed space from his old life if he was going to enjoy his new one at Temple. They were both quiet for a moment.

      “I’m surprised you’re even in the office, what with everything that had happened,” she said.

      “Agnes was in a bind and I wasn’t doing anything except my dumb essay on The Stranger.”

      “That was your dad’s favorite book.”

      “He had a favorite book?” Levi thought of those unread tomes on his father’s bookshelves at home, the ones that look liked the spines had never been cracked.

      “He quoted it sometimes.”

      Levi wondered if Zara was fucking with him. His father never quoted a Saturday Night Live skit, let alone books. “If you say so.”

      “I think there was a lot more to your father than you’ll ever know,” she said. “Anyway, I gotta run, too. It’s finals week.” And she hung up.

      Levi put the receiver back on its cradle and set the phone on the desk. He inhaled and then inched closer to Jansen’s door, taking careful steps, as if preparing to face a wild animal. With the toe of his shoe, he pushed open the door and peeked inside.

      Jansen had replaced his father’s Oriental rug with beige carpet. He had installed blinds where the billowy curtains used to be, and the liquor cabinet had been moved to the other side of the room. The bullet holes had been spackled, and the walls repainted. The mahogany desk remained where it was, although it had been cleaned until its glossy surface gleamed. The desk was an antique, built during Hulbert’s founding, and no amount of blood and gore was going to remove it from Winchester Hall. Levi wondered if he examined the wood close enough, would he find bloodstains or bits of brain? What did that even look like?

      Levi imagined his father sitting in that wobbly leather chair alone, downing shot after shot of Greek liquor, maybe lamenting his life. Taking aim at glass bottles for no discernible reason. It was reckless, and so unlike Julian to be. Levi still didn’t get it.

      The coroner’s office said it was an accident, and Levi had no reason to doubt them, but still…what if it wasn’t? What if his father meant to die?

      Rage simmered beneath his skin. He was angry at a man who spent more time critiquing the U.S. Postal Service than he had discussing Levi’s interests. Levi had often kept himself awake at night, his brain churning arguments in which he told his father exactly what he thought of him. Levi would revise and rewrite the dialogue in his head until the conversation was damning and precisely right, and his father would have to mercilessly confront his failings.

      But like with everything, Julian Abrams had to screw that up for Levi too. And now Levi was left with a constant bitterness in his mouth. Because he’d never got to tell his father the truth.

      Levi wasn’t up for this tonight. He could pretend to other people that he was okay, but he couldn’t lie to himself. He wrote a note to Agnes on a piece of pink copy paper, citing an onset of a stomach bug, and then he returned to his dorm room.
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      Troy approached the kid behind the drugstore counter and slid an envelope with the two strips of photo negatives across the Formica top. “Can you develop these within the hour?”

      “Sure. Do you want one print each or multiple copies?” The nametag affixed to the kid’s blue vest read Alan. Troy noted that Alan had a prepster’s face. Fairly clear skin, except for a smattering of zits on his forehead, and short reddish hair. He also wore braces with bright blue rubber bands around the metal brackets.

      Troy only needed to see what was on the film. He had no intention of trading the pictures in some vacation photo exchange. “Just one print of each.”

      “Then it won’t take long. I’ll try and be quick.”

      Troy nodded and settled himself into a hard plastic chair by the pharmacy. He picked up an old issue of TIME magazine from February with a headline that read, “For Better, For Worse: The growing movement to strengthen marriage and prevent divorce.” Troy dropped the magazine onto the floor and kicked it under a display of orthopedic insoles where he was certain no one would discover it for several years. Maybe by that point, the state of his parents’ marriage would be a distant memory.

      Troy leaned his head against the wall and closed his eyes. The last time he’d come into this drugstore for anything other than a bottle of Gatorade or a pack of gum was when he and Chris had been hooking up. Man, that had ended in disaster.

      Before Zach, there was Chris. Chris was a handsome senior to Troy’s junior, and he liked to drive Troy around in his father’s Jeep. Chris would take Troy to the bottom of Maple Mountain, which was really a glamorized hill, and they’d hike up the trail, climbing the roots that jutted through the earth like natural stairs. Chris brought the beer, Troy carried a blanket in his backpack, and together they’d disappear into the woods where no one could see them.

      In the autumn, the brush transformed from green to purple to deep red, to the point it almost looked like flames engulfing the forest floor. The ferns turned gold before they shriveled up, curling in on themselves in preparation for winter. A carpet of dried leaves crumbled underfoot, providing a soundtrack to their outing. Troy was always amazed how alive the woods seemed in October. As if they were throwing one last party before the dreariness of ice and snow quieted everything.

      It was on one of those rare and balmy October afternoons that Troy and Chris skipped class and drove to the mountain to hang out. Chris would stop after two beers, but Troy would drink the remainder of the six-pack all on his own. His parents had started fighting around then. They’d had a particularly nasty screaming match a few nights before, and Troy couldn’t stop replaying the argument in his head. The horrific cheating accusations. The name calling. The threats. But then Pete, Jerry’s Navy buddy, arrived for the weekend and Carmen smiled to maintain the happy facade. The screaming stopped. Jerry and Pete traded ship stories as they played cards and drank Jerry’s good booze, and Troy relaxed, reveling in his future.

      Jerry had squeezed Troy on the shoulder, his voice tinged with pride. “Troy’s applying to Annapolis.”

      “Is that right?” Pete said in between sips of whiskey. “I’d be happy to write a letter of recommendation. I still have sway there.”

      Troy beamed. “That would be great. Thank you.”

      And then the next day, Troy slipped a note in Chris’s locker, telling him to ditch chemistry for Maple Mountain.  He and Chris didn’t have much to talk about, but they didn’t have to talk.

      Troy chugged his forth beer and Chris tapped Troy’s leg. “Come on, sailor. Let’s get you home.”

      Troy stumbled to his feet and Chris steadied him. “Whoa, dude. You need to sober up.”

      And so he and Chris stopped at the drugstore for coffee. But Troy was sloppy, and he pulled Chris into a kiss in the middle of the candy aisle where Jerry’s friend had popped in for gum.

      Troy staggered on his feet, pretending he hadn’t just fucked up his future, but he had. Pete saw them, but more importantly, he’d seen Troy. He didn’t say anything, but Jerry told Troy a few weeks later that Pete wouldn’t be able to write that letter of recommendation after all. “He’s an asshole,” Jerry had said. “You don’t want to be indebted to that guy anyway.”

      “I thought he was your friend,” Troy responded.

      “Nah. I was just being polite in having him over.” Jerry ruffled Troy’s hair. “Forget him.  Just enlist.”

      Troy had messed up. He let his guard down again and now there was no getting into Annapolis. Not when he’d outed himself. Even Carmen asked if he’d done it on purpose. He didn’t think he had.

      Troy stopped hanging out with Chris after that. He made sure to be more careful.

      He’d been so zoned out, he didn’t hear Alan calling his name.

      Troy pressed his hands onto his thighs and hauled himself up. He took the prints as Alan stuttered the cost and rang him up at the cash register.

      Troy flipped through the pictures, surprised at the subject matter, mostly Hulbert students in their dorm rooms. He recognized the guys even though he hadn’t seen them in three years. It was clear from the images that the boys were involved in shady shit, stuff they wouldn’t want anyone to see. Kyle Vanderloo in his car, making out with a young girl in a St. Luke’s uniform. Todd Dierks with David Martinez, exchanging a bottle of pills for a wad of bills. And an unrecognizable guy injecting his thigh with a type of substance, most likely steroids. There were close-up shots of the drugs, the money, the girl’s face. Whoever took these pictures made certain there was no ambiguity in the images.

      Troy didn’t understand how his sister acquired these photographs or why she wanted to in the first place, but there was something odd and incriminating about each photo. Maybe one of these boys trashed Miranda’s apartment.

      And then there was the issue of the last picture.

      A middle-aged man in a suit and tie leaving a swanky hotel.

      Troy’s stomach overturned with the realization that no matter what, he was going to have to involve Levi.

      Because that middle-aged man was Levi’s father. Julian Abrams.
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      Levi was out of breath by the time he arrived at the drugstore. He’d been so excited when Troy called, he didn’t bother changing out of his Hulbert clothes, even though he looked lame. He was glad he’d had time for an extra swipe of deodorant and a spritz of cologne.

      He found Troy in the back, leaning against a glass case, examining a photograph with a furrowed brow, his flannel shirt tied around his waist. Watching Troy like this was an indulgence. But then Troy glanced up, as if sensing Levi’s eyes on him, and walked toward him. He steered Levi by his blazer sleeve and led him toward a secluded aisle in the store. Troy thrust the photo toward Levi, which Levi accepted.

      “I found a negative of this in my sister’s apartment. It could have something to do with her disappearance. Okay?”

      Levi arched his brow. “Okay.”

      “What do you make of it?”

      All that excitement from earlier dissipated and Levi deflated. He stared at his father in a suit and tie, typical get-up, facing the camera. There was another man in the shot, caught in the revolving door, his face blurry. The hotel’s sign was cut off, but Levi recognized part of the name. “Why does your sister have this? Did she take the picture?”

      Troy bit his bottom lip and shook his head. “I doubt it.”

      “I’m so confused,” Levi said. “You said your sister ran off.”

      “She did.”

      “Now you’re saying she disappeared.”

      “Same thing.”

      Levi stretched his neck to see over the aisles, checking for eavesdroppers. There didn’t seem to be anyone. “It’s not the same thing.”

      Troy leaned in close and Levi could smell Troy’s aftershave. He glanced at Troy’s angular jaw. The dark stubble on his chin. Levi wondered if Troy could hear his heart pumping in his chest.

      “Where’s the original?”

      Troy gave Levi a sidelong glance. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean negatives are produced after the film is developed. So who developed the original film? Are there other photos or just this one?”

      “Just this one.” Troy’s attention was suddenly caught on a poster announcing a sale on shampoo. He was lying. Troy changed the subject. “Do you know that hotel?”

      “The Great Elm Manor,” Levi said. “Ritzy. Expensive.”

      “Why would your dad be there?”

      Levi considered lying too, but he decided not to. Someone had to trust someone. “I think my dad was having an affair.”

      Troy blanched.

      “Oh, God,” Levi said, his face also paling. “You think he was sleeping with Miranda?”

      “No,” Troy said quickly. “No way. They don’t even know each other.”

      “They know of each other.”

      “That’s not the same thing,” Troy said, rephrasing Levi’s words.

      “Well, this photo is like something a private investigator would snap if he was tailing a cheater, or someone who wanted to extort money.” Levi then thought of that email, the one he supposed Owen Dempsey sent threatening to tell Troy that Levi had him expelled. Could Owen have taken this photo of his father? Was this part of a twisted game? Why would he though?

      Troy sighed. “I went to my sister’s apartment. Some guy called her and left a message. Something to the effect of, ‘I know what you’re thinking. Let’s talk about money.’”

      “You think Miranda was threatening to tell my mom about this affair? And that my dad called her out on it?” Levi could feel his eyebrows doing that thing where they rose high on his forehead, because in no world did the words coming out of his mouth make sense. “I might entertain that notion, except it’s not that incriminating of a picture. My dad could easily explain this away. He’s meeting a colleague for lunch or he’s booking a conference room for an event or some shit. I don’t know.”

      “You’re right,” said Troy. “Also, the voices didn’t match. The message was recent and your dad’s been—”

      “Dead for six months,” Levi finished.

      “Yeah.” He and Troy were both silent for a minute. None of this made sense. Why would a man call Miranda and threaten her over a weird photo of Levi’s dad taken more than six months ago? Troy was deliberately hiding pieces of the puzzle. Or someone was. Either way, Levi didn’t have a complete story. He was certain his father had had an affair, but this photo didn’t prove that.

      Troy checked the time. “I gotta go.” He brushed past Levi and made his way toward the exit.

      Levi hopped in front of Troy, blocking the aisle. “You can’t walk away from me now. I’m in this. Whatever this crap is. I’m in it. That photo means something.” He felt clammy. Cool. “Maybe he was afraid someone would tell my mom.” But even as he suggested the theory, it didn’t sound right. Julian Abrams wasn’t scared of anyone, especially not some amateur criminal trying to squeeze him for money. And his father’s death was ruled an accident, not a suicide. But there was always that doubt. Keep it together, Levi.

      “Keep the picture,” Troy said kindly.

      “I want to be sure,” Levi said.

      “About what?”

      “About why he died.”

      Troy pushed ahead and into the street. “I’ll tell you what I find out.”

      Levi chased after him. No way was Troy leaving him out of this. Troy might hate him, but Levi was a part of this no matter what. He wasn’t going anywhere.
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      Troy knew Levi wasn’t going to give up that easily. It seemed incredibly unfair that Miranda’s disappearance should have something to do with Levi’s father, as if Miranda had orchestrated this solely to get Troy and Levi back together.

      Levi scrambled to catch up and grabbed Troy by the hem of his gray shirt, forcing him to a stop. He steered Troy into an alcove of an abandoned storefront with a For Rent sign on the window.

      “I shouldn’t have involved you,” Troy said. “This is my business with my sister.”

      Levi backed Troy up against a glass window covered in paper, his hand on Troy’s sternum. “Your business became my business the minute my father was involved. The minute you asked me for help.”

      Troy removed Levi’s hand. “I never asked you for anything.”

      “I think you should notify the police.”

      “Lower your voice. And, no.”

      “The coroner could’ve made a mistake about my father, and Miranda could be in serious trouble. Or she’s causing serious trouble.” Levi stepped back and gave Troy a pointed look. “Oh. That’s why you don’t want to call the police. You think she did something illegal.”

      “No. Maybe.”

      “Call the cops.”

      “No.”

      “You have major trust issues.”

      “You’re the reason I have trust issues!” Troy hissed. “You knew that weed wasn’t mine, and you could’ve stopped your father, but you didn’t because you were a chickenshit.”

      Levi’s voice grew quiet. He seemed mesmerized by the dingy white caulking that outlined the doorframe. “You make it sound like it was so easy for me to—”

      “To what? Let me go?”

      Levi leaned against the store window. “I regretted not speaking up.”

      “If you regretted it so much, then why didn’t you answer my letters?”

      Now Levi looked truly stunned. “I didn’t get any letters from you.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “No, I’m being serious. I never got a letter from you. How many did you send?”

      “Two. After you didn’t respond to the first one, I sent another. And when I didn’t hear from you after that, I didn’t write again.”

      “Where’d you mail them?”

      “Why’s that matter? I sent them to your campus address.”

      Levi sucked on his lower lip and his eyes narrowed as if he was trying to see through the thick butcher paper covering the windows, as if he could see what others couldn’t. Troy understood at that moment that Julian Abrams must have intercepted his letters.

      “What did they say?” Levi asked.

      That I still loved you. Troy lied, “I wrote that I hated you and that I could never forgive you, probably best you didn’t get them.”

      Levi swallowed audibly. “Okay. I deserve that.”

      “Yeah, you do.” Troy pushed past Levi and made his way down the street, toward the parking meter in front of the old hardware store where his Acura sat. He half-expected to see a ticket pinned under the windshield wipers since he only inserted enough dimes for an hour, but there was none.

      “I’ll go to the hotel,” Levi said. “Ask about my dad. Perhaps this can all be easily explained.”

      “Fine, do that.” Troy unhooked his car keys from his belt loop.

      “Uh, Troy.” Levi cast his eyes down at the car and pointed to the tire on the back right. The curb nearly hid the giant gash in the rubber, but now that Troy looked, he could see it. Someone had slashed his tire.
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      “Shit,” Levi said, scratching his jaw and examining the gaping hole. “Do you have a spare?”

      Troy pursed his lips before popping open the trunk. Tucked inside was a small tire. “I have a donut.”

      Levi glanced over his shoulder wondering if the hillbilly assholes from the Steak Knife were lurking around with their baseball bats, reveling in the boys’ reaction. But the only person he saw was Alan Dempsey, Owen’s kid brother, his chin tucked into his chest, rushing in the opposite direction.

      “This is no accident,” Levi said. “You get that, right?”

      “It’s probably some middle schooler being a dick,” Troy said with a shrug. Levi could see him trying to brush off the incident as a prank. Like not everything had to be connected. But too many coincidences could not be a coincidence.

      “Do you know how to change a flat?” Levi asked.

      Troy shook his head. “You?”

      “Nope. I can call Vanderloo. He’s good with this stuff.” Levi could also page Dierks, but decided against it. Dierks seemed to be in his own world of hurt lately.

      “No,” Troy said forcefully. “I’ll call AAA.”

      “That could take a while.”

      “It’s fine. I don’t care.”

      “So embarrassing—two guys who can’t change a tire,” Levi pointed out.

      “Yeah, well, I’ll make sure to learn the minute I have a free moment.”

      “Don’t you mean a spare moment,” Levi quipped.

      Troy rolled his eyes, but Levi noted a hint of amusement in his expression. “AAA will send someone out. You don’t have to wait around.” Troy abandoned Levi while he went in search of a pay phone.

      No, Levi didn’t have to stick around, but he did anyway and sat down on the curb. He wanted to tell Troy, ‘That’s what friends do,’ but Levi hadn’t always been a decent friend. Hell, he’d never been much of a decent person as evidenced by the multiple shitty things he’d done, not just to Joe and Troy, but to lots of people. Levi slid his sunglasses over his eyes, hoping Troy wouldn’t see the guilt that hid behind them.

      He remembered an old friend he’d made at middle school, back when the family still lived in New Jersey. Steve Goldberg. Awkward, geeky, and totally embarrassing. But he loved Atari and was good at it, and his mother didn’t care if the boys played video games all day or ate cookies on the couch. Not like Ellen Abrams who followed Steve around with the Dustbuster.

      The truth was being Steve’s friend made Levi’s life difficult. The kids at school teased him mercilessly, and Ellen always commented on how colorful Steve seemed and different from the other kids in the neighborhood.

      “It must be nice to have a mother who doesn’t care about what he says or does,” she said. “He’s a nice boy, don’t get me wrong. He’s just different.” Then she frowned. “Did you finalize your guest list for your Bar Mitzvah?”

      Levi shook his head. He really didn’t have a group of friends to invite.

      “Well, I thought you could invite Jake Messing and Greg Daniels,” she said. “I know their mothers.”

      “They’re the most popular boys in school. They don’t want to come to my Bar Mitzvah.”

      Ellen smiled gently. “I’m sure they’d love to be invited.”

      “They hate me and Steve.”

      “Well, maybe Steve can’t come, and they’ll come instead.”

      “Why wouldn’t Steve come?”

      “You said he’s not really social. So perhaps, a Bar Mitzvah is not his scene.” Levi didn’t say to his mom that a Bar Mitzvah wasn’t really his scene either. That the only reason he was even having one was because Grandma insisted and she was paying for it.

      “Are you saying you don’t want me to invite him?” Levi asked.

      Ellen lifted up the couch cushion and tisked at the crumbs she encountered. “Well, if parties stress him out, then perhaps it’s kinder not to. And this way you can invite the boys from your class. You can expand your range of friends.”

      Levi’s mother never seemed to understand that he couldn’t simply acquire friends. People had to want to be his friend.

      “Ask,” she said finally.

      The next morning as Levi stood next to his locker outside homeroom, Steve was running toward him, out of breath, when an eighth grader tripped him and he landed on his belly. Several kids laughed. Steve glanced up, mortified, searching for a kind face. But Levi couldn’t be that face.

      “Hey, Abrams, looks like your boyfriend can’t walk,” Jake Messing called out.

      Steve was messy. He was chubby, and silly, and dorky. And by associating with him, Levi had made himself a target. “He’s not my boyfriend,” Levi said loudly. Then he added, “He’s not even my friend.”

      Levi cringed at the recall. He’d been such a jerk. He often wondered what happened to Steve Goldberg. They didn’t hang out after that, and then the Abramses moved to Pennsylvania once Julian got the headmaster gig. Levi never apologized to Steve. He always regretted that, too.

      Wiping grit and gravel from his palms, Levi stared up at Troy who had just returned from the phone. Troy was clearly surprised to see Levi still sitting on the sidewalk with no plans to leave anytime soon.

      Levi wanted to apologize. There was so much to say sorry for, Levi didn’t know where to start, so instead he said, “I’ll keep you company. I don’t mind.”
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      “Seriously, you don’t have to hang around. I can wait an hour by myself.” Troy hoped he sounded convincing. It unnerved him how much he wanted Levi to both stay with him and leave.

      The sun dipped below the rooflines, casting the entire street in shade. Levi pushed his sunglasses up on top of his head and Troy was momentarily captivated by the lightness in Levi’s eyes. He had forgotten how strangely blue they were, almost like the sea outside Puerto San José that Troy had seen in his mother’s photographs.

      A striped awning snapped in the breeze, jolting Troy out of his haze.

      Levi got to his feet and wiped more dirt and gravel from his hands. “I’m going to see Phish this summer.”

      Troy laughed. “Random.”

      Levi shrugged. “Just making conversation.”

      Talking with each other used to be so easy, but now things felt weird. Almost charged. Like any minute, one of them could say the wrong thing, or worse the right thing, and suddenly, there’d be an explosion.

      “You should get tickets,” Levi continued.

      “I won’t be around. Navy, remember.”

      Levi deflated. “It’s Phish.”

      “I don’t love jam bands. Eventually, I get bored and I’m like, play the next song. Also, everyone’s always high.”

      “Okay, Grandpa.”

      Troy peered at Levi, wishing he had x-ray vision so he could see inside his head.

      “Remember when we snuck out to see that metal band in Scranton?” Levi said.

      Troy smiled. “Miranda drove us.”

      “We had to pony up cash for gas and pizza. Worth it though.”

      “I remember having to drag your ass out of the dorm. You were afraid to risk it.”

      “My father would’ve killed me if he found out.”

      “Freaky Neil almost caught us on the return trip.” They both laughed.

      They said nothing for a while. Perhaps he and Levi could make breezy conversation, but what would that lead to? Levi must’ve been thinking the same thing because he quieted, seemingly lost in his own head.

      A tow truck pulled up and Levi groaned, a noise so subtle, Troy would have missed it, except the rosy flush disappeared from Levi’s cheeks.

      “Shit,” Levi grumbled.

      The guy who climbed out of the truck was no older than Troy or Levi. He had dark brown hair and wore a blue shirt with a patch on the chest, his name—Joe—in red embroidery.

      Joe held up a clipboard. “Who called for a tow?”

      Troy raised his hand. “I don’t need a tow. Just a tire change.” He popped open the Acura’s trunk and pointed to the donut.

      Joe scoffed and shook his head. Troy tensed as if expecting him to make some emasculating remarks about them being pussies or pretty boys. But Joe didn’t do that. He removed the donut from the trunk and then retrieved a jack from the back of his truck.

      Troy gave Joe space to work, but Levi gave him a much wider berth. Troy wondered if they knew each other in some way. Maybe they once went to school together. Maybe Joe had been a bully. Joe kept darting looks at Levi, who kept looking everywhere but Joe’s face.

      Troy felt awkward, like he shouldn’t be here. He couldn’t understand why Joe’s presence would make Troy feel like a third wheel and then it occurred to him. Levi knew Joe. The same way Troy knew Zach.

      Troy suddenly wished he’d learned how to change a flat tire. He had asked Jerry once to show him but Jerry had said, “Just call someone. Why do you need to learn how to change a tire?” So he didn’t look lame in front of Levi’s ex. Dammit, was he jealous?

      Joe finished and then handed Troy the clipboard. “I need you to sign here. You only get fifty miles on that donut.”

      “I know,” Troy said through gritted teeth. He didn’t know, really.

      Joe collected his pen and paperwork and tucked the pen into his shirt pocket. He didn’t look at Levi, but he was clearly addressing him. “I think I get it now.” Joe dipped his head low and mumbled something in Levi’s ear. Levi shrugged him off.

      Joe laughed, a bitter sound, and climbed into his truck. When he was gone, Levi said, “That was awkward.”

      When Troy had left Hulbert, he assumed Levi would regress to how he was before. It never occurred to him that Levi would date guys, especially since he’d just been out with a girl. But Levi seemed to do what Levi wanted. He was difficult to fathom.

      “I gotta go home,” Troy said.

      “Are you going to keep me in the loop?” Levi asked, his voice soft. Like he’d already given up.

      Troy stared at this boy full of secrets, wanting to understand him more. “Yeah. I’ll keep you posted. Let me know what you find out at that hotel.”

      “I need your phone number.” Levi shrugged his shoulders as if to say, ‘the ball is in your court.’

      Troy scratched his stubbly cheek. He hadn’t shaved in a few days and his skin itched. He grabbed the same pen Levi had found in the glove compartment, but he didn’t have any paper, not even a gas station receipt. Levi held out his hand, palm side up. A blank canvas. Troy caught himself checking their surroundings for hostile faces.

      “For fuck’s sake, just write it down,” Levi said, suppressing a smile.

      Troy wasn’t sure whose hand was shaking more—his or Levi’s. He wrote down his digits and then clicked the pen.

      Troy hoped he knew what he was doing. He knew he was inviting trouble into his life. He knew there was no way this was going to end well. He knew neither of them would come out of this unscathed. And yet, he couldn’t stop himself. And if he had to guess, Levi couldn’t either.
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      Troy dangled the car keys from his fingers. “You need a ride back to school?”

      “Yeah,” Levi said at the same time that another voice said, “We’ll drive him.”

      Owen Dempsey appeared outside his father’s campaign headquarters, still clad in his blazer, the knot of his tie straight and pristine—just like Owen. He jutted his thumb behind him toward a black town car idling in a fire zone. “It’s not a problem.”

      Levi slumped his shoulders. Fucking Dempsey.

      “Byrne,” Owen said to Troy. An acknowledgement so curt, Levi wondered why Owen bothered at all.

      “Dempsey,” Troy replied dryly.

      Several seconds of silence elapsed before Troy cleared his throat. “Okay. Well, I gotta bounce.” He paused and then gave Levi a lame military salute. “Peace out, Levi.” He got into his car. Levi watched him rev the engine and shift gears before pulling out of the parking space. The Acura crested a slight hill, the red paint disappearing out of sight.

      Levi turned to find Owen examining him closely. His eyes narrowed as if he was trying to work out a calculus problem on Levi’s face, even though Levi was the one trying to figure out Owen’s angle, especially after their earlier altercation.

      “Hurry,” said Owen coldly. “My father’s driver doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

      That sounded more like it.

      Levi grabbed his backpack from the sidewalk and swung it onto his shoulders as Paul Dempsey emerged from his campaign office amidst a sea of well-dressed people, including Graham Jansen.

      “You’re running a strong campaign,” Jansen said. “The polls show you’re ahead.”

      “Our endorsement from the AFC has helped tremendously.” Paul Dempsey’s voice was gruffer than it sounded on television. Authoritative. Almost scary. “Voters care about family values and I intend to deliver on that.” He sipped from a Styrofoam coffee cup.

      The AFC. The American Family Council. Levi read about them in the New York Times once. They sounded all benevolent, putting forth efforts to help low-income families and improve education, until he’d learned that they were actively protesting teaching the theory of evolution and trying to keep gay couples from visiting each other in the hospital. Levi didn’t care too much about politics, but he knew he didn’t want to be on the same side as wherever Paul Dempsey stood.

      “And their donation has allowed us to run attack ads in several counties,” Paul Dempsey continued. “We’re surging now.”

      Another man spoke up. He looked like an Al Capone character, squat with thick legs and wearing a pinstriped suit. “Graham, we’d like for the congressman to give a speech on campus.” His voice was thick and raspy. He sounded like Levi’s Great Uncle Sid from Brooklyn.

      “I don’t know,” Jansen said. “The trustees need to approve it and they’re adamant about not getting involved in elections.”

      “Oh, it wouldn’t be a controversial speech,” the man said. “The congressman wants to talk about the amazing Christian education his sons receive here. If anything it would be a ringing endorsement of the school.”

      Christian education? There was a non-denominational chapel on campus. That’s about as spiritual as it got. Hulbert had a reputation for prestige, not religion.

      “Hm,” Jansen said. “I could pitch that.”

      Paul Dempsey added, “This school is a model for others to follow. Not like those prep schools in Manhattan with their drugs and flagrant sex. It’s why I send my boys here. Abrams kept a tight leash on things. I imagine you will too.”

      Jansen’s smile thinned before he nodded stiffly. “Maybe you could call the board members personally to advocate on my behalf. I’m still only interim headmaster.”

      Paul clapped him on the shoulder. “Get me a press conference and I’ll see what I can do. You need me more than I need you. Don’t forget that.”

      Jansen spotted Levi and Owen, and his smile faltered. Apparently this conversation was not intended for their ears. “Boys, shouldn’t you be getting back to campus for supper?”

      “They’re on their way,” the congressman said. He passed his briefcase and cup of coffee to a woman in a pencil skirt and white blouse, then held out his hand. It took Levi a moment to realize it was for him to shake, which Levi did begrudgingly.

      When Paul Dempsey grinned, revealing a row of dazzling, white teeth, he looked nothing like his sons. “You must be one of Owen’s classmates.”

      Levi pumped his hand. “Yup.”

      “This is Levi,” Owen supplied when Levi hadn’t properly introduced himself. “The headmaster’s son.”

      Paul Dempsey pursed his lips at Jansen. “You didn’t mention you had children.”

      Jansen colored.

      “The previous headmaster,” Levi said before the confusion got ridiculously embarrassing for everyone. “Julian Abrams.”

      “Oh.” Paul Dempsey tilted his chin to the side, a bird like movement, and then his eyes widened in recognition. “Oh. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Your father is in a better place,” he continued even as Owen cringed.

      “Yeah, sure.” As far as Levi knew his father was six feet under ground and that was it.

      Paul Dempsey laughed, an awkward sound that held no amusement. He snapped his fingers. The woman in the skirt handed him back his coffee and briefcase. To everyone’s relief, the conversation was coming to a close. He leaned into his son and whispered, “I expect you to be at the VFW in Wilkes-Barre this weekend. Wear the blue suit your mother bought you.” He gave Levi a crocodile grin and said, “I hope I can count on your vote in November.”

      Levi returned with an equally wide smile. “Of course.”

      The congressman and his entourage climbed into another waiting town car and drove off.

      Owen ushered Levi into the black car and slammed the door.

      Levi twisted his body, searching for the seatbelt. “Does your dad really believe the shit he says on TV or does he just say that stuff to get votes?”

      “Both.”

      “Do you agree with him?”

      “Mostly.”

      Levi wanted to ask, “Mostly how?” But he couldn’t be bothered.

      Owen leaned over and asked the driver to drop them off near their dorm. He slammed back in his seat and stared out the window.

      “I mean, do you really think if there’s a God, he or she’s so judgmental?” Levi clicked his belt and dropped his head back. His stomach grumbled audibly.

      “You mean, does he hate homosexuals?”

      This was not the conversation to have with Owen Dempsey, but Levi had started it nonetheless. He picked at something he recalled learning in Hebrew School many years ago. “If we’re all made in God’s image, why hate anyone?”

      The driver hooked a left into Hulbert, the ornate iron sign passing over the car. If there was a hell, Levi imagined the entrance looking similar to this.

      “God doesn’t hate his creations, but he judges their choices.”

      “You think being gay is a choice?” Levi countered.

      Owen didn’t turn away from the window, but Levi saw his reflection in the glass. “You can choose to sin or not.”

      Talking about God and religion both exhausted and confused Levi. He didn’t know the Bible and he couldn’t oppose arguments by reciting Psalms and verses. He didn’t think any God would give a shit about who adults banged in the privacy of their own homes, even if the rest of the world seemed preoccupied with it and made lives miserable over it. Levi veered the conversation into a different direction. “You think your dad will win?”

      This time Owen shifted his attention away from the outside world to the back of the driver’s head. “My father’s confident he will.”

      “Do you want him to win?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      That wasn’t an answer. Levi didn’t say that he used to wish his father got fired from his headmaster job. Then the family would be forced to move away. Levi could start over at another school. Sometimes it amazed Levi how his unhappiness went hand-in-hand with his father’s ambition. Owen Dempsey was probably no different.

      “Confidence isn’t enough,” Levi said. “Maybe he’ll lose.” Levi thought this actually might make Owen feel better, and based on that glint in Owen’s eyes, it might’ve worked. It couldn’t be easy being dragged to campaign events weekend after weekend.

      “Anything can be accomplished if you have a game plan. My father’s got plenty of people strategizing on a win.” Owen tapped the driver’s headrest. “Thanks, Andy. You can let us out here.”

      The boys climbed out of the car. Owen watched the black town car drive away before he pivoted down the sidewalk that lead to Fulks Hall.

      Levi just stood there. He slid his sunglasses over his eyes to shield himself from the setting sun.

      But not Owen. He walked with his head high, staring at the salmon sky. His eyes were wide open, letting in all the blinding light.
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      When Troy arrived at Heddy’s on Tuesday evening, Levi was already in a booth, bouncing his knee nervously, flipping through the menu as if he hadn’t read it a hundred times before. For once, he’d changed out of his school uniform, wearing jeans and a dark gray T-shirt with a U2 album cover on the front. He blended into the growing crowd of college students. The public school kids were on their way home for dinner by now.

      Troy hesitated before joining Levi at the table, instead choosing to watch him from the safety of the doorway. Not for the first time, Troy noticed how Levi moved constantly. When Levi was fifteen, his anxiety manifested into paranoia. He was constantly looking over his shoulder, whispering when they were in public even though no one stood within fifteen feet of them, maintaining a respectable physical distance.

      But something had changed in three years. Troy assumed that Levi had matured, his anxiety issues overcome, but that wasn’t true. Levi’s anxiety had now transformed itself into nervous energy—tics like cracking knuckles and twitching. Levi hadn’t changed. He was still that insecure fifteen-year-old. He thought he kept everything hidden, tucked away in compartments, but his body betrayed him. Troy could see that now.

      Troy threw his backpack into the booth, and then glided in after it, his jeans snagging on a jagged hole in the red vinyl cushion. A plastic tumbler of soda with a straw poking out sat in front of him.

      Levi waved his hand over the cup as if he had brewed it with magic. “I took the liberty of ordering you a Coke.”

      “Thanks.” Troy smirked. “For taking the liberty.”

      Levi pressed into the cushion and draped his arm over the back of the booth. “Did you get a new tire put on?”

      Troy sipped his soda. “Yeah. Jerry had a full-size spare in the garage. He changed it for me and I watched him like a hawk, mentally taking notes.” Troy didn’t mention that his mother hid in the house, refusing to see her husband. “So, what’s up? I thought you were going to the hotel and reporting back first.”

      Levi pointed at Troy. “I will, but I want to talk game plan.”

      “Game plan?”

      “Yup. We won’t find your sister without a game plan.”

      “We?”

      “Don’t be an idiot. You need my help.”

      Troy rolled his eyes.

      Levi looked around the luncheonette. “Recap for me.”

      Troy sighed. “I’ve been to Miranda’s job, her class, her apartment, Goldman’s office where she volunteers. I’ve found the film negatives, but no money. And no one seems to know where she went. Oh, and I’m waiting on her classmate, Emmett, to call me.”

      “What about friends?”

      Troy shrugged. “They seem to be non-existent.” He raked his hands through his hair. “Where’s the waitress?”

      “I also ordered you grilled cheese and tomato and fries.” Levi caught sight of Troy’s incredulous expression. “Was that wrong?”

      No, it wasn’t, which infuriated Troy.

      Levi began shredding a paper napkin. “You want to discuss the photos?”

      Troy stared at Levi a beat too long.

      “You said negatives. Plural. Meaning more photos.”

      He had him there.

      Levi arched his brows. “I knew you were keeping something from me. Are there more pictures of my dad?”

      Troy rummaged in his backpack for the photos, which he dropped onto the table top, avoiding a spot of sticky residue he assumed was pancake syrup. He nodded his permission and Levi scooped up the pictures, flipping through them quickly. Levi pinched his bottom lip with his thumb and forefinger, but never took his eyes off the photographs.

      “These are all my friends.”

      “Now you can see why I didn’t really want to involve you,” said Troy. “Especially because of your friendship with Todd Dierks.”

      Levi furrowed his brow.

      “He’s the one who hid the weed in my boot,” Troy said. “Remember? His room was being searched every other week.”

      The waitress returned with two plates and a ketchup bottle, which she removed from her apron and plunked down in front of Troy.

      Levi stole a fry off Troy’s plate even though his own plate was overflowing with them. As Levi chewed, his jaw moving back and forth, Troy imagined him having an internal debate on whether he wanted to confront his friends.

      “Don’t yet,” Troy said, as if reading Levi’s mind. “You’re right. We do need a game plan. We need to know what we’re dealing with before we confront anyone. Tell me, what am I looking at here?”

      Levi dropped the half-eaten fry on his plate. He wiped his fingers on a napkin and then pointed to one of the pictures where Vanderloo was climbing into a car with a girl. The next photo showed them kissing and him removing the girl’s sweater. “Vanderloo hooking up with Dr. Theron’s daughter and she’s only fifteen.”

      “Is that enough of a threat, though?”

      Levi absently spun his soda cup. “Dr. Theron helped get Kyle into Harvard. One word from him and—”

      “He’s out,” Troy finished.

      “Not to mention it’s statutory rape, right?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s enough of a reason to want this kept quiet.”

      Levi picked up another photo. He exhaled slowly. Dierks had moved from weed to dealing heavier shit. Several pictures showed him selling pills, some to David Martinez.

      “Todd’s father is being investigated for embezzlement,” Levi explained. “He’s always worried about money now.”

      Troy tapped his finger on a photo of a beefy guy in athletic wear sticking a needle into his thigh. “Who’s this dude?”

      Levi squinted at the picture. “Robert O’Malley. Scholarship kid. He’s supposed to have a full-ride to Syracuse next year.”

      “Not if they see this.”

      Levi shook his head.

      Apparently, not everyone at Hulbert was rich. It seemed cruel to take advantage of the most vulnerable, but whoever was photographing these guys knew how to exploit their secrets. Maybe his sister realized that. “I’m pretty sure Miranda knows who took these pictures. That’s why she split. Maybe she was threatened.”

      Levi sipped his soda and spoke around the straw. “You said something about money?”

      “The guy on the answering machine said something about money.”

      Levi blinked at him several times, waiting for Troy to consider the other possibility. “How do you know she didn’t take the pictures, blackmail the boys, and then leave town with a windfall?”

      “She wouldn’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I just do, okay. I know my sister.” Troy tilted his head and studied the pictures. “The thing is, if you look at the photos, the way you can see right into the dorm rooms. Someone would need a really decent camera, right? Which I didn’t find in her apartment. A camera with a—” he snapped his fingers, trying to recall the word.

      “A telescopic lens,” Levi finished.

      “Yeah.”

      Levi flipped the pictures around and stared at them. “For her to see into the dorm rooms like this would mean she would need to be high up.”

      “You keep saying ‘she.’ Miranda didn’t take these.”

      “Maybe,” but Levi didn’t sound convinced. “Whoever took them would need to see into the dorm from the same height. There are no trees. What part of campus has an unobstructed view of the second floor of Fulks Hall?” He smiled. “The records room in Winchester, and I can get access to it. Maybe there’s a clue.” Levi bit into his turkey club.

      “You sound like Encyclopedia Brown,” Troy retorted.

      Just then a figure bumped the table, wobbling as he leaned over, reaching for the ketchup. Levi dropped his sandwich and slammed back into the booth cushion, out of the guy’s way. Troy recognized him from the community college. He had been lurking outside Dr. Grenadine’s class.

      “Sorry, boys,” he said, not sounding apologetic at all. “Don’t mean to interrupt your date.” He stank of booze and cigarette smoke.

      Levi bristled. “Dammit, Howser. What do you want?”

      “Ketchup,” he answered. “Who’s your boyfriend?”

      “Fuck off,” Levi snapped.

      Howser wasn’t in a rush. He pointed a finger at Troy. “You look familiar.”

      “I used to go to Hulbert,” Troy said, not wanting the guy to connect him to the college. The fewer people who knew what he was up to, the better.

      “That’s it.” Howser swiped at the ketchup bottle twice before his fingers curled around it. He swooped it up in one motion and meandered away.

      “Who’s that douchebag?” Troy asked.

      “Our dorm dean. Glad to be rid of him in a month.” Levi pushed away his plate, his appetite likely stolen by the asshole who interrupted their date. Wait. It was not a date. Definitely not a date.

      Levi seemed to be considering something. Then he said, “What answering machine?”

      Troy hesitated, wondering whether he could retract his previous admission. Or he could escort Levi upstairs to his sister’s trashed place, let him see the carnage up close. He chose the latter.

      After paying the tab for both of them, which Troy now realized sort of made the meal a date, the boys went upstairs to Miranda’s apartment. The door was still unlocked. Troy didn’t see the point in locking the place, especially since he didn’t have a key.

      Levi absorbed the scene before him. Troy searched for the answering machine. “Jesus Christ,” Levi said, almost breathless.

      “What?”

      Levi combed through the objects on the floor as if he was digging for survivors in the aftermath of an earthquake. “Are you sure you don’t want to call the cops?”

      “I’m sure. Why?”

      Levi gestured his arms wide. “This place is trashed. Someone was obviously looking for those film negatives and the money.”

      “That someone could be one of your friends. Or all of them. They have a lot to lose. You want to call the cops on them?”

      Levi turned green. He probably hadn’t considered that.

      “Shit.” Troy ran his fingers through his hair. Somebody else had been in the apartment.

      “What now?” Levi asked.

      “The answering machine. It’s gone.”
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      The Great Elm Manor was an old ski lodge newly-made swanky by a multi-million dollar renovation. On the outside, the building still looked like a log cabin with a giant moose head bolted to the portico, an odd choice considering moose did not live in Pennsylvania. Inside, everything was gilded.

      The lobby had glossy porcelain floors and gold urns with giant silver branches. Oil paintings flanked the elevators and a waiter in a black tuxedo stood outside the door, offering samples of puff pastry on a silver tray. He did not offer one to Levi. Even the concierge desk gleamed with polish where a bald man in a gray suit presided over a computer, tapping away at the keyboard, and frowning as he did so.

      Levi instantly lamented coming here. For one, he felt incredibly self-conscious still wearing yesterday’s outfit. The stench of fried food clung to his jeans and T-shirt. And two, he wasn’t exactly sure what he intended to ask. The photo of his father felt like a brick in his pocket. Should Levi slide the picture across the marble counter with a ten-dollar bill in hopes of gaining information like some kind of grungy Columbo?

      He’d try first without a bribe. “Um, can you help me?”

      The concierge waved his hand in the air, not even gifting Levi a look as he addressed him. “In a moment, young man.” He grabbed a walkie-talkie from under the desk and said, “I need maintenance to clear out the conference room ASAP. The congressman’s people will be there any moment.”

      The congressman? Paul Dempsey?

      There were staticky voices Levi couldn’t decipher. The man squeezed the walkie-talkie in his hand, his knuckles turning white, and blustered, “I’ll be right there.” He didn’t excuse himself or say when he would return. He simply abandoned Levi.

      Levi considered turning around and going home when a young guy in a red uniform with gold stitching angled his dimpled chin toward the concierge desk. “Don’t even bother. He’ll kick you out if you’re not a guest. Or worse, he’ll call security.”

      Okay, so getting information from the cranky concierge dude was a definite no-go. “Maybe you can help me.” Levi fished the photo and a ten-dollar bill out of his wallet. He shoved both in the guy’s face. “You see that man? Do you remember him at all?”

      “This way.” The bellhop rolled a brass cart full of luggage near a service door. Levi walked alongside him, hidden by the stacks of suitcases.

      The bellhop leaned in and stared down at the photo, his cap falling sideways over his forehead. “I’m Kenny, by the way.”

      “Levi.”

      Kenny displayed a row of little white teeth. “I do remember him, actually. Nice guy.”

      Levi squinted at the photo to make sure Kenny was referring to Julian Abrams and not to an actual nice guy. Levi tapped his finger against his father’s face. “This man?”

      “Yeah. He tipped well.”

      “How often was he here?”

      “A few times or so.”

      Levi stepped back, stunned.

      The hotel lobby suddenly felt stifling hot even though no fire was lit in the massive stone hearth. He rubbed a line of sweat from his forehead.

      “Dude, you okay?” Kenny asked, his eyes softening.

      “Yeah.” Levi exhaled. “Do you remember who he was here with? Could you describe her?”

      “Her?”

      The hotel’s automatic doors opened and several men in suits flowed into the lobby. A woman in a pencil skirt, the same woman who had held Paul Dempsey’s coffee outside the campaign headquarters, made tick marks on a clipboard. There was something uneasy about the brigade.

      “I don’t remember seeing a woman,” Kenny continued, his eyes jumping to the influx of guests. “He was yelling at a man, though. They got into an argument by the elevators.” He pointed to a blurry figure in the background. “That kind of looks like him, but it’s hard to say.”

      “Okay.” Levi examined the photo again. Something else unsettled him, but he couldn’t figure out what. There was nothing about this photo to suggest Julian had committed any transgression, and yet Levi felt it in his bones. His father had been up to no good. And this man in the picture could easily be a jealous and threatening husband.

      Levi heard the static of walkie-talkies and assumed the concierge had returned. Instead, he peered past the luggage cart to see Paul Dempsey standing in the center of a crowd of suits. A man unclipped a pager from his belt before whispering into the congressman’s ear. He snapped his fingers for assistance.

      Kenny tensed. “These politicians are fucking demanding. This one especially.”

      Levi grabbed the kid’s sleeve. “That guy?”

      “Yeah. He and his people use the conference room in the back. Such assholes.”

      “Yeah, well his son isn’t a picnic either,” Levi said. “I go to school with him at Hulbert.”

      “Ah, rich boy.”

      Levi pointed to his chest. “Nepotism. My dad was the headmaster.” He glanced back at the crowd. Stacks of signs lay at their feet.

      Dempsey ‘95 - Bringing family values back to America

      Dempsey ‘95 - The moral choice

      Paul Dempsey (and a graphic of the American flag) Preserving American tradition.

      And one that simply read: Dempsey for Governor.

      Levi felt sick. “His son’s a real douche sometimes.”

      “He can’t be any worse than his dad. He got Ian fired a few weeks ago.”

      “Why?”

      “He said he didn’t like how he looked.”

      Levi scrunched his forehead in confusion when Kenny dropped his wrist limply.

      Levi whispered, “Really?” But he shouldn’t have been so surprised.

      “He even had the balls to give Ian a pamphlet for some camp that turns gay kids straight.” Kenny shook his head sadly. “So fucked up.”

      Levi wanted to ask Kenny which part was more fucked up: Presuming a teenager was gay and getting him fired for it? Or insisting a gay kid needed to be straightened out?

      “How’s Ian now?” Levi asked.

      Kenny shrugged. “I don’t know. We’re not tight.”

      The woman in the pencil skirt snapped her fingers. Other bellhops rushed to her side. Kenny handed Levi his ten-dollar bill. “I can’t take your money.” Kenny scurried around Levi and grabbed an empty brass cart, which he wheeled toward Dempsey’s people.

      Levi suddenly felt uncomfortable being in the hotel lobby. He watched Paul Dempsey’s phony grin on display as he pumped the hands of hotel guests, mostly men in business suits. “I hope to count on your vote in November.” Shake. Grin. Shake. Grin.

      Which one of these men were harboring secrets that would disgust Paul Dempsey if knew about them?

      Levi didn’t want the congressman to spot him. He slipped out of the lobby and emerged into the overcast day, that weird kind of light that left no shadows. No imprints. Everything hidden behind a white shroud.

      He stood next to a receptacle overflowing with cigarette butts and stared at his father’s picture. His father had carried on an affair for months, maybe even years. The more he stared at his father’s face, his sharp nose, his expressive eyebrows—all the features they shared—the more he realized he did not know this man, and he’d never know him. He was as much a stranger as any of those suits sitting in the hotel lobby.

      Levi shredded the photo and dumped the pieces on top of the ground-out cigarettes.

      He wasn’t Troy. He didn’t need to know secrets about his family just like he didn’t want his family knowing secrets about him.

      After all, you couldn’t hate what you didn’t know.
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      When Troy came home from school, he nearly tripped over the luggage in the foyer. Two hard blue suitcases stood on either side of the door, waiting to be collected. Without having to ask, Troy realized his mother had packed more of Jerry’s clothes and left them by the door for him to pick up when no one was home.

      Maniacal laughter emanated from the living room, followed by a man’s deep voice. And then a rough slap. Carmen was watching Mujeres de Arena. Her favorite soap opera.

      Troy stood in the doorframe and watched his mother. She sat in the leather couch, her legs curled underneath her body, her eyes dull but glued to the telenovela. Normally, she was entranced in the show, but in this moment, she just seemed distant and sad.

      When he was younger, Troy would sit next to her on the couch and pummel her with questions about the characters. Who came back from the dead? Who was in love with who? Who was sleeping with that woman’s sister? She’d lightly swat his leg because she knew he was being annoying on purpose, but then she’d describe the entire plot. And afterwards, she would get on the phone to Guatemala to rehash the show with Troy’s abuela.

      Troy called over to his mother. “What’s Ruth up to? She still sleeping with that guy?”

      Only Carmen didn’t laugh. “I don’t know,” she said, her voice barely audible.

      Troy watched his mother for a moment, hoping she’d pat the spot next to her like she used to do. But there was no movement. She hadn’t asked him to sit with her since he had returned from Hulbert and made that big pronouncement in the living room. Troy wished he could travel back in time and keep his mouth shut. Maybe living a lie would’ve been better.

      “I’m going outside,” he told his mom, but he felt like he was talking to himself.

      The backyard was an expansive sea of lush lawn that flowed into a cove of dense trees, which eventually became state lands. But the side yard was often neglected. The gardener had cleared out the brush to make room for a metal cafe table and chairs, now green with oxidation and splattered with bird shit. They sat in a clearing under a canopy of trees. At one point there had been a bee hive dangling precariously from a branch. Jerry had called in beekeepers to remove it, but Carmen ignored the area. It was Jerry’s nook, his private space. Troy used to think Jerry came out here to meditate or drink whiskey in private, but he had learned that was not the case.

      Troy lined up his body between the oak tree and the table, making sure to position himself directly in the middle. Then he crouched down and wiped his hands over a carpet of brown dried pine needles until he dug up a plastic container, the kind his mother used to package leftovers. Troy usually didn’t do this.

      He peeled back the lid to find three joints, and a lighter, inside. There used to be five so Jerry must have been out here recently. He had to hide his pot when Miranda found it in the basement. Jerry couldn’t exactly get mad at her since he wasn’t supposed to be smoking it either. Miranda thought the whole situation was hysterical.

      He stuck a joint in between his teeth and plopped into the metal chair, not caring about bird crap staining his jeans, and flicked his lighter, once, twice, until a flame appeared. He was instantly mesmerized by it. Troy was tempted to kick up his feet, rest his boots on the table, and burn the end of the joint. Inhale. Relax. Inhale.

      He really didn’t like to smoke, but he liked how it made him feel. Calm. Loose. Fuzzy, too.

      Troy was reminded of that commercial he used to see as a kid. The dad was interrogating his son about who taught him to do drugs. The teenage boy finally confessed that he learned by watching his father. The obvious message being that grown-ups should be role models.

      Only the adults in Troy’s life were the ones who kept screwing up, and he definitely didn’t want to be one of them. So, instead, he imagined Miranda sitting here with him, her dirty boots kicked up on the table.

      He clicked off his lighter and set it and the joints inside the Tupperware. He dropped it on the table.

      “Really?” Miranda said to him. “You’re so straight edge.”

      “I need a clear head.”

      She pointed to her chest. “You’re talking to an imaginary person right now. Your head isn’t clear.”

      She had him there. He pictured her rolling her eyes before taking long drags off the joint. She’d probably say something like, “You’re overthinking this, Troy.”

      He didn’t think so.

      Troy said to her, “You never liked Levi.”

      “Correction. I didn’t like how it ended. Before, though, I liked him.” She stared up at the treetops. “He wasn’t so bad. His taste in music was decent. He was just always so tightly wound. Is he still like that?”

      Troy thought about the new Levi, the guy he’d been spending time with lately. “Kind of. But he’s different too. He’s funnier now. And—”

      “Hot.”

      “Shut up.” Troy felt himself blushing.

      “He’s gotta be better than Zach. That guy bailed on you.” Miranda rested her hands atop her stomach and closed her eyes. Without the sun, no dappled light danced on her skin. Instead, she appeared encased in darkness, her face only a half-lit mask.

      “Levi’s no different,” Troy pointed out.

      “Levi’s different because he’s different to you. You love him.”

      Troy shook his head. “I used to. Not anymore.”

      “Bullshit. I see how you look at him.”

      “Attraction’s not love.”

      “It’s more than that,” she said.

      “I can’t trust him.”

      Miranda dropped her boots to the ground and slid back in the chair. She leaned forward and rested her elbows on her knees. “You don’t trust anyone.”

      Troy gave her a knowing look. “Why do you think that is?”

      “I know, blah blah, our father left us, blah, blah. Jerry’s on his way out.” She twirled her finger in the air. “Whoopee do.”

      “You left.”

      Miranda didn’t respond to this, but he knew he hit a nerve. Or he would have if she were really here.

      He continued, “Don’t make it seem like I’m being some whiny tool. I’m looking out for myself. I don’t want to be hurt again.”

      Miranda shrugged. “I was looking out for myself too and see how that turned out.”

      “I’ll find you,” Troy said softly.

      “I know you will.” She grinned, that familiar smile, the same one he saw when he glanced in the mirror. “Just find me soon, will ya? Time’s running out.”

      Troy jerked himself upright. “What do you mean?”

      But the Miranda from his mind had disappeared. He was alone in the cove. He rose from the table and stepped toward the house, thinking about tomorrow’s physics exam, which he was unprepared for. But then his mother appeared outside, presenting the cordless phone to him, her arm outstretched like she was holding the tail of a rat or something equally grotesque. “It’s your friend.” Her lips puckered. She couldn’t even look at him.

      “Okay.” Troy accepted the phone.

      Carmen turned on her heels and headed back to the house, but stopped at the front door, waiting. Troy wondered what she wanted to say—if she would talk to him at all. But she retreated inside.

      “Hello?”

      “It’s Zach.”

      “What’s up?” Troy tried to keep his voice light. Unaffected. Like he couldn’t care less.

      “I called your private line, but your mom picked up. I keep meaning to apologize about the night in the graveyard.”

      Troy could hear the sadness in Zach’s voice. He felt sickly satisfied by it. “Whatever. It’s over.”

      “So, we’re cool?”

      Troy shrugged, knowing Zach couldn’t see him. “You don’t even say hi to me in school so what difference does it make?”

      “I like hanging out with you…I miss hanging out with you.”

      “Yeah, until someone comes along and you pretend you don’t know me,” Troy bit back.

      “Come on, dude. You can’t blame me. You know how it is.”

      Troy didn’t blame Zach. He blamed himself for wanting things he knew he couldn’t have. “Yeah, I know how it is. I’ll see you in school.”

      “Troy, come on—”

      Troy hung up the phone, knowing he was punishing Zach—and not Levi—for making the same mistake. But there was a difference.

      Miranda was right. Troy still loved Levi. He just did.
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      When Levi entered the Fulks Hall lobby, he found Howser cradling the phone in between his ear and shoulder while sitting at the hall desk. A cigarette was tucked behind his other ear. He already reeked of smoke.

      “Yes, Mom, I know,” Howser said into the phone. His voice was gruff and gravelly. He gave Levi a nasty side-eye. “But you have a refill left.” He quickly flipped through pages in a textbook, clearly not reading any of it. “Don’t listen to the asshole who answers the 1-800 number. I’ll take care of it. Wait. How much was that bill? Jesus.” He rubbed his forehead. “Yeah, I’ll call. I promise. No, not tonight. I have to go out. Okay. Love you, too.” Howser hung up, and Levi imagined Perry Howser, dickhead extraordinaire, being someone’s son. And a good son at that who called insurance companies on his mother’s behalf.

      Howser met Levi’s gaze. “Where’ve you been?”

      “Out,” Levi said.

      “No shit. You’re always ‘out’ aren’t you?” Howser smirked. He thought he was so fucking funny, but to Levi, he was just a sad twenty-something loser who babysat a bunch of rich kids. So much for garnering Levi’s sympathies.

      “Have you seen Dierks around lately?” Howser asked.

      “If he’s not in class and not in his room, then I don’t know where he is. Why?”

      Now it was Howser’s turn to appear apathetic. “No reason.” He closed his textbook with a definitive thud. Weren’t his college classes over? The semester had to be ending by now. But then Levi read the spine. It was a pharmaceutical book. Last Levi heard Howser was getting an associate’s degree in business. Howser caught him peeking and hopped off the desk stool. He grumbled something about summer vacation and retreated to his room.

      Levi wanted to cry out, ‘Can’t fucking wait to be rid of you, too, dickwad,’ but he restrained himself. Truth was college wasn’t devoid of Howsers, and some new asshole would be his dorm dean a.k.a resident advisor. It would be a long time before Levi escaped the scrutiny of someone who thought they were better than him.

      He sighed and began the trek to his room, where he planned to wallow until he heard the washing machine violently rattling in the laundry room. It was a space so infrequently used by teenage boys from wealthy families that the school never bothered to upgrade the machines. Apparently the spin cycle was about to shred some idiot’s uniform.

      Tempted to turn off the washer, Levi was about to twist the knob on the laundry room door when he caught Martinez shoving Owen against the dryer. Martinez’s face was red, and Owen turned his cheek to avoid the spittle. Levi couldn’t hear what they were saying, but based on Martinez’s face, his dark eyes made even darker by his anger, it couldn’t have been pleasant.

      Levi debated on whether to interfere. He didn’t like Owen, but he didn’t want to witness the guy getting his ass kicked either. Finally, Owen shoved Martinez away, but Levi could see the pain in his face. He wondered if Martinez had gotten a punch in before Levi arrived.

      Long before their fallout, Dempsey and Martinez had been tight. Levi used to joke they sounded like a law firm. Been hurt in an accident? Want to sue for damages? Call Martinez and Dempsey. Se habla español. Except now it was looking more like Owen would need a lawyer.

      Martinez shot a look at the door, prompting Levi to duck into an alcove by the soda machines, not wanting to be caught spying. He heard the laundry room door open and close twice.

      Levi waited until Martinez, followed by Owen, walked past him, Martinez growling something in Spanish that Levi didn’t catch. Levi really wished he’d ditched his French classes.

      “He said, ‘I trusted you.’”

      Levi jumped. “What?”

      Troy appeared in the doorframe wearing a white T-shirt with Tori Amos’s face on it and dark jeans slung low over his hips. The band of his boxer shorts was visible. “Martinez said, ‘I trusted you.’”

      “Oh.” Then, more harshly, “What are you doing here?” Levi regretted how he sounded. There wasn’t anyone he wanted to see more.

      Troy shoved his hands into his front pockets and leaned against the soda machine. The backlight cast an eerie glow on his skin. “I was hoping to come with you to the records room.”

      “I told you I would do it.” Again, Levi wondered why he sounded so snippy, but Troy’s distrust, not that it wasn’t valid, had a way of needling him. “Anyway, Agnes is still there, I’m sure.”

      “Sneak me in.” Troy suggested it casually like there were no consequences to being in a locked room together.

      “I can’t.” Levi swallowed, his throat tight and dry. He wished he had quarters for a damn soda right now.

      Troy pushed off the machine and then backed Levi up against the wall. “Come on. It’s not like it isn’t for a good reason.”

      Troy’s knee brushed against the inside of Levi’s thigh. This was a dirty game.

      Levi squirmed out from under Troy’s frame. “Okay, fine. We have to go now if we’re going to do this. Agnes leaves at five and I can’t find my goddamn office keys.”

      Troy grinned as if he’d won a prize, but that only made Levi the loser.
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      Levi made Troy wait outside the headmaster’s office while he tried to finagle Agnes to let him into the records room.

      “What did you leave in there?” she asked, eyeing him through her bifocals.

      Levi hesitated, searching for a lie. “My car key.”

      “And you haven’t noticed it missing?” She tilted her head at the sound of Graham Jansen’s snapping fingers. Levi remembered how Paul Dempsey did the same thing. It was such a disrespectful way to get someone’s attention, as if Agnes was a Cocker Spaniel and not a forty-five-year-old person with two goddamn bachelor’s degrees.

      “I walk when the weather’s nice,” he said simply.

      Again, Jansen snapped. Agnes opened the desk drawer and handed Levi a bulky keyring. “Be quick.” She then tucked a steno pad under her arm and dashed over to Jansen’s office to take a dictation.

      Levi hustled out of the office and toward the records room. He whipped his neck to see down the hallway before he ushered Troy inside and closed the door.

      Troy removed the photos and binoculars from his backpack and immediately set to exploring.

      Levi watched him. “What are we looking for?”

      “Clues.”

      “And me without my magnifying glass and pipe. Perhaps we’ll get lucky and discover a giant black footprint.”

      “You’re a riot,” Troy said dryly. “Just check for anything unusual.”

      Levi inspected the tops of the file cabinets, the window ledge, even the underside of the footstool. Nothing. “This is dumb.”

      Troy brought the binoculars to his eyes and stared out the window.

      “You look like Harriet the Spy.”

      “Again, you’re fucking hysterical.” Troy set the binoculars on the windowsill and flipped through the photos. “This is definitely the spot where the pictures were taken from. You can see right into Fulks Hall.”

      Levi stood behind him, painfully aware of their close proximity. The stale smell of the room subsided, replaced with the heady scent of Troy’s cologne.

      “Okay, so whoever took the photos needed access to this space.” Troy handed the envelope to Levi.

      “Which isn’t easy because Agnes guards those keys like her life depends on it.” Levi walked the tight perimeter of the room.

      Troy tore his gaze from the window. “Other than you, who can get in here?”

      Levi ticked off names on his fingers. “Agnes, Jansen. Zara, but she quit. Anyone who works in the financial office, but that’s only Dr. Theron and his ancient-looking secretary. I think it’s a safe bet they have nothing to do with this.”

      Troy went to the cabinet and slid open a drawer. He grabbed a student file.

      “You’re not supposed to go through those,” Levi said, suddenly sounding like his father.

      “Why not?”

      “Because they contain all sorts of confidential information. Health records. Financial records. Addresses. Transcripts...” Levi’s voice trailed off, but his brain kept buzzing.

      Troy poked the side of his cheek with his tongue. “Private information.”

      “That doesn’t mean you’ll find dirt in these files.”

      “Who were in those photos? Name one of the guys,” Troy said. “Dierks, right?”

      Levi nodded. Troy opened up the file drawer marked with a sticker that read ‘C-F.’ He hunted for Dierks’s folder and stood next to Levi while he opened it. He flipped through the pages until he came to a tuition bill. Levi was overcome with shame for doing this. He valued his privacy more than anything. He’d be mortified if someone had combed through his student records for information. Thinking back to that email, someone might have, although there was no way they’d discover Levi’s betrayal in his file. That couldn’t be listed, could it?

      Anyway, if it was Owen Dempsey, he was only doing it to fuck with him. Owen didn’t need money. He just liked making other people miserable.

      “Looks like Todd’s dad was late with tuition payments, but then the balance was paid in cash,” Troy said, before closing the file. “So based on those photos, I’d say he came through with drug money.”

      “That’s a big assumption.”

      Troy gave Levi an annoyed look. “Dierks has always dealt drugs. And now, it’s finally caught up with him. Sorry to break this to you, Levi, but your friends have secrets.”

      Levi scoffed. This wasn’t a news flash. Everyone had secrets. It was just a matter of risking exposure.

      “Let’s see what Vanderloo’s file tells us.” Troy opened the S-Z drawer and removed a folder. He skimmed the contents and held up a copy of an incident report dated two years ago. “He got busted for bringing a girl into his room.”

      “Not earth-shattering.” Levi put the file back in the drawer.

      “The point is, it’s easy to sneak in here, go through the files, find the weakest, not to mention, richest kids in Hulbert and then follow them around until you discover something juicy to ruin their lives with.”

      “Doesn’t explain O’Malley, or my dad,” Levi said.

      “Whoever’s doing the blackmailing must’ve known your dad, or known something about him, to follow him.”

      Levi pretended to be fascinated by a dusty piece of corner molding while he considered that the photo by itself was not enough proof to convict Julian of any transgression, let alone adultery. There had to be more evidence he didn’t know about. Evidence someone else had in their possession. Evidence so damning it could drive a man to get wasted and pop off a few rounds in his goddamn office.

      “You okay, Levi?” Troy asked.

      “Yeah,” he lied. “Just thinking about whoever has access to this room, to the files, to the students. It’s not me, it’s not Agnes.”

      “Who got fired again?”

      “Not fired. Zara quit, but it can’t be her. She’s nice. And not the type.”

      “Zara?” Troy asked. “With a Z?” Levi nodded. “I saw that name somewhere.” He focused on the white wall for a moment and then said, “Her name was on a list of students who work at the CCC student newspaper.”

      “She does layout or photography or something.”

      Troy cocked his brow. “Photography?”

      There was a knock on the door. Agnes called out, “Did you find your car key?”

      The boys froze. Levi maneuvered Troy so that when he opened the door, Troy was hidden behind it. “Still looking,” he told Agnes.

      She held out her hands for the key ring. “I can give you a few more minutes, but I’m going out for lunch.” She twisted her key in the door to lock it automatically, and then took off down the hall.

      Levi heaved a heavy sigh and shoved the envelope with the photos into Troy’s hands. “We need to get out of here.”

      Troy sandwiched them in his physics textbook and put it back in his backpack.

      “I can’t believe Zara would go after my dad like that,” Levi said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because she had actually liked him. She’d never tail my father.”

      “Tail? Now who sounds like Dick Tracy? Anyway, we won’t know until we ask her.”

      Levi sighed and adjusted his watch to check the time. “I know where we can find her.”

      Troy sucked on his bottom lip like he was forcing himself not to say something. Levi really wished Troy would just be open with him and let Levi deal with the repercussions. He was pretty sure he could handle it.
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      Troy and Levi waited outside the classroom door for Zara to emerge from her final exam. When Levi had said he knew where to find Zara, Troy was surprised it was in Dr. Grenadine’s political science class. If only he had confided in Levi earlier, perhaps then, he could’ve connected the dots and found Miranda in the process.

      The college hallway was quiet as most students took their finals. Troy watched Levi, who was leaning against the wall, hands stuffed in his pockets, studying the posters on the bulletin board advertising:

      Don’t forget Incredible Improv’s last performance of the year!

      Register for the Chess Club banquet at the Marriott!

      Intramural softball league tryouts scheduled for August

      Summer class registration deadline May 20th

      There were also listings for campus summer jobs. Students looking to sublet apartments, others seeking rentals. Job fairs. He even spotted a notice promoting a campus rally for Lydia Goldman, which ran in direct opposition to Paul Dempsey’s speech at Hulbert. Even the fliers were in political conflict.

      Troy couldn’t help but notice all the life going on around them. Life Miranda was missing. Would he miss not attending college when he was on board a ship? There were numerous paths laid out in front of him and he had no idea which route would bring him happiness. Jerry used to say that he often regretted what he didn’t do, not what he had done. The problem with regret was that it was regrettable—a frustrating damned if you do, damned if you don’t situation. Jerry would also tell Troy to trust his gut.

      Troy glimpsed Levi’s profile. He didn’t think though that it was his gut telling him to run his fingers through Levi’s hair. Although it could’ve been.

      There was a shuffling of desk chairs and slowly, students filed out of the classroom one by one.

      Troy squinted into the glass window and whispered to Levi, “Can you see her?”

      Levi slid along the wall to get a better angle. “No.”

      A tall, lean guy with dark skin and close-cropped black hair exited the classroom with a backpack slung over both shoulders. Troy recognized his photo from the newspaper office in the student center basement. And his chest seized with hope. He gently tapped him on the shoulder. “Are you Emmett?”

      The guy furrowed his dark eyebrows at Troy, sweeping his gaze over Troy’s frame from top to bottom. “You look familiar.”

      “I’m Troy, Miranda’s brother.”

      Emmett pursed his lips. “Oh, you left me a message. Sorry, I didn’t get back to you. I’ve been busy. Anyway, where’s your sister? Did she drop out?”

      Troy felt the lie on the tip of his tongue. But honesty might be more efficient. “No. She split. I’m hoping you can help me find her.”

      “I really couldn’t say where she’d go. Your sister’s flighty on a good day.”

      Emmett motioned for Troy to follow him down the hallway where the crowd of students thinned. Levi smartly stayed put.

      “When was the last time you saw her?” Troy asked.

      “A few weeks ago, maybe. We were partners on a research project. Luckily, I had found someone else to do the work with, otherwise...” He shook his head. “Has she mentioned that?”

      “She didn’t tell me anything.”

      “Oh.”

      “Listen, did you help her develop any film?”

      Emmett’s face transformed into a mask of confusion.

      “Because you work at the newspaper?”

      “How do—?”

      Troy cut him off, “Just, did you?”

      Emmett shook his head. “No.”

      The trickle of students morphed into a stream. Levi peered around heads and bodies, his eyes searching for a familiar face. The classroom emptied out, and Levi approached Emmett with a frown. “You didn’t happen to see Zara today, did you?”

      “No. She didn’t sit for the exam. I think she’s sick.”

      “Why would you think that?” asked Levi.

      It would’ve annoyed Troy to have Levi interject with his own questions, except Levi was actually being helpful.

      “Why else would she miss her finals? I assumed she caught whatever bug Miranda had contracted. I guess I was wrong.”

      “Are Zara and Miranda friends?” Troy asked.

      Emmett nodded. “They’re tight.” He checked his watch. “Listen, I’m meeting friends for dinner. I gotta run. When Miranda shows up, tell that beeotch to call me.” He waved goodbye and merged with the other students as he headed for the door at the end of the hall.

      Troy and Levi shared a look.

      “Zara missed her finals,” Troy repeated.

      “I’ll get her address and phone number from Agnes’s Rolodex,” Levi said. “I should’ve done it earlier.”

      “We can check the phone book.” But when they went to the student center pay phone, they found her number wasn’t listed.

      Troy slammed the white pages closed and sighed. “I guess, we’ll have to think of something else to do.” The words sounded loaded.
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      Moths swirled around the white floodlights in the parking lot. Levi could hear the flicking noise of insects throwing their fragile bodies against the bulbs. They were so attracted to the light, they risked disintegrating their wings to get near it. That’s how Levi felt around Troy.

      Troy fished around his jean pocket for his car key and then blew out a long breath. “I’ll drop you off.”

      Levi’s mood deflated. The ride back to Hulbert couldn’t be more than seven minutes, tops. It was like shoving an ice cream sundae in Levi’s face for him to only taste the cherry. It wasn’t a gift. It was cruelty.

      As the trees rustled with a breeze carrying impending rain, Levi smelled the earthiness in the air. He was anxious to extend this moment with Troy for as long as he could get away with it and not appear desperate.

      The Acura. Next to Troy, it was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. He raised his eyebrows with hope. “Can I drive your car?”

      Troy shook his head. “No way.”

      “I can drive stick.”

      “Who taught you that? Your mechanic boyfriend?”

      Levi bit back a grin. Was that jealousy he heard in Troy’s voice or just Levi’s wishful thinking? “Actually, Naomi did. Nice assumption, though.”

      Troy sighed, long and slow, as if he was trying to rid himself of something with each exhalation. Troy stared at his shoes, clearly deliberating. He was probably imagining two versions of his subconscious on his shoulder. Levi wondered who was arguing on his behalf—the angel or the devil?

      “Fuck it,” Troy said, finally.

      Ah, the devil won.

      He tossed Levi the key ring. “Just take it slow on the country roads.”

      “Right,” Levi said, but they both knew he wasn’t going to be careful. Tonight was not meant for that.

      Levi ducked his head to slide into the driver’s seat, a consequence of the car’s close proximity to the ground.

      “Yeah,” Troy said as he fastened his seatbelt. “That’s why Jerry lets me drive it. He said he preferred his BMW.”

      “Your gain, dude.” Levi put the key into the ignition, the car dinging like an alarm clock as if to say, “Wake up, Levi.” He pressed the button until the windows were fully down. The evening air rushed through. He pushed down on the gas pedal, and the engine purred behind him.

      Oh, he was awake.

      Troy located a cassette tape on the floor and held it up for Levi’s inspection. “Green Day?”

      “Nah.” Levi wanted to hear the engine roar. He wanted to hear Troy’s breathing as he rounded curves dangerously fast. He wanted to hear his own heartbeat.

      Troy drummed the black leather dash with his palms. “Ready?”

      “Question is, are you ready?” Levi shifted into gear.

      “Just remember, there’s no power steering.” Troy gave Levi a funny look, as if the car’s steering capabilities should matter to him.

      “Dude, I’m fine.” Levi peeled out of the parking lot, leaving a trail of rubber behind.

      Speeding along the curvy country routes wasn’t the smartest move in the bright light of morning, let alone dusk, but Levi didn’t care.

      Troy grimaced. “Don’t hit a deer.”

      “Would you relax?” Levi drove north, flying past a horse farm with a dilapidated barn, its red paint inky in the dark. After that, there was nothing but dense forest.

      He stuck his hand out the window and surfed the wind, his fingers dipping high and low in the shape of the mountains that surrounded them. He pressed his foot on the clutch and downshifted, the car picking up speed.

      Levi whooped and Troy laughed. This was freedom.

      Driving wasn’t enough of an outlet for the manic energy that coursed through him. He remembered a gravel lot off the side of the road, a mile down, a small space where trucks parked during construction. He needed to pull over. He wanted to dash into the woods, take down trees, push over massive oaks, expose their roots. He felt dangerous. Charged. Electric. Like he could burn down the forest using only his body as an accelerant.

      This destruction could be avoided if he could just kiss Troy. For most people, kissing ignited their passion. But for Levi, kissing Troy quieted him. Calmed him. Gave his body one outlet for all that manic energy.

      Levi decelerated and brought the car to a rolling stop. Gravel popped underneath the tires. The headlights illuminated tree trunks and the growing palms of green ferns.

      “Are you okay?” Troy asked, clearly confused.

      “I need a breath,” Levi said.

      Troy nodded as if he understood, but his eyes kept darting to Levi. “You want me to drive?”

      No, I want you on me.

      Troy waited for Levi to respond.

      Darkness invaded the car and Levi glimpsed only shadows. But without the roar of the engine, Levi heard their own breathing, heavy,  rapid and in sync, as if both boys shared lungs.

      Levi couldn’t muster the courage to make the first move.

      Troy unfastened his seatbelt and Levi did the same. They opened their car doors and got out to pass each other in front of the headlights. They would switch seats. Troy would drive Levi back to campus and the evening would be over, and with it, any chance that something, anything could happen.

      Levi wouldn’t be able to forgive himself. As Troy sidled past him, Levi seized the hem of Troy’s shirt and forced him to a stop.

      Troy backed up against the car, so much so he was almost sitting on the hood, with Levi still clutching him. Levi stared at his knuckles gripping cloth. Troy stared too.

      Why was this so hard? Once upon a time, Levi used to kiss Troy for hours in their dorm room. Back when Levi was still trying to be someone his father liked. Back when he was constantly afraid of being found out. He still held onto that fear, but that was more about other people. Levi wasn’t afraid of Troy. He was still in love with Troy. He was afraid of fucking everything up, of losing him all over again.

      Levi pulled Troy close and kissed him. At first, Troy didn’t respond, and for a torturous moment, Levi thought he’d made a huge mistake. But then Troy opened his lips and grabbed the back of Levi’s head, bringing their mouths as close together as possible without climbing into each other’s bodies. But then just as quickly Troy pulled back, turning his chin, so Levi couldn’t reach him.

      “We can’t start anything,” Troy said.

      Levi anticipated this. He didn’t deserve a do-over. But they didn’t need to start over. “So let’s finish something instead.”

      Troy’s dark eyelashes fluttered. His tongue traced his upper lip. Troy moved Levi off of him, and Levi felt like someone had slugged him in the gut. Until Troy leaned into the open driver window and twisted the key. He turned off the engine and the car went dark.

      “The hood’s too hot with the car running. It’ll burn our skin,” Troy explained. “Makes me wish I drove something with a backseat.” He leaned himself up against the driver side door, dragging Levi with him. Levi felt goosebumps erupt on his arms, but whether that was from Troy’s touch or the cool evening air, he couldn’t determine.

      Their lips became raw from kissing. Their bodies on the precipice of explosion. There was no coming back from this. This one night held promise. It changed everything. Levi took care to remember this for he knew he might not get it again.
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      This time of night, a quiet back road, a gravel lot tucked away within a sparse of trees. No one would see them. No one would think to even look their way.

      One night. That’s all it had to be.

      As Troy kissed a patch of skin under Levi’s ear, he knew the only person he was lying to right then was himself. And for the time being, he was okay with the deception. But what he was not okay with was making out against the Acura in pitch darkness.

      Troy broke away from Levi and huffed, “I can’t see anything.”

      “What do you need to see?”

      “You, for starters.” Troy opened up the driver’s side door. The interior light went on. What were they thinking? A hidden road bordering state lands. Nothing but acres of darkness and isolation. This wasn’t smart. “It’s getting late. I should drive you back.”

      But Levi didn’t seem to be listening. He kept running his tongue over his swollen bottom lip. Troy’s chin burned where Levi’s stubble had irritated the skin. He wanted to savor this moment, store it away for safekeeping when he was alone and in need of a reminder that he and Levi had ended on a good note.

      “I have school tomorrow,” Troy added lamely.

      Levi said nothing. He just rolled his body away from the car and lumbered to the passenger’s side. Troy climbed into the driver’s seat and stuck the key in the ignition. The car beeped. Troy pulled the car out of the gravel lot and onto the main road. Unlike Levi, he didn’t hug the curves at dangerous speeds. He drove slowly and with caution. In Troy’s hands, the Acura became an extension of himself, no different than when Levi got behind the wheel. The car obeyed the driver. If only everything in his life was that simple.

      Troy parked the Acura in a space near the sidewalk that led directly to Fulks Hall. “It’s past curfew.” He leaned into the leather seat. How quickly the heat from their make-out session had dissipated like vapor.

      Levi fussed with the vents even though Troy hadn’t put on the air. He didn’t seem in a rush to leave. “I can sneak you in,” Levi said quickly.

      Did Troy hear him right? “What for?”

      Levi twitched his shoulders. “What do you think?”

      “Levi.” His name sounded like a breath.

      “Everyone’s asleep,” said Levi. “No one will know.”

      “Are you insane? What about Dierks? You sleep three feet from another guy.”

      Levi checked to see if anyone was outside before he unlatched his seatbelt, reached across the console, and traced Troy’s jawline with his thumb. “Dierks went to visit his girlfriend at college. I’ll sneak you out before morning.”

      “No.” Troy thought of Carmen alone in the house. It wasn’t smart. What if something happened while he was gone? A tree fell on the roof? Or a raccoon got in the attic? Or a serial killer broke in?

      “I want to,” said Levi. “Don’t you?”

      Troy closed his eyes. “Yes.”

      Levi tapped Troy’s thigh. “Howser’s also gone. He leaves his window open to smoke. We’ll sneak into his apartment and tiptoe upstairs. Everything’s aligning.”

      “You’re that horny, you’ll take the risk?” Troy asked. The words were light, but his tone was serious.

      Levi opened his car door and slipped outside. He poked his head back inside the car window. “Now or never.”

      Troy sighed, but he rolled up the windows, grabbed his backpack, and exited the car. The night air felt heavy with rain, but he felt weighed down by lust. He closed the door and leaned against the car, waiting. His body hummed. “This is nuts.” But he followed on Levi’s heels even as Levi picked up speed.

      They stood outside a very quiet Fulks Hall. Troy’s boots sunk into the soft dirt.

      Levi smiled victoriously. Sure enough, Howser’s window was slightly open, even though his apartment was dark. “Help me in, will ya?” Levi asked, his short stature not providing the leverage needed to open the window. Troy complied, pushing up the pane, which emitted a squeak.

      They stilled.

      Troy interlaced his fingers to make a stirrup and hoisted Levi up. Levi tumbled into the window head first, disappearing into the pitch-black. Troy went in after him.
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      Levi lurched forward on his belly, the splintered wood from the windowsill scratching his skin. “Oomph,” he said as he fell forward, putting his hands out to brace his fall.

      The carpet hadn’t been vacuumed in eons. Levi’s hands brushed paperclips, potato chip crumbs, and even nail clippings. “I’m going to hurl,” he said, trying to get himself up.

      Troy climbed inside like a graceful cougar and dropped to a crouch. His backpack landed silently next to him.

      Fucking figured.

      The room was dim, only a sliver of hallway light seeping in from under the door, and it took a moment for Levi’s eyes to adjust. He grazed his fingertips along furniture, feeling for a way out.

      “I can’t believe we’re doing this,” Troy whispered.

      “Everyone’s asleep. Don’t sweat it.” Levi reached behind him to clasp Troy’s hand, bumping his hip into a desk or a side table. Something rattled. “Crap.” He slapped his palm against the wall, searching for the light switch, which he thankfully found. He flicked it on and accidentally nudged a framed poster for the Pocono Porcupines, a minor league baseball team. He straightened the frame and turned his cheek toward Troy. “You still there?”

      Troy sidled up behind him and kissed the back of Levi’s neck. “Yes.”

      Levi smiled, inundated with warmth. He was about to turn off the light and open the door when he spotted a blue rectangular jewelry box with gold embossed letters on the same small table that had bruised his hip.

      You haven’t seen a thin gold bracelet, have you? It has a little heart in the center.

      What were the chances? He opened the box. Shit.

      “What’s the matter?” Troy whispered, his breath tickling Levi’s hairline.

      “Howser stole this from Dierks,” Levi said. “He bought it for his girlfriend.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Levi nodded.

      “Well, take it,” Troy said.

      “If I do, Howser will know someone’s been in his room.”

      “So what? He can’t exactly go around accusing people of stealing something he stole, right?”

      While that was true, Levi didn’t want to risk Howser’s suspicions. He left the jewelry box where it sat. He gently turned the doorknob, even though no one in their rooms was going to be woken up by the barely audible click, and peered around the edge of the door. His stomach dropped.

      “What?” Troy whispered, trying to see past Levi’s profile.

      Levi pointed to Owen Dempsey, wearing pajamas and slumped over a textbook at the hall desk. As if he was still on security duty even though it was well past midnight. Levi lightly pushed Troy against the wall and out of sight. He mouthed to Troy, “Stay here until the coast is clear.”

      Levi sucked in a breath and blatantly sauntered out of Howser’s apartment.

      Owen jerked up his chin. “What the hell are you doing in there?”

      “Sneaking in,” Levi said. “Howser’s window was open.”

      “So you thought you’d just break in?”

      “It’s not breaking in if you live here.”

      Owen seemed so elderly in those pajamas. Levi used to have a pair like that. Light blue and old-fashioned, as if from another era. Owen’s long, lean frame, his thin and fair hair. The weariness in his eyes. He could be mistaken for someone twice his age. “You think you can get away with anything, don’t you?”

      “Whoa, dude. I’m just sneaking in.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      Was it? Did Levi feel like he could get away with anything because Julian Abrams wasn’t around to judge him? Maybe. Or maybe it was simpler than that. No longer constantly struggling for his father’s love freed him up to live his life on his own terms. “You’re jealous.”

      “What?”

      Levi needed to move away from Howser’s apartment door. He coasted past Owen and through the foyer, digging through his pocket for coins as he made his way around the corner and to the soda machines. Owen immediately followed.

      Levi plunked the money into the slot. The machine grumbled, hopefully loud enough to drown out Troy slinking into the corner stairwell.

      “What do you think I’m jealous of?” Owen asked with a scowl.

      A bottle of cola rumbled through the machine and fell into the bottom for Levi to retrieve. He twisted off the bottle cap, the carbonation spurting brown liquid onto the floor, and slowly gulped down the liquid, purposefully stretching time. Despite doing this to put on a show, he was thirstier than he realized.

      “I don’t know,” he said to Owen. “You tell me.”

      “My father’s going to be governor. If anything, you should be jealous of me.”

      The soda burned his throat. Levi belched. “I don’t want your life, Dempsey. I don’t even think you want your life.” He tried to move past him. “Now, if you’ll excuse me—”

      “Were you out with Troy Byrne?” Owen asked, his voice oily, snake-like. “Last time you guys were together, it didn’t end well.”

      This wasn’t the first time that Levi thought that Owen had been the one who blabbed to the entire school about the kiss with Troy near the pond. But it was the first time Levi truly questioned Owen’s motives.

      Levi remembered the email. The one he assumed came from Owen. The empty threat. Now he felt certain Owen was exploiting Levi’s past. Even though Levi worked hard to keep parts of himself hidden from others, things managed to escape.

      Levi wasn’t the only one with secrets. “What happened with you and Martinez?”

      Owen rocked back on his heels, and glanced down the hallway. “What does that have to do with this conversation?”

      “Nothing. I was just wondering.”

      “We had a fight. That’s it.” Owen mashed the heel of his hand into his eyes and rubbed vigorously.

      Levi capped his soda. “Word of advice: Keep an eye on your shit. Howser’s stealing from residents.”

      “What?” Owen’s face paled, the exhaustion of rarely sleeping finally revealing itself on his sallow skin.

      “Yeah.” He lightly patted Owen’s shoulder. “Night, Demps.” Levi ran up the stairs, taking two at a time, anxious to sneak Troy into his room.
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      Troy waited for Levi in the stairwell. His stomach seized when he heard footsteps, but then Levi appeared with flushed cheeks and a grin, and Troy’s stomach cramps quickly bubbled up his torso, transforming into excitement. Levi playfully tugged on Troy’s shirt and led him down the hallway to Levi’s room. They were really doing this.

      Levi opened his door to find Todd Dierks, clad in mesh shorts and a dingy white T-shirt with yellow pit stains, ransacking through Levi’s unzipped backpack.

      A set of keys fell to the floor.

      Dierks looked up at the boys with glassy eyes and a horrified expression as if they’d just walked in on him jerking off or something.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Levi asked.

      Dierks yanked on his long damp hair like he intended to pull it out of his scalp. He bent down, plucked a set of keys from the carpet, and brandished them in the air. His voice came out measured, but shaky. “I was putting these back.” He fell backward onto the edge of his bed and dropped his head into his hands.

      “Why are you going through my stuff? Why do you have my keys?” Levi’s eyes flitted to Troy.

      “I was returning them,” Dierks said.

      “Returning? Why?”

      “I had to make a copy of the record room key.”

      “For the blackmailer,” Troy said.

      Dierks lifted his head. “You know?”

      Troy unzipped his backpack and dumped the envelope of photos onto what he presumed was Dierks’s bed. “I found these in my sister’s apartment.”

      Dierks stared at the envelope before he tentatively picked it up. He shuffled the photos like a deck of cards. “Who else knows?”

      “Just us,” Troy said. “How much are you in for?”

      “A few grand.”

      “Specifics,” Troy said.

      Dierks combed his hands through his hair again and opened up the drawer on his nightstand. He took out his bankbook. “I paid him $2,500.” He laughed, but there was no mirth. “All the profit from my—”

      “Drug dealing,” Troy finished.

      “I was going to say home business, but okay, we can use your words.”

      “Christ, Dierks,” Levi said. “What happened to only selling weed?”

      “It’s not like that, all right. I don’t go around to the middle schools getting kids hooked on coke. I just get the guys stuff they want and it’s mostly Ritalin or Adderall.” He considered that for a moment. “Okay, and cocaine.”

      “Who are you paying?” Troy asked.

      Dierks wouldn’t look at them. “I don’t know. I got a letter in my mailbox with a copy of the incriminating pictures. Then I got an email from some weird account with directions on how much cash to leave and where to leave it.”

      “Do you remember the email address?” Levi asked.

      Dierks furrowed his brow. “Why do you need to know that?”

      “Maybe there’s a hint to the person’s identity in the address.”

      Dierks opened up a dresser drawer, pulled out a joint, and went to the open window. He lit up the joint and inhaled. “Jess broke up with me.” He gave Levi an apologetic look as if to say, ‘That’s why I was here.’

      Levi said, “Sorry, dude.”

      Dierks exhaled a long plume of smoke. Then he jerked his chin at the boys. “So, you two are hanging out now?”

      As much as Troy loved the idea of getting into an awkward conversation about the gray area that was him and Levi, they needed to address an even bigger issue. “Put that out, will you? We need to talk to Vanderloo, Martinez, and O’Malley. Find out what they know. And you need a clear head.”

      Dierks bit the inside of his cheek and sighed. He gently stubbed out the joint and wrapped it in a tissue from Levi’s desk before returning it to his dresser drawer. “I’ll wake ‘em up.”

      Levi waited for Dierks to leave before asking, “What are you thinking?”

      Troy paced the perimeter of the room. “I’m thinking it’s obvious Zara is the blackmailer. Consider it. She had access to the records room. The files. She knows the campus layout. She works at the CCC newspaper where she uses a darkroom to develop film. After she quits, the administration changes the locks, so she blackmails Dierks for a set of keys.”

      Levi tapped his lower lip with his finger. “I don’t know. Zara’s a good person.”

      “How well do you really know her?” Troy asked.

      “I didn’t date her if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “It wasn’t.”

      Levi began rearranging little white seashells that were displayed on top of his dresser. “I know her well enough. She comes from a nice family. Sure, she’s not rich, and she needs to work, but I don’t understand why she would blackmail Hulbert boys for all this cash.”

      “Some people are greedy,” Troy pointed out.

      “This reeks of desperation. People don’t do this kind of shit out of greed.”

      “Sure, they do.”

      “Nah,” Levi said. “Desperation is driven by something else.”

      “What?”

      “Fear.”

      Just then Dierks opened the door. Vanderloo, Martinez, and O’Malley followed him inside, all sleepy-eyed, groggy, wearing sweatpants and Hulbert T-shirts. Growling like bear cubs woken up from hibernation.

      O’Malley sat on Levi’s bed and yawned. “What are we doing here?”

      Troy dropped the stack of photos onto O’Malley’s lap. “We’re here to discuss a mutual problem.” O’Malley stared at Troy with round, dark eyes. “First thing’s first. How much are you in for?”
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      Kyle Vanderloo slunk down to the base of Levi’s bed. He cracked his neck several times and stretched out his long legs. “I ponied up three grand.” He flipped through the pictures, his brows hitching up higher on his forehead with the pass of every photo.

      “When?” Levi asked.

      “I don’t know. A couple of months ago.”

      “What about you, Rob?” asked Levi.

      O’Malley looked at Troy suspiciously, but he said, “A grand.”

      “That’s it?” Vanderloo threw up his hands. “Probably because the asshole knew you couldn’t pay.”

      O’Malley adjusted the waistband of his pants and watched himself flex in the mirror. “That was four months ago.”

      “Dierks, when were you contacted?”

      “I think three months ago,” he said.

      Martinez sat backwards in the desk chair, a scowl on his face, and pointed a finger at Dierks. “This is your fault. I shouldn’t be here.”

      “I was blackmailed for the same photo, you prick,” Dierks said. “So answer Levi’s questions.”

      He grumbled, “Two grand. That was around the same time as Dierks.”

      “Okay,” Levi said. “That’s $8,500. That’s a lot of money.”

      “Yeah, no shit.” Martinez sucked on his teeth. “How did you two maricones get involved in this?”

      “Con esa boca estás besando a tu mama?” Troy asked.

      “Usted,” Martinez spat.

      Levi really wished he took Spanish, although the mutual scowling seemed to clear up the context.

      “I found them in my sister’s apartment,” said Troy.

      Martinez signaled to Vanderloo that he wanted to see the photos. He flipped through them. His shoulders drooped slightly. “Are these all of them?”

      “What do you mean?” asked Troy.

      “I mean, are these all the photos you have?” He said the words slowly like Troy was an idiot.

      “Yeah. Why?” Troy asked.

      Martinez replied, “I want to make sure you aren’t keeping information from us. Like, how your sister got involved in this. Is she doing this?”

      “No,” Troy said.

      “Why should we believe you?” Martinez asked.

      “You don’t have to believe me. But I’m telling you the truth. She knows who is though.”

      “So ask her,” said Martinez. “We can get our money back. Or beat this guy up.”

      “I can’t find her,” said Troy.

      “Oh, so you don’t know anything.” Martinez rose from the chair and got in Troy’s face. “Maricón.”

      Troy roughly shoved Martinez back. “Fuck off.”

      Levi yanked Troy back. “Enough of this bullshit.” He turned to Dierks. “Log into your Telnet account. I want to see these emails you were sent.”

      Dierks ushered Martinez away from his desk and plunked down in the chair. While he booted up his computer, the boys sat in silence. Vanderloo leaned against the bed and closed his eyes while O’Malley smirked. “You like them young, don’t you, Vanderloo?”

      “At least I don’t need steroids to play ball,” Vanderloo shot back.

      “All right, guys.” Dierks tapped at his keyboard. “There. Read them.”

      Troy squinted at the computer screen. “What kind of email address is H2@Hulbert.edu?”

      “It’s a dummy account,” Levi said, relieved. This wasn’t the same person that sent that message about him and Troy. Which meant it was Owen who sent the email. A bluff, just as Levi had suspected.

      “How do you know?” Troy asked.

      “When my father got the campus wired, the computer dude, I don’t remember his name, created that account to test the system. He made a few accounts first.” Levi pointed to the screen. “H2 and there was H1. I think that was it.”

      Dierks swiveled in his chair. “And who has access to this dummy account?”

      “The headmaster, I think. Maybe Agnes.”

      Troy mouthed to Levi, “And Zara?”

      Levi gave an imperceptible nod of his head.

      “Write them back,” Troy told Dierks. “Tell them no more money.”

      Dierks’s fingers hovered over the keyboard. Martinez smacked them away. “No. This asshole has our lives in his hands. He got his money. There’s no reason he won’t tell everyone.”

      “Yeah,” Levi said. “That’s the point. Keep stringing you along. Call the bluff.”

      “No,” Martinez hissed. “If my father finds out about this, he’ll send me back.”

      Vanderloo scoffed. “You’re Colombian. Isn’t extortion the norm?”

      “Fuck you, Vanderloo. All you know of Colombia is Pablo Escobar. And Dierks gave me pills, not coke.”

      “Still shady,” Kyle mumbled.

      “We should call the cops,” Levi said.

      Everyone yelled out at once, “No!” Even Troy.

      “I could get arrested,” Dierks said.

      “And I go back to Colombia,” Martinez said.

      “And my scholarship goes away,” O’Malley said.

      “And I lose Harvard,” Vanderloo added.

      “We’ll hold off on the cops,” Troy said. “I’m sure Miranda’s fine. She uncovered this and she took off. That’s it.” But he didn’t sound convinced. Not to Levi, anyway.

      “With our money?” Martinez asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Troy said, but even Levi could hear the doubt.

      “Find her,” Martinez said. “And then get her to tell you the asshole’s name because I’m going to fuck him up.”

      “Okay, Rambo,” Vanderloo said.

      “In the meantime, if any of you get another email, tell me or Levi,” said Troy. “So we can catch them.”

      “You keep saying ‘them’ and ‘they,’“ Dierks said. “You don’t think it’s a guy?” Troy shoved his hands in his pocket and shrugged. “You know it’s not a dude.”

      “We don’t know anything for sure,” Levi said. “It might be one of Miranda’s friends.”

      Martinez clenched his fists. “Who?”

      “Chill the fuck out, Martinez. Troy and I got this. Okay? I promise. Your secrets will remain secret.”

      Martinez bumped Levi’s shoulder on his way out the door. “They better.”

      Vanderloo got up from the floor and twisted his thick neck muscles. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Sherlock. You’re gonna hide those pictures, right? I burned mine.”

      “Yeah,” said Levi. “I have a secure location.”

      “This is fucked up,” O’Malley muttered. “But thanks for helping us.”

      This made Levi pause. “We’ll fix everything, don’t worry.”

      After O’Malley left, Dierks, Troy, and Levi all stood around the room awkwardly. Exhaustion managed to leak out of every orifice in Levi’s body. He yawned and stretched his arms high above his head.

      “I can sleep in Vanderloo’s room if you want,” Dierks said.

      Levi stilled. “Uh, that’s—”

      Troy collected his belongings. “I’ve gotta get home.”

      “Right,” said Levi, suppressing his disappointment. “I’ll walk you out.”

      Levi popped his head out into the hallway to check for stragglers, and finding none, waved Troy into the stairwell. They walked slowly, silently, and Levi wondered if Troy was as bummed out as he was. Levi thought he’d be blissed out in his bed, not involving half of his floor in a girl’s disappearance or his and Troy’s business.

      Levi stood underneath the glow of the red exit sign. A downpour had started, streaks of rain evident in the outdoor light. He was thinking about something. “All the guys were contacted after my father.”

      “It seems so,” Troy agreed.

      “That means my dad might’ve been the original target. Think about it. Why blackmail a bunch of rich boys if you could just get enough money out of one person?”

      “Except you can’t get money from a dead man,” Troy said.

      Levi nodded. “I don’t know what to think anymore. I thought my dad was too tough to die, you know? But what if he wasn’t? That’s why I don’t want to believe Zara did this. She knew my father. She knew his faults and she still put up with him. How could she do such a thing?”

      The crinkle in Troy’s brow became more prominent. Levi sensed Troy thinking the same thing about his sister. “Maybe I was wrong to hold off on the police,” Troy said.

      “We’ll talk to Zara and then we’ll go to the cops,” Levi said. “Will I see you tomorrow? I have to go my father’s unveiling, but after that?”

      “Shit. The headstone thing, right? You want me to come with you?”

      It was the nicest thing anyone had offered Levi in a long time, but he said, “No. My mom only wants family. Also, it would require—”

      “An explanation,” Troy finished.

      “Yeah.”

      Troy stared at him and licked his lips. Levi hoped Troy would lean down and kiss him, but he didn’t. He put both his hands on the gray bar and opened the heavy door.

      “Night, Levi.”

      Levi sighed. “Night, Troy.”
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      The next morning, Troy was woken up by rough hands squeezing his shoulders. When he blinked open his eyes, Carmen hovered above him with a worried expression.

      “Ay, Papi,” she said. “Your school called and said you’ve been skipping classes.”

      Troy propped himself up on his elbows and dug the sleep out of the corners of his eyes. He checked the alarm clock. It was barely six in the morning, but his mother was dressed and wore a full face of make-up. She must’ve been up for hours already.

      Outside, the rain continued, dowsing the earth in sheets. Droplets slithered down the windowpanes. It was dark, too dark for this time of year.

      “I’ll make up the test,” he said, his voice gravelly, his throat raw like he’d ingested sand.

      “You’re never home. You disappear all the time.” She inhaled deeply, and Troy wondered how long his mother had been waiting to talk to him. It was true that he hadn’t been around much, but it wasn’t for lack of a good reason. Only he couldn’t tell her that.

      Troy rose from the bed and grabbed a dirty T-shirt off the back of his desk chair. He slipped it over his head. “I’ll go to my classes today.” He said this to calm her, but it wasn’t working.

      “Yes, you will. Jerry called yesterday and asked to speak with you, and I had to say that I didn’t know where you were or when you would be back. He called me irresponsible. You do whatever you want because he always let you.”

      Ah, so this was really why she was angry, not because she was worried when Troy hadn’t returned home, but because Jerry had called her out on it.

      When Troy and Miranda were little, Carmen had been an attentive mother. She worked and took ESL classes at night, but she still managed to attend school plays and soccer games. Miranda used to tell Troy that she blamed Jerry for the change they saw in their mother. Once the Byrnes didn’t have to struggle, she became conditioned to thinking the superficial stuff mattered more. Troy always thought that Miranda had been so unfair because Jerry was the best thing to happen to their family, but maybe his sister had a point. Not that Jerry deserved blame, but he spoiled Carmen. He relieved her of the crappy life she’d shared with Billy.

      Carmen didn’t even ask Troy where he’d been. She was just annoyed that she had to explain herself to her soon-to-be ex-husband. He could only imagine how Jerry was handling this.

      Troy didn’t know what to say to his mother. He wanted to confide in her, tell her he’d been searching for his sister, but he feared her reaction. He had to remind himself that his mother wasn’t selfish by nature, she just didn’t know how else to deal with her pain.

      “Do you ever think about Miranda?” he asked her.

      She stared at him, wide-eyed, so innocent-like, Troy could imagine what his mother must’ve looked like at his age. “How can you ask me that? Of course I do.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me your saw her in town recently?”

      Carmen opened and closed her mouth several times, her mouth struggling to form the words until finally she said, “She wouldn’t look at me. She turned and ran from her own mother. How was I to tell you that?” Her eyes glistened. Her voice was soft. “Did you see her?”

      Troy shook his head. “No. She called and we spoke briefly. That was it.”

      “Oh.” A quiet moment elapsed. Then Carmen scooped Troy’s backpack from the floor and held it up by the top strap. It swayed in her tight grasp. “Escuela. Ahorita.”

      “Okay. I’ll shower.” Troy grabbed a pair of jeans and a clean shirt from his closet.

      Carmen reached behind her back and withdrew something from her pocket. “Oh, this came for you yesterday.” She handed him an envelope with a Cohosh postmark, no return address.

      “Is it from the school?” she asked.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Then read it later. You need to wash.” She disappeared down the hallway and returned with a bath towel. “Rápido.”

      Troy shoved the envelope into the back pocket of the jeans he planned to wear. Then he went to the bathroom.

      As he adjusted the temperature for the water, he thanked God he hadn’t stayed over Levi’s last night. Levi was another distraction he didn’t need right now. Troy needed to maintain his focus on finding his sister. Perhaps if Miranda came home, she wouldn’t just complete the family, she’d save it.
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      When Levi had finally gotten to sleep, he had fitful dreams about his father on a deserted South Carolina beach, jumping waves and kicking up seawater while a young Levi and Naomi combed the sand for hermit crabs and smooth rocks softened by ocean and time. The dream had been so vivid, so clear that Levi felt like he’d really been on that beach and that he hadn’t slept at all.

      He used to love those vacations when his parents rented a house on stilts with clapboard shutters and a pool. Julian would scrub mussels and soak clams in the sink while Ellen fretted about the cleanup even as she savored his incredible cooking.

      Once, after dinner when Levi and Naomi had been sorting their sea treasures, rocks and shells, and Julian had got drunk off a bottle of whiskey he’d found in the rental’s cupboards, he leaned over to Levi and said, “When I die, place one of those rocks on my grave.” It was such an odd thing for eight-year-old Levi to hear. Didn’t parents live forever? Surely his would.

      Levi threw off his comforter and dropped his bare feet onto the floor. He rubbed at his achy chest and dug his palms into his eye sockets, an assault he hoped would keep them open.

      If things had gone as Levi had wanted, he’d be waking up next to Troy. They’d scramble to get dressed, to sneak Troy out of the dorm, back to his car with plans to meet later. Only now Levi awoke five feet from a snoring Dierks. Despite all the shit going on in Dierks’s life, Levi envied his roommate. As least Dierks didn’t have to attend his father’s unveiling.

      Levi reached over, snatched the phone, and dialed Naomi’s private line. She picked up almost immediately.

      “It’s me.” His voice always sounded so unfamiliar in the morning.

      “Eleven o’clock,” she said, answering a question he hadn’t asked.

      Dierks stirred and Levi lowered his voice. “That’s not why I’m calling. When you went through Dad’s stuff in his Hulbert office, did you remember seeing stones?”

      “Stones?”

      “Yeah, from our beach trips?”

      “You mean when we were kids?”

      “Yeah.”

      Naomi didn’t respond right away.

      “Nay?”

      “I’m thinking. Um, yeah. Maybe in the liquor cabinet. Dad shoved weird crap in there. Check that.”

      “Okay. Thanks. I’ll see you later.”

      “At eleven.”

      “Jesus, I know,” he said.

      “Bring an umbrella.”

      “I don’t have an umbrella.”

      She sighed. “I’ll find you one.”

      “You don’t have—”

      But she’d hung up.

      Levi got up from the bed and grabbed his shower caddy and a bath towel off the hook on the back of his door. The nice thing about being up so early was that he wouldn’t have to wait for an available shower stall. It was the only nice thing.

      When Levi arrived at the headmaster’s office, damp from a downpour, he was surprised to see Graham Jansen there but not Agnes. Jansen appeared panic-stricken, flitting around his desk while fussing with the knot in his tie. Levi took advantage of the distraction to spin Agnes’s Rolodex and pluck the card with Zara’s address and phone number on it. He stuffed that into his blazer pocket.

      Levi rapped on Jansen’s door. “May I come in?”

      Jansen reluctantly waved Levi inside. “Shouldn’t you be in class?”

      Levi checked his watch even though he knew what time it was. “I’m being excused for my father’s unveiling.”

      Jansen tilted his head slightly. “His what?”

      “His unveiling. It’s when we unveil the headstone at the cemetery. There’s prayers. And typically crying.”

      Jansen unbuttoned his suit jacket and sat down. “Is that a Jewish thing?”

      “Uh, yeah. I guess.” Levi walked aimlessly around the headmaster’s office. He ran his fingers over the spines of leather-bound books with paper edged in gold. Classics, similar to the ones in his dad’s study at the house. All unread.

      Jansen clicked a pen several times. “Did you need something, Levi? Because I have this press release to write for the congressman’s speech and I—”

      “I’m actually looking for something of my dad’s. Stones, white ones. They’re from a beach. My dad wanted them on his—” he cleared his throat. “Headstone. I think they might be in the liquor cabinet.”

      “Please, then, retrieve them. I have to get rid of all that alcohol,” Jansen said. “It’s inappropriate.”

      Sure, now, but not in the 1960s when the headmaster knocked back bourbon like water. Maybe alcoholism was a byproduct of running an all-boys school. Although Jansen didn’t seem to have that problem. Of course, he was still young. Levi’s father used to say that ruling over teenage boys could drive anyone to drink.

      Levi opened up a drawer and found a bottle opener, a cigar cutter, and coasters. He yanked open another and heard the rattle before he saw several white rocks rolling around, clacking against each other like marbles. Each rock had a year written on it in black marker: ‘84, ‘85, ‘86, ‘87, but then also ‘92, ‘93, ‘94. Levi found that odd. The family stopped vacationing in South Carolina in 1989. Levi sensed Jansen’s impatience behind him. He pocketed the rocks and tried to shut the drawer, except it wouldn’t close.

      Jansen cleared his throat.

      Levi shimmied the knob, trying to align the drawer with its track, and attempted to shut it again. Levi stuck his hand inside, his knuckles catching on the wood. There was something shoved into the back. His fingers grazed smooth paper, which he pinched between his fingers and wrenched out.

      An envelope with the initial N written on the front in blue ink. Another hidden note. But unlike the last letter, this one was addressed to the mysterious N. Levi never thought penmanship of one letter could so precisely encapsulate his father—severe, dark, hard lines—but it did.

      This letter was sealed and unsent.

      Now, Jansen coughed. “Did you find what you need?”

      Levi had to hand it to Jansen. Only this morning the last place Levi wanted to be was at the cemetery, but after five minutes in the headmaster’s office, now the last place Levi wanted to be was here.

      “Yeah.” The letter went into his other pocket. He expected to retrieve a simple rock or two, and instead he was leaving with several stones, a letter, and the address card for Zara Peters. He felt weighed down by it all.

      “Very well,” Jansen said. “I trust you can—”

      “See myself out,” Levi said before turning around.
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      Troy leaned against his locker, surrounded by a cacophony of student movement, and stared at a homemade poster for a student council event from a month ago that no one bothered to remove. His eyes glazed over, the lack of sleep fuzzing his thoughts even as his brain churned. No one disappeared without a trace.

      Someone, besides Miranda, knew where she was. He mentally replayed his scavenger hunt.

      Troy had been to her job, her volunteer position, her classes, her apartment. He’d found evidence she was mixed up in a blackmailing scheme, possibly by Zara. They had to have been friends. Miranda figured it out and then ran off with the cash. Well, minus $500 she gave to Raúl. Miranda had always been generous like that, to a fault. She’d rather starve if it meant someone else got to eat.

      Students swirled around him. Kids on their way to lunch, to gym, to band practice. His eyes watered. He blinked to clear his vision.

      “What are you staring at?” Zach leaned against the locker next to him, his hands inside his varsity jacket, the cream-colored sleeves stained with dirt. Apparently Zach had returned to the graveyard for his jacket. Clothes were more important to him than people.

      “Nothing,” Troy replied. “Just thinking.”

      “About what?”

      “My sister.”

      “You said you were an only child.” Zach pushed off the wall and surveyed the hallway for remaining students, but the crowd dissipated with the second bell. He turned to Troy with his undivided attention.

      “I lied,” Troy said matter-of-factly. “And she’s missing.”

      “For how long? Do you need help?”

      Troy thought about Levi. Levi, who’d been tagging along, willingly, insistently, to help out, while trying to process his father’s inexplicable death. And here Troy was in school, pissing away the time. “No,” he told Zach. “I have help.”

      “Okay.”

      Troy needed air, space, breathing room. Even in an empty hallway, he felt boxed in. He grabbed his backpack from his locker and unzipped the small front pocket to get his car keys. Shit, he promised Carmen he’d stay the whole day. He thought better of it, but then the zipper got caught on a business card. The one that he’d found in Miranda’s apartment. God, he forgot all about it. He ran his thumb over the raised letters. “Do you have quarters for the pay phone?”

      Zach dug around his jean pockets. “You’re in luck. I bought a Snickers bar from the vending machine.” He handed him twenty-five cents.

      “Thanks.” Troy made his way to the gymnasium, where the pay phone was located.

      “You coming to lunch?” Zach said to his back.

      “Don’t know.” Troy heard Zach sigh.

      A moment later, Troy plunked a dime into the pay slot and dialed the number on the card.

      A man answered with a gruff hello and his last name before launching into a coughing fit. “Lipton, here,” he tried again.

      “I found your business card in my sister’s apartment. Her name is Miranda Byrne. There’s a time on the other side of the card. And a date for two weeks ago.”

      “Byrne, you say.” There was a pause. Troy thought he heard pages shuffling; perhaps the man was checking a calendar. “Your sister?”

      “Yeah. She took off and I’m trying to figure out where she went.”

      “Huh.” More coughing. “Well, that explains the no-show. She made an appointment with me to discuss a lead, but she wouldn’t give me specifics over the phone.”

      A lead? “So, you don’t know what she wanted?”

      “Sorry, son. She was awfully cagey, not unusual in my line of work.”

      “I don’t get it, do you cover a crime beat?”

      Lipton laughed, throaty, phlegmy. “No. Politics. Same difference.”

      “What do you mean about the no-show?” Troy asked.

      “She never came to the office and she never called to cancel.”

      A cold dread cloaked Troy’s skin. “Okay, thanks for your help.”

      “If she comes back, let her know, I’d like to reschedule that meeting. I’m curious as to what she had to disclose.”

      Me too.

      Why did Miranda want to talk to a reporter about politics? That wasn’t her job at the campaign office. She solicited signatures and donations.

      What did Sasha say? She managed to wrangle in a sizable donation from a local donor.

      How sizable?

      Troy plunked in another coin and dialed information. “Cohosh. Lydia Goldman’s campaign office.” He grabbed a pen from behind his ear and wrote the phone number on his palm just in case he got disconnected. The operator put him through. A guy answered, “Lydia Goldman. Cohosh Bureau.”

      “May I speak to Sasha? I don’t know her last name. Tell her it’s Troy Byrne.” He waited a few moments until a girl’s voice broke through the line.

      “Sasha speaking.”

      “Sasha,” Troy said. “This is Troy.”

      “Oh, did Miranda come home?”

      “No, not yet. Remember when you said my sister brought in a donation from a local donor?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Who was the donor?”

      There was silence for a few beats. Then, “I’m checking the paperwork. That’s weird. It doesn’t say. It came in as cash. Which is not protocol. I wonder if Lydia knows about this.”

      “Okay, how much cash?”

      “How does this—”

      “How much? It’s important.”

      “Ten grand.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay, thanks—”

      “Wait.”

      But Troy hung up the phone. He heard the coins rattle, but he received no change.

      His brain hummed with mental calculations. Ten thousand dollars. The boys were all in for $8,500. Raúl said his sister gave him $500. That was $9,000 in cash. So where’d she get the other grand? Or who was it coming from? She’d never earn that kind money waiting tables at the Steak Knife.

      The bell rang again. Troy should report to his elective, a mechanical drawing class he thought might impress the Navy recruitment office. But he couldn’t imagine sitting there now.

      He’d been working on the assumption that Miranda saw a valuable opportunity to leave town with thousands of dollars. But she never took off with the money. She’d donated it instead. So if she didn’t have the cash, why did she take off?

      Troy thought about his promise to his mother. But Carmen promised him a family. And she’d reneged on that. He went to his locker and dumped his textbooks. If he hurried, he could meet Levi at the cemetery.
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      Levi bent down and checked his reflection in the side mirror of a Ford Taurus parked next to the curb in the cemetery. His backpack pulled away awkwardly to the side, weighed down by books, his jacket, and all the shit he’d found in the liquor cabinet. He shoved it back. It looked like a turtle shell, unfortunately one he couldn’t escape into like an actual turtle. He adjusted his school tie and swiped at a damp strand of hair that kept coming out of its gel hold and getting into his eyes.

      He searched the sea of headstones, struggling to find the oak tree near Julian’s plot. They buried his father last November, during an early Hanukkah, when the ground was crunchy with ice and the trees were bare of life. Now, the cemetery glistened with rain-soaked green grass.

      He spotted Naomi’s blonde head and his grandma’s hunched frame under a black umbrella. His mother stood several feet away, cowering under an umbrella with a casino logo on one of panels. They all hovered around a headstone draped in a dark cloth. The rabbi hadn’t arrived yet.

      Rain coated him. The drizzle gathered on his blazer and made the fabric fuzzy like dog fur.

      When Levi’s mother saw him, she said with visible relief, “Oh, good, you’re here.” As if she didn’t expect him to show up. Her eyes were red and puffy, but dry, and she clutched a tissue in her fingers. He hated seeing his mother upset, only because it made him upset. Julian once reprimanded Levi after he’d tumbled over the handlebars on his bicycle and burst into hysterics. He was nine years old. “You’re too big for tears,” his father had said. It was the first time his old man made him feel ashamed for crying. And the last. Levi rarely got emotional after that.

      Levi gently squeezed his mother on the shoulder and then moved closer to his grandmother, who had the stoicism of a bull.

      He ducked under the umbrella. “Hey, Grandma.”

      His grandmother gave him a gentle, but shaky, smile. She removed a brown, silky yarmulke, a souvenir from his Bar Mitzvah, from her handbag and handed it to him. He put it on the back of his head.

      Naomi said, “What’s with the backpack?”

      “I have class after this,” he told her. But really, he was ditching. He had plans to meet Troy after the unveiling, and he needed his Jansport to protect the photos from the unrelenting weather.

      Naomi shuddered against the chill in the air. “I thought we could all go out for lunch after this, to remember Dad. I wrote down some memories to share.”

      “That’ll be a short lunch,” Levi mumbled under his breath.

      Grandma patted Naomi’s hand. “You remind me so much of Cousin Sylvia.”

      Naomi grinned. “Thank you.”

      “That’s not a compliment,” Ellen said.

      Naomi frowned.

      Grandma patted the lacy doily she wore pinned in her gray hair. She muttered unintelligibly under her breath and Levi wondered if the stress of Julian’s death was finally taking its toll on her. “He should’ve been buried in Queens,” she said loudly.

      “That wouldn’t have been convenient,” said Ellen.

      “Yes, but you’re going to move away.” Grandma waved her wrinkled hands toward Levi and Naomi. “The kids are going to college. They won’t live here anymore.” Her voice choked. “Who’s going to visit him?”

      No one said anything. Levi wondered why his mother hadn’t buried her husband at Beth David in Queens. There Julian would, at least, be interred next to his own father.

      Naomi spoke up. “I’ll visit Daddy.”

      Levi thought that would placate their grandmother but she just tisked. “Where’s the rabbi? I thought he’d be here by now.” She rubbed her arms against the damp.

      “She,” said Ellen. “And I think we’re early.”

      Grandma rolled her eyes. “Oh, she. Excuse me.” Then she grumbled, “It’s raining.”

      Levi ducked out from under the umbrella. His grandmother’s heavy, floral perfume irritated his nose. He paced around the oak tree, dragging his fingernails over the soggy bark. The soles of his shoes sank into the mud.

      “Did you hear Susan and Doug are getting divorced?” Grandma said out of the blue.

      Ellen shook her head.

      “Yeah. Ugly business. Turns out Doug mismanaged their finances with bad investments, blew up their whole marriage.” Grandma scrunched her face. “It’s a shame. I feel awful for my niece. Her children are not in a good place.”

      “Her other son is a real estate tycoon in Palm Springs,” Ellen pointed out.

      “Yeah, but my niece is never getting grandkids out of him. So much tragedy in the family. Really sad.”

      Now it made sense. That this woman who stood next to her son’s grave and bemoaned divorce and gayness as if they were all equivalent would have birthed and raised Julian Abrams. Levi’s father was a direct result of the people who created him. Levi didn’t remember much of his grandfather, but he did remember the old man yelling at him for spilling milk and then threatening to smack him, something that Levi’s parents never did. Julian chose to dole out punishments with words, not his hands.

      Naomi spoke up, “Rabbi’s coming.” Then in a lower voice, “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      Grandma spun in a circle. “Wait, there’s not enough people here. We don’t have a minyan.”

      “We don’t need one,” the rabbi said kindly, holding out her hand for a shake, which Grandma returned it with a blank stare. “I’m Rabbi Schechter.” She wore a purple yarmulke that sat atop her short brown hair.

      Grandma whispered to Ellen, “Is she a real rabbi?”

      “Yes,” Ellen hissed. Then she turned to Rabbi Schechter. “We can start whenever you’re ready.”

      The rain came down heavier. Thick drops fell as if nature was trying to usher them along.

      “Fuck,” Grandma said, using a word Levi had never heard her utter before. Ellen’s eyes grew steely. Naomi bit her lip and exhaled. What was everyone looking at?

      Levi cupped his hand over his eyes to shield them from the rain before scanning the expanse of surrounding plots. And then he saw the only other person who was present besides them, a tall man in a fedora standing next to the Finkel mausoleum. He adjusted the brim of his hat, revealing thick, black eyebrows.

      Levi squinted into the distance. He’d seen this man before. Was that the man from the Great Elm Lodge? The one Kenny remembered talking to Julian? Levi gave a sharp intake of breath. No, it was the drunk guy from town who accosted Levi on the street. In fact, he was both men. Levi was sure of it.

      The man hung back. He tilted his chin down. Levi wasn’t sure if that was to avoid the raindrops or to hide his face, but little good it did on both accounts. They could all see him.

      “Who’s that guy?” asked Levi.

      “No one,” said Ellen.

      “He’s someone or you wouldn’t all look like that. I saw him on the street.”

      “Did you speak to him?” Grandma demanded with a look of pure shock.

      “He stopped me.” Levi left out the part where the man was drunk.

      “He’s been in town?” Ellen asked.

      Grandma harrumphed. “Nerve.”

      “Okay, what the hell is going on?” Levi’s voice rose.

      “Not now,” Naomi whispered. She smiled at the rabbi. “Let’s start.”

      Everyone shifted their attention back to the rabbi who had opened her prayer book and was waiting patiently to begin the service.

      As everyone else recited the Mourners’ Kaddish, Levi stared at the man. How his eyes drooped. The down tilt to the corners of his mouth. The way he bit his lip to stop his chin from trembling. The way he wrung his hands, shifted his feet, blinked rapidly. This man looked like Levi three years ago when the full weight of what he’d done hit him. This was a man in mourning.

      But Troy hadn’t died. Troy had come back to him.

      Julian Abrams was not returning. Not ever.

      Ellen Abrams cried because she’d lost her husband. A man with whom she’d shared a life. A man who, despite his many flaws, had been a constant in her life.

      But this guy, standing near the mausoleum, away from the family. He looked how Levi might if Troy were dead. Desolate. Lost. Shattered.

      He wasn’t a jealous husband come to confront Julian at a hotel for cheating with his wife. He was the man Julian had been sleeping with.

      The rain became too much. Levi stepped back and slipped on the tree’s thick, slick roots.

      “Are you okay?” Naomi whispered.

      “No,” he replied.

      Levi removed the rocks from the front pocket of his backpack. The dates on them for years they had not returned to the beach house. But Julian had. He’d stayed at that house, maybe with that guy. Levi stared at his open palm as if he was cradling poison and not beach stones.

      He dropped them at the gravestone. His grandma and mother gaped at him wide-eyed.

      “I gotta get out of here.” Levi bolted to his car.

      When he saw Troy waiting for him, leaning against Julian Abrams’s old Mercedes, Levi cried for the first time since Troy had been expelled.
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      When Troy saw Levi, he was tempted to unload everything he’d been thinking about Miranda’s disappearance until he remembered that he’d come to a cemetery. He should comfort Levi first. His friend. His more-than-friend. The boy he once loved. The boy he might still love.

      Levi stopped inches in front of him, just standing there in his school uniform. His blazer. His skin. His eyes. All wet. He dropped his backpack onto the damp blacktop.

      Troy swallowed down his own emotions and grabbed Levi by that lame striped tie and drew him into a hug. Levi shook against him. Troy ran his hands down Levi’s back, trying to soothe away the pain.

      Levi sniffled, and then mumbled, “Can my family see us?”

      Troy searched the parking lot and the grounds beyond. The only person around was an older guy in a suit with dark eyebrows who watched them sadly. “No.”

      Levi sank further into Troy’s arms. Troy rested his chin on Levi’s head, the height differential feeling kind of nice. When they drew apart, Troy wiped the tears from Levi’s face.

      “I’m sorry you’re hurting.”

      Levi used the end of his tie to dry his cheeks. He sucked in his lower lip, and took deep, measured breaths. A tactic, Troy remembered, that helped alleviate Levi’s anxiety.

      “Hey, it’s okay.” Troy fumbled in his back pocket for an old tissue when the envelope his mother had handed him that morning fell out and landed in a small puddle. Troy swooped down to retrieve it. “Forgot about that. Came yesterday. It’s not from you?”

      Levi sniffled and shook his head. “Maybe your sister?”

      That thought hadn’t occurred to him.

      “Open it,” said Levi.

      Troy tore open the envelope and slid out the paper. Someone had written a message on college-ruled lined notebook paper in blue pen. All caps.

      ASK LEVI HOW THOSE DRUGS GOT IN YOUR BOOT.

      No signature.

      Troy turned the message toward Levi whose eyes grew round as he read the text.

      Levi stepped away. “Shit.”

      Troy knew from Levi’s pallor. From the way his Adam’s apple bobbed and his breath hitched. From the way his eyes pinged around the parking lot like he was searching for a lie that could explain away the betrayal. Troy knew.

      Levi held up trembling hands. “Troy, listen. It was an accident. I was hiding the weed for Dierks as a favor and I put it in your boot. I was stupid. So fucking stupid.”

      Troy attempted a retreat, but he collided with a parked red car. He fumbled for the door handle, but this wasn’t his car. He should have always known. “So, not only didn’t you defend me to your father, but you knew the weed was in my closet. You knew the minute your father showed up at our door what he’d come looking for. You could’ve saved me.”

      Levi bounced on the balls of his feet and looked everywhere but Troy’s face. “Can we talk in my car? Get out of the rain.”

      Troy practically snarled, “I’m not sitting in your car with you until I hear everything.”

      Levi clutched the lapels of his blazer. His knuckles turned white. “What do you mean?”

      “The anonymous tip your father mentioned when he raided our room that night—was it from you? Did you tell him?”

      Levi bit his lip hard, dug his teeth into the flesh until Troy was certain he’d spill blood.

      That was all the answer Troy needed. He scrambled around the car.

      “It didn’t start out like that. I was doing Dierks a favor and then...We were getting so close, I panicked.” Levi added quickly, “Everyone knew and I was scared, all right?” His voice sounded so thin, so weak, which only angered Troy more.

      “You don’t think I didn’t hear the same shit as you? You don’t think guys followed me back to the dorm? Taunting me? Calling me a fag? You don’t think I was scared too?”

      “You never said—”

      “Because you were worth it!” Troy growled, his voice low, unrecognizable. “You were worth the bullshit. You made it better. Not worse. I guess the same couldn’t be said about me.”

      “No,” Levi said, coming closer.

      This was why Troy steeled himself against others. Trust was for weak people and he wasn’t weak. When he trusted people—Levi, Miranda, the cops—they fucking steamrolled him. Even Jerry wasn’t a given. His stepfather hadn’t been around much since Carmen kicked him out. Troy blamed himself for being a source of contention between Jerry and Carmen. Maybe Jerry did too.

      No one could be relied upon to do the right thing.

      Troy pointed to Levi. “Stay away from me.”

      Levi held a rectangular card out for Troy. “Let me at least come with you to talk to Zara. She knows me. She doesn’t know you.”

      “I don’t know you!” Troy cried, snatching the card, its sharp edges digging into his palm. “I’ll talk to her on my own. I’ll deal with this on my own. Just like I should’ve done from the beginning.”

      Troy walked backwards, his eyes trained on Levi, making certain that he wasn’t following him. Levi could be relentless and insistent, but he must have seen the fury in Troy’s eyes. He did not come after Troy.

      Troy climbed inside the Acura while Levi stood outside, several few feet away. The Acura’s tires kicked up spray, and mud, and much of Troy’s pride.
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      Levi stood frozen in the parking lot. Alone. Stunned. He shivered as the rain seeped through his clothing and into his bones.

      Naomi descended the little hill, on her way to ream him out. The black umbrella cloaked her eyes, but Levi could identify that scowl from space. She was pissed. “What the hell, Levi? You left in the middle of the service.”

      He should have taken off after Troy. There was still time to get into the Mercedes, and what? High-tail it down the residential streets, block Troy off at an intersection? That sounded dangerous, not to mention pathetic.

      Levi knew this revelation would come one day, so why was he so caught off guard?

      Fucking Owen Dempsey. He did this to Levi. He sent Troy that note.

      Naomi held out the umbrella to him. He waved her off. “Come back.”

      “It’s all a fucking charade,” he said.

      “Not to Mom, it isn’t. Not to Grandma.” A breeze whipped her hair around, snagging it in her mouth. Levi was reminded of when Naomi was a little kid, riding her bike around the subdivision, seeking out neighborhood kids to play with because she couldn’t stand to be by herself. Levi had never been like that—by himself wasn’t just a part of his makeup, it was the whole, and he used to be comfortable with that.

      “Come back and apologize,” Naomi said, commanding him again.

      “No.” Levi kicked a rock. It skidded across the pavement and hit a tire, bouncing off. Troy was the only person who steadied him and now he was gone. Levi leaned against the wet car and crossed his arms, looking petulant. The man from earlier had left. “Who’s that guy?”

      “Don’t change the subject,” she said.

      “You want us all to pretend that everything’s okay, but it’s not and it never was.” Rainwater dripped from Levi’s hair, slid down the bridge of his nose, and dipped into his lips. He wiped at his face. “Seriously, Nay. Who the fuck is he?”

      Despite Levi’s protests, Naomi edged closer and hoisted the umbrella above both their heads. “Dad’s old friend.”

      “Friend how?”

      “Just a friend,” she said, defensively. But she had to know he wouldn’t let it go.

      “Like Todd Dierks is my friend?” he asked. Then he looked at her, really looked at her. “Or like Troy’s my friend? A friend you want to screw.”

      “Don’t be gross,” she said.

      Levi jerked back his head, like he’d been slapped.

      “Don’t get all righteous. That’s not what I meant by that and you know it.”

      “Do I? You match me up with girls constantly when you know—”

      “I thought I was helping you.”

      “You don’t help. It kills me when you sit at the goddamn dinner table, setting me up on dates when you have to know.”

      She huffed. “How would I know when you never tell me anything?”

      “Why would I tell you when you think I’m gross? You think I’m a fucking pervert too?”

      “Jesus, Levi, no. It’s not that big a deal.”

      “Not that big a deal? It shouldn’t be any deal.”

      “Okay, well now you’re being naive.”

      Levi tried to rub the cold out of his hands, but it was pointless. He would not find warmth now. “What’s that man’s name?”

      “Edward Stavros. Dad called him Ned.”

      “I thought Dad was cheating on Mom with a woman, and yet subconsciously, I think I knew he was fucking a man. I just didn’t want to confront it. Because he made me feel like shit for liking Troy. And yet, he was fucking a man.”

      “Stop staying that!”

      “But it’s the truth.” Levi laughed, a dry and hollow sound. “It’s the most truthful thing I know.”

      “Maybe he was trying to save you from a life of heartache because he knew how tough it was going to be.”

      “Pfft. He made it tough. I probably could’ve dealt with everything else if only he’d been supportive.”

      Naomi swiped at her cheeks.

      “Does Mom know?”

      “She’s probably known forever.”

      “Why would you say that?” Levi asked.

      “I heard them arguing once. Years ago. At the time, I didn’t really understand the argument. But now…”

      Levi motioned for Naomi to continue. She inhaled deeply. “She said something like, ‘we agreed when we got married that he was no longer a part of your life.’”

      “Fuck.” That’s why Julian must have panicked over the photo of him at the hotel with Ned in the background. Because even though the picture didn’t show Julian and Ned together, Ellen would recognize Ned’s face and she would know that Julian had broken his promise.

      “You don’t remember him coming to the house to sit shiva?” Naomi asked. Levi shook his head. “Well, he did and Mom threw him out. That’s the thing, Levi. You never pay attention. You live in your head most of the time. And you’re never around. I went to clean out Dad’s office. I went with Mom to pick a casket. I called all of Grandma’s friends to tell them the news. Where were you?”

      It was easy for Naomi to place blame on him. She’d always had a better relationship with their father than he had. If Levi cried, he was being girlie. If he seemed upset over mistreatment, he was whining. But when Naomi got hysterical over a poor grade or a bully’s taunts, Julian would wrap his arm around her in comfort.

      Levi choked down his saliva. “Dad loved you. He probably wouldn’t have wanted me to do that stuff anyway.”

      “He loved you too.”

      “It’s more likely he hated me as much as he hated himself. And that’s not something you’ll ever understand because he didn’t treat you the same.” Levi scraped his fingernails through his hair. “Holy fucking Christ. That’s why Dad killed himself.”

      “No!” Naomi’s skin became unusually pale. “It was an accident.”

      “What if it wasn’t?” Julian had never fired that gun before. Not really. Maybe once at the range. Grandma thought it was ridiculous. “What Jew carries a gun? Who are you, Bugsy Siegel?” But maybe his father always knew a day would come where he’d use it on himself. Levi couldn’t make sense of it. He wouldn’t.

      Another umbrella approached with Grandma and Ellen underneath.

      “I’m leaving,” said Levi.

      “Levi!” Naomi called after him.

      “I can’t—” He was already opening his car door, climbing inside, seeking refuge from the rain, from his family. From his life.
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      Zara’s house was a brown cabin surrounded by squat evergreens and diseased trees that looked like matchsticks.

      Troy pulled the Acura up a long gravel driveway and killed the engine. Raindrops pummeled the windshield. He was hesitant to get out. He told Levi he could do all this on his own, and while that part was true, it didn’t mean he wanted to do it.

      When Troy opened the car door, the porch light went on. A large man wearing work boots and a denim shirt coated in wood dust met him on the stairs. “Who are you?” he asked gruffly.

      Troy stumbled over his words. “Tr-Troy Byrne. Is Zara here?”

      The guy narrowed his eyes and filled the space between the porch columns with his massive body. “Why?”

      “I’m hoping she can help me find my sister Miranda.” He did not say that he was here to accuse this man’s daughter of a heinous blackmailing scheme that might have run his sister out of town.

      The man softened his stance, even as his eyes never left Troy. “Well then, why aren’t you at your sister’s apartment?”

      “Why would I go there?”

      “That’s where Zara is right now.”

      “At Miranda’s apartment?”

      “Yeah.” The man cocked his brow. “She’s been staying with her until her boyfriend troubles blow over. That son of a bitch, I knew I should’ve kicked his ass when I had the chance.”

      Troy’s boots slid on the wet rocks as he clambered back to his car. “Thank you!” he cried to Zara’s father who still stood on the porch, not bothered by the rain splatter, as he waited for Troy to vacate the premises.

      Troy jumped into the driver side. He wiped his slick hands on his jeans as he fumbled to get the key in the ignition. The car started and Troy peeled out of the driveway.

      Miranda was in her apartment. She’d returned home.
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      Troy pounded furiously on Miranda’s apartment door.

      He yelled, “Miranda! It’s Troy! Open up!” Just as he had weeks ago when he came here to meet her.

      But then the door opened, and a girl with dark curly hair stared at him. She wore baggy jeans that hung low on her hips and a U2 T-shirt from their tour at Giants Stadium. Troy remembered that concert. Miranda had bought tickets to cheer him up after his expulsion. The shirt still had a mustard stain from the giant pretzel she bought at the concession stand.

      Zara was wearing Miranda’s clothes.

      “She’s not here,” Zara said.

      “When will she be back?” Troy asked, but even as he uttered the words he sensed something off.

      Zara peeked down the empty hallway before she opened the door wider, allowing Troy to enter. “You want a soda? I bought groceries.” Zara went over to the fridge, the surface now devoid of its clutter. The magnets straightened. The tables uprighted. Miranda’s belongings tucked away in the dresser drawers. Her posters retacked. Her framed photos lined up.

      “No, I’m fine,” said Troy. He’d come here with the intention of interrogating Zara. But he felt at a loss without Levi. Like he’d lost his purpose.

      Zara flopped down onto the sofa and tucked her socked feet underneath her body. She played with the white threads outlining the hole in the knee. “Your sister said I could stay here. I’m hiding from my ex.”

      Troy rubbed at his face. “When did she say that?”

      She shrugged. “A few days ago.”

      “You’re lying.”

      Troy walked around the apartment even as Zara’s eyes followed him. He opened a kitchen cabinet. The plates and bowls had been stacked neatly inside. Almost perfectly. He opened the cutlery drawer. The knives, forks, and spoons had been organized into the appropriate compartments in the plastic tray. No noticeable crumbs.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      Troy wasn’t sure what he was hoping to find, but this perusal unnerved Zara so he kept doing it. He wanted her off guard. Jerry once said that the best way to get information out of someone was to make them feel at ease, but Troy always thought guilt would float to the surface with a little agitation.

      He went over to the bookshelves near the television that held various figurines and knickknacks and wiped his finger along the pristine surface.

      “The place was a mess,” Zara pointed out. “I put everything away.”

      “That didn’t scare you?” He shot her a look. “That the place was trashed?”

      “No.” She didn’t sound convincing.

      Zara hadn’t just straightened up. She cleaned every surface. Scrubbed inside drawers.

      Miranda wasn’t neat by nature. Her ransacked apartment wasn’t much different from how Miranda actually lived.

      Zara shifted in the cushion.

      He stared at her. “Where’s Miranda?”

      She shifted again. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “She didn’t say where she was going.”

      Troy placed one hand on the couch’s armrest and leaned toward her. “That’s because you didn’t talk to her days ago. She doesn’t know you’re here, in her apartment, wearing her clothes. You cleaned everything. Were you feeling guilty when you were digging through her stuff? How’d you even know she wouldn’t be here?”

      Zara rose from the couch and shoved her feet into a pair of Vans. “I should go. My dad’s probably worried.”

      Troy dismissed that with a wave of his hand. “You’re not going anywhere.” His gaze traveled along the walls. Even the pictures had been straightened. “I’m guessing you didn’t find what you were looking for.”

      “I wasn’t looking for anything,” she said nonchalantly.

      He forced his mouth to smile, but his voice sounded like ice. “You’re not going to find the money.”

      She swallowed.

      “It’s gone.”

      Zara tried to push past him, to get to the door, but he jutted his arm out and blocked her exit. She crossed her arms over her chest and raised her chin, her false bravado transparent and thin. “I didn’t start this.”

      “Bullshit. You worked in the headmaster’s office. You photographed Julian Abrams at a hotel, and when you didn’t get your money, you targeted the students instead. You used the records room to take photos of the boys. You developed the film in the Chronicle’s darkroom. You blackmailed them for thousands of dollars. And after you quit, you forced Todd Dierks to get you a new set of keys so you could get back inside Hulbert and squeeze the guys for more cash.”

      Zara whipped her head back and forth. “It wasn’t me.”

      Troy continued, “You and Miranda were friends, right? You had class together. So, what happened? She discovered the negatives, found the cash?”

      Zara trembled. For the first time, Troy noticed the thin gold bracelet adorning her wrist. The bracelet Levi had found in Howser’s apartment. “Your boyfriend? Perry Howser. Did he threaten her?”

      “No! That’s not what happened. I mean, yeah, Perry was pissed. But he wouldn’t hurt her.”

      “Do you know where she went?” he hissed.

      “No.”

      “Do you?!”

      “No!”

      “I don’t believe you. Levi was quick to absolve you, but I won’t. You’re guilty.”

      “Levi?” Zara closed her eyes so that her long lashes practically swept her cheeks. “I didn’t mean to involve him. He must hate me.”

      “He’s been defending you,” Troy said.

      “The blackmail was all Perry’s idea. He took the photos. He photographed Julian, but I stopped him before any real damage could be done.”

      “A man died!”

      “Perry wasn’t going to expose the headmaster. I made him promise, so he decided to go after the guys instead.”

      “But how did Howser even know that Abrams was having an affair? How would Howser think to follow him to a hotel?”

      Zara didn’t respond. She simply started to collect her things. But Troy had his answer. “You knew Abrams’s schedule, his habits. You fielded his personal calls. You told Howser where to find him. But then what happened? You felt guilty? That’s why you quit? You couldn’t look Julian Abrams in the eye.”

      She nodded.

      “But the damage was done.”

      Zara began to weep. “He didn’t even know it was me. Not at first. I tried to fix it, though. I told Perry we’d gone too far.”

      “So you decided to go after the students?”

      She crossed and uncrossed her arms. “Those rich boys have more than enough money to go around. They treated Perry like shit.”

      “Why are you really staying here?” asked Troy. “Did Howser threaten you, too?”

      She slipped her purse strap over her head. “Perry thought someone was onto him, and I should lay low. He thought I blabbed. He kept calling and calling and my father hates him. I didn’t know where else to go.”

      “You’re scared of Howser.”

      “No. I needed distance and I knew he wouldn’t look for me here.” She grabbed Troy’s shirt, imploring him to look at her. “You have to understand, Perry’s mother is sick. She needs medication and her doctor appointments cost a fortune.

      Troy removed her hands from his clothing. “That doesn’t excuse what you both did.” Realization dawned on him, and he leaned against the wall for support. He wasn’t sure how to ask the question, but he had to know. “Is my sister alive?”

      Zara retreated a step, colliding with an end table, disturbing the lamp. “You think Perry would kill her? He wouldn’t do that. She took off before he had a chance to confront her.”

      “You don’t know that,” Troy said through gritted teeth. “He called this apartment and left a message. He knew.”

      Again, Zara shook her head. “No. He didn’t. I was holding onto the cash and pictures. Miranda found them in my bag and took them. I told him someone stole the bag. I was worried he’d—”

      “Hurt you?”

      “No! I was worried he’d hate me. When I realized what she’d done, I came over here to talk to her. But she was already gone and the place was trashed. I left it like that until yesterday when I came here to see if I could find the money. I really don’t know where she is.”

      Troy grabbed Zara roughly by the elbow. “We’re going to the police. I’m going to call my father and do what I should’ve done weeks ago.”

      “I won’t talk.”

      “You don’t have to. I’ll tell them everything. The only thing that matters now is finding Miranda.”

      Zara dug her nails into Troy’s bicep and scratched him. He yanked his arm back and Zara flung open the apartment door, readying her escape. But just as she turned to leave, she ran right into a woman in a blue pantsuit who was flanked by two uniformed officers.

      One of the cops caught Zara by her purse strap and forced her back into the apartment.

      The woman held up a folded piece of paper. Her other hand was on her holstered weapon. Troy stepped back with his hands up. “Whoa.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Troy Byrne. Miranda’s brother.”

      “I’m Detective Mead. We have a warrant to search this apartment.”

      “What for?”

      The detective blinked in rapid succession. “I’m sorry to tell you that we recovered Miranda Byrne’s body this morning. She’s dead.”
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      Levi fell onto his bed, face first. He didn’t bother loosening his tie or taking off his dress shoes. He only wanted to bury his head in his comforter and wallow. It wasn’t like Levi had even fucked up again. He’d just come clean on fucking up the first time.

      “That bad, huh?” Dierks asked, likely referring to Julian’s unveiling.

      Levi twisted his face to the side, so he could speak. “Yeah. But not why you think.”

      It was afternoon, but it might as well have been evening with how the rain muddied the window, casting the room in darkness.

      Dierks rested his foot on his desk chair as he tied his shoelaces, preparing to go out. “So, what’s with you and Troy?”

      “He hates me.” Levi closed his eyes and inhaled the comforting smell of dryer sheets. He wanted to sleep for days. “Why? Does it matter to you?”

      “Jesus, I don’t give a shit who you’re with. You could’ve been honest with me.”

      Levi opened his eyes and rose to his forearms. “Did you call us fags?”

      Dierks dropped his foot. “What?”

      “Freshman year. The night Troy got expelled. All the guys were in the hallway hissing at us, calling us homos and fags. Were you one of them?”

      Dierks paled. “No.” He didn’t sound sure.

      Levi pushed himself all the way up until he sat cross-legged on his bed. “Really?” He kicked back Dierks’s words. “You can be honest with me.”

      Dierks scratched furiously at the back of his neck. “Maybe. Probably.”

      “Well now you see why I couldn’t have been honest with you,” Levi said.

      “I was a dick. I would never say that now.”

      “The other day you called Dr. Mao super gay for giving you a C on your calculus quiz,” Levi pointed out. “You don’t hear yourself.”

      “When I say that shit, I don’t mean you.”

      Levi opened up the mini fridge for a ginger ale to calm his stomach. “Let me ask you this, would you call me a kike or a dirty Jew?”

      “Whoa, absofuckinglutely not.”

      “Cause that’s a slur?” Levi pulled back the tab.

      Dierks exhaled long and slow, ridding himself of breath as he absorbed Levi’s point. “You’re right.”

      Levi tipped the soda can in Dierks’s direction. “You should tell me that more often.”

      “Tell him what?” Vanderloo asked as his body filled the open doorframe. He wore Dockers and a green polo shirt.

      “That I’m fucking awesome,” said Levi. He sipped from the can.

      “Not on this planet.” Vanderloo inspected the top of Levi’s dresser. “Can I borrow cologne from one of you douchebags?”

      Levi groaned. “Why? You have a date with a middle schooler?”

      Vanderloo’s face turned crimson.

      “What?” said Levi. “Too soon?”

      “No, asshole. I’m meeting Mrs. Pelsey for lunch.”

      “Who the fuck’s Mrs. Pelsey?”

      “She used to run our household. My mom fired her when she discovered money missing from the house account.”

      “Money you stole.” Levi felt like he had earned his self-righteousness. He told Troy the truth and he paid the ultimate price for it. Why shouldn’t it be the same for everyone else?

      “Jesus, Abrams,” Vanderloo said as Dierks held out his bottle of CK One for him. He spritzed his neck and chest. “She was like a mother to me. Anyway, just because I screwed up doesn’t mean the woman is going to drop me from her life.”

      “Right, she’s not your actual mother,” Dierks quipped before he swiped his ID and keys from his dresser and stuffed them into his pocket. He snatched back the cologne. “Go easy on that, you’re going to reek. I’ll walk you out. I’m going to the dining hall.” He looked at Levi, his eyes soft, apologetic, guilty. “You want anything?”

      Levi shook his head. “No.”

      Dierks shoved his arms into the sleeves of his windbreaker. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’ll be fine, Mom.” Levi rolled his eyes, but then he smiled to show Dierks that there would be no resentment. They were friends after all.

      Levi reached for his backpack, remembering the letter he’d found earlier in his dad’s old office. He took it out of the pocket.

      Dierks zipped up his jacket. “What’s that?”

      “Nothing important,” Levi lied.

      Dierks dug out an umbrella from under his bed. “I’ll bring you back a sandwich anyway.” He told Vanderloo, “Let’s bounce.”

      Levi waved the boys out. He unfolded his father’s letter and began to read. He’d barely got past Dear Ned when he heard the police sirens. They sounded like they were right underneath his window.
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      Troy must not have blinked for a full minute because his vision grew blurry, his shoulders trembled, and he swayed on his feet. Detective Mead led him into the hallway away from the police officers who descended on the apartment with cameras and latex gloves and precision like a colony of drone ants with one goal. Collection. Meanwhile, Mead had a cop accompany Zara downstairs, out of Troy’s line of sight.

      This felt surreal.

      “We’ll need to take your fingerprints to rule you out,” Mead said. “I need to know what you touched.”

      Troy blinked to clear his vision, which also released tears. But he wasn’t ready to cry yet. He wasn’t ready to do anything.

      Where was Jerry? His mother? Could he call Levi? He wanted to call Levi.

      “Do you mean now or when I was first here a week ago?” he asked her.

      Mead’s eyebrows went up. “Is that how long you’ve been looking for her?”

      Troy found it hard to move his tongue, to form words, so he nodded dumbly.

      Neighbors, with their doors ajar, popped their heads out to blatantly snoop. It reminded Troy of the night of his expulsion with all the guys outside, listening, laughing, hissing. Glad it wasn’t them in trouble, glad it wasn’t them dealing with the consequences.

      “Where was she found?” he asked.

      The detective examined the graffitied wall behind Troy’s head before she leveled her gaze at him. “In the woods behind the Steak Knife. Some hikers found her body. The rain had washed her down a hill.”

      Troy staggered back. He had asked the question but wasn’t prepared for the answer. “How-how she did die?”

      “We’re not positive yet.”

      Troy wobbled again, only steadied by Mead’s hands on his shoulders. A motherly gesture he hadn’t felt in a long time. “Has she been dead long?”

      “We can’t confirm exactly how long, but it looks like more than a week. Listen, we need to interview you at the police station. Your parents will meet you there.”

      Jerry and Carmen in the same room.

      “We have a suspect,” she continued. “But we need information from you to form a clearer picture of what happened.”

      “Who’s the suspect?”

      Mead hesitated. She didn’t want to tell him.

      “My sister’s dead. I need to know.” He sounded forceful and angry. So unlike him.

      “Perry Howser. Do you know him?”

      “Not really.” It took Troy eight days to finger him for the blackmailing, how did the cops get on him so fast? “How’d you know?”

      “His name and phone number were written in ink on her palm.”

      “It didn’t wash off?”

      “No.”

      Troy furrowed his brow. “How is—“

      “Rigor mortis,” Mead said slowly. She curled her fingers into her palm and made a fist to demonstrate.

      “Oh.” Troy imagined Miranda petite and overpowered. Scared and screaming for her life. She was only 21 years old. She had started a new life. Trying to be better. To do better. What the fuck was she thinking sticking her nose in a blackmailing scheme? “You said you found her in the woods? Near the Steak Knife?”

      “We suspect he followed her home from there.”

      I once saw her arguing with a guy. Maybe it was a few days ago.

      “Why didn’t you report her missing a week ago?” Mead asked, her tone soft, kind, even though Troy could sense the accusation in the undercurrent.

      “It wasn’t weird to not know where she was. She was always disappearing.” He thought back to the night she ran away. Could he have saved her then if he had screamed for Jerry? “I thought I could find her on my own. I don’t know if it mattered. She was probably dead before I even started looking.”

      “It matters in evidence collection.” Mead patted Troy on the shoulder and led him down the stairs to drive him to the police station. They passed Zara on the landing. She was clutching a tissue, tears staining her cheeks.

      “You don’t get to cry,” he said, the fury overwhelming him. He screamed at her. “You and your fucking boyfriend. You killed the only family I have left.”

      Troy had never felt so alone.
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      A stampede of teenage boys descended upon the hallway. A blur of navy blue. The thunder of shoes pummeling the hardwood. Levi poked his head out of his room and called out, “What’s going on?”

      The police sirens stopped, but Levi could see the swirling lights projected on the walls. As if the cars were parked inside the dormitory.

      “I heard the police are searching Howser’s apartment,” Natesh Patel said, gleeful.

      Levi didn’t even bother to slip on his shoes. He ran out of his room and down the stairs, jostling other senior boys as he elbowed his way to the front, near the security desk. Dorm deans from other halls, recognizable from their polo shirts, arrived for crowd control.

      Levi tapped Mark Epstein on the shoulder. “What’s he in trouble for?”

      Epstein leaned back and said, “Murder, I think.”

      “You think?” Levi’s body erupted in a cold sweat. Who needed reporters when there were a bunch of high school boys gossiping? “Do you know who he killed?”

      Epstein shrugged before flicking the ear of the guy standing in front of him. Harold Smelt leaned back. “Who’d he kill?” Epstein asked.

      Smelt rubbed his earlobe and said, “Some girl.”

      What were the chances? “Shit, shit, shit.” Levi needed to get to Troy. Where would he be? The police station? His house? Levi turned, determined to push his way through the swamp of students in order to get back to his room, get his car keys, his shoes. For God’s sakes, he was still in dress socks. He could take the east stairwell.

      He motioned to leave when Martinez circled Levi’s wrist, his dark knuckles turning a sickly shade of white. “I overheard they found the dead girl’s necklace in his apartment. They say he strangled her with it.”

      Levi’s stomach rolled. Each piece of information added to the disturbance. Thinking of Dierks’s bracelet, Levi wondered if that was Howser’s M.O.? Was he a fucking serial killer who stole jewelry, too?

      Two uniformed police officers handcuffed Howser, who looked ragged and scared shitless, outside his apartment. A man dressed in a suit and raincoat read him his rights. Levi heard, “For the murder of Miranda Byrne.”

      Martinez leaned in and whispered, “You know what this means, right? If Howser killed Troy’s sister, then he’s the blackmailer. I mean, why else would he do it?” The weight of the realization fell upon Martinez all at once. “Díos. The police will want to talk to us.”

      “Troy’s sister is dead, and all you’re worried about is the cops figuring out you bought drugs off Dierks?”

      Martinez hissed, “Lower your voice.” But it didn’t matter. No one was paying attention to them. Every eye was trained on Howser.

      Levi shoved the boys aside as he fought to reach the stairwell. “Move. Guys, fucking move.” Grumbles and murmurs and ‘asshole’ followed him as he shouldered his way through the crowd. He moved up while other guys tried to descend. “You’re missing all the fun,” Gene Yu said to Levi.

      Levi made it to the second floor, which was now empty of its inhabitants. Except for Owen who was sitting on his bed with a textbook in his lap.

      Levi paused at his door to catch his breath. “How come you’re not downstairs with everyone?”

      Owen absently flipped through pages. “How come you’re not?”

      “I was.” He shuddered. “It’s too upsetting. It’s Troy’s sister.”

      “Byrne? That’s awful.”

      Levi turned to go when Owen asked, “Where are you going now?”

      “For a walk,” he lied. “To clear my head.”

      “Don’t know why you’re so worried. Not like you had anything to do with this.” Owen’s voice carried the tone of someone waiting to be contradicted.

      “My father’s headstone unveiling was today, asshole. It was an emotional day.” Another lie. Sort of.

      That seemed to quiet Owen who had no further remarks.

      When Levi got to his room, he grabbed his car keys and slipped into his Vans. He looked ridiculous still in his dress shirt and slacks, but it didn’t matter. But where should he go first? To the police station? He was going to be questioned, there wasn’t any doubt. Troy would mention his name to the police. They were in this together. Weren’t they?

      Dierks returned to the room and said, “I know what you’re thinking, and don’t.”

      “But he’ll need someone.”

      Dierks shook his head. “He needs his family. Not you right now. Besides, it won’t be long before the cops come knocking on our doors. This shit will come out. It always does. You need to be here to talk.”

      Levi flopped backwards on his bed and covered his eyes with his arm.
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      When Troy saw Perry Howser in handcuffs at the police station, he lunged for him, only to have two officers restrain him.

      Troy whirled on Jerry and his mother, who was weeping loudly in a folding chair, as if Miranda had been her darling daughter who she didn’t write off as soon as the girl had run away. “This is your fault! You let her go! You never looked for her!”

      Jerry sprung to his feet. His slightly taller and broader frame had intimidated Troy when they’d first met. But then Troy had learned Jerry was a pushover—not in business—but in his personal life. “Hold on, sport. That’s not fair. Apologize to your mother.”

      “You know what? You can’t tell me what to do when you’re not going to be my father much longer.”

      Jerry’s face drained of color. The only pigment visible was a line of red above his eyelashes, a remainder from a bout of crying.

      Troy kicked a gray chair. He was the world’s biggest asshole, and he didn’t care.

      A gentle hand grasped his shoulder. Detective Mead held up a clear plastic bag with a gold cross inside. The word “evidence” was stamped on it. “Do you recognize this?” she asked softly. “We found it in Perry Howser’s apartment. We think it matches the ligature marks on your sister’s neck. We suspect he strangled her with it.”

      Troy took the bag from her and ran his fingers over the plastic, trying to stretch it across the gold. Then he flipped it over and saw his initials etched on the other side. “It was mine. I gave it to Miranda the night she ran away.”

      Carmen glanced up, stunned. “You saw her the night she left and you didn’t stop her?”

      “You saw her in town and didn’t do anything!”

      Jerry’s voice boomed, “How could you not tell me?” Troy wasn’t sure who Jerry was addressing.

      Troy stepped back, nearly tripping on the line of folding chairs. “There was nothing I could do.” But the implication of his mother’s words was there all the same. If he had prevented her from leaving, she might still be alive. If he had agreed to see her sooner, she might still be alive. If he had not been so disappointed, maybe she’d still be alive. Her life had hung in Troy’s hands and he’d failed her. He’d failed everyone.

      Detective Mead wedged herself between Troy and his parents. “Listen, you can’t blame yourselves. There’s only one person responsible for her death—the killer. Not you all.”

      Carmen wailed.

      Jerry wrapped his arm around his wife. “Did he confess?” he asked.

      Mead shook her head. “He’s asking for a lawyer now. We have interviews scheduled with Hulbert students we believe he blackmailed.”

      Jerry swore. “Blackmailed? How much money could he squeeze out of a bunch of high school kids?”

      “We’re looking into that now.”

      “Ten grand,” Troy supplied. “She donated most of it to Lydia Goldman’s campaign. She also threw this guy at Heddy’s five hundred. For his family.”

      Mead raised her brows. “We’ll need to talk to him.”

      Troy worked his hands through his hair. Tugging on the strands. Seeking something to ground him. “He works at Heddy’s. I don’t think he speaks English.”

      “We have interpreters,” she said. “Just want to ask him questions about your sister. You took on a lot, kid. I wish you had called us sooner, though.”

      “I don’t trust cops.”

      Mead’s brows arched. “We’re the good guys.”

      He looked at his mother, and then glanced around the precinct for Officer Jones, but he wasn’t around. “I don’t know who the good guys are anymore.”

      “What happened to make a young man so cynical?” asked Mead. She shook Jerry’s hand. “Go home. Get rest. We’ll be in touch.”
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      Dierks was pacing the room. “I have to report to the police station tomorrow. My dad’s supposed to meet me there. I imagine the rest of the guys got a similar call.”

      “Probably.” Levi sat on his bed, his knees bent, and stared out the window. A few police cars were parked on the sidewalk, and more right on the lawn, the wiper blades paused in the middle of their windshields. One tire must’ve kicked up the fresh mulch the grounds crew had spread around the trees because one trunk was splatted with dark mud. He wondered why he hadn’t been called yet. Didn’t Troy mention his involvement to the cops? Did he bring his name up at all? Why was Levi being such a selfish dick? This wasn’t about him. Troy’s sister was found murdered and all Levi could think about was why Troy hadn’t said his name. His self-loathing didn’t feel adequate.

      “Don’t you care?” Dierks asked Levi, his voice teetering on the edge of panic.

      “About your problems? Not really.”

      “Thanks, Abrams.” Dierks raked his hands through his hair over and over again until he was dropping strands of it in the trashcan. “I have to get a lawyer. We can’t afford this shit.”

      “Troy’s sister is dead.”

      Dierks stared at Levi. “I know, dude. Still.”

      There was a knock on the open door. Naomi stood there, one foot in the hallway, the other tentatively hovering to cross the saddle. She was still dressed in her formal clothes, although her lipstick from earlier had worn off. She looked sweaty, haggard, and plain worn out. Levi spent so much of his life thinking Naomi had it easy. She studied hard, got into a good college. Their parents never harassed her about much, never gave her those suspicious side-glances he got. But seeing her now, he felt like he owed her an apology because aside from packing up a few boxes in his dad’s study, Levi had let his sister handle a lot of shit that he should’ve offered to do.

      “Hey, Nay,” Dierks said, forcing his mouth into a smile Levi knew he wasn’t feeling.

      “Hey, Todd,” she said.

      “How’s school?” he asked.

      “Shitty, actually. I failed out.” She said it so simply, so effortlessly that it took several seconds for Levi to register the words.

      “What?” Levi repositioned himself on the bed so he was now sitting on the edge.

      Dierks glanced from brother to sister and said, “I’m gonna hang with Vanderloo.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Levi said, dismissing him with a wave of his hand.

      When Dierks left, Naomi took a seat at his desk.

      “What do you mean you’re failing out of school?” Levi asked.

      Naomi sniffed a cup of pens and then peeked inside. “There’s a joint in here.”

      Levi cleared his throat. “Focus, Nay.”

      “It’s not that big a deal. I was sort of hoping if I didn’t say anything, no one would notice. But my grades are so bad, I can’t return.”

      “What about academic probation?”

      “I’m way beyond that. And now, Mom’s moving away, and I don’t have a place to go.”

      “Jesus,” Levi said.

      “I miss being home,” she said. “I miss the woods and the quiet. I might try community college for a semester.”

      “What really happened?”

      Naomi sucked in a breath. “It was Dad, I guess. And Mom needed all this help and Grandma’s difficult. And I hate pre-med.”

      “I’m sorry I left you with all of it.”

      She sniffled, her eyes glistening. She wiped her nose on her sleeve to stave off the tears. Typical Abrams. Don’t let anyone see you cry. “I’m sorry I didn’t say this before, but I love you, no matter what. I don’t care if you’re gay. I have a gay friend at college.”

      Levi rolled his eyes.

      “What? I do.”

      “Well, that’s nice, but he’s not your brother.”

      “No,” she said. “He’s not. I only have one of those.”

      “Mom’s going to care,” he said. “Especially with all that shit with Dad. She’s going to think I’m punishing her. And Grandma may not pay for college when she finds out I’m a faygeleh.” He whispered the last word loudly. Naomi laughed and he liked the sound. He liked knowing he could make her feel better even for a second. He’d failed her, too, this year.

      “Grandma’s getting senile. You could tell her and she’ll forget. Or don’t tell her. Whatever you want to do. You don’t have to tell Mom if you don’t want to, either.”

      “I don’t know what I want to do.” Levi sighed. “I found a letter Dad wrote to Ned.”

      Naomi pressed her lips together.

      “You don’t look surprised.”

      She shook her head. “When I sent you to Dad’s liquor cabinet, I sort of hoped you might find it. It’s tough keeping secrets.”

      “No shit,” Levi said.

      Levi slid the paper off his nightstand and unfolded it. “I started to read it and then got distracted by the police.”

      Naomi rose from the desk chair and peeked out the window. “What’s going on with that?”

      “That guy the police arrested downstairs tailed Dad to a hotel and took photos of him and Ned. He tried to extort money out of him and some Hulbert students. Dad’s secret wasn’t going to be a secret much longer.”

      “Fuck,” she said, turning around. “Is that why you think—?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “What if the coroner is wrong?” He fell back into the chair. “The night Dad died, he’d asked me for boxes.”

      “What?”

      “The night he died, he asked me to bring him boxes. Why? To pack up his stuff? Because he thought he was going to be fired? Or because he wanted to save us the work when he…”

      Naomi vehemently shook her head. “The coroner said it was an accident. That wobbly old desk chair and the angle of the wound suggested he slipped. He drank too much, got careless.” She continued to shake her head.

      “Maybe,” Levi said, but that was for his sister’s benefit. He wasn’t sure what he believed anymore.

      “Dad was complicated,” she said.

      Everyone was complicated. Julian Abrams used to say that no one liked messy people, but he was the messiest of anyone.

      Naomi circulated around the room. She picked up some of Levi’s CDs, reading the jewel cases. “Please, talk to Ned, let him explain things.”

      Levi wasn’t sure he wanted an explanation. He wasn’t sure how much else he could process. But he said, “Sure. I’ll talk to him. I can’t avoid it, can I?”

      “You can, but it won’t make you feel better.” She flicked up her wrist, revealing a rolled, white joint in between her fingers. She must’ve pilfered it from Dierks’s pen cup. “You think Todd would miss this?”

      Levi laughed. “Nah. Don’t let the cops catch you with that on your way out the door. An arrest would send Mom over the edge.”

      Naomi tucked the joint in her skirt pocket. “She’s had a rough year. I feel bad I’m going to make it worse.”

      Levi wrapped his sister in a hug. He rested his chin on her shoulder and squeezed her tight. “We’ve all had a rough year.”
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      Troy didn’t go home. Instead he went into the beer emporium, waited until the clerk left the register, and stole a few cans from a twenty-four pack. He hadn’t shoplifted since he was a kid, but it felt good to take something without paying. It was a small consolation, stealing something because his sister had been stolen from him.

      The rain had stopped momentarily. Troy’s boots left prints in the infield dirt. He dropped into the bleachers, half encased in shadow, half bathed in bright light from the floodlights.

      Zach and his varsity buddies were there, laughing, drinking. One of them nudged Zach in the chest and then jerked his chin in Troy’s direction. Troy responded with a flick of his middle finger. Zach shrugged and jammed his hands in his jacket pockets. It was a warm night, but he still wore that stupid goddamn jacket.

      Troy cried out, “We get it! You play varsity!”

      Zach whispered something to one of his teammates and then jogged over to Troy.

      “Dude, what are you doing?”

      “My sister’s dead. I’m wallowing.”

      Zach’s eyes widened. “Holy shit, dude. Are you okay?”

      “No, I’m not okay.” Troy crushed another empty beer can and threw it wildly, not caring where it landed or who had to pick it up the next day.

      “The guys are staring,” Zach said.

      “Fuck ‘em.” Troy cracked the tab on another beer.

      “Why are you here?”

      “I don’t want to go home.” Troy took another sip, then reached for Zach’s jacket. He flinched from Troy’s touch.

      Zach glanced back at his friends. “Can we meet up tomorrow?”

      “Never mind.” Troy belched. “I’m learning from my mistakes.” He pointed at Zach. “Starting with you.”

      Zach stilled and then bit his lip. “You’re too hammered. I can’t just leave you here.” He waved goodbye to his friends and helped Troy to the parking lot.

      Troy heaved up his guts outside Zach’s truck. He didn’t remember the drive home.
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      On Saturday morning, a heavy fog descended on the campus. Everyone floated through the moisture like ghosts.

      Levi called Ned Stavros and offered to have coffee with him. If nothing more than to hear the man out.

      “We’ll go to the student center,” Levi said to him over the phone. “I take it you know where to meet me.”

      “Yeah, I’m familiar with the school,” Ned said, his voice soft.

      The student center wasn’t a flurry of activity on a gloomy day. Levi’s classmates were probably packed in their dorm rooms or the library, studying for impending final exams, finishing up projects, before they were mandated to attend Paul Dempsey’s speech in the chapel. A speech Levi had no intention of hearing. What was Jansen going to do? Expel him?

      As promised, Ned bought them coffee while Levi found an empty table in the far corner of the atrium. He brushed off crumbs and dirty napkins and plopped into the chair. His stomach, blissfully empty, had calmed its anxious furor from the past few days, and Levi almost felt like a normal person.

      Ned placed the Styrofoam cup in front of Levi and dumped several creamers and packets of sugar onto the table. “I wasn’t sure how you take your coffee.”

      “I’m still testing that out.”

      Ned shifted in the chair. “I used to ask your father when I’d get to meet you and Naomi. He’d say, ‘never.’ I didn’t think this would be how—” He cleared his throat. “So, how’d you figure it out? I can’t imagine your mother told you.”

      “I found a card you wrote him in his desk drawer at home,” Levi said. “‘Be with you soon.’ And your closing initial.”

      “That’s fine detective work.” Ned sipped his coffee and winced.

      “It’s not how I knew, though.”

      Ned blew on the dark liquid, one thick eyebrow arched.

      “I knew when I saw you at the cemetery. You looked—” Levi paused. Not sure how to phrase his thoughts. “Heartbroken.”

      “Still am.”

      “I feel like I don’t know anything about him anymore.” A bubble of emotion expanded in Levi’s chest and his throat tightened. He pressed the heel of his hands into his eyes. He should have suggested a less public spot. “There was a time in our lives when my dad was a nice guy. And then something changed. I thought it was because I changed.” His voice caught.

      Ned reached over and gently placed his hand over Levi’s wrist. “Hey, it’s okay. I know this is a shock.”

      Levi sniffled and shook his head. “That’s not it.” He sipped the coffee, the liquid burning his tongue, but he didn’t care. He was numb. “It’s just, I always thought my dad hated me. But how could he hate me if we were alike? If we were, are…Unless he did hate me, and he hated himself.”

      “Jesus, Levi. Your father didn’t hate you, and he didn’t hate himself. He loved you. He talked about you all the time. Your activities. Your grades. He was proud of you.”

      Levi sought warmth from the cup. “It’s hard for me to believe that.”

      “I can imagine.” Ned sat back in his chair and sighed, his eyes rimmed in red. Levi could tell Ned had been crying a lot since Julian’s death. Perhaps he’d never stopped. “Do you remember your grandfather?” Levi shook his head. “Well, he was tough, and cold, and often unkind.” Ned wiped his hand under his nose. “He caught us once. We were fifteen, and we’d been fooling around in your grandparents’ basement. No one was supposed to be home.” Ned sounded far away, as if he was back in that Queens row house. “Your father had to miss a week of school so the bruises could heal.”

      “Jesus,” Levi whispered.

      “We weren’t the same after that. We didn’t hang out, and we lost touch after college.”

      “How’d you reconnect?” Levi asked, leaning back in the chair.

      “We bumped into each other in the city. It was so out-of-the-blue. What were the chances we’d see each other on a crowded Manhattan street in the middle of a Tuesday afternoon? We had coffee and chatted about our careers. He spoke about you and Naomi. We thought we could simply be friends or acquaintances.” He laughed softly as if to himself. “That was naive. I think you understand, right? You and that guy from the cemetery?”

      “Troy,” said Levi.

      Ned piled the sugar packets one on top of another as if trying to build his thoughts. “Julian could never articulate his feelings well. But I know he loved his family, and his job, and…”

      “You?”

      “Yeah. I believe he did.”

      Levi sipped his coffee. “He never told you if he loved you?”

      “Not really, but I know he did.” Ned wiped a tear from the corner of his eye with a knuckle.

      “That day in the street you had asked me if there were signs,” Levi began.

      “I was drunk—”

      “But you questioned it. The coroner?”

      “I met someone in California and I told your dad we couldn’t be together anymore. I thought that maybe I drove him to—”

      Everyone’s left me.

      “He was under a lot of stress,” said Levi. “He was being extorted for money. I think he thought he was going to be fired. He got ridiculously drunk and took aim at two crystal decanters. The gun slipped.”

      “I got him those decanters.”

      “That explains it. He was pissed at you.” Levi smiled kindly.

      Ned pushed his coffee cup away. “Jesus Christ. This fucking world, right?”

      “That’s what he must’ve thought,” Levi said.

      Ned rubbed a napkin against his face. “I really loved him.”

      Levi reimagined his father as a scared teenager, terrified of his father, afraid of what people would think if they truly knew him. Levi removed Julian’s letter from his jacket pocket and slid it across the table. “He loved you, too.”
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      Troy tossed back his head and chugged the bottle of beer. When he emptied it, he threw the bottle into the woods. So far, he’d amassed quite a pile.

      Troy had woken up in his bed, his sneakers still on, sober but with a throbbing headache. He’d showered and then crunched on some aspirin. But he still felt like shit. So he grabbed more beer and went into the woods to think.

      Troy heard rustling and jerked his head to see Jerry approaching through the fog. Jerry with his mussed hair, graying at the temples. Did he always look this old?

      “Can I join you?” Jerry asked.

      Troy popped the tops off two bottles and passed one to his stepdad.

      “You took my good beer?”

      Troy shrugged and flicked a bottle cap into the brush. “I thought the occasion warranted it.”

      “I don’t care about the beer. I do care how much you’ve been drinking, though. When Zach brought you home, you were in bad shape.”

      Troy took another swig. The cold liquid felt thick as it got lodged in his throat. He forced it down. “You drank a lot in the Navy? I’ll fit right in.”

      Jerry rubbed his temples. “We’re not talking about me, kiddo. I spoke to Mead again. I hadn’t realized how much you’d taken on.”

      “Lot of good it did.” Troy’s voice choked. “I thought she had done something horrible. I mean…” A short laugh escaped his mouth. “That would’ve been just like her. To do something illegal. Maybe if I had called the cops in time. Maybe if she hadn’t trusted the wrong people.”

      “You put too much on yourself. You’re not responsible for everyone.”

      “I don’t think I am.”

      “When I was dating your mother, I would try so hard to earn your respect. I always thought you were wise beyond your years. I wanted you to like me.”

      Troy set down the bottle on the table. “You were only nice to me so I’d like you?”

      “At first, yeah. I had no idea how to relate to kids. But you’ve always been amazing, Troy. Resilient. Calm. Smart. You’re an easy boy to love.”

      Troy began peeling the label off the brown glass until the bottle of beer appeared generic. Remove the outside and everything’s the same underneath. “Mom doesn’t think that.”

      “Of course, she does. People are flawed and you love them anyway.”

      “You think being gay is a flaw?”

      “You know the answer to that question.”

      “Mom doesn’t want to know about me.”

      “Tell her anyway.” Jerry squeezed Troy’s shoulder and brought him in close. “People aren’t perfect. Far from it. If you only allow yourself to get close to this idealized version of someone, you’ll be alone a long time. I don’t wish that on anyone.”

      “Are you and Mom done?”

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen. I love her, but we may not be right for each other. She doesn’t trust me, which seems to be a family trait. Regardless, I’m still your dad. I will always be here for you. Always. You don’t have to run away to the Navy because you’re worried I won’t help you.”

      Troy stared at Jerry disbelievingly. “That’s not why I’m doing it.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “Okay, partly. But also, you were in the Navy. So was your dad. And his dad. I want to follow in your footsteps. I always have.”

      “Like father, like son.” Jerry then began collecting the rest of the bottles, both empty and full. “The detective said they’re going to interview some of the Hulbert boys, including Levi Abrams. I didn’t realize you’d reconnected.”

      Troy plunked the beer on the table. Liquid splashed from the top of the bottle. “I screwed that up, too.”

      “Forgiveness goes a long way,” Jerry said, grabbing Troy’s beer. He dumped out the contents on the pine needles.

      Troy imagined Miranda sitting with them, her boots caked with mud and kicked up on the table. She might say something like, “You should forgive Levi. He lost someone this year too. You need each other. Don’t be mad at him.”

      Troy struggled to his feet, wobbling slightly. He wasn’t a lightweight but the stress pushed him off-kilter. He needed to right himself. “I’m gonna make a phone call.” He wrapped his forearm around Jerry’s neck and squeezed. “Thanks, Jerry.”

      Troy went upstairs to his bedroom and dialed Levi’s number. There was no answer, so he left a message: “I’m sorry. Call me.” He wanted to add, “I love you,” but thought better of it in case Dierks was listening. So instead, he said, “Maybe I’ll see you around.”

      Troy sat on the edge of his bed. He’d sit tight and wait for Levi to call. He had faith Levi would come through.
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      Levi sank onto a bench by the pond. The fog hovered over the scummy water, obscuring his view of the tree line, and blurring land and sky into an indistinguishable white blob.

      The gloom silenced everything and he felt all alone.

      He rested his elbows on his knees and dropped his head into his hands. He’d been a fucking shit to everyone. A lot of misplaced blame. Misplaced anger. All misdirected. Levi wanted to yell at his father for the time they lost. Opportunities to understand one another— gone. Julian left in his wake aimless loved ones who had to assemble the pieces of their lives.

      Levi was left with the realization that he had to relearn himself. Relearn his father. How could one secret contain so much power?

      He scooped up a heavy rock from the ground and flung it into the pond. It sunk below the thick green surface. He found another rock and did the same. And another and another and another. Hurling stones. Relieving his burden.

      And then he screamed into the void.

      “What are you doing?”

      Levi whipped around.

      Owen Dempsey stood there, hunched against the gray landscape.

      “What do you want?” Levi asked, resigned.

      Owen’s hands were hidden inside his jacket pockets. His fair hair hung limp in the wet weather. “You don’t have a monopoly on solitude.”

      It would be just like Owen to usurp Levi’s pity party. “Isn’t there another place on campus you can hide?”

      Owen studied the water as if he was waiting for a sea monster to emerge. Levi squinted at him, but then Owen trained his attention on a flock of Canada geese waddling through the muck.

      “Campus is crazy with the police and camera crews,” said Owen. “There’s nowhere for me to hide.”

      “What are you hiding from?”

      Owen rocked back and forth on his heels. “Same as you, I guess.”

      “Doubt that. Why didn’t your father cancel his speech? Since the school is in the middle of a scandal.” He said that last word in a weird, posh accent.

      “His campaign manager wanted him to, but my father said it would look bad if he changed the venue. He said it showed forgiveness if he spoke on campus.” Owen laughed. “It’s all bullshit.” He smiled sadly, and Levi realized this was Owen’s attempt at connecting with him, being honest about Paul Dempsey’s phony politics.

      Levi stepped into Owen’s view. “I know it was you. You told my father about me and Troy.”

      “That was three years ago.” Owen’s tone belied the point he thought he was making.

      “And I also know it was you who sent Troy that letter.” Levi purposefully got in Owen’s face. Made sure he couldn’t look away. “Why’d you do it? I’m not allowed a shred of happiness.”

      Owen shoved Levi. “He had a right to know.”

      Levi pushed him back. “What happened with you and Martinez?”

      Owen brushed imaginary dirt from his jacket sleeves. “Nothing.”

      “Liar. We’re a lot more alike than we thought, right, Dempsey?” Levi heard his words, how they sounded like an accusation.

      Owen jutted his chin. “Just because you’re a fucking homo, doesn’t mean we all are.”

      “Whatever. You did your damage. Just go.”

      Owen hung back, working his jaw, ready to lash out or accept responsibility, Levi couldn’t tell. And he wouldn’t know. “I can’t wait to be rid of this place.”

      Yeah, he and Owen were more alike than either of them had ever realized.

      Owen turned on his heels and stormed toward the sidewalk where his brother Alan was waiting for him, clad in a white shirt and a blue vest with a pharmacy logo on it. “Where’ve you been? Dad wants to see you.”

      Levi spit into the sandy pond bank and muttered, “I hope your father fucking loses the election.” That would be the worst thing that could happen to that man. Levi laughed, almost maniacally. Then he stopped.

      That would be the worst thing to happen to Paul Dempsey.

      The fog began to lift.
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      Troy paced around his room and flexed his fingers, trying to shake out the tension. He felt like his brain was rapid-firing and knocking him off balance.

      His mother rapped lightly on the open bedroom door. She tightened the belt on her bathrobe. She hadn’t gotten dressed in days. Her typically glossy hair hung limp like rope. Carmen’s eyelids were so swollen, Troy would’ve thought she’d been in a physical fight if he hadn’t known better.

      “Ay, Papi,” she said, her voice hoarse and raspy. “Cómo estás?

      Such a simple question, but Troy couldn’t answer it. His chin trembled and his eyes stung. His mother opened her arms and he didn’t hesitate before walking right into her embrace. Even though he was taller by several inches, Carmen enveloped him in a protective hold.

      He clung to his mother in a way he hadn’t since he was a little kid. The tears dropped from his lashes onto the top of Carmen’s head. His mother sniffled and rubbed her nose against the soft fabric of his T-shirt.

      She pulled away and wiped at Troy’s wet face. “Your sister would be laughing at us. She was so strong, you know? I never thought anyone could hurt her.” She rubbed vigorously at her eyes. “She was my child. I loved her.”

      “I know, Mom,” Troy said.

      “Te amo, también.” Carmen gently cupped Troy’s chin with her fingers so she could look directly into his eyes. “I haven’t been fair to you, Papi. I’m really sorry. For everything.”

      Jerry appeared in the doorway and cleared his throat. “Mead called again. They’re arraigning Perry Howser today.” Jerry thrust his arm out of sight and said, “Also, I found this guy lurking outside.” He pulled Levi into view by the sleeve of his denim jacket.

      Levi looked sheepish. “I wasn’t lurking. I was waiting.”

      Carmen brushed errant strands of dark hair away from her face. She smiled warmly. “You’ve grown so much, Levi.” She laid her palm on his cheek. Then she mumbled low in Spanish, but Troy heard. She said, “I need to call my mother.” She ushered Jerry into the hallway and shut the door.

      Troy took two long strides and wrapped his arms around Levi.

      “I’m so sorry about your sister,” Levi said, and Troy could hear he was on the verge of tears. “How are you doing?”

      “Shitty, but better now that you’re here.” Troy wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “I’m sorry I was an asshole.”

      “Don’t apologize to me,” said Levi. “I fucked up. Let me take the blame.”

      “Screw you, I can apologize if I want to.” Troy pushed Levi away only slightly. “I was so mad at you for ratting me out that I never thought to consider why you did it.”

      “I was scared shitless,” Levi said. “But that’s not a good reason.”

      “No, but it’s understandable.”

      Levi removed his denim jacket and flung it onto Troy’s bed. “So, I found out some crazy shit. Do you want to hear it, or should it wait?”

      “Tell me.”

      “My father was gay and had a secret lover.”

      “Jesus, Levi. I don’t even know what to say to that.”

      Levi laughed softly. Troy imagined him digging into himself, trying to find the humor in his sorrow. “You think being gay is genetic?”

      Troy shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

      Levi laughed again. “All this anger directed toward us and it’s no different than inheriting blue eyes or the ability to roll your tongue. People are so messed up.”

      Troy plucked a loose thread from Levi’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about them. Just take comfort in the truth.”

      Levi looked at Troy. “Do you feel better now that you know what happened to Miranda?”

      “Yeah,” Troy said softly. “I’d always be searching, always wondering. It’s awful, but at least I can deal with it. I’m never afraid of a known quantity. It’s the shit I don’t know that scares the crap out of me. The shit I can’t control.” Troy flinched as if his words had blowback.

      Levi lightly punched Troy on his arm. “Take it from me, dude, you need to lighten up.” Then he glanced behind him at the closed door before grabbing a handful of Troy’s shirt and bringing him in for a kiss. Troy backed Levi up against this dresser and put his hands on either side of the furniture for leverage. But Troy was keenly aware of his parents moving around upstairs.

      “We’ve got to stop,” Troy said, almost panting. He stepped back, giving both him and Levi space to catch their breath.

      Levi dropped his head and groaned. “To be continued?”

      Troy smiled. “Yeah.”

      Levi picked up various tchotchkes on Troy’s dresser—a snow globe from a trip to Disney World, mix tapes, an odd assortment of foreign coins—and examined them before setting them back down. Levi smiled at the photo of Troy and Miranda, taken at an orchard before Troy had even met Levi. “I had a strange conversation with Owen Dempsey today.”

      Troy sat on the edge of his bed with his hands splayed behind him. He was amazed at how much lighter he felt with Levi in his room. “About what?”

      “Nothing major. Sometimes you realize that other people have it worse than you, you know?”

      “Owen Dempsey?”

      Levi surveyed Troy’s CD collection. Metallica. Radiohead. Lots of Bowie. “He doesn’t buy into his father’s bullshit—at least, not all of it.” He turned to Troy. “Dempsey’s me, just a few years ago.”

      Troy sat up straighter on the bed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Something’s bugging me.”

      “About what I said?” Levi looked worried.

      “No. No.” Troy tapped his foot furiously. “I want to look at the photos again. Do you have them with you?”

      Levi shook his head. “They’re in my dorm room.”

      Troy got to his feet. “Okay. Then, let’s go.”

      “Are you sure?” Levi asked. “Paul Dempsey’s giving a big speech on campus. It’s going to be mobbed.”

      “It’s now or never,” Troy said. “Howser’s being arraigned today.”
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      Troy hustled after Levi as they descended the staircase and ran outside to Julian Abrams’s old Mercedes.

      “It’s nice you’re more comfortable driving your dad’s car,” Troy said.

      “I’m not, but you live in the middle of nowhere. I couldn’t exactly walk.” Levi dug his keys out of his jeans pocket. He threw his jacket into the backseat. His father’s Paco Rabanne cologne had managed to seep into the denim and the smell was unsettling—like his dad was still around. He’d decided recently that he wouldn’t keep the car. Naomi could have it, but for now, it was his only set of wheels. “Get in.”

      Troy sank into the soft leather interior while Levi started the engine.

      Levi backed out of the long driveway and made a left onto the main road. He shifted and the car increased its momentum. He’d forgotten how haunting this part of the county was, isolated and shaded with woods that went on forever. A person could easily disappear into them and never re-emerge. Like Miranda.

      Levi sensed Troy watching him. “What?”

      Troy turned his attention to the scenery flashing past him, farm houses and stone wall relics he’d undoubtedly seen a million times. “Nothing.”

      Levi smiled. “This car drives like a fucking go-cart compared to your Acura.”

      “Yeah, feels like it, too,” said Troy.

      Levi cleared his throat. “So, what’s your train of thought here? With the photos?”

      “I don’t know,” Troy said. “Something doesn’t feel right about them. I’m missing something.”

      “But Howser’s been arrested.”

      “I know.”

      “You don’t think he did it?”

      “I think he blackmailed the guys, and your father. And Miranda found out about it. But Zara said he’d never been violent. I mean, you know him. Is he a violent guy?”

      Levi pursed his lips. “He’s an asshole.”

      “But violent?”

      “I don’t know. He drinks a lot. That can make people violent.”

      “I drink a lot.”

      “And you have to work on that, but don’t most people resort to violence when they’re scared and desperate?”

      “The bartender at the Steak Knife said that Miranda had an argument with someone wearing a cap with a football team he didn’t recognize.”

      “I think Fred said sports team,” Levi pointed out. “That could be anything.”

      “Hmmm, you’re right. Did he say what color the cap was?”

      “Yellow or gold?”

      “We were in Howser’s room, right? What color were all his hats?”

      Levi palmed the steering wheel in a smooth circle. “I don’t remember. I did see a poster for the Pocono Porcupines. Their team colors are orange and green.”

      Troy pinched his bottom lip between his fingers. “Something still feels off.”

      Levi pulled the car into a parking spot in front of the gymnasium. This was the quickest route to Fulks Hall.

      The foggy haze and gloom from the previous days had dispersed and in its wake left cobalt skies and warm breezes.

      They got out of the car and hurried down the sidewalk.

      Troy laughed softly.

      “What?”

      “We’re passing the penis statue,” he said.

      “Fitting for an all-boys school,” Levi said.

      When they arrived at Fulks, Levi swiped his card in the reader and the boys climbed the stairs two at a time until they got to the second floor. Dierks was inside the room listening to the Rolling Stones when they barged in.

      “Hey, you made up,” Dierks said, his voice sounding velvety. Levi could tell he was already stoned.

      Levi opened up his closet door and grabbed his old stinky Adidas. He stuck his hand inside and removed the envelope with the photos and negatives. He laid them out on the desk.

      Dierks perused the images. “What are you guys doing?”

      Troy scratched his head. “Something’s bothering me about this.”

      Dierks peered over his shoulder and pointed at the desk. “Well, you have more negatives than photos. You have eleven photos here. And you have two strips of six. So....there’s a picture missing.”

      “Holy shit. How can you be stoned and so cognizant?”

      Dierks snorted. “It’s a gift. You douchebags didn’t notice?”

      “No, once the prints were developed I forgot about the negatives,” Troy said, holding them up to the light.

      Levi pointed to the top frame. “That one is different. Look.” The negative had two boys in a dorm room, but he couldn’t tell who they were.

      Levi remembered seeing Alan Dempsey and his blue vest this morning. He asked Troy, “Who developed these? At the pharmacy? Was it a girl or a boy?”

      “It was a guy.”

      “Tall, lean, short red hair?”

      “Yeah. His name was Alan, I think.”

      “Crap.” Levi paced back and forth. He shook the nervous energy out through his hands. “Okay. That’s Owen’s kid brother.”

      Troy looked at Levi. “You think he did this on purpose?”

      “Only one way to find out,” Levi said.

      “We ask him.”

      “No.” Levi halted. His eyes grew dark. “We ask Martinez.”
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      Troy had a few inches on Martinez, which was why he was able to push open the door and force his way inside the room.

      “Qué hace?” Martinez cried out as he backed up against his bed and fell on top of his comforter. He attempted to scramble to his feet, but Troy had the advantage. He threw him back. Fear bubbled to the surface of Martinez’s face. He knew what they’d come for.

      Levi shut the door and played guard.

      Troy dug his hand into Martinez’s shoulder and leaned in. Martinez squirmed. “You mentioned other photos,” said Troy. “When I was here last, you said, ‘Are these all the photos?’ At first, I thought you were being paranoid, but now I realize that you know about the other pictures. Start talking.”

      Martinez attempted to get up but Troy held him down. “I’ll scream.”

      Levi scoffed. “The only one who’s going to hear you is Dierks and he’s our lookout.”

      Troy growled. “Howser’s in custody, but did he do it?”

      “How should I know?”

      “Did you kill my sister?”

      Martinez paled. He glanced at Levi and then back at Troy. Immediately, Troy understood.

      “Qué pasó?” Troy asked.

      Martinez’s voice shook. “Owen and I both got copies of a photo of us...kissing.” He said the last word with a sneer. “Owen paid him—Howser—but I had to pay more because he got me on the drugs, too.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “I thought it was all done. I asked for a room transfer. That was the last I’d heard of it until a few weeks ago. Owen asked me if I showed anyone the photos and I said no. But he said that someone else knew. And then that was it.”

      “You guys got into an argument in the laundry room a few days ago,” Levi said. “Why?”

      Martinez twisted his hands in his lap. “I was still mad at him. I blamed him for everything. If my father finds out—”

      “You’d be forced to go back to Colombia?” Levi said.

      Martinez shook his head. “No. I wouldn’t be welcome back at all. My father would, um, what’s the word? Disown me.” Martinez looked at Troy. “You understand me, right? You know what it’s like?”

      “Yeah,” Troy said softly. “I get you.” Then, “I want to see the photos you got from Howser.”

      Martinez’s eyes widened.

      “Tranquilo.” Troy said. “I want to see what scared Dempsey so badly.”

      “I don’t have them,” Martinez said.

      “What was in those photos?” Troy asked.

      Martinez glanced down at his shoes. “We were kissing in front of the window. We were both high and we weren’t thinking.”

      “If I know Owen Dempsey,” Levi said, “he kept his copies of those photos. He didn’t destroy them.”

      “Why wouldn’t he get rid of them?” asked Martinez.

      “Because,” Levi said. “We’re graduating in a few weeks. We’re all splitting up, going our separate ways. And those pictures are all he has left to remind him of you.”

      Martinez rested his head in his hands.

      “Do you still have a key to your old room?” Levi asked.

      Martinez nodded.

      “Get it.”
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      Martinez’s hands shook as he twisted open the lock on Owen’s door. Levi clamped a hand on Martinez’s shoulder. “I know this is hard, but it’s possible an innocent man is in jail right now.”

      The door popped open. “Innocent? Howser’s a shithead.”

      “But he’s not a killer,” Levi said.

      “You don’t know that,” Martinez said. “All you know is that Owen’s hiding more pictures. There’s no proof that he hurt Troy’s sister.”

      Troy took down a shoebox from the closet while Levi lifted the mattress. “You said that your father wouldn’t want you home if he found out that you’re gay. Well, imagine what Dempsey’s father would do.”

      “Owen said his dad would send him to a camp in Missouri,” Martinez whispered. “He threatened it before, but Owen promised him that he’d change.”

      “But now the stakes are higher.” Levi began checking the desk drawers. He found a notebook and flipped through the pages. “There’s a governorship on the line.”

      Troy grabbed every pair of shoe Owen owned and shoved his hand inside. “You guys didn’t suspect Howser until he was arrested, right?”

      Martinez shook his head. “No.”

      “So, how did Dempsey find out about Miranda? I mean, she took the cash that Howser had and donated it to Lydia Goldman’s campaign. As far as I know, she and Dempsey never spoke. She never spoke to any of the guys in the photos.”

      Troy stopped, tilting his head to the side, as if he was trying to decipher his own words.

      “What?” asked Levi.

      “Miranda was supposed to meet with a reporter. A guy who covers politics. Why? To talk about volunteering? Doubt it. She was going to out Owen Dempsey.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Think about it. She worked staunchly to keep a homophobic prick from getting elected. She hated Paul Dempsey so much, she was willing to out his seventeen-year-old kid to the world. She was going to leak those photos.”

      “So how would Owen find out?” Levi asked.

      “Knowing my sister, I bet she went to the congressman’s office first. She probably threatened him.” Troy tapped his forehead rapidly with his fingertips. “The answering machine message...what did it say? ‘I know what you’re thinking. Let’s talk about the money.’ I assumed Howser said that once he realized she stole his cash. But maybe Paul Dempsey was trying to bribe her and when it didn’t work...”

      “You think the congressman killed Miranda?” Martinez said.

      “Troy, look.” Levi discovered a yellow baseball cap in the bottom of a desk drawer.

      “That logo is for the Colombian fútbol team,” Troy explained. “They had played Guatemala in the finals.”

      “I gave him that,” Martinez said quietly. “Last year.”

      “It’s a sports team,” Levi said. “It could be the cap that Fred mentioned he saw at the bar. He wouldn’t recognize a Colombian soccer team logo.”

      “Then that means Owen was seen arguing with Miranda the night she disappeared, wearing that cap. It’s definitely him. We need to get to the congressman’s speech.”

      Troy flung open the door to find Vanderloo standing there, his fist poised to strike. He peered around Troy and addressed Levi. “I’ve been looking for you all over the place. Jansen says any Hulbert boy not at the speech will not get his diploma. It’s likely an empty threat, but you need to show up. The press wants to see full attendance.”

      “We’re on our way,” Levi said. “We’ll corner Owen there.”

      Vanderloo leaned his forearm against the doorframe. “What the hell are you guys doing in his room?”

      “I’m calling Mead.” Troy picked up Owen’s phone and began dialing just as Martinez ran out of the room, shoving Vanderloo in his haste.

      “Shit, he went to warn him,” Levi said.

      Vanderloo rubbed his shoulder. “What the hell’s going on?”

      “I’ll explain on the way.” Levi sprinted after Martinez.
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      Troy yanked open the chapel door just as Paul Dempsey approached the podium. A giant cross loomed behind him, a prop likely brought in by the congressman’s people. Troy scanned the stage where Alan and Owen sat beside their father. A backpack lay at Owen’s feet. Troy guessed that’s where he’d hid the other photo.

      Hulbert students squirmed and shifted in their seats. A teacher hissed at the boys. “Get in your seats.” And then to Troy, “Why aren’t you in uniform?”

      Vanderloo pushed his way through with Dierks behind him.

      Some reporters hovered in the back taking notes while others were in the front with microphones.

      The boys shuffled into the last pew in the chapel, their heads bent. It took all of Troy’s efforts not to rush the stage. “We’ll just sit tight until Mead gets here.” He’d left a message for her.

      Levi rose, but Troy pushed him back down. “Stay calm.”

      Paul Dempsey adjusted his gold cuff links and grinned. “Thank you so much to the Hulbert administration for allowing me to address you all today. I know the good people of Pennsylvania are wondering why I chose to speak here, especially in light of the awful tragedy that recently befell the school. A young man was arrested a few days ago and charged with murder. But I am a man of faith. I will pray for his soul and for that of the young woman whose life he took.” He bowed his head. “Let’s take a few moments of silence.” Troy felt his blood burn beneath his skin. Paul Dempsey lifted his chin. “We can’t allow the immorality of one troubled young man to tarnish the reputation of this excellent academic institution. Both of my boys attend Hulbert and have grown into upstanding young men. And that’s what we need to think about. The misdeeds of one shall not corrupt the beliefs we hold dear. And that’s why if I’m elected governor, I will weave the moral good back into the fibers of this great state, starting with dismantling the homosexual agenda.”

      Troy thought he was going to throw up.

      He heard another boy whisper under his breath, “Jesus Christ.”

      Dierks heckled loudly. Then Vanderloo. Then O’Malley. Boos erupted throughout the chapel.

      Troy caught Martinez slinking past the pews, trying to signal Owen.

      There were more boos.

      “Quiet, boys!” Jansen waved his hands up and down. Other staff did as well. But more boys cried out. Someone screamed, “Tool!”

      Paul Dempsey smiled awkwardly. “Now, boys. You’re on television. You don’t wish to embarrass your parents, do you?”

      Troy scrambled to his feet. “I’m going after him.”

      Martinez flagged Owen over.

      Paul Dempsey tried to continue, but his handlers rushed the stage and escorted him off. A woman puffed into the microphone. “The congressman has another engagement. He thanks you for your time.”

      Owen grabbed his backpack and rushed to Martinez’s side. Troy pushed past students who were now crowding the aisles, Jansen yelling at them to sit back down if they wanted to graduate.

      Owen’s eyes bulged and he bolted for the exit door in the back. Troy darted after him.

      Owen raced out of the chapel and down the sidewalk. He brought his backpack forward and unzipped the compartment. Troy followed him, knowing where he was likely headed. The pond.

      But Troy was faster. He’d always been faster. Owen threw himself into the green water, submerging his backpack and the photos. Troy waded in after him trying to rescue them.

      Troy’s feet slipped on the slick rocks that covered the pond floor. Their splashing disrupted the scum, sending it to the shore. “You fucking killed her!” Troy cried out. His wet clothes weighed him down. The pond wasn’t deep, but he struggled to remain upright.

      Owen seized a heavy rock and hurled it at Troy. It grazed his forehead, and something warm and wet trickled near his eye. Owen then hefted another stone and leaped onto Troy’s back, his arm raised high in the air. Troy tried to shake off Owen, but Owen’s arm was wrapped so tightly around Troy’s neck, he was cutting off his breath.

      Troy spotted Levi in his side vision. Levi yanked Owen’s arm and threw him off of Troy. Immediately Troy pushed Owen’s head under the water, not thinking about anything except hurting Owen Dempsey, causing him the same pain and fear that Miranda must’ve felt in her final moments. Owen took his sister away and now Troy was going to make him pay.

      “No!” Levi cried. “Troy, get him up!” Levi clawed at Troy’s arms. “Get him up! Don’t do this. Don’t be him.”

      Martinez jumped into the pond. “Owen!”

      Owen Dempsey broke through the water and coughed. Martinez waded over to him and pinned him back. “Enough,” Martinez said. “It’s over.”

      The photo floated to the surface. Evidence of their transgression drifting atop the water, inconsequential now that a life was taken.

      Levi moved protectively in front of Troy.

      Martinez shielded Owen with his body.

      Boys pitted against boys.

      Hope had arrived too late for some, and just in time for others.

      Police sirens wailed in the distance.
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      They were back at the police station.

      Owen had been handcuffed and taken for questioning.

      Martinez, Troy, and Levi sat in folding chairs with blankets strewn over their shoulders while officers went in search of dry clothing.

      Martinez’s teeth chattered.

      Troy whispered hoarsely, “Do you think his father told him to kill Miranda?”

      Troy brought the edges of the wool blanket close as Martinez choked out a response. “No. I think Owen thought it was either her or him.”

      Troy closed his eyes.
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      Ellen Abrams stood on tiptoe to reach a glass vase from the china cabinet before wrapping it in newspaper and gently placing it in the cardboard box. A glass of merlot sat on a coaster on the dining room table.

      Levi was packing up the good china. “Did you make a decision on where you’re going?”

      “I’m moving in with Aunt Carol in Destin. She has a new two-bedroom condo. You can visit me for spring break. I hear the kids love to party down there.” His mother smiled sadly. Levi recognized her uneasiness. This wasn’t how Ellen Abrams envisioned her life. A widow at fifty, sending her youngest to college, and moving in with a sister she often complained about. And no job. Nothing but fine Noritake china.

      She brushed the dust off a silver frame and showed Levi the photo. He was three years old, his hair practically white, sitting on his father’s lap, the menorah lit behind them. Julian looked proud, but Levi recognized something else in that look. A broken spirit.

      He’d seen it in Owen Dempsey when they’d hauled him away. Paul Dempsey’s campaign bid for governor was firmly in the trash. Levi couldn’t even be happy about it, not when so many lives had been destroyed in the process.

      “Do you want it?” his mother asked.

      Levi nodded. That photo was a good reminder of his father. And he needed more of those.

      “So your sister is dropping out of college,” his mother said, frowning.

      “Mom!” Naomi called from the kitchen. “I can hear you!”

      Ellen closed her eyes and shook her head slightly. “Your grandma hasn’t stopped calling me about it.”

      “I figured,” Levi said.

      “Did you know about this?” Ellen’s brow shot up.

      Levi shrugged. “Kinda.”

      “And you didn’t think to mention it?”

      “It wasn’t my business to say anything. And I just found out not that long ago. So...”

      “Well, you should’ve told me.” Then softer, “I hate secrets.”

      Levi’s chest swelled. He wasn’t feeling particularly brave right then, even if this did seem like a good segue into a a discussion about his sexuality. But he didn’t have it in him. Not yet. There would come a time when he would sit down and tell his mother the truth. He imagined she’d be shocked, and she’d need time to process it all. Or maybe not. He wasn’t quite sure how she’d react. She was his mother. She’d get over it in time. That he was certain.

      The crystal vase slipped from Ellen’s fingers, but Levi managed to catch it. “Nice save,” she said.

      Naomi exchanged her mother’s wine glass for a cup of tap water, despite her mother’s cry of outrage. “We’ve to got set some limits, Mom.” She elbowed Levi. “Can you help me pack up Dad’s office?”

      Levi gave his sister a funny look. “I’m helping in here.”

      Naomi leaned in close and whispered, “I need to ask you something.”

      “I’ll be right back,” Levi said and then followed his sister into Julian’s study. “What?”

      Naomi pointed to a rectangular box with a black sheen sitting on the chair cushion in the corner of the room. “I don’t have a key for that.”

      Levi hefted the box. Not too heavy. The contents shifted inside. Where had he seen this before? This had been sitting in the study a few weeks ago when he’d inadvertently found Ned’s notecard, but no, he’d seen it earlier…Zara’s desk. The night his father died.

      “You think what’s inside is important?” Naomi asked.

      “It’s locked, so what does that tell you?” Levi studied the bookshelves, his eyes squinting at the bound books. The ones his father never read. The ones that were just for show. Eventually his gaze paused on the soft spine of a tattered paperback. He pulled it off the shelf and held it up for Naomi’s inspection. The Stranger by Albert Camus. He began to sing, “One of these things is not the like other.”

      “I found that in the Hulbert office months ago. I brought it home thinking I would read it.” She laughed. “But it’s so depressing.”

      “Right up Dad’s alley.” Levi flipped through the pages, but found nothing, not even a bookmark. On a whim, he shook the paperback and discovered a tiny thin key taped to the inside of the back cover.

      Naomi gasped.

      “Take that, Nancy Drew,” Levi said, with an amused expression. He set the box on his father’s desk, then peeled off the key, stuck it in the lock, and popped open the lid.

      Suddenly, the pride regarding his detective skills dissipated. Inside the box were black and white photos of Julian and Ned. Some just close ups of them outside the hotel. But a few were more intimate. Levi gingerly lifted a picture of his father and Ned kissing, their heads twisted, their mouths mashed together, their eyes closed. Naomi averted her gaze and Levi understood. She wasn’t disgusted or ashamed by the display of affection. She just didn’t want to impose on such an intimate moment. Neither did Levi.

      He combed through the box and found a copy of the hotel log book with his father’s signature, credit card receipts with the Great Elm Lodge’s logo embossed into the carbon paper, and film negatives like Troy had found in Miranda’s apartment. And a handwritten note in Zara’s curly penmanship that read, “This is everything. I’m so sorry.”

      “She’d turned over all the blackmail evidence to him,” Levi said, stunned. “He had everything.” He exhaled, his eyes brimming. “It was an accident.”

      “I told you.” Naomi squeezed Levi’s shoulder.

      “Why leave this for us to find, though?” Levi traced the image of his father with his finger. “Why not destroy it?”

      “I don’t think he meant for me to find it,” she said. “I think he meant for you to.”

      “Because he wanted me to understand him or because he wanted me to be scared? Is this a warning?”

      Naomi rested her head against his shoulder. “I’d like to think Dad was trying to be honest, but interpret it however you want.”

      Levi might have resembled his father. He and his father might’ve taken their coffee the same. They might’ve quirked their eyebrows in an identical manner. They might have even both connected to the same book, but Levi was his own man and he was going to choose to believe that his father was trying to tell him one thing: Live your life. On your terms.
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      “I can’t believe you’re letting me keep your car,” Levi said as he parked the Acura two blocks away from the Navy recruiting station. “I can’t believe Jerry agreed to it.”

      “Borrow,” Troy clarified. “And I told you, he prefers his Beemer.” It was weird sitting in the passenger’s seat, but Troy wouldn’t need the Acura for a long time. “It’ll just sit in the garage collecting dust.”

      “My gain.” Levi grinned. Then his smile faltered and he cleared his throat. “You have my dorm assignment and address and stuff? You’ll visit me when you’re on shore leave, right? Fleet Week.” He wagged his brows suggestively.

      “Yeah, Fleet Week.” A bubble of emotion got stuck in his throat. He hadn’t expected this to be so hard. Up until a few weeks ago, he wasn’t sure he was going to go through with the enlistment, but it was difficult for Troy to give up on his dreams. If he didn’t do everything he wanted to do because of pricks like Paul Dempsey, he wouldn’t leave his house. Besides, it was a family tradition. And he intended to continue that.

      “We need to say goodbye now,” Troy said.

      Levi glanced at his watch. “How much time do we have?”

      “Ten minutes.”

      Levi tapped the steering wheel, that nervous energy escaping through his fingertips. “I’ll be here when you come home, you know that, right?”

      “I do, but it’s also okay if you can’t be.”

      “I will.” Levi blew out a breath and then wiped at his cheeks.

      Tears stung Troy’s eyes as well. He bit his lip hard to stop them. He’d done enough crying these past few months. “We’re such wusses.”

      “I’m going to miss you a lot. And just so you know, I hope all the guys on that ship are ugly dogs. I don’t want you tempted.”

      “Don’t fall in love with anyone for a while if you can help it.”

      “I can help it,” said Levi.

      “This can’t be the end for us. You have my car.”

      “It’s my car now,” Levi said, grinning.

      Troy leaned in and kissed Levi. At first softly, then ardently, as if this was the last kiss they would ever share. But it couldn’t be. Troy would make sure of that.

      They broke apart, their foreheads still touching even though their lips weren’t. Troy exhaled. He still wasn’t sure he could do this. Levi motioned to get out of the car first. Troy followed, reluctantly.

      Levi hoisted Troy’s duffel bag out of the trunk and handed it off to Troy, then pulled him in close. “I’ll see you around, right?”

      Troy responded with a smile. And then he said, “Look for me.”
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