
        
            
                
            
        

    
	MR. BIG EMPTY

	BOOK ONE OF THE HOLLOW FOLK

	GREGORY ASHE

	H&B 

	



	

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

	 

	Mr. Big Empty

	Copyright © 2019 Gregory Ashe

	 

	All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form, stored in any retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the publisher, except as provided by United States of America copyright law. For permission requests and all other inquiries, contact: contact@hodgkinandblount.com

	 

	Published by Hodgkin & Blount

	https://www.hodgkinandblount.com/

	contact@hodgkinandblount.com

	 

	Published 2022

	Printed in the United States of America

	 

	Version 1.06

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter | 1

	I started running when I got to Wyoming because it was the next best thing to running away. Before that, back home, it had been weights. First at the Y, before all the fighting. Then, when I couldn’t go to the Y anymore, at school. I think I thought if I was strong enough I could hurt her. I liked the idea of hurting her. Hell, I liked the idea of hurting anyone. But in Wyoming I ran. It didn’t matter how fast. It mattered how far. And it was never far enough.

	It was the last Friday of August, six am and the apartment was already thinking about being hot. I peeled myself off the vinyl couch, folded the blanket, and straightened the cushions. In the tiny bathroom, I changed with the light off, running shorts, socks, and shoes. I didn’t want to wake him.

	Outside, the air was cooler. A few rusted-out cars peppered the parking lot in front of the sagging apartments. To the east, the mountains wrestled with the sun, trying to keep him down for a few more hours. The sky was light, but everything below the mountains was in shadows. I didn’t know if I’d ever get used to it.

	On the other side of the parking lot, Slippers was still open. As I stretched on the cement walk, the door to the strip club coughed up a couple of a scrawny dicks and let out a low, thrumming bass line. Then the door swung shut, cutting off the music, and the two scrawny dicks staggered across the parking lot, started up a big brown Ford F-250, and drove off. The truck was a diesel and it sounded like it had swallowed gravel. The noise carried for a long time after the truck had disappeared. Fucking Wyoming.

	As I started towards the road, the curtains twitched two units down. A couple of kids, eight and ten, maybe, watching me. I didn’t smile. Neither did they. They had faces like you’d see on the back of a milk carton, the kind you felt bad for and forgot in half a second.

	I ran. The day was clean, crisp, blue: sky and shadows blue. A state highway ran past the apartments and Slippers, and I followed the road south. The mountains kept pace to my left. To my right—well, to my right was this whole new world: hills, green grass, fir trees, scrub. Nothing like Oklahoma. There was too much color here, the purple tips of the sage and a dozen shades of green and then gray stone and the shadows making everything blue and the sky, my God, that sky. Oklahoma had been open, two-thirds sky and one-third flat, like God had gotten busy with an iron. Here everything went up and down, hills and mountains. 

	South took me towards civilization, or what passed for it here. I still chugged up and down the hills, but now there were houses on the crests, and fences, and fields, and more and more the ground sloped down, moving into the valley where the town called Vehpese knocked up against the river. The fields got smaller, the houses got bigger, and all of a sudden I was in town. The nice part of town, with big houses and big yards and sprinklers and sidewalks. A Mercedes C-Class pulled out of a garage ahead of me, black, tamped down with the mountains’ shadows, and purring pretty. The car whipped past me, going back north along the state highway. I didn’t see the driver. I was pretty sure he didn’t see me. People in cars like that didn’t see a lot of things, and never people like me.

	The sun was scaling the back of the mountains, shifting the shadows. It was time to go back, shower, change. Be back before he noticed I was gone. I stopped and caught my breath. The mailbox next to me had a rock garden at its base, and I turned the stones with my shoe. When I figured I couldn’t waste any more time, I started back towards the apartment. That was when I heard the shouts.

	Two voices, a guy and a girl, and they were mad. Reality-TV mad, the punch-throwing, hair-pulling, petty as shit kind. That kind of shouting, and I couldn’t breathe, it didn’t matter how much sky there was. Run, that was the only thing my brain said, run because it’s her, she’s here, run. 

	But she wasn’t here. And that wasn’t her voice. And I wasn’t a coward, I wasn’t fucking afraid, not of her. And just to show it, just for myself, I turned towards the voices. My hair was sticking to my face, and I wished I’d tied it back before my run, and I was listening. My skin was crawling with fire ants, but I was listening.

	“For God’s sake, Sam, what the hell? You told me—” That was the guy speaking.

	“I didn’t tell you anything. You thought—”

	I heard it. The slap, or the punch, or whatever it was. Flesh hitting flesh and then the girl’s sharp, choked cry. I jogged around the corner and there they were: a pretty girl, tall and long-legged with blue hair, the kind of girl who looked like she wanted to go to college and wished she were already there; a guy with a fuzzy beard and a hundred-and-fifty pounds of teen muscle and entitlement. The guy was shaking his hand, and my brain was saying calm down, take a breath, it’s not her. He’s not her.

	It didn’t matter. He had slapped that girl, he had hit her. But I had to be careful. Not the eyes, don’t look at their eyes, the eyes were risky. Touching, that was risky too, but not as bad as the eyes.

	“Sam, I’m sorry—” he was saying, and the girl had her hand over her cheek. Then he noticed me. I kept my gaze low, his neck, the swell of his chest, anywhere but his eyes, but I still saw surprise on his face and then a flash of what might have been guilt. “Who the hell are—”

	I popped him right in the mouth. 

	Pause. The contact only lasted a second. Less than a second. A microsecond. But it was enough, because as soon as skin touched skin, the world dropped away around me. And this was exactly what I hadn’t wanted to happen, why I had tried not to look in their eyes, why I knew touching was a risk. All of a sudden I was in the darkest corner of this guy’s head, rushing through his worst memory. Every time, every goddamn time, it was the worst part of them. This time, I was in a locker room, I was changing clothes, and I was skeeving on the bulge in my best friend’s Jockey’s. Then the memory was over, and I was back on the street, my hand stinging from a pretty good jab.

	In contrast to the memory, the punch felt good, even though it made every knuckle throb. It had been three months since I’d popped a guy in the mouth and that was three months too long. His head rocked a little, and he put his hands over his mouth. Blood dribbled down his chin.

	He looked at the girl named Sam, who looked surprised too. Then the boy shook his head and took a step back.

	“You fucked up,” he said. “You fucking retard, I’m going to kill you.”

	I took a step towards him and he ran.

	Sam was still rubbing her cheek. She had nice eyes. River eyes, mountain-shadow eyes, blue and all the time shifting. As soon as I looked in them, it happened again. Pause. Not a vision this time. Just a feeling: like a jelly donut squashed flat, all the happiness pressed out of her. It was worse than what I’d seen in the boy, but it wasn’t the worst I’d ever felt. Not even close. Then it was over.

	Sam crossed the street and stopped between a pair of houses. “Who are you?”

	“Vie.”

	She had the same face everyone always has. “What’s that? Short for something?”

	I shrugged. “You go to my school?”

	“We all go to the same school. See you Monday.” She rubbed her cheek again. She didn’t say thanks and she didn’t look like she thought she needed to. Then she disappeared between the houses.

	Her full name was Samantha, and she had blue hair, and I never saw her at school, or, for that matter, ever again. 

	Well, at least not alive. 

	 

	


Chapter | 2

	After that brief encounter on Friday, the rest of the weekend passed without incident. The last weekend before school started. I thought about what had happened over those two days. About Samantha, sure, but mostly about the guy I’d hit. About the crunch of my knuckles and his teeth. About the ache in my hand and God, it felt so good. I ran it back and forth like a movie and didn’t stop thinking about it until Monday morning, on my way back from a run when I was looking at Slippers and the rusted cars and the asphalt broken into tectonic plates and the apartment. Home, yeah right.

	As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t shake the memories that had filtered through. Call it psychic, call it sensitive, call it whatever you want, I’d had it for as long as I could remember and I hated it, hated it every day. I hated that with every touch, with every glance, I was risking it, risking seeing the worst shit of someone’s life. And even when it was something that was no big deal—I mean, Jesus, checking out his buddy’s junk, come on—it didn’t matter because to the person, to the guy I’d hit, it was still the worst thing in the world, and all that came over the line, and how much of that could I handle before I snapped?

	As I walked down the row of apartments, a door opened behind me. The two boys I’d seen Friday, the ones staring through the window, came out. No. One boy, one girl, both with milk-carton faces, both blond, both gap-toothed. The boy was a little older than the girl, and both of them looked like they’d had a steady diet of nothing growing up. They were staring at me, so I kept my eyes down. I didn’t want to see what was inside these two.

	“Hi,” the girl said. You could have swept her voice up off the floor.

	“Hi.”

	Then nothing. Both of them staring at me like I was Jesus Christ with a bag of hamburgers.

	I headed for my door.

	“You look like Thor,” the boy said.

	I stopped again.

	“Your hair. It’s cool.”

	“Thanks.”

	“My name’s Tyler.”

	His sister said, “My name’s Hannah. What are all those marks on your back?”

	“Nothing,” I said, but I wished I’d worn a shirt. “Just marks. I’m Vie.”

	Tyler wrinkled his nose. The same goddamn look every goddamn time. You could line up every human being on the planet and they’d do it one after another. “What is that?” he asked. “Short for something?”

	“No. Just Vie.”

	“Do you go to school?” Hannah asked.

	“Yes. High school. Listen, I have to get ready.”

	“Bye, Vie,” Tyler said.

	Hannah giggled. “Bye, Vie.”

	The apartment was still dark and still thinking about being hot, with the pop-rock-firework scent of whatever Dad had smoked last night. The door to his bedroom was closed. I got a t-shirt and jeans out of the suitcase. I showered, dressed, and tied my hair back. Stomach growling, I made a couple of peanut butter sandwiches and dropped them in a paper bag. The clock told me I was about to miss the bus, first day of school, all that stuff, so I grabbed my backpack and stepped outside.

	Where Tyler and Hannah were standing. Right outside my door. Staring at me with huge eyes.

	“You’re tall,” Tyler said.

	“And you’ve got lots of muscles,” Hannah said. She giggled again. It was easier now to tell she was a girl, but her hair was cut short, and like her brother she wore threadbare hand-me-downs. Latchkey kids. Takes one to know one.

	“Didn’t your mom teach you not to talk to strangers?” I said, walking towards the state highway. They trotted behind me.

	“Mom’s at work,” Tyler said.

	“Where does your mom work?”

	Hannah pointed to Slippers. Tyler must have been old enough to know something was wrong, because he blushed a little and didn’t say anything.

	“What about your dad?”

	“Dad’s gone,” Tyler said. “He had to leave. He works in Montana and he sent me an awesome card. Do you want to see it, Vie?”

	“He did not send it to you,” Hannah said. “He sent it to both of us, Tyler. He sent it to both of us and you know it.”

	“He wrote my name on it, Hannah,” Tyler said. “And it was for my birthday.”

	Hannah’s eyes were wide and full of tears.

	“All right,” I said. “Yeah, sure, I’d love to see the card.”

	That didn’t do anything for Hannah, though. Her lower lip was trembling now.

	“Hey, Hannah,” I said. “I’m new here. Could you help me find the bus stop?”

	Her lip stopped quivering, and she nodded. Without waiting for me to ask again, she took my hand and dragged me towards the road.

	Pause. As soon as she touched my hand, the world vanished. I was in darkness, a small cramped space with a yardstick of light under a door and the smell of wet wool. From the other side of the door came the moans of a woman who, even to my inexperienced ears, was trying too hard. Arms were wrapped around me, arms that belonged to the boy named Tyler, who in this memory was my brother and who was shaking and crying and not making a sound. Then it was over, and I was out of the blackness at the back of Hannah’s mind, and I was shivering.

	The kids hadn’t noticed a thing. No one ever noticed; it happened in less than a heartbeat.

	“I know where the bus stop is too,” Tyler shouted, running past us.

	“I know you do, Tyler.” I paused and looked at both of them again. “Hey, shouldn’t you have a bag, or something? Books?”

	“We leave them at school,” Tyler said. “Teacher said so.”

	“What about lunch?”

	“They give it to us at school.”

	Then I gave in. I figured it was going to happen sooner or later and I wanted it over. Once and done—that was the only good part of this curse. I looked Tyler in the eyes, blue cornflower eyes, little kid eyes.

	Pause. I was in a kitchen. Someone was crying and screaming in the background, and I was on my side on a patch of faded linoleum, staring at the dust and dirt and forgotten corn flakes underneath the cabinets, wishing I were small as a corn flake and forgotten too, and hearing the door slam, and the footsteps, and the car starting, and silence that grew by the hours.

	Fuck me, I thought when I came back.

	And then I knew why these kids had been up at six am last Friday, why they’d been watching me through the window, why they looked like they’d been dressed upside down by a tornado. Because they were alone and they’d done it all themselves.

	“Hey Tyler, I don’t suppose you could do me a huge favor, could you?”

	“Yes, yes, yes,” he chanted, running circles around me.

	“I made extra sandwiches today and I do not want to carry them around. Any chance you guys could eat one or two for me?”

	Tyler squinted at me, trying to be suspicious. After a moment, though, he nodded.

	I gave him one sandwich and the other to Hannah. They’d finished eating before the bus crunched onto the gravel. I let them climb onto the bus first. The driver, an older woman with a pouf of graying hair pulled to the back of her head, gave me one look and then pulled back onto the road. My stomach grumbled and snapped. It was going to be a long day.

	


Chapter | 3

	The high school, junior high, and elementary school weren’t in the same building, technically, but they were on the same lot and were separated only by covered walkways. There weren’t any other teenagers riding the bus. After me, the oldest kid was probably twelve and even he looked like he knew better. Hannah and Tyler staked a claim on me, chatting at me the whole way, introducing their friends to me but otherwise ignoring everyone but the sixteen-year-old who had given them peanut butter sandwiches and had made the mistake of riding the bus. At least the kids seemed to like me, and that was as close as I’d come to making friends in a long time.

	When I got off the bus after Hannah and Tyler, the bus driver gave a smoky cough, shut the door, and drove away. The kids waved goodbye and ran towards the elementary school. I stayed where I was. I was putting on a show and I wanted to get it right because everyone was watching me.

	Everyone. That’s not an exaggeration. The high school had a courtyard with benches and low brick walls and a flight of steps up to the main doors. There were teenagers everywhere—splayed out on the benches, sitting on the walls, leaning up against the steps. They had all turned to look at me. I adjusted my backpack and kept my face like a baseball bat about to slam a home run: hard and ready to hit. After a minute, the tension eased and they started talking. They were still watching, but at least they were talking.

	I picked out the guy from Friday easily. He was with a group of buddies near the stairs—probably a spot he’d picked because he knew I’d have to go that way. For the moment, they were pretending not to notice me and instead they circled a fat, pimply guy with a stack of books. One of the boys laughed and gave the fat guy a shove, and he hit the stairs and skidded.

	The bullies all looked like meat-heads, especially the one I’d hit. He still had his patchy beard, and now that I wasn’t pissed as hell, I picked up a few more details. He looked like an all-American kid, the boy next door, the kind you’d see in a deodorant commercial, grinning after he caught a winning pass or something like that: messy brown hair, nice shoulders that dropped to a tight v at his waist, and the kind of muscles that were ninety-percent show. He wasn’t pretty, his face was too rugged for that, but he was cute, and in five years, maybe ten, he’d be hot, smoking-griddle hot. Right then, he was looking more rugged than usual with the busted lip I’d given him. He was staring at me like he wanted to kick my ass but he was going to start at my head and work his way down. I stared back.

	The rest of them were still watching. Still whispering. All of them except for one kid, and I couldn’t miss him because he was alone, the only one in the courtyard that was sitting by himself. Rich, that was obvious at first glance, the kind of rich I hadn’t expected to see in a town like Vehpese. He looked like he’d never had to dig a ditch, but if he did, he’d wear Armani. Perfectly spiked, short brown hair, a mouth meant exclusively for smirking and kissing, he was six feet of sex poured into a leather jacket and skinny jeans and kept at a low boil. I looked away and I didn’t let myself look back.

	The guy I’d hit was coming at me across the courtyard, surrounded by his meat-heads. Everyone had gone silent again.

	 “After school, I’m going to beat your ass. You better fucking show up.”

	He leaned in towards me. The split lip looked like it hurt but not too bad, and the smell of supermarket teen cologne came off him. After a minute he spat on my shoes and started walking into the school.

	I was revved up, spinning fast, and I just needed someone to let down the clutch. I wanted this. Hell, maybe I needed it. Besides, it was my first day of school. “After school? Is it going to take you that long to jerk off all your buddies?”

	The courtyard had been silent before. Now someone had sucked all the air out of it. Then the kid in the leather jacket started laughing.

	Supermarket-cologne shouted something as he spun around. I didn’t hear what it was, but I doubt it was original. He swung, clipped my shoulder, and I landed a good punch on his jaw. He didn’t fall, though; country boys knew how to take a punch, I guess. He bulled into me, slamming his fist into my gut, knocking the air out of me. I clobbered him on the ear—once, twice. He stumbled sideways, and I kept on him, hitting him on the back, the shoulder, right in the cheek. I got greedy. I wanted this and I wanted all of it and I didn’t see his buddy. The meat-head clocked me right in the eye. 

	Pause. For a moment, I was somewhere in the back of the meat-head’s brain, in a big room. A sofa sat against one wall with doilies on the arm rests. Cross-stitch spelled out a family name. The place had a flowery potpourri scent mixed with plastic and baby powder. Old lady smells. On the coffee table, there was a big brown purse, and my hand was in that purse, and I was taking forty dollars from my grandmother.

	Then it was over, and the meat-head landed another blow, this one on my chin. My knees folded, and I hit the ground hard, tumbling backwards. Overhead, a whole lot of white mixed with the blue sky. Clouds, part of my brain thought, but they weren’t clouds. Just the aftereffect of a good punch.

	First day of school. Give them a show. Shaking my head, I got a knee under me, pushed myself up, and hit the closest one. Supermarket-cologne, I think, but I couldn’t see well enough to tell. I swung again, and then someone had his arms around my waist and was dragging me back. It was the third meat-head, the one who hadn’t thrown a punch yet.

	To my surprise, nobody came at me. Nothing. Just an airless silence. Even the kid on the wall had stopped laughing.

	A short, round man crossed the courtyard, his arms pumping fast enough to crank a car to life. He was the kind of man who had gone bald and couldn’t be troubled to admit it: a long fringe of hair hung down around his gleaming scalp. He wore a suit and tie and that always meant principal. “All right, everybody inside.” He snagged Supermarket-cologne by the collar and stopped the other meat-heads. “Austin, you and your friends can stay here.” When the courtyard had cleared, he turned his attention to me. “Mr. Eliot, I assume. I’m Vice-Principal Hillenbrand. You’ve made quite the entrance.”

	I smiled even though it made my jaw crack. “You know what they say about first impressions.”

	


Chapter | 4

	I was suspended, of course. For a week. Not the other two boys—Mr. Hillenbrand hemmed and muttered and, in the end, said that they would be disciplined accordingly.

	When I got home, Dad’s door was open and he was gone. It wasn’t even ten am and I had a pounding headache, a black eye, and a hell of a lot of satisfaction. The freezer was empty, but I found some ice trays and filled them. I lay on the sofa with a wet wash cloth over my eyes, the vinyl sticking to the back of my neck.

	No TV. No internet. No phone. Not even a goddamned fan. There had been a fan when I’d arrived last week, but it had disappeared a few days later. Dad said it broke, but that night he had a nice little baggie for himself and he went out with his friends and came back screaming and laughing and turning on every light in the apartment while he sang Nirvana.

	After a while, I went in Dad’s room and poked around. There were none of those little baggies, at least, none that had anything interesting left in them, but I found a pack of cigarettes and I went outside and smoked two. Just for the hell of it. When I went back inside, my mouth tasted like I’d been licking the carpet at a cheap motel, my headache was about to split my skull, and my eye had swollen up like a grapefruit. The ice wasn’t ice yet, so I wet the wash cloth and lay down again and eventually I fell asleep.

	I woke up to someone knocking on the door. My jaw was stiff. Hell, everything from the neck up was stiff, but I got myself off the couch, opened the door, and regretted it.

	Hannah and Tyler were there, beaming up at me. Their expressions faltered when they saw my face.

	“Vie,” Hannah asked. “Are you ok?”

	“Oh shit,” Tyler said and then glanced around, seeing how the word had landed.

	I grinned and it made my jaw ache some more. “I’m fine. I just met somebody at school.”

	Hannah’s eyes were huge. “Did you hit him?”

	“Of course he hit him,” Tyler said. He put his hands up and pretended to punch Hannah, who squealed and drew away. “I bet you kicked his ass.” He paused again. He was like a one-man bomb squad testing all the dangerous swears.

	“I kicked some. But I got mine kicked too. It was more of a tie.”

	“Aw,” Tyler said.

	“Does it hurt?” Hannah asked.

	“It’s fine.”

	“Some people are here to see you,” Hannah said. She pointed down the row of apartments. Sure enough, a couple of kids my age were standing a few doors down. They’d been watching my exchange with Tyler and Hannah. I kept my eyes off their faces, because my head was pounding and I was in no mood to see what skeletons they were dragging, but I got a good sense of them anyway. The girl was rail-thin with a sunflower dress slipping off her shoulders. She had a nest of frizzy red hair, fishnet stockings, and what looked like the self-esteem of a cat in a carpetbag. The boy didn’t look much better. I recognized him from the courtyard: he was the guy with the books, heavy, red-faced, dark hair curling over everything—ears, eyes, arms. If he was smart, he’d buy stock in acne cream. Both of them watched me, ready to bolt at the first sudden move, like I was something wild and they hadn’t figured out if would bite—but they were pretty sure I would.

	“Yeah?” I said, pitching my voice to them.

	“Are you Vie Eliot?” the girl asked.

	I didn’t answer.

	“Vice-Principal Hillenbrand sent us,” the boy said. “I’m Luke. This is Agatha.”

	“We brought your homework,” Agatha said.

	“It’s the first day of school,” I said.

	Luke inched closer, while Agatha stayed right where she was. The girl was smart. She knew she didn’t have to outrun a wild animal. She just had to outrun Luke.

	“Yeah,” Luke said, risking a smile. He ran his hands down his shirt and then did it again, stretching out the black cotton that showed a robot and a woman who had lost most of her bra in what I assumed was a tragic laser-blaster accident. Up close, scrapes on his arms were visible and a bruise showed on his jaw and collarbone, evidence of his fall on the steps at school. “You know. It’s pretty easy stuff. Just the syllabi and—”

	“What?”

	“The syllabi. You know. All the rules and assignments.”

	“Yeah, I know. It’s called a syllabus.”

	Luke inched forward again. “Right. It’s a Latin word. Plural, syllabi. Masculine. Second declension.”

	I shook my head and regretted it. “Whatever. All right.”

	Agatha came behind him. She looked like she wanted a chair and a whip like an old-fashioned lion tamer, but she pulled a bright pink folder out of her satchel and passed it to me.

	“Right,” I said. “Thanks.”

	Agatha pranced back, but Luke didn’t move.

	“What?”

	“Is it true?” she asked. “Did you really beat up Austin Miller?”

	“He was there,” I said, nodding at Luke.

	Luke flushed. “You didn’t have to help—”

	“He’s a prick. And I didn’t do it for you.”

	“You don’t understand. He’s . . .”

	I waited.

	Agatha finished the sentence for him. “He’s Austin Miller.”

	“Yeah, I figured that out. Thanks for the stuff. You don’t have to come back.”

	I started to go back inside.

	“Yeah,” Luke said. “We do. Mr. Hillenbrand said every day. And we’re supposed to pick up your work and turn it in for you. So we’ll be back tomorrow. Is this time ok?”

	I shrugged.

	They waited a little bit longer. Then Luke said, “Nice to meet you. Bye.” And he and Agatha hurried down to a blue sedan, Agatha flying like she had a rocket up her ass. When they’d driven out of the parking lot, Hannah looked up at me. She wore disapproval like she was forty.

	“What?”

	“You weren’t very nice to them.”

	“I wasn’t mean.”

	“But you weren’t nice,” Tyler said.

	“Kids my age don’t like me. You wouldn’t understand.”

	They sat down on the edge of the cement porch, swinging their legs, looking up at me and wanting something that I didn’t have.

	“I gotta lie down,” I said. “My head hurts.”

	I went back inside. But as I was closing the door, I heard Hannah say, “I still think you should have been nice to them.”

	


Chapter | 5

	That afternoon, it was hot in the apartment. I’d eaten a couple of peanut butter sandwiches, I’d had a glass of water, and now I was sitting on the sofa and staring at the bright pink folder and desperate for something to do. So I found a pencil, finished the worksheets, and shoved it all in my backpack. It wasn’t even six o’clock and I was hungry, sick of peanut butter sandwiches, and bored out of my mind.

	It was hot outside too, but at least the air was moving. The parking lot had the same scattering of beaten-up automobiles, the sun gleaming off glass and chrome. The smell of motor oil and waffles drifted through the occasional cloud of exhaust. Hannah and Tyler popped out their door as soon as I set foot on the cement.

	“Are you mad at us, Vie?” Tyler asked.

	“No.”

	Where are you going?” Hannah asked.

	“I don’t know.”

	“You shouldn’t walk on the road. It’s not safe.”

	“I’ll be careful.” I paused. “Is your mom home?”

	Tyler nodded. “She’s sleeping.”

	Hannah put one finger over her lips.

	“Did you already eat?” I asked.

	“We had tuna,” Tyler said. “Who makes you dinner?”

	“Just me.”

	“Oh.”

	“I’ll see you guys later.”

	“Bye, Vie,” they said. They stayed on the porch, watching me as I made my way to the highway and started the trek into town.

	Walking took longer than running, of course, but I didn’t have a schedule. Sweat prickled across my shoulders, dampened my shirt, and ran down my forehead. The air was dry out here but it was still hot, and I was cooking by the mile. Cars and trucks blew past me. One or two slowed down, maybe thinking about offering a ride, but I ignored them. The fields grew smaller. The houses lined up and came together. After a while, there was a sidewalk, and then I was walking in Vehpese. 

	I stayed on the highway—the speed limit dropped in town, but it was still a major road, and I figured I’d find what I was looking for if I just kept going. Sure enough, I did, another mile into town. It was a stretch of buildings that were forty years old, scratched and scarred and missing pieces of trim. Neon lights blinked in some: pawn shops, payday loans, a tattoo parlor. Other buildings were dark with empty glass.

	Set in the middle of the stretch was a fast food place: Bighorn Burger. It was decent sized, with chipped stucco walls the color of second-hand underwear, and it was busy at seven o’clock. In the window there were a half-dozen neon signs flashing their menu. There was also a small piece of cardboard: Help Wanted.

	When I went inside, the bell jingled, but no one heard it because Bighorn Burger was crammed with every single person in Vehpese. That’s what it looked like, at least. The line wrapped around itself twice, and all of these people were local: trucker hats, cowboy boots, faces like old laundry that wouldn’t give up its wrinkles. I waited in line until I got to the front. 

	The girl at the register might have been fourteen but she looked younger and she had more earrings than I knew what to do with. With a big, braces smile and a smack of her gum, she asked, “What can I get for you?”

	“I want to see the manager.”

	She slurped up the gum and walked into the kitchen. When she came back, there was a big woman with her. Her face floated in a blond cloud, and she looked like she’d spent forty years bent over a deep fryer and was ready to spend forty more. Crooking a finger at me, she came around the counter and pinned me in a corner. Her name tag read Sara and, taped above her name, the word manager. “Yes?”

	“I want a job.”

	“You picked a fight with Austin Miller today?”

	“I didn’t pick a fight.”

	“You didn’t?”

	“He swung first.”

	She snorted. “Probably took a sucker shot, too.”

	“All right. Never mind.” I tried to squeeze past her, but it was like trying to squeeze past a medicine ball. She didn’t budge.

	“What am I supposed to tell my brother if I hire you? That’s Austin’s dad, my brother.”

	“Forget it.”

	“Look at me when I’m talking to you, please.”

	Holding my breath, I looked into her eyes: brown and sharp. Maybe this time—

	Pause. For a heartbeat, I was somewhere else. I was a woman named Sara in a quiet room watching TV. A tunnel had collapsed at the mines and I was thinking he’s dead, he’s dead, he’s dead. And the world shrank down to the TV and to me. And then it was over, and Sara was staring at me, and I said, “Let’s forget it.”

	“What do I do with you?”

	“Nothing,” I said, trying to get past her again.

	“Where are you going?”

	“To look for a job.”

	“What’s your name?”

	“Vie. Vie Eliot.”

	She studied me for a minute.

	“I’d like to go now,” I said.

	She snorted again. “Where are you going to go, honey? That eye is swelled up like a volleyball, your jaw is black and blue, and you look like you haven’t had two ounces of care in your whole life. Come on.”

	“Tonight? Right now?”

	“You want a job, don’t you?”

	I did, so I followed her.

	Sara gave me a t-shirt with Bighorn Burger on the front and told me I’d have to wear black pants and shoes. Then she put me to work in the kitchen. Nothing hard. Lettuce, tomato, onion, pickles, mayonnaise, mustard. A screen showed what people ordered, so I filled the orders. No thinking. Just pick up a piece of lettuce, put it down again. Easy.

	Later, the crowd dwindled, and we slowed down in the back. Sara dragged me up to the counter.

	“You ever worked a register?”

	I shook my head.

	“It’s easy.”

	“I don’t like working with people. I’d rather be in the kitchen.”

	“Too bad. I need you on register sometimes. You got a problem with that?”

	I shook my head again.

	“We’ll get along just fine, then.”

	She walked me through the process with one or two stragglers and then disappeared into the back. I handled one customer by myself, and then another, and another. It wasn’t too hard. I kept my eyes down, kept my voice even, counted the cash and counted it again, just to be sure.

	I’d just finished passing an old man his receipt and change—he’d ordered a small coffee and paid with a twenty—when I realized Sara was watching me. A silent, rhinoceros look, like she was ready to trample the quiet and cause all sorts of trouble.

	“Did I do something wrong?”

	“No, sweetie.”

	But she stayed right where she was.

	“You sure?”

	“Who are you staying with? You have people out here?”

	“My dad.”

	“What’s his name?”

	“Bob Eliot.”

	No response to that. Just that dangerously smooth rhinoceros look. “Why don’t you get back in the kitchen?” Sara asked, looking at the door. “I’ll take care of them.”

	Austin Miller and his meat-head buddies were coming into Bighorn Burger. I shrugged and shook my head. Sara frowned, but she nodded and turned her back, fiddling with the soft-serve machine.

	I liked how Austin looked, the all-American boy who’d gotten his ass kicked. I liked that his ear was red and puffy, I liked the purpling on his jaw, I liked the sweet shiner I’d left on his cheek. I really liked the split lip I’d given him on Friday. All the blood went to my head and I was standing on pins and needles and all of it felt good, real good.

	“Fuck,” Austin said when he recognized me.

	“No way,” one of the meat-heads said.

	“You’ve got to be kidding me.” The third.

	I didn’t look at them. I was looking at the register, and my hands were shaking, and I was hoping things would get worse.

	“Watch your mouth, Austin Miller,” Sara said, still pretending to work the soft-serve.

	Austin looked at her and then at me. I saw the question there, and then I saw him pack it away and save it for later. He came up to the counter.

	“Hey,” he said.

	I stared at the register.

	“I said, hey.”

	“Hey.”

	He shook his head, laughing a little. “Give me a burger. I want everything on it.”

	I put in the order.

	“No,” he said. “Wait. Change that. Just a burger. No toppings.”

	“Sara,” I said. “How do I take stuff off?”

	Sara came over. She walked me through the steps, glaring at Austin until, finally, he deflated a few inches.

	“That’s all, Austin?” she said.

	“Fries. And a Coke.”

	“Go ahead,” Sara said to me.

	I rang it up. She walked off again, but she was throwing glances back at Austin like she wished she could paddle him. Austin paid with a credit card, leaned in, and didn’t say anything. Just took the card and stared at me. When he’d done enough posturing, he walked back to his table.

	The next guy was bigger than Austin. He had his black hair done up in a faux hawk and he looked like he wanted to be dangerous and he looked like he’d pay sixty bucks for a haircut to do it.

	“You’re the one that hit me,” I said.

	“Yeah.”

	“What can I get you?”

	When he ordered, he looked like he wanted to hit me again, but Sara was there, and so he didn’t do anything stupid. He went back and sat with Austin.

	The third guy smiled at me, and it looked 100%-certified. That smile had a lot of sunshine behind it. He was a meat-head who had gone granola, or at least, he wanted to dress that way: he had a ratty t-shirt with a cardigan, even though it was summer, and tight jeans. The kind of kid who loved guitars and loved weed and probably not in that order. “I’m Kaden. That big guy, that’s Colton.”

	I didn’t answer.

	Still that Florida-sun smile. “What’s your name?”

	“You know my name.”

	“Just trying to be friendly.”

	“What can I get you?”

	“How about your name?”

	“That’s not on the menu.”

	He laughed. He had lots of nice white teeth. “All right, man, I’m sorry. You’re pissed at us. That’s fine. What’s up with you and Austin? He said you came out of nowhere and punched him this weekend.”

	“Do you want something to eat?”

	“Sure. Burger. Everything on it.” He held up his hands. “No tricks, I promise.”

	I put in the order. He paid. For a minute, he hung around after I’d given him his change, watching me. “Sorry, man,” he said again, his smile fading as though he’d seen something new.

	I didn’t answer, and he joined his buddies.

	After a while, they left. We closed up Bighorn Burger—putting away things in the kitchen, wiping down the counters and the tables. A flat-screen TV hung in the dining area, and Sara switched over to the news, and we listened to the weather as we finished. The girl with braces—her name was Kimmy, I learned—took off, and then so did a couple of other guys who worked in the kitchen. Then it was just Sara and I. She counted out a few bills and passed them to me.

	“You all right with cash?”

	I nodded.

	“This week, I’ll pay you every day, so you can get what you need. After that, I pay weekly on Fridays.”

	“Ok.”

	“Black pants, black shoes. There’s a Kmart just up the road.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	“Be here tomorrow at four o’clock.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	She paused and studied me. “I tell the kids the same thing. They can have one meal for every shift they work. You want to pack something up and take it with you?”

	I nodded, and she waved me back into the kitchen. Most everything had been put away, but there were salads in the fridge, so I took one of those with plenty of chicken and dressing and put it in my bag. I walked out of the kitchen to say goodnight to Sara. Her back was to me, and she was staring up at the TV, which showed a reporter standing in front of a small brick house.

	“—second day that a high school girl from Vehpese has been missing,” the reporter was saying. “I’m standing in front of the home of Samantha Oates, who disappeared yesterday morning. According to officials, she was last seen by her parents when she left for her morning run on Friday. Volunteers will continue searching, and anyone who wants to help can meet at the First Lutheran Church of Gillespie, where staffers will remain all week.”

	Then the program cut back to the anchor, who smiled and said something. All I heard was buzzing. I was thinking about a girl named Samantha, who had blue hair, who I’d seen Friday when Austin Miller hit her in the face. It had been early in the morning, and she’d been wearing running clothes.

	It meant I was the last person to see her alive, and nobody knew it except me.

	And Austin Miller.

	


Chapter | 6

	On the long walk home, I thought about Samantha. About her hair, and her face, and her eyes. About the sense I’d had that she’d been crushed, had all the life and joy and goodness squished out of her. I thought about how good it had felt to hit Austin in the face, the way he’d hit Samantha, and behind that thought was a line running back to Mom, and the vacuum cleaner cord, and the cigarettes, and—

	And then I didn’t think at all. I just looked up at the sky, listened to the gravel underfoot, and walked. Stars. So many stars I couldn’t believe it. Oklahoma had stars too, but Mom and I had lived in the suburbs of Oklahoma City, and there had always been a gray wash of light. Out here, Vehpese was a tiny candle in a vast sea of darkness, more darkness than we could ever fill, darkness that pressed against the tiny town, ready to chomp down and snuff out that tiny light. But Jesus Christ, those stars.

	Only one car passed me on the way back. When it hurtled into view behind me, I was alone with the cooling evening air, with the wind that came down from the mountains, with my footsteps. I felt a little bit like Vehpese, and then the twin headlights swept a white sash across me and drifted off into the darkness, and then I was alone again. 

	I didn’t miss Mom. I couldn’t miss her. I hated her too much. But I missed—I missed everything else. I missed my bedroom, I missed my house, I missed my friends, even if there hadn’t been very many of those left at the end. I missed Gage, even though I’d screwed everything up. There was a solution, a quick fix. That thought was a tiny, merciless whisper, but the stars had brightened, ten times maybe, and I was blinking faster and faster. The knife in my bag, why not, one-way, don’t look back, no, can’t look back.

	I took a deep breath and blew the thought away like dandelion spores. This time, for now, the answer was no. And then I was home. The parking lot of Slippers was half full. The music pounded down the road. Men straggled in and out. Some of them looked ashamed or half-ashamed. Most of them, though, looked like they didn’t have enough shame to piss on. I walked down the row of apartments, my head hurting, and I wanted to eat my salad and go to bed. At least I didn’t have school tomorrow.

	I stopped in front of Tyler and Hannah’s door, though, because it was open and I heard Dad’s voice. Tyler and Hannah’s mom was apparently doing all right for herself: she had a sofa and a TV and two armchairs with a lamp between them. There were a few pictures on the walls. The carpet looked just as grungy as ours, but that was the only similarity. No sign of Hannah or Tyler; I figured they were in the back room, maybe trying to sleep.

	My dad sat in one of the armchairs, his long legs stretched out in front of him, a beer in one hand and laughing at something. He was blond, like me, but had his hair cut short. When Mom wanted to hurt me—when she didn’t want to use the vacuum, before she’d thought of the cigarettes—she’d say I looked just like my dad. She’d scream it. She wanted me to know, she said, that I was a fuck-up just like him.

	Both of us blond, both tall, both pretty big. Dad had a gut on him from all the beer. He’d walked out on Mom two years ago, but he looked twenty years older than when he’d left. His face was tan and wrinkled, his skin sagging. Drugs, hard living, whatever. He looked like what he was: a junkie swimming in his own shit.

	“Hey, baby,” Dad said when he saw me. “Where you been? Come in.”

	There was a guy on the sofa. Greasy hair, hook nose, torn up jeans. He was skinny white trash and he smelled so much like weed you probably could have rolled him up and smoked him and gotten high for a week. He had a beer in one hand, a joint in the other.

	“This is my son, Vie,” Dad said. “Vie, this is Tony.”

	I gave a half-wave.

	Tony held out the joint, and I shook my head.

	“Vie’s clean,” Dad said. “You know totally straight edge. Makes his old man look like a piece of shit, you know? Junkie mother-fucker. Right, Vie?”

	I shrugged. “I got a job today.”

	“What the fuck happened to your eye?”

	“At Bighorn Burger.” I pointed to the t-shirt I was still wearing.

	“I see it, dumbass. I asked you what happened to your eye. Somebody fucking hit you?”

	“I hit him first.”

	Dad stared at me. Then he jabbed his beer can in Tony’s face and burst out laughing. “That’s my boy, you know, that’s my fucking baby boy.”

	Tony laughed too. I’d seen guys like him before and I knew I didn’t want to touch him or look into his eyes. I had a good guess what was inside. He was the type who wouldn’t punch first. He wouldn’t even punch at all. He’d take a beating like a rat and then pop you in the back of the head and tell his buddies how brave he was. He was the kind of guy who ate shit just as long as he was afraid. I wanted to know why my dad was with him. I wanted to know why he was in Hannah and Tyler’s apartment.

	“Damn, you are just like me, you know,” Dad said, still laughing. “Just a chip off the old block. I got in so many damn fights when I was in school. How’s the other guy look?”

	“About the same.”

	“Fuck him up next time, baby. Fuck him right up and don’t let him come back at you.”

	I looked away from both of them. “Don’t some kids live here?”

	“They’re asleep,” Tony said, waving at the bedroom door. “They’re Shay’s, little bastards.”

	“They seem like good kids,” I said. 

	“What?” Tony said. “You want to fucking babysit them or something?”

	“Are you sure they can sleep with you guys out here talking? They’ve got school tomorrow.”

	“You really are the fucking babysitter. Who the hell do you think you are? This is my place, you little shit. I’ll pull those kids out of bed and whip their asses if I want to. What the fuck are you going to do about it?”

	What was I going to do about it? I wanted to put my thumb through this little weasel’s eye. I didn’t move though. I was staring at the lamp.

	“Christ, Tony, chill. He’s just asking.” Dad finished his beer. “Come on.”

	Tony had settled back onto the sofa. He was puffing on his joint and staring at me, his eyes like flight beacons. “Come on what?”

	“Spot me a quarter,” Dad said.

	“I’m not spotting you shit.”

	“Jesus Christ, Tony. Jesus fucking Christ, it’s a quarter.”

	“Maybe the kid’s got some cash. He’s got that sweet job at Bighorn Burger.”

	Dad looked at me, ninety-percent jonesing and ten-percent hopeful.

	“They pay every two weeks,” I said.

	“Shit,” Dad said, and then he turned back to Tony. I might as well not have existed. “Tony, I’m telling you I’ll pay you tomorrow.”

	I didn’t stay to hear the rest. I knew what it sounded like, I’d heard it before, and I didn’t give a damn how it turned out. Back in the apartment, I spread the blanket on the couch and stripped off my clothes. The smell of frying oil came off my Bighorn Burger shirt, and I realized I’d need to do laundry.

	In the dark, sweating in the cramped heat of the apartment, I stared up at nothing and thought about nothing. Dad was at the edges of that nothing, begging for crystal. Gage was there too, floating just out of reach. And Mom and the cigarettes. The judge had thought I’d be better off with my dad. I’d thought so too. At the end, right before I fell asleep, Hannah and Tyler slipped past my defenses, and I thought about them alone in that apartment with Tony. And right at the cusp of consciousness, disappearing between two houses, was a girl with blue hair. As I fell asleep, I knew what I had to do. I didn’t like it, didn’t want to do it, but I was going to do it. Tomorrow, I was going to join the search.

	


Chapter | 7

	When I woke, the morning was hot, and I was sticky and prickling under the blanket. Dad’s door was closed, which meant he was home and crashed and he’d probably sleep until the afternoon or whenever he dragged himself out to find some cash.

	I went for a run. The sun was just poking over the mountains. The deep blueness was pulling back, rolled up like a hotel sheet against the foothills. I ran hard and long, until the broken things inside me had tumbled around and lost all their sharp edges, and then I went home and showered.

	When I opened the fridge, I discovered Dad had eaten the salad after I’d gone to bed. The whole damn thing. Sure he had. Of course, it made sense. Why the hell wouldn’t he? I made another peanut butter sandwich. We needed to buy bread. We meant I. I needed to buy bread. And maybe milk or something else.

	I got dressed. I didn’t have a lot of clothes. Mom had burned holes in a lot of the shirts, and the foster family had thrown those away. I had two pairs of shorts—one for running, one for wearing. I had my jeans. I had three shirts, five sets of socks and underwear, and a pair of shoes. In the backpack, I had my knife and my set of lock picks. That was all I owned in the world. Well, that and a lot of hate.

	At nine, the parking lot was quiet, and most of the cars and trucks were gone. Even the tools who spent their nights at Slippers had places to be—either bed or work. The sun jack-hammered the asphalt and I was already sweating. The brown Ford F-250, the one I’d seen before, was sitting in the lot again. Rust gnawed the back wheel wells, and the license plate hung at an angle. I trotted across the broken lot and tried the handle. The door creaked open. I wasn’t going to jack the truck. I wasn’t an idiot. But a nice pair of Ray-Bans sat on the seat. I wiped them clean—God knows what those grease-balls had touched—and put them on. Better. I didn’t care much about the sun, but sunglasses made it a hell of a lot easier not to look people in the eyes, and I had a feeling I was going to be around a lot of people.

	As I climbed out of the truck, a man came across the parking lot towards me. Busted. Slipping on the Ray-Bans, I shut the door with my shoulder and put on my best don’t-give-a-shit face. The guy, for his part, looked like business. He was big, big enough that I had to look up to see his face, and most of him looked like muscle. Not hard, ripcord stuff—this guy probably didn’t pass on the French fries—but not fat, not even close. His clothes could have come out of any dresser in a forty-mile radius: off-brand blue jeans, a T-shirt with a picture of a buck overlaid by crosshairs, and a hat that said “Dirty Girls Do It Under Mudflaps.” For a moment, we just traded stares, and he had the kind of expression a guy gets when he’s going to do something shitty and can’t bring himself to care.

	“Put it back.”

	“What?”

	“Whatever you took out of the truck.”

	“I didn’t take anything.”

	After studying me for a moment, he reached out and, with a surprisingly light touch, plucked the Ray-Bans off my face. “Anything else?”

	I shook my head.

	“Then go home and don’t come back here. Next time I see you, I call the cops.”

	“I am home.”

	His brow furrowed as he glanced over my shoulder at the string of apartments. “Yeah? What’s your name?”

	“Vie. Vie Eliot.”

	“No joke.”

	I rolled my shoulders.

	“You’re his kid or something?”

	“Yeah.”

	“No joke,” he repeated.

	“No joke.”

	“Lawayne.”

	“Huh?”

	He stuck out a hand. “Lawayne Karkkanew.”

	I didn’t want to shake. I didn’t want to see. But Lawayne only waited a moment and then he just went for it, grabbing my hand. As soon as we touched, the world dropped away, and I was inside another memory. In the memory, the room was dark, but the row of windows on one wall let in panels of orange light from the streetlamps. The smell of sweat and sex was closest to me, but the hot plastic stink of meth filtered into the room, and a grungy, mildew odor rose from the peeling linoleum. I was craving, craving so bad that I would do anything for the next fix: beg, jump out a window, peel off my skin.

	Then it was over, and Lawayne was pumping my hand, and I tried to shake off the echo of that craving, that desperate need. For his part, Lawayne didn’t seem to notice anything. He was smiling, and the smile changed him. Big, burly, friendly, the kind of guy that worked blue-collar and bought his buddies beers on Friday, and if you needed, he’d jump your car at two in the morning.

	“So your dad. How about that?”

	I shrugged.

	“You’re a tough guy, right?” Lawayne’s smile broadened. “I get it.”

	“You going to tell him?”

	“Bob would knock you around, right?”

	“No.”

	“Come on, don’t bullshit me.” He waited, but I didn’t say anything. “Yeah, Bob would knock your block off if I told him you were screwing up his spot. So what do we do?”

	“Tell him.”

	That huge smile flashed again. “Tough guy. I almost forgot.”

	“I—”

	“Cool down. This stays between us, all right? But if I catch you doing something stupid like this again, I’ll knock the stuffing out of you myself. We clear?”

	“Why?”

	“Because I work here and I don’t want some dick-for-brains teenager stealing out of the cars in the parking lot.”

	“No. Why aren’t you going to tell him?”

	“Go on. Get out of here, before I change my mind.”

	So I did, and when I looked back, he was tapping the Ray-Bans against one big hand. Then, with a smirk, he tucked them into his pocket and turned back to the club. So much for law and order, I realized. But at least I’d gotten away without having my head cracked open.

	I walked into town. The day was hot and shining, the tall grass waving in the constant wind. To the east, a green band ran around the base of the mountains, fading to patches of brown, then hard gray. Splashes of blue and red and yellow wildflowers mixed with snow fencing. Beautiful, but beautiful and huge. I walked faster because of that empty sky ready to swallow me up, gulp, gone, not even a trace left, and I walked faster because all I could taste was highway.

	In town, I stopped at Bighorn Burger long enough to ask directions to Kmart and the First Lutheran Church of Vehpese. Sara, busy in the back, rattled off directions and went back to work. That was fine by me. At Kmart, I bought black pants and black shoes, and that purchase wiped me out. I went back to Bighorn Burger and left the clothes in Sara’s office. Then I went to church.

	It was a slumped brown building from the seventies with a steep roof and shingle siding. Weather and time had given the place a couple of black eyes around the front windows, and the lawn was brittle and brown. If God ever came by, it was only to drop off an alimony check and then He got the hell out of Vehpese and didn’t look back.

	A pair of folding tables had been set up near the front doors, and a crowd zigged in uneven lines. It looked like everyone from town had turned out to look for Samantha Oates. Sprinkled in the crowd, in tan and brown and looking like they were in a parade that had gone wrong, the deputies of the Mather County sheriff’s department gave everyone suspicious looks. The closest one was middle-aged, fat, and his eyes were buried in deep folds. He didn’t look mean, but that’s only because he probably didn’t know how to be mean. I doubted he knew how to piss a straight line.

	“Deputy,” I said.

	The narrow eyes narrowed. “Yes?”

	“I saw Samantha. The morning of the day she disappeared. I don’t know what happened to her, but I thought I should tell someone.”

	“You saw her?”

	“Yes.”

	“Samantha Oates.”

	“That’s what I said.”

	“What’s your name?”

	“Vie. Vie Eliot.”

	“What is that? Short for something?” He said it with that look on his face.

	“No, it’s just my name.”

	He chewed on that, and, to judge by his face, it tasted like shit.

	“That’s all I know,” I said. “Can I go?”

	“You new here?”

	“I moved here last week.”

	“You go to school?”

	“I tried.”

	“What’s that mean?”

	“Nothing. Yes, I go to school.”

	“What’s your name again?”

	I sighed. “Is the sheriff here? Maybe I should tell him.”

	“You’re Bob Eliot’s boy.”

	I nodded.

	He chewed on that some more, screwed up his mouth, and spat on the ground. “Come on.” He took me up to the tables, where a red-faced man with a bad comb-over was sitting. Slumped in his chair, he looked like he’d had a string of bad days—maybe twenty years of them—and like he wanted to tell you all about them. From behind one suspender peered the star on his chest.

	“Sheriff,” the deputy said.

	“What is it, Fred?”

	“Boy says he saw Samantha.”

	The sheriff snapped his head up. “Where? Is she all right?”

	“A few days ago,” I said. “The morning she disappeared.”

	The sheriff slumped back into his seat.

	“Says he’s Bob Eliot’s boy,” the deputy said.

	“All right, Fred, I’ll talk to him.”

	With a nod, Deputy Fred plunged back into the crowd. The sheriff led me a few yards away to an empty patch of the churchyard. 

	“Bob Eliot’s boy?”

	“Yes.”

	He put out his hand. “Sheriff Ed Hatcher.”

	“Fred and Ed,” I said, but I didn’t take his hand. After a moment, he let it drop.

	“What’s your name?”

	“Vie.”

	“You stay with Bob?”

	“The apartments near Slippers.”

	“I know them.” Running his hand over his forehead, he looked like a man wanting a hat and a different job. “You saw her the morning she disappeared.”

	So I told him. He asked questions. Not suspicious. Just cop questions: hard questions, trying to pin a cockroach to the floor. I told him about me. About Austin. About what I’d heard and about Samantha holding her cheek.

	“Did you see him hit her?”

	“No.”

	“Did she say he hit her?”

	“No.”

	“You punched Austin Miller?”

	“Yes.”

	“That’s battery.”

	I didn’t answer.

	Sheriff Ed Hatcher wiped his forehead again. “All right. You leaving town any time soon?”

	“No.”

	“Well, don’t. We’ll need to talk to you again. Probably need your dad to be there too. She didn’t say anything else, did she?”

	“She said she’d see me at school.”

	He wiped his forehead one last time and nodded. “Fellow from Oklahoma gave me a call about you. Are we going to have trouble?”

	“No.”

	“Best believe it. Ice is thin up here, kid. Thin all year, and one wrong step . . .”

	When I shrugged, the sheriff ambled back to the table. One wrong step, he’d said. One wrong step like what? Hitting Austin Miller? One wrong step and then juvie, maybe a foster home if I were lucky. One wrong step and they’d take me away.

	“Vie?”

	It was Luke. Wearing a black Star Wars t-shirt, sweat shining in the black hair curling on his head and arms, he came through the crowd towards me, dragging Agatha behind him. His face was even redder than I remembered and he was waving like we were camp buddies. Agatha looked like she’d been dunked in the river and left to air dry. Her hair clung to her face and scalp, her shirt stuck to her chest, and she was glaring at Luke like she wanted to pull every last curly hair from his head.

	“Hey, Vie,” Luke said. “It’s you. How are you?”

	“Fine.”

	“You here to help with the search?”

	“Guess so.”

	“That’s great. We can use all the help we can get, and you can be in our group.” Luke grabbed my shoulder.

	Pause. And then I was pushed into a memory. I stood at the front of a classroom, hands clasped over my crotch, warm wetness darkening my jeans all the way down my legs. The teacher was gone. At the back of the room, the hot boy that I’d seen on Monday, the one in the leather jacket, whispered something, and the girls screamed with laughter, and the boys laughed too, pointing, high-fiving like they’d won the big game. And the thought running through my head—through Luke’s head—was, just hide, just hide, don’t look at him and just hide
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