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EPIGRAPH

We dance round in a ring and suppose,

But the Secret sits in the middle and knows.
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TOTAL ECLIPSE OF THE HEART

Four Years Ago

IT WAS A BIZARRE MAY DAY PARADE AT MIDNIGHT instead of midday. There were no floats, no firefighters dressed in full gear tossing out bubble gum while their single siren blared, no horns tooting in time to the beat of the drums. The golden girls did not prance and smile with their silver batons spinning figure eights. Little kids with faces red and sticky from Popsicles and candy apples didn’t shove and shout or cry when the balloon they’d forgotten they were holding escaped into the sky.

Your parade lacked those simple joys and sorrows, and yet four years later it still marches on inside me, advancing toward its inevitable ending.

Officially the parade was canceled that year. It’s canceled every fourth year. Any excitement—even the gentle excitement of an old-fashioned parade—is enough to trigger disaster during a fourth year. No one complains when events are canceled; instead they remind each other of the many ways in which fourth years have stolen the best and the brightest of our young people away.

The February 4th when sweet little Danny Marker turned five people into statues just by shaking their hands. Or the August 19th when identical twins Olive and Olivia Snow had a disagreement over whether that day’s matching outfits would be plaid or polka-dot. Neither would give way, and the argument escalated until in the same breath they each wished the other to the ends of the earth. Before they could inhale again, both girls blinked out of existence. Then there was the May 1st when the earth opened up right where Main and State cross. The convertible with the May Queen was swallowed so quickly that she kept waving and smiling even as she fell through the split blacktop and into the dark below.

People will tell you that this is just the way things go around here when someone is taken with the madness. Sometimes that means losing the May Queen and her convertible too.

On your night, Piper, there was no May Queen. Only you in your red cowgirl boots leading the way across the intersection of State and Main. Your spurs sparked as they struck against the memorial plaque set into the road. Behind you trailed nearly half the high school. Shirtless boys in boxers, girls with long tangled hair and traces of Clearasil on their chins or cheekbones. Stumbling from their homes in bare feet, their eyes wide open yet unfocused, they formed a single-file line that wound through town and followed wherever you led. All the different cliques and groups were equally represented. It was easy to identify status in the high school pecking order when walking through the cafeteria, but under the moonlight, the jocks, geeks, princesses, and freaks all seemed similarly fragile.

The parade took a turn down State Street. Usually the blooms of the dogwood trees lining State had come and gone by May. But winter had lingered that year, and the trees had only budded and flowered within the past two weeks. As if having a change of mind, the wicked wind that had kept the long line of sleepy feet shuffling forward suddenly began to shake the blossoms from the trees and shoot them high into the sky. They didn’t fall fast and heavy like the wet snowfalls that had plagued early April, but danced through the air, tickling at the noses of the half-asleep as if trying to rouse them from this doomed dream. 

It was no use, though. The parade turned again, down Spring Street and toward the trestle bridge, leaving the trampled blossoms in its wake.

Going out onto the trestle bridge is forbidden, and it isn’t a law that needs a whole lot of enforcing. There is enough danger in this town that nobody goes looking for it. Except you, Piper. You were the exception.

Are the exception. Are.

So I was not surprised when we ended up at the bridge.

You stopped and the parade behind you instantly halted as well, swaying in place to the gentle gurgle and shush of the Salt Spring. I’d followed you this whole way, only a step behind the same way our dog Chance eagerly followed me, not caring where you went, just glad to come along. But that simple show of devotion wasn’t enough for you, Piper. As always, you needed more.

“Do you believe in destiny?” you asked me for the second time that evening. 

I hadn’t answered the first time. You’d just woken me from a sound sleep and I was too busy feeling grumpy about having been pulled from my warm bed. That moment when you first asked the question and I’d failed to answer seemed like an opportunity lost forever.

“No,” I finally answered, even though I knew it was too late. You smiled at me, not even hearing, too far in the grip of whatever it is that claims the teens of Gardnerville during a fourth year.

“One and the same,” you said, prompting me.

No. That’s what I wanted to say. But the time for rebellion was past, and who knew when I would see you again.

“One and the same.” I repeated the phrase that bound us tighter than other sisters, making us more like Siamese twins despite our four-year age difference.

You gave me another brilliant Piper smile in response, then blew a kiss before skipping away down the trestle bridge.

I didn’t go with you. Instead I stood on solid land and tried to keep the sleepwalkers from following you. I shook them and shouted in their faces, while Chance barked and nipped at their heels. It didn’t work. They were deep into dreams where the world was soft and warm and full of perfect first kisses. Eventually I stopped trying and let them pass.

The trestle bridge was over a mile long, which meant that by the time you and your followers reached the midpoint, you’d all shrunk to the size of plastic play figurines. I folded my hands together in a way that felt vaguely prayerful, and hoped that it would be enough to bring God into this and keep the train out. But there would be a train. I knew this the same way I knew that if you were the type to carry a gun, it would always be loaded. My body tensed, waiting for the telltale whistle and then for whatever would happen after that, when a man appeared beside me.

“Piper,” he said, grabbing hold of my arm.

“No, Mr. Elton, it’s me. Skylar,” I corrected him, pulling away.

His appearance was another surprise that was not a surprise at all. He was a teacher at the high school. New that year and too young and too handsome to be a teacher. Of course, all the girls fell in love with him. You loved him too. Maybe he loved you back. But not enough. I don’t know if anyone could ever love you enough, but he’d fallen so short that it had brought us all here to this fateful night.

“Piper left me a note,” he said. He handed a folded piece of paper to me, as if I’d demanded evidence. I opened it. Inside was a lock of Piper’s hair, a mixture of golden brown and red, exactly like my own.

“Where is she?” he asked. Then he looked past me, his eyes following the long line of the bridge stretched out before us, until his gaze stopped, caught upon the vision of your silent parade. He took a step forward and then turned back to me. “What the hell?”

It wasn’t a question that needed an answer, but it was answered anyway by the train whistle finally blowing, a long angry wail. A moment later, the glow of the train’s light appeared on the distant horizon.

“Shit,” Elton said, stunned.

The whistle screamed again and the vibration of the train rumbled against my soles.

“Go.” I mouthed the word at the same time that you shouted it, your voice somehow cutting through the noise.

The light grew, Piper, spotlighting the sleepwalkers as you touched each of their shoulders, setting them in motion, giving them orders to fly. One after another, like dominoes set up and knocked back down, they climbed on top of the bridge railing, balanced, and jumped.

No, they didn’t jump. Jump implies an understanding of gravity and a knowledge that up is only temporary. With spring-loaded legs and arms outstretched like Superman, those young men and women didn’t jump. They launched.

You could see the exact moment they woke from the dream. Midair, seconds from the icy water below, their limbs pedaled wildly, seeking something solid, but there was only the full moon, and even though it was slung low in the sky, it was still too far out of reach.

The last sleepwalker jumped, leaving only the train, and in front of it—you. Your red cowgirl boots thumped against the wooden boards while your arms pumped and your mouth stretched in a wide grin that was still not big enough to convey all the joy you felt at that instant.

There were screams from the woken sleepwalkers in the water below, and I wondered if I should help them somehow, but I couldn’t swim and it didn’t matter anyway because I couldn’t take my eyes away from you.

You wouldn’t jump. I saw that clearly. You were determined to outrun that train or let it grind you beneath its steel wheels.

Elton bolted past me, onto the tracks, toward you and the train at your heels. If I froze that moment, and cut the train from the picture, you might be long-separated lovers, running toward each other, arms outstretched, everything forgiven, and only seconds away from a happy ending.

But this was a fourth year in Gardnerville, and there were no happy endings.





ONE

Four Years Later

WILLS CROUCHES IN A DUSTY CORNER OF THE TRAIN station intent on the poor cockroach he’s discovered there. He gives it an experimental poke, then plucks it from the ground and, seeing an opportunity, quickly turns it into a caboose for his wooden engine. “Choo, choo,” he calls in his husky little-boy voice while the doomed roach twitches, trying to escape. Luckily, Wills’s fat little four-year-old fingers are unwittingly merciful. The roach is dead long before its legs give way to the friction of being dragged across the floor.

“Wills, put that down,” Mom calls to him. Normally, she’d already be at his side, wiping his hands with the bottle of hand sanitizer she always keeps in her purse. With Piper and me, Mom followed the old “if you love something, set it free” model of parenting. That didn’t go so well. Now she has a second chance with Wills and is taking a completely opposite approach. Attachment parenting, I think they call it. She begged the doctor not to cut the umbilical cord. That didn’t work, so she just pretended like it was still there. I don’t think she and Wills have ever spent more than half a day without being an arm’s reach away from each other.

“Your mother and Piper only know how to go to extremes.” That’s something Dad used to say. He would say it now if he saw Mom and Wills together. But he never met Wills. Mom was still pregnant when he went to an extreme of his own, flying to San Francisco to jump off their big fancy bridge when the one here would’ve done him just as well.

Today, though, Mom is distracted. Wills knows it too. Instead of obeying, he turns so that his roach train is hidden behind the curve of his back. Mom shifts on the hard wooden bench, like she’s going to stand, but a moment later she folds her hands in her lap and turns her gaze to the double doors between us and the empty train platform.

I step in front of her, purposely blocking her view, and press my nose against the glass. The air conditioner wheezing in the corner has chilled the room enough so that my breath fogs the pane, slowly obscuring what little there is to see. Just a concrete slab with the empty train tracks below. No one is waiting to get on the train. Despite everything, not many people leave this town. The train station doesn’t even have a ticket booth. It’s free to leave. The only people this town makes pay are those who decide to stay.

“Skylar, please sit down.”

Mom’s reprimand to me is as soft as the one Wills received. If she’d yelled, I could’ve ignored her and gone back to pacing the ten-by-ten station. But her voice quavers just slightly, and it is enough to make me stop. I don’t sit though. That is an unreasonable request. It is all I can do to stand still, swallowing my scream of frustration at being here. 

Most days I wouldn’t care that much. I could put up with the discomfort of one morning spent at the train station if I had one of my precious forget-me-not pills at home waiting to make it dissolve. But I’m out of pills today, and with no more being sold until tomorrow, it’s a good bet that most other notters are out too. A few of them might have been clever enough to hoard a pill or two away, and if I’d gotten an early start like I’d planned, I might’ve tracked one of them down. With every minute that passes, the odds of this plan working out become increasingly dim.

I sigh. Loudly. Ignoring me, Mom reaches for the pile of papers next to her on the bench and flips through them. She’s done this at least a half dozen times in the fifteen minutes we’ve been waiting. Her lips move as she reads each person’s name, committing it to memory along with their personal tales of woe that have driven them here.

“How many?” I ask the question even though I don’t want to know. 

Mom shuffles through the papers again, stalling.

“They keep packing the newcomers in. Every single month, the train’s been delivering a fresh batch of them.” My voice, too loud and confrontational, fills the room. Wills looks up, his eyes wide and worried. “There must be a lot this time. Though why they’d send them now, during a fourth year that has already stretched into August, is beyond me.”

“Well, you have to admit that the last few years have been mild.” Mom doesn’t look at me, but instead straightens the papers, tapping them against the bench beside her. “I think Mr. Elton’s impulse-control programs are really starting to make a difference. Maybe this town is finally changing for the better. Isn’t that what you always wanted?”

I bark out a noise that some might characterize as a laugh except that it is bitter and angry and should be accompanied by a belch of black smoke instead of a smile. Of course Mom wants to join the rest of the town in singing “happy days are here again.” Never mind that Piper’s gone. Maybe I’d once dreamed of a perfect Gardnerville too, but I’m older now and if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that there’s always a price to be paid.

Always.

As if reading my mind, Mom says, “How about trying to look on the bright side? Would that hurt?”

The thing is, Mom doesn’t read minds, but I do. And I can see that she’s every bit as afraid as me that none of this will end well. I can hear her mulling over the idea of leaving this town and taking me and Wills with her, but her imagination never goes beyond us stepping onto the train. She never thinks about where we’d sit, if she’d hold Wills close or let him press his nose against the glass and watch the only home he’s ever known turn into a memory. She never imagines the way our bodies would jerk as the train began to move, or the moment when the train would be swallowed by the tunnel and every last bit of daylight would disappear. And because none of that is in her head, I feel fairly safe in predicting that we won’t be leaving Gardnerville anytime soon.

“Skylar, I’m sorry. Let’s not fight.” Of course, she’s apologizing. Dad taught her well. If I was a better person, I’d tell her there’s nothing to be sorry about; maybe I’d even mumble an apology of my own. Instead, I say nothing, and watch as she hunches forward into a defensive position. Toward the end with Dad, she often looked like this, a turtle that had lost its shell but was still desperately trying to hide.

My father was a bully. A genial, smiling bully. I hate when people say we’re alike. They mean it kindly. Everyone loved him, and to be compared to him is considered a great compliment. It’s one I don’t often receive. Piper was always more like Dad. Bright and charming and dangerous. I don’t have any of those traits except that last one. I can be just as mean as my father was on his worst day but, unlike him, I never learned to hide it behind a smile.

“I should go,” I say, seeing the escape route I’ve been wanting ever since Mom caught me on the way out the door.

“You promised you’d come with me,” she had said, blocking the doorway.

“Oh, was that today?” I’d bluffed, pretending to know what she was talking about. Pretending to remember a conversation that might’ve occurred at any time in the past few weeks while I’d been wrapped in the haze of one purple pill after another. The tail end of one pill muffled a conversation, and the next one blotted it out entirely.

Of course, there was also the possibility that Mom was playing me and I’d never promised her anything. Mom may be a neglectful parent, but even she couldn’t have missed the number of times in the past four years when I’ve stood directly in front of her and had to admit that she looked familiar but I couldn’t exactly recall where we’d met.

In the end, though, it didn’t matter if I’d promised or not. A train was coming with new residents and we had to be there to welcome them. Of course, the welcome mostly consisted of bubble bursting. Someone had to tell the poor schmucks that there was a downside to living in this magical town.

Mom inherited the job after Dad died. Although she’s only a Gardner by marriage, she takes it a million times more seriously than he ever did. He never dragged any of us kids along and he was never on time either. Sometimes he’d leave the newcomers waiting in the station for hours after the train had chugged back out of town.

Mom always insists on us being early. Maybe because she remembers being one of those newcomers, sitting on that very same bench. Before arriving here, she’d spent the previous three years of her life in various hospitals, as her parents sought second, third, and fourth opinions. Then a recruiter approached them with stories of a magical place they could send their daughter . . . for a small fee, of course. The only problem was Mom’s age. She’d just turned eighteen, which meant leaving everything and everyone she’d ever known behind. Her parents didn’t hesitate, though. They sent her to Gardnerville, knowing that her good health would be guaranteed only as long as she remained here, and that no visitors were ever allowed. 

I am brought back to the present when the papers flutter from Mom’s hands, hitting my feet in surrender. Only then do I realize that instead of stomping away, I am still standing in the exact same place. Which means that I am here to see the pathetic lost look on Mom’s face. And the tears. Always the tears. They fill her eyes, turning them into green swimming pools, and then they flow silently down her cheeks.

“It’s just something in my eye,” she used to say when I was little, but I don’t think I was ever little enough to actually believe it.

“I’ll stay,” I say, breaking as I always do, and, as if in response, the train’s whistle howls in the distance.

It sounds nothing like Wills’s soft and husky “choo choo.”

Our small town is quiet with no airplanes flying overhead and few cars on the street. Even at the farthest edges of Gardnerville, where the trailer park gives way to the slippery ravines, you can hear the train’s shriek as it is forced through the narrow mountain passage. At first it’s perceived as an angry echo. From the edge of the water, it sounds like a dozen different trains are pushing their way through that long and skinny tunnel. Then the train bursts out onto the trestle bridge, and the whole town seems to sway just slightly in a way that makes people miss a step when going down the stairs or spill a hot cup of coffee onto their lap.

Now I put a hand to the wall. As it trembles beneath my fingertips, I can almost sense exactly where the train is and when it will screech to a stop in front of us. Wills drops his toy train and clambers to his feet, ready to run out to the platform, but Mom springs up and pushes the door closed before he’s even opened it an inch. She keeps one hand against the glass barricade while the other grips the back of Wills’s shirt. She has already lost one child to this train; I guess she doesn’t want to risk another.

We all take several involuntary steps backward when the train pulls into view, as if we need to give it space. But when it comes to a full stop, it seems to shrink and becomes just a machine, no more noteworthy or frightening than a blender. 

The passenger-train door opens, and a long moment passes before the first person exits. Then there is a flood of them, crowding the small platform. Putting on her Gardner face, Mom finally releases Wills as she steps out onto the platform and smiles like a hostess welcoming guests to a party.

“Hello, welcome to Gardnerville, please come in! This way, please.”

They are uncertain and blinking in the too-bright sun. Mom lures them inside with her pasted-on smile and gently waving hand. I count them as they fill the corners and edges of the room. The last two, a father carrying a pale girl in his arms, are numbers twenty-three and twenty-four. I look past them to see if anyone else is coming and catch sight of a lone passenger walking in the other direction.

I push past the father and sickly kid, and as I do a prickle of something secret and terrible crawls up my spine to nibble at my skull. I flick it away but not quickly enough. Secrets are already spilling into me in that loud whispery way they always have. Secrets are stupid things. They hate being contained and like nothing better than to be told everywhere and to everyone, even though this is what kills them, downgrading them to plain old common knowledge.

The father’s secret will keep for now. “Hey,” I call after the newcomer, as I run across the platform. There’s no acknowledgment of my words; he just continues walking.

I hustle down the stairs, to the gravel path running parallel to the tracks. My feet crunch loudly as I gain on him, until I am close enough to grab his arm.

But I don’t touch him. I never touch anyone if I can avoid it.

“Hey,” I repeat instead. “You’re supposed to go into the station for the welcome to . . .”

At last, he turns to face me. I recognize him instantly. He’s a newcomer, but not one from this batch; he climbed off the train and heard the welcome speech three months ago.

“What the hell, Foote?” I ask, angry for no good reason except that Foote’s annoyed me since the day he arrived and almost instantly became Elton’s favorite guy. “You weren’t on the train, were you?”

I eye him, taking in the jeans, white T-shirt, and old-fashioned fedora. He should look silly, but instead he has this knack for appearing different in a way that makes you think “cool” instead of “weirdo.” There’s only one problem with his usual look—today the front of his shirt is caked in blood. The edges of it are dry and crusty, but at the center of his chest there are three dark spots where the blood is still wet and shimmery and the T-shirt is torn away so that I can see the red skin beneath.

“It looks worse than it is,” Foote says as I turn green. “But I figured it would be best to clean up instead of going through orientation again.” His voice is deep and strong. It doesn’t sound like the voice of someone who’s dying. I force myself to pull my focus away from the wound and onto his face. And there are those intense blue eyes, even more vibrant when contrasted with his raven-black hair.

It’s not often that I want to know someone’s secrets, but ever since I first met Foote, I’ve wanted to take hold of both his hands and let the skeletons in his closet dance with mine.

That’s another reason I don’t like him.

“So you were on the train,” I say, quickly squashing down the flash of envy that comes with that revelation. Not that I would ever leave Gardnerville, but it’s natural to be a little curious about what’s on the other side. “Once you leave, you’re not allowed to come back. Is that what happened here?” I flick a finger toward his oozing chest wound. “Did you have to fight your way back in?”

“Not exactly,” Foote answers briefly, and then turns around and starts walking again. Even though he is several feet away, I can feel his secrets reaching out.

Well, not secrets exactly. People’s thoughts tend to trail behind them, a stream of consciousness flowing like a river. Or a drippy faucet. It depends on the person. I hardly even notice anymore, but Foote’s stream is more interesting than most. He isn’t thinking about homework or buying more toilet paper. No, he knows something that I don’t. Secrets of this sort are like the wild blueberries that come in the spring, growing everywhere the sunshine hits and begging to be picked. I take a deep breath, plucking one free.

And then there is a man with a beard, pointing a gun at the sickly girl I just saw. “Let me on this train, or she’s dead,” he says. An oxygen mask covers the bottom half of the girl’s face, and the top of her head is lost to a thick fringe of bangs. Together the two create a frame for her wide eyes as they stare down the barrel of the gun and watch the man pull the trigger. Once, twice, three times. But none of the bullets hit her. Everyone turns to stare at someone who is groaning. As they gape, the groaning boy looks down to see the holes the bullets left in his white T-shirt. The man with the gun is taken away as others rush to help the bleeding boy who somehow absorbed bullets meant for someone else. Foote presses a hand to cover the wounds and waves them away. “I’ll be fine.”

“You can’t keep a secret forever.”

“What?” My voice is sharp, but nowhere near as sharp as Foote’s eyes on mine. If I didn’t know better, I could swear he knows what I’ve seen. But that’s impossible. Even people who’ve grown up with me can’t tell when I’ve taken one of their secrets. They suspect—oh, they constantly suspect—but the reason they suspect is because they never really know.

“This town,” Foote says at last. “More and more people are finding out about it. Most shrug it off as an urban myth, but desperate people are desperate to believe and even more desperate to get their golden ticket. It’s paradise to them, and they’ll do anything to board the train.”

“They’re idiots. All of them. Gardnerville is more—” I stop myself. I’d been about to say it was more hell than heaven, but that felt disloyal. And wrong. “It’s not what they think it is,” I finish lamely.

Foote shrugs. “A place with no disease where everyone lives past one hundred doesn’t sound like paradise to you?”

I remember watching Piper run from the train. “That’s only half the story. The rest is the reformatory and fourth years and kids turned into monsters.”

I turn and point to the east, where the reformatory sits carved into the mountains, looming over Gardnerville. The windows glint in the sunlight. They are like the eyes in one of those paintings where the person seems alive and their gaze follows you wherever you go. No matter where I am, that great hulking beast of a building seems to watch me.

“Yeah, I’ve heard that story before.” Mimicking my gesture, Foote points toward the station. “And right now all the people in there are hearing it too. If they don’t like it, I’m guessing they’ll leave.”

“They won’t,” I reply sourly. “At least not right away, and by the time they do, it might be too late.”

“So optimistic,” Foote laughs, and then groans and presses his hand to his chest.

Instead of asking if he’s okay, I take a step away and then another before spinning around and heading back to the station. He’s fine. I’ve spent enough time with Foote to know that whatever happens, he’s somehow always fine.

“You could get back on that train,” I call over my right shoulder. “And this time not come back. It might be less hazardous to your health.”

Foote doesn’t answer, but it’s not because he’s thinking it over. A boy full of secrets who can take a few bullets and chalk it up as nothing more than a scratch is made for this town. He’s doing just fine here, and I have no doubt that he’ll stay.

I can’t help but remember the day Foote arrived. I told him “good luck” the same way I said it to everyone—in a caustic tone that suggested they’d need it. A nervous smile was the usual response, but Foote gave me one of his crooked grins. It made me catch my breath, for reasons I didn’t want to think about. “That’s one thing I don’t need,” he’d said.

Now, as I pull the train-station door open and step inside, the mood is grim. This can only mean that Mom has finished giving the speech about the dark side of Gardnerville. Again, this is different than how Dad did things. He’d take the newcomers out, fill them with food and drink and stories that sounded like tall tales and skirted around the gruesome endings. He had a silver tongue attached to a sulfurous soul, and every single person around him eventually suffered for it. But not on their first night. And later, when they found out the truth, they couldn’t hold it against him. It was too late—they’d already fallen in love with him the same way everyone always did. Once you loved Dad, you were halfway there to loving this town, because he was the same as Gardnerville—equal parts monstrous and miraculous.

You’d think Mom’s way would be better, laying everything out clearly. Risks vs. benefits. But the newcomers never get it. Most of them barely hear the death-and-dismemberment part and instead whine about there being only one TV station, spotty cell phone reception that never goes beyond the mountains, and no internet at all.

“Any questions?” Mom asks with the same too-bright smile on her face.

Right on cue a man steps forward out of the crowd. “You’re trying to scare us away.”

It’s the same man I’d pressed past earlier on my way out. The father of the sickly girl—the one the bearded man had shot at. His daughter is now on the floor playing with Wills. If I hadn’t seen her with that oxygen mask and practically on the verge of death only a short time ago, I’d never have guessed she’d ever been anything but healthy. This is what Gardnerville does, and for a moment my throat tightens with something that feels like pride. The feeling passes quickly though. This girl’s recovery is not without a cost. And Piper and at least fifty others held at the reformatory are paying it now.

“He’s right.” This time it’s a woman, the little girl’s mother. She clutches the man’s arm as they both bear down on my mother, who stands stiffly with her back ramrod straight, not even trying to defend herself. “You just wanna keep this place to yourself,” the woman accuses.

Now it’s my turn to step forward. Piper would’ve loved this. All the tension and anger in the room, it’s an explosion only needing a spark—and that was a role Piper was born to play. I don’t have Piper’s flair, so instead I take the part of the wet blanket.

“The train leaves in ten minutes,” I say quietly. “Anyone who wants to return home should get back on. And if you decide to stay, don’t say we didn’t warn you, because everything my mother said is true.”

“You’re just a kid,” the girl’s mother sneers. “Why should we listen to you?” 

I could tell them about the people I’ve seen die. I could tell them my own sister killed sixteen of her peers during the last fourth year. I could tell them I’d be surprised if this year isn’t even worse. But none of that will touch them. The truth is they won’t know the power of this town until they see it for themselves.

“You and your husband made your daughter sick. You didn’t get her vaccinated, and then took her on an African safari specifically seeking out the countries where diseases like polio still exist. And you did this because even your most powerful and connected friends all told you the same thing: yes, the rumors about Gardnerville were true, but they only let in people with serious life-threatening illnesses.”

There is silence for a long moment.

“How could you—” the father gasps.

“That’s not—it’s a lie,” the mother screeches.

I am not paying attention to them. All I see is the little girl watching me with the same horrified look she had on her face when she stared down the barrel of a gun. Somehow that ended up okay for her. Maybe this will too. But I doubt it.

Then I meet the eyes of every person in that room. Or try to. Some refuse to look my way; the rest flinch after a few short seconds, afraid of what I might see.

Behind me, Mom announces it’s time for them to head over to Gardner Manor, which means I’ve done my part and am free to leave. I don’t hesitate to head for the door.

Ignoring the roads, I cut through the field behind the train station. It’s filled with Gardnerville’s version of wildflowers, which is essentially any seed that you put into the ground. In fields and between sidewalk cracks an amazing variety of flowers grow year round. An orchid someone planted years ago thinking it was pretty is now a tenacious weed that grows and spreads and never dies. Sometimes you’ll even see their long delicate stems and colorful petals waving defiantly from a snow bank on a cold and sleety January day. Newcomers can’t get enough of the orchids, but I prefer forget-me-nots. As I tromp along, I snatch a few and gather them together. As pretty as my forget-me-not bouquet is, the pills that the quints make from them are even lovelier. If I had some, I wouldn’t hesitate to swallow one right here and now. Then I would lie down in this field, and for a short while forget the train exists—even as it roars right past me. 

Ever since summer vacation began, I’ve been on the same schedule. I leave the house when the sun’s barely risen, disappearing into the day before Mom and Wills even know it has begun.

Today, though, it looks like I’ll be stuck in the solid and slightly sticky reality of a humid August afternoon. Then there is the evening thick with chirping crickets and croaking frogs, followed by the long stagnant night to get through.

But those endless seconds, minutes, and hours aren’t even the worst of it. What I really dread are the memories that might bubble up to the surface. It’s funny—I don’t even remember what I am hiding from; all I know is that I don’t want to know.

For a second I feel brave. Perhaps today is the day I’ll quit being a coward and face those memories head-on. Or I can hurry home and plant myself in front of the TV, letting whatever old movie is on fill my skull and hopefully keep everything else out.

As I turn toward home, the reformatory catches my eye. I stare at it, unable to tear my gaze away, wondering if Piper is inside. I can almost feel her looking out, wanting something from me.

But that’s impossible, I remind myself, and then deliberately turn my back to the reformatory.

Piper is gone.

And tomorrow after I get more forget-me-nots, I’ll be mostly missing too.





STAYIN’ ALIVE

Eleven Years Ago

I PUSHED THE BINOCULARS THROUGH THE TALL grass,  pressing them into your outstretched hand. You’d pawned Daddy’s watch for them that afternoon. It was the new one he’d gotten for Christmas. Gold and shiny and big, even on Daddy’s large wrist—he wore it only on special occasions, and I could see the way his chest puffed out when he put it on.

“Daddy’ll be mad,” I’d said, and you just smiled. You knew as well as me that Daddy would never say a word against you, no matter how many of his prized possessions you took and sold. Once, before I knew better, I thought it was because he loved you best. Later I saw that wasn’t it at all. Daddy had it so everybody loved him, but he didn’t really love anyone back. Not even you, Piper.

Me, on the other hand, he could never forgive. Probably because I didn’t love him at all. Never did, as far back as I could remember. Or maybe it was because you loved me as much as you loved him. Maybe even more. That was the type of thing that would make him completely crazy.

“They’re coming out,” you whispered at the same time the buzzer startled a nearby flock of birds into the sky.

I squinted, staring past the grass and through the double-layered chain-link fence. I could see the dark, huddled forms exiting the reformatory one by one, like criminals on a chain gang. Some of them were nearly doubled over, yet somehow they found the strength to take another shuffling step forward.

You nudged me with the binoculars. I shook my head in response. I didn’t want to look closer. I was afraid of the expressions I might see on their faces.

A moment later, I felt your shoulder shrug against my own, before you put the binoculars to your eyes once more.

“I see him,” you said. “He looks miserable.”

He was Benjamin Walker, the boyfriend of our favorite babysitter, Darla. She always made us ice-cream sundaes for dinner and let us eat them in front of the TV. Benjamin caught her kissing Johnny DelRoy in the middle of our living room while we were scooping the last bits of hot fudge from the bottom of our bowls.

Benjamin didn’t say a word. He just stared at the two of them in this awful way. It was lucky it was only a first year and not a fourth year, everyone agreed—it could have been a real tragedy with those two little girls there. Since it was merely a first year, there was calamity but not full-on disaster. What that meant exactly was that Johnny’s lips melted right into Darla’s, and the two of them were stuck like that until someone got them to the hospital, where the doctors were able to surgically separate them. Benjamin was sent straight to the reformatory, and ever since then, Piper, you had been determined to see him in lockup. I thought you wanted to make sure he was paying for what he’d done to Darla, but sitting in the grass beside you, I suddenly wasn’t so sure.

The line of teens disappeared as they circled around the other side of the reformatory. You put down the binoculars and then drew a finger through the dirt, forming a squiggly question mark. “Why do they do it?” You mumbled the words to yourself, wondering aloud.

“If they don’t walk, they die.” I answered your question without really thinking. Your head whipped toward me so quickly I would’ve jumped back if your penetrating gaze hadn’t pinned me in place.

“How exactly does that work?” you asked softly. Gently. I was the little sister and you were supposed to be the one who knew everything and condescended to explain the workings of the world. It had never worked that way, though; the secrets revealed all the darkest corners of life to me, long before I was ready to see them. You were my night-light, Piper. You helped keep the darkness away.

“Sky?” You nudged me when I didn’t answer immediately. Sometimes, I think, you craved the darkness. Looking back, I can see how impatient you were with me for always being so scared. I can see you thinking that if you were me, and knew what I did, then everything would be different.

Oh, Piper, you have no idea how much I wish that everything could be different. Come back from the reformatory and you can have all the secrets. I never meant to keep any of them from you; sometimes I just forgot that you didn’t already know everything.

I told you then. I told you about how it was unnaturally cold inside the reformatory, and how you could see every exhale of breath.

You interrupted me, trying to guess, not wanting to be told. “They make them walk so they don’t freeze to death.”

I shook my head and explained how everyone bundles up in layers and they blast the heat so that it comes hissing and rattling from the cast-iron radiators. It doesn’t help much; teeth chatter constantly. At first anyway. Eventually the cold settles inside them, and it gets so bad they hardly notice it except that every so often it feels like something is crawling up their spine. That’s when they start itching and scratching at themselves. Sometimes it gets so bad they tear their own skin off. They’re restrained then, and that’s when they start screaming. The walks look like a punishment, but they’re not. It’s actually the best part of their day.

By the time I finished talking, I was shivering as if I were feeling the cold of the reformatory myself. You wiped my runny nose with the bottom of my shirt and then threw an arm around me. “Want me to French-braid your hair?”

“Uh-huh,” I answered immediately, even though you always pulled my hair too tight. I loved when you paid attention to me and didn’t want something in return. You had only just divided my hair into sections when the prisoners came tromping into view once more. I expected to be forgotten. Instead you glanced up for a moment and then went back to finger-combing my hair.

I was relieved. All you’d wanted was to see Benjamin, and now that you had, we would never go to the reformatory again. 

I was wrong though. That was only the first of many visits, and every time you said the same thing you had that day as you’d French-braided my hair.

“We’re gonna end up there someday, Sky. I can feel it.”

“GG says that Gardners never go to the reformatory,” I interrupted, hoping you would stop saying terrible things. “We always find a way out of it.”

You kept talking as if you hadn’t heard a word I said. “We’re gonna do something terrible like Benjamin did, and they’re gonna lock us up in there.”

“No-oh,” I half sobbed, because your words sounded like the worst kind of secret, the sort that I wished wasn’t true. The thing is, secrets are awful in lots of ways, but they almost never lie.

“You can’t fight a fourth year, Pollywog. People try, but it gets so deep inside them there’s no digging it out.” You were talking to me, Piper, but you were scanning the brick walls of the reformatory. “We’re gonna end up in there, I just know it,” you repeated. There was a strange gleam in your eyes as you reached out and grabbed hold of my shoulders. Your fingers dug into my skin. I could feel the cold in them through my thin T-shirt. It was almost as if you’d absorbed some of the reformatory’s cold.

“Now, Pollywog,” you said, “we just need to figure out how we’ll escape once we’re inside.”





TWO

MOM IS BUSY THE REST OF THE DAY HELPING TO GET the newcomers settled, and I am left to my own devices. Normally, this is the way I like things. But I have this jingling, jangling feeling that keeps me pacing the front porch, while I wait for her and Wills to come strolling up the street hand in hand. 

If they were to appear right now, I could grab Wills and start tickling him, which he loves. He’d fall to the floor, begging me to tickle him more, until suddenly it would be too much and he’d start to cry. Sometimes I don’t notice at first. Screams of delight sound a lot like screams of discomfort. Mom and I would get in a fight. She’d say I’m too rough with him. I’d say she babies him. We’d scream at each other because sometimes it just feels good to scream, and Wills would watch us the whole time with eyes that are big and round and worried. Eventually, we’d forget what we were even fighting about—or I would anyway—and both stomp off to our respective corners, making sure to slam doors behind us. With any luck, I’d be exhausted and fall asleep quickly. It’s an ugly but efficient way to use up the last scraps of an endless day.

But Mom and Wills do not appear, and I am stuck with the cassette recorder in my hand. I stare at the thing, wanting to hurl it at the big oak in the center of our front yard. Instead, I pull out the tape. I RAN (SO FAR AWAY) is written in round script on the sticker across the front of the tape. It’s one of Mom’s old mix tapes from before she came to Gardnerville. When we were kids, Piper and I used to record over them, filling them with tales of our daily adventures.

The last few months, though, I’ve been coming to after a forgotten day to find the recorder in my hand. The few times I’ve been brave enough to rewind and play it, I hear my own voice. Not my little kid voice. My current, teenage voice—gravelly and sleepy sounding from too many forget-me-nots.

I never listen for more than a few minutes because I am afraid of what I will say. What I will reveal. I keep putting the recorder back into Piper’s room—beside the piles of tapes on her dresser that should be dusty from sitting there untouched for so many years. No matter how many times I put it back, it keeps turning up again. Today I found it between the couch cushions.

Popping the tape back into the recorder, I take a deep breath and press Play.

The tape hisses and there is a snippet of song, but that cuts out and is replaced by my own voice speaking slowly, yet sincerely. “I can’t forget you, Piper. But sometimes, I can’t really remember you either.” 

The recorder falls from my hand and goes silent. My whole body is shaking and I’m not even sure why. I don’t want to know.

I have a terrible suspicion that this is the fourth-year madness finding me. It strikes those between ten and nineteen years of age, but fourteen through eighteen is the sweet spot—we’re the ones who seem to feel it the most.

It’s an itch. An energy. Even the most obedient children can’t stop from sneaking out of their locked-up houses, looking for trouble. Every hurt, every slight, every heartache, and every defeat is magnified by twenty during a first year. By the time you get to the fourth year, it’s magnified by a million. Something that might have been shrugged off, instead festers. During a first year you might stop talking to your best friend; during a fourth year you might kill him or her. And for no real reason at all. In a fourth year people kill themselves and each other based on gut feelings, which the next day turn out to be nothing but a bad bowl of soup they’d had for dinner.

Of course, they always regret it. Almost immediately, even though it’s too late by then. Killing your peers is frowned upon in Gardnerville, the same way it is everywhere else. And so crime is followed by punishment
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