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DEDICATION

For my grandparents





AUTHOR’S NOTE

Mr. Fahrenheit is a work of fiction containing some nonfiction elements that have been altered slightly to fit the story. For instance, Captain Thomas Mantell really did die tragically in pursuit of a UFO in 1948, but the conversation between him and the control tower in Mr. Fahrenheit is my invention. Similarly, some details about the “Roswell Incident” have been rearranged and may not match the real-life accounts of the events . . . though whether those accounts are “fiction” themselves is a matter of opinion, I guess.

The bands and lyrics featured in Mr. Fahrenheit are also made up. If you’re interested in learning more about the history of early rock ’n’ roll, particularly doo-wop, I highly recommend Doo Wop: The Music, the Times, the Era by Bruce Morrow and Rich Maloof.





EPIGRAPH

The world is nearly all parceled out, and

what there is left of it is being divided up, conquered, and

colonized. To think of these stars that you see overhead at

night, these vast worlds which we can never reach. I would

annex the planets if I could; I often think of that.

It makes me sad to see them so clear and yet so far.

—Cecil Rhodes, The Last Will and Testament

of Cecil John Rhodes
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But the true voyagers are those who leave

For the sake of leaving; hearts light, like balloons,

They never swerve from their destinies,

And without knowing why, they say always,“We must go!”

—Charles Baudelaire, “The Voyage”








PROLOGUE

FIRELIGHT OF THE VANISHING SUMMER

Without something to wonder at

we should find life scarcely worth living.

—Harry Houdini





He is just a boy, that’s all, just a child walking through the firelight of the vanishing summer’s last sunset. He walks with his nerve endings ignited like constellations. The air tastes dark and electric on the back of his mouth; sweat molds his hair into sharp broomstraw points on his brow; a wind slips by and the witchgrass hisses, and dead leaves grasp his naked calves, like hands begging him to go back. No, he tells himself. But it doesn’t quite steel him, so he adds: Ellie. And when the boy feels his hands still shaking, he slips them into his deep hip pockets, where he carries magic in the same fashion a gunslinger hauls his iron firepower. The boy won’t be held back. Not tonight, and never again.

He steps into the shadow of the haunted home.

His name is Benji Lightman. He is eleven years old. He lives in Bedford Falls, Indiana. And he is walking toward this ancient front door so he can perform his ultimate trick:

On the night before middle school begins, Benji will make himself disappear.

The house—which is “the House,” capital H, like Hell—has loomed on this hill forever. Benji cranes his neck to take it in, dwarfed by the ghost fortress, which shoots skyward like a jagged arrow fired into the brighter heavens. Benji knows the legends: A crazy hook-handed doctor lives inside the House; Satanic warlocks meet here every full moon to sacrifice stray dogs. The stories aren’t true, though. (They almost definitely aren’t true.) He asked Papaw (who has loomed above Benji forever, too), and Papaw said the stories were “comprised of the same material that falls out of a bull’s ass.” Which sounded more convincing this morning, at home. In the sunlight. With Froot Loops.

Now Benji pauses before the porch step, steals a last glance over his shoulder, and sees his friends a world away across the wild yard. Zeeko, the shorter of them, scrunches his dark face toward the sky, glasses flashing, shoulders hitching with each breath, lips moving with prayer. He is nervous and does not want to throw up (which he will, in fact, soon do). A few eighth-grade giants stand beside him, long-shadowed and stubbled like cacti, and epic in every way Benji is not.

But that is not what Benji will remember most.

What he will remember is this: Christopher Robin Noland, looking back at him in that blazing August light . . . and bursting into applause.

Christopher Robin Noland, the new kid next door; Christopher Robin, rail skinny and homeschooled; Christopher, who always looks like an unmade bed but is the only real friend Benji has ever made since meeting Zeeko in preschool.

“YEAH, BENJI! AW-RIGHT! LET’S DOOO THIS, BAY-BUH!” he crows. “WAHOO, BANJO! WAHOOOO!”

The eighth graders, who brought them here, stare at Christopher as if he’s an alien.

But there is something in that admittedly awkward shout that Benji loves with his whole heart: an unembarrassed joy. It is the sound of someone who is certain something astonishing is coming.

Ellie, Benji thinks. He’d hoped she would be here, and maybe she’ll still show up.

Shaun Spinney, most gigantic of the older kids, shouts, “What, Lightman, you forget your tampon?” Benji has no clue what that is. He doesn’t let on. “Don’t you wanna join our frat? Hey, if you don’t, we can go back!”

Benji steps onto the porch, feeling the old wood shudder and cry out through the sole of his sneaker.

But he won’t be held back.

Because he knows that behind this red and rotting door, destiny is waiting. From his pocket Benji draws out his black wand, the great one with the glowing LED tip, and he wants to say “Lumos,” the way Harry Potter does when he ignites his own wand. Those stories are comprised of the same material that falls out of a bull’s ass.

“Lumos,” Benji whispers.

The wand lights the brass doorknob with a hundred star points, and when Benji’s palm meets the metal, the door opens a shrieking inch, almost all by itself. The smell of the House is like darkness and decay and bad memories, but it does not frighten him. He’s dreamed every night this summer—almost every night of his life—of something coming for him, something from beyond the rusting silos and gas-mining equipment and cornfields on Bedford Falls’s horizon, some flawless moment in this perfect summer that will make him disappear (presto!), undergo a metamorphosis, and vanish any memory of the “weird kid” he’s always been.

In this dusk light, at the nexus of his life, Benji is about to do it.

He really believes that. With his whole heart.

Benji Lightman opens the door.

And the ghosts begin to scream.





SIX YEARS LATER

PART ONE

WATCH THE SKIES

Many years ago, the great British explorer George Mallory, who was to die on Mount Everest, was asked why did he want to climb it. He said, “Because it is there.” Well, space is there, and we’re going to climb it.

—President John F. Kennedy (1962)

Magic reminds us that the universe is a huge, capital-M Mystery.

—from the documentary Make Believe
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Benji opened the door and strode with the Bedford Falls High School football team into the locker room.

He put on his uniform piece by piece: the gloves he always wore on cold game nights, the shoes with special spikes. The cinder-block walls glowed white in the fluorescent lights as the room filled with the electric anticipation of pregame.

After the team dressed in their blue-and-gold uniforms, they gathered in a semicircle around Coach Nicewarner, who began to tattoo a dry-erase board with X’s and O’s. Coach looked a lot older than his fortyish years right now, which made sense given everyone’s stratospheric expectations for the team this year: Led by the greatest athlete in the school’s history, Bedford Falls was on their way to their first undefeated season in decades.

“Make no mistake, fellas,” Nicewarner shouted in a nasal, farm-boy accent, “we’re going to have to fight tonight. Nobody rest for a single play. Not one single play!”

The team responded, “YES, SIR.”

“Don’t you dare think of this game as a ‘warm-up’ for next week. This is their field. You match ’em on it hit for hit, gut for gut. You will not let them take down your team—or your town.”

“NO, SIR.”

“We will win or lose as a damn team. No single player can do it all, y’understand?” Coach said, though this wasn’t entirely true.

“YES, SIR.”

Coach Nicewarner capped his dry-erase marker, tossed it to an assistant, and addressed the team, now in a much more sincere voice.

“It’s a cold night out there, gentlemen, so you do what you always do: You give your hometown the sun. Show the other team what Magic football means. It means one good, unforgettable ass-bustin’! Okay, let us pray!” Coach looked Benji’s way. “Captain, you want to lead us?”

The team’s captain, the brilliant Bedford Falls quarterback—who was standing beside Benji—nodded and stepped forward. The team collectively took a knee and bowed their heads.

And as the Our Father filled the room, Benji finished buttoning his tuxedo, put on his top hat, and left.

This field house’s hallway was decorated in the style of every field house hallway in the charted galaxies. Teams from years past stared down somberly from photos on the walls. Stenciled between them were words of generic manly wisdom (You 4GET your PAIN, You REMEMBER your GLORY!). Benji wove through the parents hovering outside the locker rooms, and he could hear the home team’s own pregame pep talk, which was identical to Coach Nicewarner’s in its God-praisin’ and ass-bustin’ themes. It was just a game night, that was all, and Benji had attended almost every game night for four years. They’d lost their novelty for him a long time ago.

But as he opened the door at the end of the hall and stepped toward the familiarly chaotic night, his insides backflipped with nervous excitement. Time and experience might dampen most miracles, but the sight of genuine beauty was not among them.

She was standing at the end of the tunnel.

The concrete tunnel ran beneath the bleachers before shooting onto the field. Benji could feel the stomping game-night mania of countless fans inches above his head; on the field, the Bedford Falls band blistered the air with their brassy rendition of the school fight song, which would momentarily summon Benji into the lights.

But it was the sight of the familiar silhouette at the other end of the tunnel, and nothing else, that made his heart skip a beat.

“Hey!” he called.

Ellie Holmes turned. “Benji Lightman! When did you become so dapper? Does James Bond know you raided his wardrobe?”

Huh? Benji thought, then remembered: The school had just bought him a new “Magic Mascot” tux. “Also, Batman’s wardrobe,” he said. He pulled a string on his shoulder; a black cape unfurled all the way to his ankles.

“Holy fashion icon.” Ellie grinned.

By the time Benji reached her, she’d turned away, aiming the Media Department’s expensive video camera toward the Bedford Falls fans in the bleachers across the field. She looked miserable, for some reason.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“Nothing. Okay, well, not that it’s a gigantic deal, Benji Lightman, but the apocalypse is upon us.” She thumbed the camera’s Zoom button; the lens whirred as the Bedford Falls crowd grew larger on the LCD screen. “And lo, the skies were opened,” she said, speaking loudly as the band crescendoed, “and the seven plagues burst forth, and the first among those plagues was this: a swarm of innumerable FIGs returning to torment us even though homecoming isn’t until next week, damn you!”

Benji burst out laughing. FIG was code: “Forgot I Graduated,” a term applied to people who had technically completed high school but didn’t quite seem finished with it. There were a ton of Bedford Falls–based FIGs, of course—depressing fixtures of the local high school party scene. Bedford Falls’s FIG population always exploded during Homecoming Week, but it did seem like this year’s migration had begun earlier than usual. Maybe this was partly because tonight’s game had been delayed by a snowstorm and was taking place a day late, on a Saturday. But it was probably mostly because everyone wanted to get an extra look at the Magic quarterback.

Still staring at the camera, Ellie shook her head and sighed, a never-ending stream of her breath (which smelled like cinnamon) rising in front of her green eyes. If she was trying to look like the world’s cutest dragon, well, she did. Benji made an effort to look away.

When she finished and glanced up, her forehead was creased a little in something approaching fear. “Promise me you’ll never let me do that after I leave next year,” she said.

“Not for all the gold in Gotham.”

Ellie chuckled. “Wait, promise on camera. Pics or it didn’t happen!”

“On my honor as a double-oh agent,” he said when she raised the camera to him, “I swear I won’t let you do that after we leave next year.”

“Fabulous. Now say Something Profoundly Profound to your future self.”

“Ummm.”

“Slightly more profound, please.”

“Congrats on becoming the greatest magician since ever.”

“And in spite of all your successes, Mr. Lightman, have you ever forgotten where you came from?”

“Oh, yeah. I purposely forgot, like, pretty much immediately.”

Ellie laughed. “Good man. Oh! That reminds me: How’s the application to the Magic Lantern coming?”

Benji’s smile faltered, just a bit. Then the marching band blasted its final note, which was his cue.

“How do I look?” he asked.

Ellie gave him a once-over, then reached up and tilted his top hat a little to the left, her soft wrist touching his cheek for an infinitesimal moment. “Poifect,” she said, and Benji didn’t know what Coach Nicewarner had been talking about: The night didn’t feel cold at all.

The moment when he emerged onto the field was, as always, vaguely fantastic.

The field lights, which climbed high and silver on spindly poles, tossed a white illuminative bubble above the stadium. Under the dome of light, the chalked yardlines appeared ignited. The bleachers on both sides of the field were packed to capacity, eight thousand-ish people. As the final note of the fight song (“A Mighty Magic!”) hung on the air, a deep voice resounded over the speakers.

“Bedford Falls fans, please welcome yourrrrr Bedford Falls Magic mascot: Bennnnnjiii BUH-LAZES!”

Half the crowd roared as Benji wove between members of the marching band now standing at attention. He knew this was just an Indiana high school football game, and that people weren’t applauding for him so much as for the idea of the football team, the only positive and pure thing to come from Bedford Falls in years. But wow, did he love performing.

He stopped in the perfect center of the field, facing his crowd in the away bleachers. A microphone was clipped to his lapel. He cleared his throat, reached into his tuxedo pocket, and thumbed the mic on.

He said, “Who are we?”

His voice boomed from the arena speakers, amplified a thousand times (and always sounding slightly higher than he imagined it). The Bedford Falls crowd’s roar, led by the cheerleaders, vocalized around one word:

“MAAAAGIC!”

Benji clapped his hands, which burst into instantaneous flame, courtesy of the pyrotechnic flash paper on the palms of his gloves. At the same moment, two cheerleaders fired T-shirt cannons: Cotton comets arced into the crowd, which said, “Oooooo!” (Their “Oooo” came in a more subdued volume than you’d probably expect from spontaneous combustion and free shirts, but they’d been seeing this trick all season.)

At the perfect instant, with smoke obscuring his hands, Benji twitched his wrist: A magic wand, loaded on a spring, ejected from his sleeve and flew into his hand.

“What do we do?” Benji asked. (Somewhere behind him, in the home crowd, a fan shouted, “SUCK!”)

The Bedford Falls side disagreed: “MAAAGIC!” Now a volley of blue and gold sparks jetted forth from the wand’s tip. Benji whirled on his heels, aiming his spell in the direction of the home stands, grinning like a perfectly friendly wizard nemesis.

He hurled the wand to the turf. It detonated between his feet, raising a great column of smoke. A few people in the home stands booed, but a couple of little kids, who hadn’t yet learned to hate on command, shouted in delight.

Benji raised his hands with a flourish; playing cards, propelled by springs, flew from both sleeves like doves. He grabbed a card from each deck, displaying them to the audience: One card read 8, the other 0. His team’s undefeated record.

Benji reeled back like Bedford Falls’s famed quarterback, preparing to slam both explosive cards to the ground. He shouted his final line: “Let’s make it nine and—”

A squeal of feedback screeched over the speaker system. Benji flinched, thrown off his rhythm.

There was a kind of rumbling sound, like someone was wrestling over the microphone in the press box. Then, a voice: “Lightman puts flash paper on his gloves to make the fire. You can get it on Amazon for three bucks a sheet.”

The voice wasn’t the announcer’s. It sounded like a teenage guy.

“The wand’s a Sparkler Stick. Twelve bucks,” the guy said, starting to laugh. “Bedford Falls, you suck, you bunch of rednecks! Have fun tonight, ’cause Newporte’s gonna kick alllll your asses next week! Benji Lightman, you suck, Bedford Falls you suck, NEWPORTE HIGH SCHOOL FOOTBALL FOREVER!”

The Bedford Falls crowd booed. Some in the home crowd started laughing. A grown man’s voice, off mic, said, “Kid, you get the heck away from that!”

After what sounded like a scuffle for control of the mic, the younger voice spouted one final sentence.

“Hey, Lightman, don’t set yourself on fire again.”

Benji’s cheeks flared. In his mind, he pictured an old red door.

He cut the thought off, shouting, “Let’s make it nine and zero!”

He hurled the cards to the earth: two bangs of light and smoke, this time in the school colors of blue and gold. The marching band blared to life and the Bedford Falls Magic football team erupted out of the stadium tunnel, a rushing stream of shoulder pads and shining helmets, splitting around Benji like they were a river and he a stone.

He was almost back to the tunnel when a Bedford Falls player grabbed his bicep. The player’s fingertips bore white rings of athletic tape, the better to grip the ball on cold nights.

“Wrong way, sexy,” he said. The voice echoed through the stadium; Benji realized his lapel mic was still broadcasting and switched it off.

“Whatever you’re thinking of doing,” Benji told him, “let’s do the other thing.” But he was already resigned to the fact that protesting was useless, because he recognized the expression on the player’s face: laser-guided rage. It was the same focused fury, familiar from four years of football game nights, that had made this quarterback the most singular and legendary athlete in the history of Bedford Falls High School.

Quarterback Christopher Robin “CR” Noland said, “Nobody puts my Banjo in a corner.”

The marching band departed the field in formation. The teams were stationed on the sidelines; the only people on the field now were each team’s offensive captain and the referee waiting on the fifty-yard line. CR was Bedford Falls’s captain. A lean mountain who towered over Benji by six inches, CR had hit puberty early and hard: Shortly after moving to town during the vanishing summer before sixth grade, he’d sprouted like a kid christened by comic-book radiation.

Nearing the (bewildered) referee, CR stuck two fingers through his helmet’s face mask and whistled in the direction of the Bedford Falls sidelines. “Zeeko, this is a party of three!” he called.

Zeeko—the team’s trainer and one of the few African Americans on the sidelines—looked uncertainly at Coach Nicewarner, who, after a moment’s indecision, motioned for him to join CR. “Jesus, help us,” Zeeko muttered as he caught up with Benji and CR, his eyes enormous behind his thick glasses. But there was a laugh in his voice.

As they reached the fifty-yard line, the other team’s captain glared at CR. “Son,” the ref said to CR, confused, “this is a captains-only, no-mascots type deal.”

“Hell, sir, you think I don’t know that?” CR said earnestly. “These good-looking studs are captains.”

“Love of God, son, they don’t even have uniforms,” said the ref. As if Benji’s tuxedo wasn’t enough, Zeeko was wearing the plaid hoodie and boxy Kmart jeans that had earned him his (affectionate) nickname, “Dad Clothes.”

CR grinned, this huge smile that was absurd on his face, but it was precisely that goofiness that made it the sort of smile you just had to believe. C’mon, now, would I lie? “They’re injured,” he said. “Special teams.”

“More like special ed,” the other team’s captain muttered.

“You’ll want to watch that mouth, kid!” CR growled. The captain visibly recoiled. It was not CR’s normal voice: It was his Quarterback Voice. Talk about magic, Benji thought.

“Sir, I sure don’t want to tell you how to ref,” CR said, normal-voiced, “but I think our crowd’s kinda ticked about that little prank on the speakers. Am I saying that maybe, just maybe, somebody in your press box let those Newporte players in? Nope! That, I am not doing! But how about we let these fine young Americans stay here for the coin toss, just to call it even?”

The ref paused, tallying the calculus of pros and cons. “Well . . .” he said, “let’s not make a habit of this.”

“Great, thanks a ton!” Then CR turned to the sidelines again and shouted, “Eleanor, come get a close-up!”

The ref looked like he wanted to object as Ellie walked toward them with her camera in tow and a rueful smile on her face. But she stopped about fifteen feet away, which was apparently an acceptable distance, and the ref seemed to decide it was time to rip the Band-Aid off.

He flipped the coin, the floating disc twirling and flashing in the field lights. He caught it and slapped it onto his wrist. “Call it, Bedford Falls.”

“Heads,” CR replied.

The ref took his hand off the coin. Tails. “We choose to receive the kickoff,” the other captain said.

Benji looked at CR, wondering if he might be upset by this not-so-awesome turn of events. CR just stage-whispered, “Benji, turn your mic on.”

As Benji did so, CR did something strange: He slammed his fist on the chest of his filthy jersey, which he’d refused to wash since their victory the week before. (The Bedford Falls football field, he said, was the place in the world that most felt like his home.)

A thin trickle of dirt tumbled off the jersey. CR caught it in his hand and said, “We’re gonna need more. Zeek, Banjo, put your hands out.”

Confused, they held their open hands palms up in front of him.

CR proceeded to beat his chest like Donkey Kong until their palms were sprinkled with dirt.

He nodded, satisfied.

CR (to the captain, but amplified for the rest of the stadium): “Do you know what that is?”

The captain: “Dirt . . . ?”

CR: “That’s our field. That’s Bedford Falls.”

CR nodded to Benji and Zeeko, who suddenly understood. They tipped their hands, letting the earth tumble to the field, like they were baptizing it.

“So now this is our field,” CR said, and then shouted directly into the mic, so his Quarterback Voice boomed through the universe like something vast and ancient. “You’re in our house, fellas!”

Following the call of his performer’s instinct, Benji snapped his fingers, the pyrotechnic sheets momentarily flaring the moment with magical light as CR finished:

“You are IN. OUR. HOUSE!”

And the Bedford Falls fans surged to their feet, their roar cracking like a joyous lightning electrifying every atom of the night. Benji, CR, and Zeeko turned from the stupefied captain and referee, Ellie following with the camera capturing everything: four friends who had become the unlikely center of the universe striding together toward their sideline. It was just a game night, that was all, but amid that happy mayhem, nothing in all the world could have felt more enchanted.

Nothing else on planet Earth.
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The Bedford Falls victory was as spectacular as it was assured. Final score: 59 to 3, and their opponents only got on the scoreboard because CR let his second-string quarterback (a wide-eyed junior nicknamed Charlie Brown) take over near the end.

A post-game party was assured, too, but its location wound up surprising Benji. And when he looked back on this night later, he wondered if “surprising” was the wrong word. “Inevitable” was better, maybe.

Or “destined.”

After the game, Benji hung his tuxedo and top hat in a garment bag, tugged on two hoodies and a pair of jeans, then, very cautiously, peeked through the door into the hall outside the locker room.

The instant the door cracked, a solid wall of media people—photographers and writers and TV reporters with logos on their microphones—swarmed forward.

Benji smiled apologetically, said, “Players and sorcerers only,” and closed the door.

“Christ on a friggin’ cracker, Banjo,” CR said, toweling his hair in front of a locker, “how many people are out there?”

“All of them, I think,” Benji said. CR gave a dry chuckle. “Like, twenty. Mostly local, but there’s TV people from Chicago. Want to do an interview?”

He already knew what CR’s answer would be, of course: Hellll no. The reporters in that hall would have donated a kidney to a terrorist in exchange for a few minutes with CR. In their minds, he was CR Noland, the Number One College Recruit in the Midwest. But the instant CR stepped off the football field and removed the cocoon of his helmet and pads, the attention usually made him a type of uncomfortable that verged on panicky. It wasn’t something Benji ever brought up, though.

“This TV reporter,” CR said, pulling on boxers under his towel, “is she hot?”

“He’s wearing a wedding ring.”

“Double whammy!”

Zeeko and his dad burst out laughing at the mini medical station on the other side of the locker room. Zeeko’s dad, Dr. Eustice, was a doctor from Sierra Leone who volunteered as the team’s medical guy during games. Zeeko had inherited a lot from his dad (Zeeko’s dream was to be a doctor in Bedford Falls), and one of those things was Dr. Eustice’s easy, wonderfully booming laugh.

The locker room filled with more players from the showers, their celebratory shouts thunderclapping in the cinder-block cavern. CR accepted a series of fist bumps, but didn’t look away from Benji. “Text Ellie to meet us at my truck behind the field house, okay?” CR said. “We’ll sneak out the back . . . Shit, wait, there might be some reporters out there.”

Benji thought about that, then said, “How ’bout this: I’ll tell the reporters you’re gonna have a quick press conference out on the field.”

“Ha! I like it.”

“Misdirection is useful, I’m telling ya. BTW, where’s the party?”

“Charlie Brown’s house.” CR smiled, tying his shoes. “The kid still can’t believe he got to touch the football.”

Benji was almost to the door when CR called, “Oh, hey, Banjo. I liked how you exploded the wand tonight. I know it’s not a new trick, but—new ‘illusion,’ sorry—but you threw it real good.”

“Thanks, man,” Benji said, honestly touched.

CR waved: no biggie.

After sending the reporters out of the hall, Benji headed toward an exit. He texted CR:

All clear

As he opened the door, someone quite large bumped into him.

“The field is that way,” Benji began, then looked up. “O-oh. Hi, Mr. Noland.”

The middle-aged man’s face bore a resemblance to CR’s, but only a blurry one. They shared the same broad mouth, the same sky-blue eyes. But CR’s father’s eyes always seemed narrowed, as if in some kind of ambient, low-level disgust. Disgust with what? Benji used to wonder. He’d decided the answer was “nothing in particular,” which was of course another way of saying “everything.” And you got the feeling that if that mouth had ever smiled, it had been by accident.

Mr. Noland stormed past Benji and toward the locker room, leaving Benji thinking, I hope you’re hurrying out of there already, CR.

Benji stepped out through a side door in the field house, grateful, after the cramped hallways, for the wide-open space and cold air of the Indiana November night. The stadium was to his left, maybe a hundred feet away, and as he watched, the towering lights that ringed the stadium powered down one by one. There was a growing chorus of protest from the reporters on the field. Just before the last light went black, the announcer came over the speakers: “The stadium is closed. Everyone off the field.”

Benji chuckled and pulled a deck of cards from his pocket, raising his gaze (still hazy from the field lights) to the sky, practicing complex card flourishes without looking at his hands—

An eye opened in the sky.

A few cards startled from his fingers. A globe of light, a strange and bright green light, pulsed in the clouds. It flickered, almost like heat lightning, except this was winter, and in the center of the pulse was a dark circle, like a pupil.

Benji blinked. And it was gone.

He turned when he heard CR’s truck skid to a halt behind him. Zeeko opened the passenger door, hopped out, and whispered to Benji, “Be gentle. Our friend has come down with a mild case of ‘I’m gonna kill my father.’”

Uh-oh, Benji thought.

“My dad,” CR said, “is a dick.”

“In other news, the earth is round,” Zeeko said.

“Ha-ha-ha,” CR said sarcastically, then grinned. “That was sorta funny, actually.” Benji got in, sardining himself between CR and Zeeko.

“What’d your dad say?” Benji asked.

CR seemed to weigh whether or not to tell him. “Just . . . whatever, it doesn’t matter,” he said, although clearly it did. “He hates me. He doesn’t need a reason. He just needs an excuse to remind me. It’s like he’s jackin’ off with sandpaper. Whatever, I don’t care anymore. It’s game night, Banjo, let’s make my sobriety disappear.”

“So, we’re going to Charlie Brown’s house, then?”

“Nope,” CR said. “I just decided the party’s gonna be somewhere else.”

The old quarry, outside Bedford Falls, belonged to CR’s dad. Getting there required enduring several miles of teeth-chattering forest roads, and then you were greeted by fences topped with rusting hoops of barbed wire, and a locked gate with a sign assuring you TRESPASSERS WILL BE SHOT. Inside the fences, you found a couple of acres that had once been a successful extraction point for natural gas and a quarry for granite and shale; they’d actually used some of the granite from here for the floor in the first Apple Store in Chicago. But nothing remained of that pre-Recession hot streak except a few Noland Natural Resources trucks and the enormous quarry pit, which had long since filled with water and become a frozen lake. This land was just a junkyard, mostly, home to abandoned cars, refrigerators, and ambitions.

Within an hour, the open space in the middle of the junkyard filled with a crowd of three hundred people, which was double the usual post-game party attendance. There was way more alcohol than usual, too. Both surpluses sprang from the same phenomenon: a Homecoming Week FIG invasion. Benji recognized some of the FIGs from when he was a freshman, plus or minus beer bellies. More FIGs than a Newton factory, he thought as he directed traffic with CR and Zeeko, and made a mental note to tell Ellie the joke when she got here. Somebody hooked their phone to a car stereo and whammed the night with distorted hip-hop; a few defensive linemen lit a bonfire that belched orange constellations of ash into the wild wind (which struck Benji as a fairly unwise decision, given that the quarry was surrounded by several miles of trees).

“Okay,” CR said, “Banjo and Dad Clothes, y’guys babysit me, okay? I’m gonna get beertarded.”

So Benji and Zeeko followed CR toward the crowd, the bonfire, and the nexus of everything awful about high school. And Benji did what he always did to survive the hot mess of make-outs, beer, and breakups: He pulled out a deck of cards.

He took off his gloves, even though he knew his cold fingers would fumble a few complex flourishes. Drunk people were a very easy audience. He walked the crowd, approaching people with a handy cheesy line (“How much does a polar bear weigh? Enough to break the ice. Heyo! Pick a card”). An hour passed and the party blasted, but those things seemed to happen just outside the searchlight of his awareness. The act of magic cocooned him, made him feel lighter with a kind of time-free joy. And that was why he wanted so badly to leave Bedford Falls, to move to Chicago and try to land an apprenticeship at the famous Magic Lantern Theatre and Shoppe.

After several orbits around the bonfire, Benji felt his phone buzz in his coat. He pulled it out, clicking the button so the screen lit up. A text from Ellie:

Help me, Benji Lightman, I am fake-texting to avoid FIG encounters! (near the front gate)

Benji texted back:

En route

He spotted her on the outskirts of the bonfire crowd, sitting on the hood of an old truck with a huge magnetic winch for towing cars. He was about thirty feet away when his phone buzzed again:

Stay there.

Shaun Spinney, 12 o’clock.

SHAUN SPINNEY?!

Benji looked at the crowd, now purposely focusing on the individual people, his heart thundering weirdly. He didn’t recognize anyone.

Ellie texted:

Retreating hairline. Ambitious but unsuccessful goatee.

His gaze landed on a particularly heavyset FIG in a Colts jacket, who was drunkenly yanking people into embraces with a fervor that suggested bro-hugs were about to be outlawed.

Benji gasped so loudly that it drew a snort-laugh from Ellie. He felt a happy voltage, a current conducted through the medium of their texts. He looked at her from the side of his eye. She had taken off her knit cap and tucked her long, deep blond hair behind her ears, which he knew she hated because they were pointy. But God, she looked adorable lit up over there by the bonfire light.

Ellie texted:

We’re talking to Shaun. Now. That is a thing we’re going to do.

“I cannot believe my life right now!” she shouted before Benji could text back. “Is that Shaun Spinney? Is that the Shaun Spinney?”

Spinney turned and raised his hand in the tentative wave that is the universal sign for “I’m not sure who this person is.”

“Ellie Holmes and Benji Lightman,” Ellie explained as they reached him.

Recognition lit Spinney’s drunk features. “What’s up, bitches!” he cried happily. He yanked Benji into a bro-hug. Benji’s eyes popped wide. Over Spinney’s shoulder, he saw Ellie do a face-palm.

Spinney released him. “What the hell you been up to, cutie?” he asked Ellie.

Ellie began to answer, then suddenly glanced down at her phone. “Oh, no! This is sad and inconvenient: I just received a very important text. Would you boys excuse me?” Benji shot her a look as she winked and walked a few feet away.

“So how you been, man?” Spinney asked, oblivious.

Benji had no clue what to say. He hadn’t seen Spinney since Spinney graduated a couple of years ago. He’d been the quarterback himself then, a kind of mini god who CR looked up to, although he knew Spinney was a capital-D Douche-canoe. Benji hadn’t spoken with him since the summer before middle school, and their last encounter hadn’t exactly been a friendly one. But Spinney seemed genuinely thrilled to see him now.

“Not bad,” Benji said.

“Yeah? You gettin’ any?”

Thankfully, Benji’s phone buzzed. He looked down. Ellie, who was still only a few feet away, had texted him:

U should congratulate him for being on the cutting edge of 2001’s facial hair style.

Benji grinned tightly.

“You should be gettin’ some like crazy,” Spinney said. “Enjoy high school, Billy. Enjoy the shit out of it.”

Ellie texted him:

Seriously tell him I’m super excited about the reunion tour w/him and the rest of the Backstreet Boys

“So how’s college?” Benji asked, biting the inside of his cheek.

Spinney hesitated, then waved his hand dismissively. “Ahh, it—it’s gay.” Oh, good. So we’re doing homophobia now, too. “The girls are all stuck up ’n’ shit. Screw that, man. I’m taking a year off, is what I’m doing.”

And then—this surprised Benji—something painful flickered in Spinney’s eyes.

“I’m not kidding. Enjoy high school. Best damn years of your life. You can’t be young and dumb forever.”

Ellie texted:

Well, he’s half right.

Benji couldn’t quite suppress his laugh this time. When he looked up, he saw that Spinney had been staring at the phone. Spinney must have read the text, because anger flashed across his face.

“Hey,” Spinney said, “you know what else is funny? It was so damn funny at the game, huh, when those guys from Newporte got on the speakers.”

Benji blushed. “Uh, yeah.” He decided to play it off. “Well, I guess everybody who was there knows how I do a couple tricks then, huh?”

Spinney looked confused. “I wasn’t at the game. It was all over Facebook.”

“O-oh.”

Someone closer to the bonfire shouted for Spinney. He headed back into the crowd.

Ellie approached Benji and said, “Quite a specimen, that boy. He was wearing his high school class ring. How does he not know how tragic that is?”

“Ignorance is bliss?” Benji said, face still hot after what Spinney had said.

“Then he is the blissiest man alive,” Ellie said, getting a laugh from Benji. “Hey, it’s super pretty down by the lake. Why don’t we continue this convo down there?”

“Sure.” After a moment, he added, “Want me to grab Zeeko, too? I think CR’s having too much fun with the crowd to want to leave.”

Ellie was already down the embankment to the shore of the lake when she replied, “Yeah, whoever.” He thought (but couldn’t be sure) he detected a note of terseness in her voice. And it only occurred to him then that maybe she hadn’t wanted anyone else to come.

He and Zeeko met Ellie on the trash-strewn shore of the quarry’s brightly iced-over, acres-large lake. There were a few rusted beach chairs on the shore. The moment Zeeko spotted them, he picked one up, stomped the ice to make sure it was solid, then broke into a jog across the lake. Still running, he slammed the chair onto the ice and sat down: an improvised chair-sled. “That,” Ellie said, “is a pretty damn fabulous idea.”

She and Benji followed Zeeko’s lead, gliding out there across the lake-frost. Benji made a snowball and threw it at Zeeko, the loose dust trailing behind it like the tail of a meteor. He missed by several miles, and Zeeko shouted, “A for effort!” They all sledded for a while, snow-battling and ice-capading, and Benji had the weird sensation of being nostalgic for the present, because he knew he’d remember this moment for a long time. The quarry was beautiful if you could ignore the trash and focus on the fun of riding the frozen world.

But Benji couldn’t quite do that. He was too distracted. He hadn’t realized it until talking with Spinney, but what had happened at the field tonight—those asshats from Bedford Falls’s rival, Newporte High in Indianapolis, telling the stadium how his illusions worked—had broken his heart a little.

It reminded him of this birthday party he’d done a couple of months ago. After his performance, the eight-year-old birthday girl had come up and asked him where he learned his tricks. He told her he’d gotten them from Santa, and the girl got this unspeakably sad look on her face and said, “Santa isn’t real.” When Benji tried to insist otherwise, the girl interrupted with solemn finality: “I googled it.”

Magicians are in the business of wonder, but the truth is, most illusions depend on unextraordinary items. Thread. A rubber band. Smoke and mirrors. People always talk about “misdirection,” but in Benji’s opinion, a more accurate way of describing what a magician does was just “direction.” He directs your gaze toward the apparently impossible so he can steal your heart, and give it back to you, enlarged. And by doing that for you, he can do it to himself, too.

But only if you let him.

“What happened to him?” Benji asked as he and Ellie stopped in their chairs but Zeeko continued to sled.

“Who?” she replied.

“Spinney.”

“I would say he just ran the hell out of maybes,” Ellie said. “Like, when you’re a kid, you’re just this adorable mass of—”

“I’m still adorable,” Zeeko called, chair-zooming by.

“Don’t I know it. Date me, stud.”

“Sorry, dahling, my parents are strict: They don’t want me to date until I’m married,” Zeeko said as he glided away.

“Anyway,” she said, “kids are adorable little maybes: Maybe they’ll be president, or walk on Mars, or maybe they’ll cure cancer or write the great American novel or run a three-minute mile. But the older you get, honey, the fewer maybes you got. So you wake up one day, and hot damn, you’ve used all yours up, and you’re not ‘a potential.’ You’re not what you might be. You’re just what you are.” She shrugged. She might have been explaining gravity.

“What I like about you is, you’re always so positive,” Benji said.

Ellie smiled, playfully punching his shoulder, which didn’t hurt at all. “Just a realist, my friend.” After a moment, the smile faded, replaced with an un-Ellie-like fear. “I shouldn’t be so bitchy about him. I’m probably worried I’ll end up like him, honestly. I’m still working on that short film for my application to the film program at Northwestern. I’ve got some okay footage around town, but I can’t get the narration written. The movie’s message leaves something to be desired. Specifically, a message, ha-ha.”

“I’m sure it’s awesome.”

“That’s sweet. That’s very sweet. But no, it’s emphatically unawesome. I just have this feeling, like this emotion crushing my windpipe sometimes, that the things I want to do with my life are not going to happen for me, that I’m going to be a cautionary tale instead of a success story. What if the people at Northwestern hate my stuff, you know? People say you should make what you love, but when you do and people reject it, they’re saying that what you love is stupid, that your love itself is stupid. Just, ugh. Life is not supposed to be this complicated, Benji Lightman!”

Benji laughed. “I don’t think it is that complicated, though,” he said. “I don’t accept that Spinney did anything except give up. At some point, there had to be a moment when things could have gone either way for him, when he could have made whatever life he wanted. Like, your life might look like this huge, roving landscape, but only a handful of pinpoints actually matter. I’ve believed that since I was a kid. Spinney had to become the kind of person who deserved that life, though. Maybe the moment was that he could have chosen to work harder or just drop out. I don’t know. It sucks for him that he didn’t live up to that moment, but that’s his own fault.”

Ellie thought about it a little. “Do you think everyone has one? A moment that changes everything?” she said.

“Yeah.”

“Even you, Benji Lightman?”

For a moment, an image of the front door of the House flashed through his mind. As always, he shook it out of his head, refusing to think about it. And then he noticed something.

Without Benji quite realizing it, his and Ellie’s voices had softened to whispers, white breath lacing together and upward between them. His heartbeat was suddenly very insistent, drumming in his fingertips. The shouts of the party dimmed like a song ending, and was he imagining it or did Ellie lean a subtle millimeter toward him just now, some other question in her bonfire-lit eyes?
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