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CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

SCHOOL sucks!

Joey Kowalski kicked the bedroom door shut and tossed his backpack in the general direction of the closet. The weight of his books inside dropped the bag to the hardwood floor with a thud.

Pinching the zipper tab of his winter jacket, he pulled down. It jammed halfway. He jerked the tab, but the zipper didn’t move. Reaching behind his neck, he grabbed the back of the collar and yanked the nylon coat over his head. He left the sleeves to dangle wrong side out and flung the useless jacket toward his book bag.

He limped to his bed, flopped face down, and sighed into his pillow. He’d survived another day of whispered name calling, a stolen lunch, and guys knocking into him. He’d made it through another gym class struggling to play basketball, waiting to shower last so no one would see his scars.

He’d endured another lecture from Mrs. Brolin, who told him: “This circled F at the top of your math test is there because you’re being lazy. Your grades at the beginning of the year indicate you can do better. You just aren’t trying.”

His math book was in his backpack. He had homework, but without Luke to explain the A’s, B’s, and negative numbers, Joey just didn’t get it. Besides, even if he aced every quiz and test from now to the end of the semester, he had so many zeros and F’s he’d still be failing at midterms. So why bother? It was like falling out of a plane without a parachute. If you’re going to die at the end, you might as well enjoy the fall.

“Joey!” Lorraine’s sharp voice rose up the stairwell and penetrated the bedroom door. Usually, he ignored her. If he waited, her voice would rise an octave with each failed attempt to gain his attention. Sometimes he wondered how high her voice could go before shrieking into nothingness. Today he just wanted her to shut up.

He lifted his head off the pillow. “What?”

“Frank and I are going grocery shopping. We’re taking the little ones with us. We’ll be back in a couple of hours. Before you do your homework, I want you to come down and help Allison decorate her gingerbread men.”

He’d rather do his math.

“Do you hear me?”

They’d be gone for a couple of hours. Maybe he could get out of here for a while. He rolled off the bed.

“Joey!”

Her voice had jumped all the way to a high-C.

“Coming!”

“Don’t take too long. I want the kitchen cleaned up by the time we get back.”

Whatever. He shivered and massaged his right thigh, waiting for them to leave.

Even with a long sleeve T-shirt beneath his flannel shirt and hoodie, he was cold. The old farmhouse was drafty, and Frank was too cheap to keep the thermostat above sixty-five.

The shrieks and squeals of little kids faded as the back door slammed. Soon gravel crunched beneath the weight of the minivan as it rolled down the driveway. A minute later the faint, low southern tones of Elvis singing Blue Christmas drifted upstairs.

Every Christmas was blue. Fa-la-la and ho-ho-ho was for stupid kids who still believed.

He walked over to the closet to find another sweater or sweatshirt. He was sick of always being cold. It made his leg ache and his chest hurt. Maybe when summer came, he’d feel better.

He turned the knob and pulled open the door. He had a blue Penn State sweatshirt in there somewhere. He reached out to sift through the shirts and froze.

A faded denim jacket hung slightly apart from the other clothes.

His heart skipped a beat. He swung around, searching the corners of his room. For what, he didn’t know. Everything remained exactly the same as it had been a moment ago. He turned back to the closet. The jacket was still there.

Joey hugged himself, rubbing his hands over his biceps. He squeezed his eyes tight and then opened them, but the jacket hadn’t vanished. His pulse thudded inside his ears, muting all sounds of Elvis.

Both afraid of the jacket and drawn to it, Joey reached out and pulled it from the hanger. It looked the same as it had the last time he’d seen Luke wearing it. Band logo patches decorated the denim across the shoulders, back, and front: Tool, Nine-Inch Nails, Manson, Slipknot, a skull, and a peace symbol.

He couldn’t fathom how Luke’s jacket had gotten into his closet after all these months, but there it was.

Should he put it on?

He glanced around the room once more. It was stupid to look. Luke wasn’t here.

He swung the jacket over his shoulders, shoving his arms into the sleeves.

Originally, the jacket had belonged to Luke’s dad. It had been a little big on Luke and was even bigger on Joey, but for the first time in a long while he felt warm.

He pulled the hood of his sweatshirt from beneath the jacket, leaving it to drape between his shoulder blades, and buttoned up the front.

An overwhelming need to escape the homey scent of gingerbread sent him striding across the room. He opened the door and made his way down the stairs. Maybe he’d head out on the railroad tracks for a while, just walk away from this place, away from the memories and the pain of Christmas. Walk until his head cleared and there was no place left to go.

He stepped into the kitchen.

Allison stood at the island, a faded green apron enveloping her gangly frame. A plastic container filled with plain gingerbread men sat beside a bowl of white icing and a decorator bag. Her phone on the counter blared the annoying twang of Grandma Got Run Over by A Reindeer.

That song would probably be stuck inside his head all night. If he still had his ear pods and phone, he could block out the annoying melody with some Rammstein cranked loud. He could block out everything.

Allison’s off-key singing stopped.

Even with her music blaring and him wearing only socks, she seemed to sense his presence.

She whirled around, her ponytail swinging over her narrow shoulders. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing.”

“Where are you going? Mom said you’re supposed to help me.”

“She’s not our mother.”

Hurt flashed in Allison’s large brown eyes, and she dropped her gaze to the floor.

Maybe Allison felt that affection for Lorraine, because Allison had lived here for three years. He’d only been here since January and couldn’t imagine ever feeling that way.

“But my 4-H party is tomorrow night.”

“Not my problem.” Joey limped past the island, his right heel scuffing across faded green and gray linoleum tiles that looked like they belonged on the floor of the old-time diner from Back to the Future.

Allison looked up. Her brow furrowed. “Isn’t that Luke’s jacket? Where’d you get it?”

“None of your business.”

He grabbed his insulated lace-up boots off the newspaper that had been placed by the back door.

“How can you stand wearing that thing? It’s sick.”

At the table, he pulled out one of the chairs and lowered himself onto the vinyl padded seat. Most likely an antique, the green Formica table with its chrome legs and matching chairs had been purchased by Frank’s parents back in the day, and Frank was too stingy to get something newer.

“Mom and Dad think there’s something wrong with you.”

Joey glanced up at this new bit of information. “They are not my mom and dad. Yours neither.” He stuffed his feet into the boots.

“Ms. Allen called. They had some meeting with the school therapist.” Allison’s chin tilted up. “They say you’re failing all your classes and you don’t talk to anybody.”

“So?” He leaned over to tug the laces tight before tying them. He stood and lifted a black knit cap and a pair of gloves from the shelf above the overcrowded rack of coats and jackets.

Allison followed him to the back door, crossing her arms. “What am I supposed to tell Mom when she asks me where you went?”

“Whatever you want.” He opened the back door. A wave of colder air blew in from the enclosed porch. “And she’s not my mother,” he called just before the door swung close and the latch clicked in place.

He tugged the sweatshirt hood over his cap and hunched his shoulders against the cold. The warmth and sunshine of the previous day had flipped like the page of a book into a day of chilling damp and gray sky. The slush along the edge of the road had frozen into dirty clumps of ice that crushed into tiny beads under the weight of his boots. His hair fell to the bridge of his nose and lifted slightly with the damp breeze.

He cut through the heifer pasture, navigating the intricacies of two barbed wire fences in order to reach the high gravel bed of the railroad tracks. He turned and headed west.

His pace slowed. With his bad leg, it was an effort to keep from stumbling each time his boots punched through the thin layer of crusty snow.

Endless miles of track stretched before him, luring him toward the horizon. Sometimes the pull was so strong it was hard to make himself stop and turn around, especially lately. Maybe he should keep walking and never look back, all the way to California.

Patches of brown grass, exposed by the warmth of yesterday’s sun, dotted the landscape. Elsewhere, clumps of weeds poked through the snow in shades of muted gold and rust. Snow and clouds blurred together into a backdrop of sameness broken only by a line of distant trees, their gnarled limbs outlined in stark contrast against the bleakness of the day.

He didn’t mind the desolation. He liked the aloneness of it, away from prying eyes and people who made judgments.

On his right, Branch Creek meandered alongside the tracks for half a mile and turned left. It then wandered south toward the next creek and the next. Eventually, it flowed into the Allegheny River.

Where the tracks crossed over the creek, Joey stopped to watch the water pass below. He and Luke had climbed down there many Saturdays to fish or lie on the bank to watch clouds and talk.

Ice now edged both banks, but periods of warm weather kept the narrow creek from freezing solid. Today the water was higher than usual and moving fast, swollen from yesterday’s snowmelt. Joey found himself staring down for several minutes, mesmerized by the silver flicker of water over rocks.

Luke had refused to stand here and watch the water. Looking down had made him dizzy, even though the distance was less than ten feet. While Joey often lingered to watch the water, Luke had kept to the center of the bridge with his eyes fixed on the horizon. He had somehow managed to place his feet on the ties without looking off either side.

As Joey stared at the flickering shimmer of light on water, an image formed like those found in clouds moving across the sky. The reflection of a train trestle bridge wavered in the surface.

Abruptly, the water turned black. As though he were pulled inside some science fiction vortex, the current shifted and swirled. The distance between the water and the bridge seemed to grow, until the whirling stopped. Joey stood, looking down from the precipice of a trestle bridge ten times higher than where he’d been.

His chest squeezed so tight he could only breathe with short panting gasps of air. Black spots floated before him. He squeezed his eyes shut. Wind roared in his ears.

Words echoed inside his head. Except the voice wasn’t his. It was Luke’s!

No! Luke cried. Don’t! Please!

At that moment the Earth seemed to tip, and Joey felt himself pitch forward. He opened his eyes to find himself plummeting toward black water, falling and falling, except some part of him knew that he was still standing on the tracks. A scream ripped from his lungs. His own or Luke’s, he wasn’t sure.

Numbing terror choked him, the way it had six years ago when a bullet had torn though his right lung and he’d frantically struggled for his next breath. Except this time there was no pain.

He squeezed his eyes tight and pressed his hand against his chest.

Breathe!

Gradually the ability to suck in gulps of air returned. When his heart quit its incessant hammering, he opened his eyes.

The world was as it had been before, white and gray and brown. With caution he peered down at the creek. Silvery gray water sparkled below.

What the hell just happened?

A sudden ache blossomed behind his eyes, and he took a moment to rub his fingers against his temples. He drew a deep breath, turned, and hurried the rest of the way across the bridge.

The jacket. It reminded him of Luke. That was all.

His mind was just playing tricks. There were no voices. Hallucinations weren’t real, unless he’d finally cracked from the pressure of his silence, from the stress of not knowing what actually happened that day.

The thing was, Luke had been terrified of heights. They’d told each other stuff like that. Things they shared with no one else.

Joey even told him how if someone in the house dropped a plate or slammed a door, he could feel again the tearing pain through his right thigh, the impact of the bullet through his back. It would be hard to move, hard to breathe, just as it had been six years ago on that night two days before Christmas.

Had Luke felt that same kind of pain?

When his body was found in the river below the trestle bridge the second week of October, he’d had a bullet in his back.

Whether what Joey felt moments ago had been his own memory or Luke’s, it didn’t matter. Everyone looked at Joey, as though he was supposed to know what happened. In his grief and pain, he’d ignored them all, which only isolated him in a way far worse than when he’d started school as the new kid nearly a year ago.

Things grew worse after Investigator Kraus from the State Police came to school with his partner to talk to the principal, Ms. Allen, and to all of Luke’s teachers.

Kraus and his partner had even come twice to Frank and Lorraine’s house to ask Joey more questions.

But he’d refused to say a word.

Now whispers floated behind his back and fingers pointed when he passed.

Losing Luke had been as painful as losing his brother Kyle. Though he and Luke had known each other less than a year, they had somehow connected and grown closer than brothers. Joey closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. Life sucked. It wasn’t fair.

He ran, his gait awkward and clumsy as he tried to distance himself from memories he couldn’t escape. He pushed harder and faster, until he felt like an exhausted marathon runner stumbling toward the finish line. Now at least he could blame the tears burning in his eyes on the wind.

His left foot dropped through a deep patch of snow. He pitched forward onto his hands and knees. Shards of icy snow dug through the worn denim of his jeans. He pushed back to sit on his heels and then swiped at his eyes. Bits of snow clung to the sleeves and front of Luke’s jacket. Carefully, he brushed it all away.

The pounding in his head eased. Lethargy settled into his limbs. The grays of late afternoon had deepened into shades of charcoal.

A car door slammed somewhere below him and then another.

Confused, he glanced around. Somehow, he’d made it as far as the overpass, where the tracks crossed over the narrow road which headed northeast, past Frank and Lorraine’s house, past Luke’s house.

One more door closed with a thump. Three doors. Three people. White light of headlights illuminated each end of the road from beneath the overpass.

Joey peered beneath the rusty pipe railing, over the edge of the railroad ties. On the road below a shiny black car, partially obscured by shadows from the overpass, sat on the west bound shoulder. Idling on the opposite side was a navy-blue late model Chevelle SS with a dark green hood and a maroon door, its faulty muffler giving a distinctive clatter.

The acrid bite of cigarette smoke wafted up on the damp air, but Joey resisted the urge to shoo it away.

Recognition rolled through Joey’s stomach, as if he’d just slammed back a large glass of cold water.

Nathan Kelly. A big guy who’d played football in high school and still kept in shape, Nate now worked at one of the local mini marts.

Wherever Nate went, so went his younger brother Greg, an offensive lineman on the high school football team.

Between the rumbling engine and gusts of wind, most of their words were distorted mumblings. Then the breeze stilled. Nate’s car idled down a few RPM’s and the deep, modulated tones of a voice he didn’t recognize echoed through the short concrete tunnel. The man must belong to the black car.

“I won’t risk anyone, especially not your nosey neighbor, spotting us together,” Black Car said.

Joey was tempted to stick his fingers in his ears. The less he knew the better, but fear kept him from moving even that little bit.

“I got two G’s here,” Nate said.

“With all the college bowl games, I expected at least another grand.”

“It’s almost Christmas. People want to buy presents.”

“Well, I’m not Santa Claus.”

Beneath Joey’s knees the snow warmed, soaking the front legs of his jeans, but he remained rooted to the spot.

“A few paid the juice and owe the rest, but they’re regulars. They’re good for it.”

“You’re in collections. Collect. I expect it by Friday night. And I warned you to stop placing bets for kids.”

“We stopped.”

“Well, someone boo-hooed to Mommy and Daddy and set the cops to poking around.” Black Car’s tone was reasonable, yet an underlying threat hung in the moments of silence that followed.

“There are two who still owe me.”

“Hey,” Greg interrupted. “None of ’em would dare call—”

“Shut up,” Nate snapped.

“I don’t want excuses,” Black Car said. “Just take care of it. And whatever happens with the cops, it’s on you. Anything leads back to me, and I’ll cut you loose.”

“Yes, sir. Got it.”

Tiny prickles raced like ants through the muscles of Joey’s right leg. Before it went numb, he eased his weight onto his left and straightened his right. He bit his lip against the pins and needles.

Beneath his foot under the snow, a few pebbles dislodged. They sifted down the incline, over the edge of the concrete bridge, and pinged off the roof and hood of Nate’s car.

Joey froze.

Silence.

He imagined them looking up, wondering.

Greg stepped from beneath the overpass. “It’s gimpy boy!”

The words slammed into Joey with the impact of a shotgun blast.

Greg dashed to the end of the sloped retaining wall and scrambled up the embankment.

Joey jumped up to run, but his aching leg hindered his escape. As he dashed forward, hands grabbed him from behind. A palm landed on his shoulder, as fingers yanked the hood of his sweatshirt and dragged him backward.

Off balance, Joey fell. Arms and legs tangled together, and the pair tumbled off the tracks into the frozen snow.

Joey thrashed beneath Greg’s weight and kicked out, catching the toe of his boot against Greg’s chin.

“Sonofa—” Greg’s hold loosened, and he clapped his hand to his mouth.

Joey tried to scoot backward up the hill in a weird imitation of the crab walk they’d done in gym class when he was a kid. Greg grabbed his foot and pulled him down the embankment toward the retaining wall and the road, toward Nate and the quiet stranger so out of place in an overcoat and hat.

Twisting away, Joey made a last-ditch effort to escape by latching on to clumps of grass and scrub brush, seeking purchase on the slippery slope. It wasn’t enough. A second hand wrapped around his ankle above his boot. His leg was jerked from under him. His cheek hit the frozen snow, scraping raw over the icy crust.

Greg dragged Joey down the embankment to the place where it met the angled concrete wall and sloped to the road.

As soon as Joey was within reach, Nate twisted his fingers into the neck of Luke’s jacket and dragged Joey into the shadows beneath the bridge. “Well, lookie who we have here.”

Joey gulped.

Greg stepped up beside his brother. He slapped his black knit Penguins hat against his left thigh knocking off the snow before slipping the cap over his head. He laughed. Rather than humor, malice underscored the tone in a minor key.

Nate twisted the denim fabric of Luke’s jacket a little tighter. “Doing a little eavesdropping, Gimp?”

“N-no,” Joey croaked through his dry throat and shook his head.

The stranger from the black car turned to Greg. “Get up there.” He jerked his head toward the slope. “Stand where he was and let me know what you hear.”

The next instant, Nate slammed Joey’s back up against the concrete retaining wall. The air in his lungs rushed out in one big oof. Several seconds passed before he was able to catch a normal breath.

“You better not be lying, Gimp.”

Nate pressed his opposite forearm against Joey’s throat. “You won’t like what happens to gimps who lie to me,” he warned in a menacing tone and then stepped back.

Joey rubbed his throat and swallowed.

Black Car stepped closer, crushing the icy snow beneath the weight of his feet. A curling Grinch-like smile pulled up the corners of his mouth. His cool gaze roamed over Joey.

Joey’s nostrils flared at the earthy scent of the man’s cologne.

Black Car curled his black gloved fingers into a fist and drove it straight into Joey’s stomach.

Oof! Joey folded in half, and his knees buckled. He planted his palm in frozen slush to keep from pitching face-first onto the road.

The man leaned over. The hem of his topcoat brushed the toes of his shiny black, wingtip shoes.

A shiver rippled through Joey’s insides.

“You will stay out of my business, Mr. Gimp,” he said quietly. “Or next time I won’t be so forgiving.”

Joey sat back on his heels, his thigh aching to be rubbed.

Greg slid down the embankment and jumped from the wall to the road. He shook his head, joining them under the overpass. “Can’t make out nothing up there.”

The stranger nodded. The chilled air warmed a bit.

“Car coming,” Greg said.

The three of them exchanged glances.

“Later,” Nate said, as he and Greg headed to their car.

The stranger with the powerful punch strolled across the road and slipped into the driver’s seat of his black sedan. A moment later the vehicle eased forward and continued west.

“And you,” Nate snapped at his brother across the roof of the car. “I told you he’d find out about your friends.”

“I don’t know how he—”

“What the hell’s it matter? He knows. Lean on those kids. Get me that money. Then we’ll destroy the evidence.”

They climbed into the car. If they both slammed their doors with a little more force than necessary, what did Joey care? He pushed to his feet and leaned against the support of the graffiti-covered wall.

Nate’s car roared and sped off, spraying salt and slush across the front of Joey’s legs. He assumed they were heading home to their rusty white and gold single-wide trailer about a mile and a half up the road past Frank and Lorraine’s.

With deliberate effort he stepped away from the retaining wall and brushed off bits of dirt and snow that clung to Luke’s jacket. He pressed his arm against his trembling stomach. His cheek burned and he shivered in his wet jeans.

Could this day, could his life possibly get any worse?

He started walking.

A vehicle approached from behind and reduced speed for the curve. The engine grew louder as it passed under the tracks, and then the SUV slowed to a crawl alongside Joey.

A premonition of dread rippled through his body. He kept walking.

From the corner of his eye, he saw the dark glass of the passenger window lower.

“Joe?” called a familiar masculine voice.

Yes. His life could definitely get worse. Only one person ever called him Joe.

Still walking, he turned his head and met Detective Marek’s gaze across the passenger seat. Each exhale of breath increased the tension between them. He hadn’t seen Detective Marek since the funeral, and he wasn’t sure what to say.

The man studied him. “Are you okay?”

Joey hadn’t expected concern. “Yeah. I fell climbing down from the tracks.” He gestured back toward the underpass.

Their gazes came together again. Detective Marek was no fool. Multiple boot prints pock-marked the slope. Chunks of snow lay scattered across the pavement.

“Get in.”

The last person in the world he wanted to deal with was Detective Marek.

Joey stopped.

The SUV stopped.

Shivering, Joey opened the door and climbed inside the big, warm vehicle.

They rode in silence. Marek continued to shoot covert glances at Joey, as though poised to fire off a question.

Joey looked toward the man several times. Between the dark interior and the navy peacoat, Joey couldn’t make out the weapon worn at his waist. Marek was right-handed. As long as he kept that hand on the steering wheel, he couldn’t reach for his gun.

Trying not to think about it, Joey replayed the lyrics of that stupid reindeer song in his head. He wished he was back at the house.

“What were you and Luke fighting about the day he disappeared?” The question hung in the air like an anvil in a cartoon, heavy and dangerous.

The blood drained from Joey’s face, leaving him both cold and sweaty. He hadn’t thought anyone had seen that fight. Odd, because not only had it been their only fight, but it had actually gotten physical.

Who had seen it? Why after all this time had they even reported it?

He clenched his teeth. The hairs at the back of his neck prickled. Had someone been watching them that day?

Who had told Marek?

Investigator Kraus from the State Police had only asked Joey about it yesterday when Kraus and his partner stopped by the school.

Joey crossed his arms against the waves of cold that rippled through his body. He shifted on the seat. When had the heat stopped blowing? Staring out the window, he pretended he couldn’t feel Detective Marek’s piercing gaze boring straight through him.

“Joe?”

Absently, he kneaded the knot of scar tissue in the muscle of his thigh.

“A witness said you threatened Luke.” Intensity radiated from the man. His tone demanded truth. “You know something about my son’s death, don’t you? Don’t you?”

Joey cringed. His pulse thudded against the back of his jaw. He stared at Detective Marek’s right hand, making sure it stayed on the wheel. As inconspicuously as possible, Joey popped the seatbelt free and held it in place. He moved his other hand to the armrest. His fingers wrapped around the door’s release lever.

Angry silence pulsated inside the vehicle. Joey didn’t know what to say, and Detective Marek’s jaw clenched as though he were trying to keep his accusations locked behind his teeth.

Tires crunched against ice and gravel as the car pulled into Frank and Lorraine’s driveway and looped around past the old cow barn to the back porch. The headlights swept over a large blow-up polar bear and snow globe before the car stopped.

Exhaling a sigh of relief, Joey opened the door and hopped down. He turned for a moment and met the gray-blue eyes of Detective Marek. Bitterness glared back. Joey clamped his lower lip between his teeth and focused on the pain of his top teeth pressing deep into the muscle. He stepped back to close the door.

“Joe.”

Joey lifted his gaze, hoping in that millisecond of time that Detective Marek would say he was sorry. Sorry he’d doubted him.

“Give me back my son’s jacket.”

Joey blinked, confused for a moment. He gave the briefest of nods and slipped off the jacket. He held it for several long seconds, loath to surrender it, loath to part with the last piece of Luke.

He fought the sting of tears, as pulled wide the door and laid the jacket carefully on the seat, making sure the sleeves didn’t drag on the wet floor mat.

Moving back, he closed the door and watched Detective Marek drive away.

For an unnerving moment he swore he could hear Luke’s voice calling to him from that jacket.

 

* * * * *


 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

JOEY limped up the shoveled pathway.

Someone had tossed rock salt on top of the glazed surface, dotting it with tiny gray holes.

Yellow glow from a bulb over the back door illuminated the steps of the enclosed porch. Colorful lights traced the eaves, and electric candles shone from the windows of the house. They should have been a beacon of welcome, but Joey exhaled a resigned sigh, feeling unwanted as he walked through the porch and opened the back door into the kitchen.

Lorraine stood at the stove, stirring something in a pot. Steam rose from a second, larger pot beside it.

Behind her at the kitchen island, Frank wrapped each decorated gingerbread man with plastic wrap while Allison tied the gathered ends with ribbon and slipped a miniature candy cane beneath the knot. Next to her, Benny stood on a backward-facing chair. White icing coated his face and hands. He held a butter knife, caked with frosting which he had apparently used to decorate three broken cookies in front of him.

They all looked up as Joey stepped through the door, even baby Carrie watched from her playpen, a puffy red plastic stacking ring shoved against her mouth.

“Where have you been?” Frank asked.

Joey closed the door and pushed back his hood. “Nowhere.” He tossed his gloves and cap into the basket on the shelf above the coat hooks.

“Whose car was that?”

Joey turned and met Frank’s gaze across the room. Was the guy really going to pretend he hadn’t spied through the window the minute he heard the crunch of tires in the driveway? Detective Marek lived in the next house down the road. Frank knew whose car it was. What Frank really wanted to know was why Joey had been with him.

“You were supposed to help Allison today.”

Joey didn’t bother to reply. He pulled a chair from the table, allowing it to scrape across the linoleum tiles, and sat to untie his boots.

“Look, we’re trying here,” Frank said, “but you have to make some effort.”

Joey set his boots on the newspaper and pushed in the chair.

As he turned back to the table, he caught the exchange of glances between Frank and Lorraine.

“I’m making your favorite,” Lorraine said in that perky voice she used when she talked to Benny. “Hot dogs and macaroni and cheese.”

He looked toward the stove but didn’t see the usual blue box.

“I’m making homemade,” she said, as though able to read his mind. “The cheese sauce is nearly done. I just have to drain the pasta and bake it for twenty minutes.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“But you love it.”

“I only like the box kind. I hate that homemade shit.”

“Joey, don’t speak to your mother in that manner.”

“She’s not my mother. You’re not my father. None of you are my family.”

Frank stiffened. “That doesn’t give you a reason to speak—”

The loud jangle of the green, wall-mounted phone interrupted Frank’s lecture. He moved to the end of the counter near the archway to the dining room and lifted the receiver.

“Hello?” He twisted the cord around his finger and nodded. “Just a minute.” Frank extended his arm toward Joey, the receiver in his hand. “It’s for you.”

No one ever called for him. Curious, he limped toward Frank and took the receiver. “Hello?”

“Hi, Joey. It’s Mary Custer.”

His case worker paused, waiting for him to exchange a greeting. Since she never called to talk to him, suspicion swallowed his response.

“I don’t know if Frank or Lorraine mentioned it or not, but I stopped by this afternoon to talk with you.”

A visit and a phone call.

“I would rather have discussed this in person, but I won’t be available now until after Christmas.” She heaved a sigh, either because he wasn’t responding or because she had to rally herself to tell whatever was so important it couldn’t wait. “Your father’s attorney contacted me. It seems that not only has your father been a model prisoner, but he’s been going to counseling. The court is allowing him to contact you.”

The impact of Mary’s words slammed into his abdomen like one of Black Car’s sucker punches. Cold washed through him, leaving him numb. He managed to maintain his grip on the receiver, but the printed bowls of fruit on the wallpaper blurred into multi-colored blobs.

“Of course,” she continued, “he can only send letters or messages through his attorney who passes them to your court appointed attorney. He will never be allowed your address or phone number.”

After six years what was he supposed to say?

“Joey?” Mary prompted from the other end of the line. “Just think about it. I understand he has cancer and he—”

Joey’s mind went blank. He returned the receiver to the metal cradle and moved like a zombie through the dining room into the front hall. Gripping the banister, he pulled himself up the stairs to the second floor.

When he reached his room, he eased the door closed. Darkness swallowed the room. He squeezed his eyes tight and leaned against the solid brace of wood.

Fighting a whirl of memories, he pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes. He wished he still had his phone, his computer, his game system, anything that he could use to block out the spinning reel of images.

His mom used to sprinkle crushed corn flakes over the top of her macaroni and cheese before she slid it in the oven. She would laugh and say he and Kyle loved her mac-and-cheese so much that she could never make enough for them.

Why would he ever contact the man who took that away?

He slid his back down the length of the wood panel, until his butt hit the floor. He extended his bad leg and swiped tears from his eyes.

Why did it suddenly hurt so bad after all this time?

Because stupid Luke went and got himself killed. His death had ripped open all the old wounds and made them bigger.

Maybe if Joey could figure out who killed Luke, it would ease the constant fear that gnawed at his gut.

“Supper!” Frank called up the stairs.

Joey ignored him. A few minutes later the murmur of voices rose from the kitchen. While he’d never felt as though he were part of that whole happy family thing Frank and Lorraine tried to create, lately he felt as if he were Damien, the demon child from the Omen. It seemed they neither wanted him nor knew what to do with him.

His stomach rumbled. He’d grab a bowl of cereal after everyone was asleep. He rolled to his feet. Flipping on his bedside light, he grabbed a clean pair of flannel bottoms from his dresser and headed into the bathroom between his room and Benny’s. While the Grinch tried to steal the joy from Christmas in the TV downstairs, Joey stripped and stepped into the shower. The hot water and soap stung his abraded cheek, but he didn’t care. He let the water beat down on his head and shoulders, washing away the soap and tears, until Frank yelled up the stairs to stop using all the hot water.

After pulling on his clean T-shirt and
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