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      What if you had a second chance at a second chance?

      

      One day in 1987

      Budding scientist Joel and cowboy-quarterback Danny meet amid the arrival of seventeen-year cicadas. Like the loud, lusty insects, the boys bond through song, reveling in the heat and hope of early summer—until fate tears them apart.

      

      One night in 2004

      During the next wave of cicadas, Joel and Dan find their connection stronger than ever. Boyhood fascination becomes an irresistible (and inconvenient!) passion, one that will unite and divide them for another seventeen years.

      

      One love to last a lifetime

      At the dawn of 2021, Joel and Daniel reach out, and in a heartbeat, the years and miles between them fall away. But to make their next reunion last forever, they must face their troubled pasts and embrace their boundless future.

      

      Cicadas is a uniquely American, ridiculously romantic tale about memory, nostalgia, and the courage to dance into an untold tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Matt,

        for his love of life,

        be it two-

        four-

        six-

        or eight-legged.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      “I like to forgot to inform, that if their lives are Short they are merry, they begin to Sing or make a noise from the first they come out of Earth till they die, the hindermost part rots off, and it does not appear to be any pain to them for they still continue on Singing till they die.”

      — from the journal of Benjamin Banneker, June 1800

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        What have you done, these seventeen years?

        How have you grown? What have you seen?

        It’s of no use to turn back the clock

        Keep pressing on, and paths convene

      

        

      
        When we awoke, the year of your birth

        We trilled our song across the land

        Life full of promise, life full of change

        All lay before your outstretched hand
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      Joel opened his bedroom window and closed his eyes, letting the cicada song blast his brain.

      In the woods surrounding his backyard, millions of bugs trilled from the treetops. The sound wasn’t pretty, but it was beautiful. Every male cicada pounded out a mating call in their belly drums—tymbals, Joel reminded himself, not timpani, though some did seem like tiny kettledrums whacked by even tinier mallets.

      He crossed his arms on the windowsill and pressed his nose to the screen. They were louder than ever today, especially Magicicada septendecula, its song starting with a hesitant stutter before swelling into an ear-splitting rattle, like that triumphant moment when he finally got the fucking lawnmower started.

      Weird to think these little guys were seventeen years old like him. It was like meeting the long-lost brothers he’d always wanted.

      Under the rasping drone came the sharp slam of a car door.

      Joel opened his eyes. That couldn’t be either of his friends visiting—like him, they were stuck inside finishing term papers. Maybe Ella’s jogging buddies were picking her up to train for next weekend’s 10K run. A glimpse of her friends in those little shorts would definitely brighten his day.

      “Stay.” Joel stepped over Freckles, stretched out on the bedroom rug. She gave a brief tail wag but didn’t follow him as he went across the hall into the master bedroom.

      Mom’s curtains were shut to keep the room cool. He parted them and peered out.

      Bye Bye Bugs read the faded sign on the pale-blue van, the one with 86 and PEST flanking the Maryland state seal on the license plate.

      Joel frowned. Mom called the friendly neighborhood exterminator at the first sight of nature encroaching upon their house: a solitary scout ant, a daddy longlegs minding its own business in the laundry room, a wayward gnat drawn inside by the negative air pressure of an opening door. No surprise she’d pulled out the big guns for this latest and greatest arthropod invasion.

      Over on the driveway, Mom was talking to Lyle Evans, Mr. Bye Bye Bugs himself. Her words were inaudible, but her intention was obvious. She swept her arms upward, then put her hands over her ears and bent her knees, as if the noise were a weight upon her body.

      The van’s passenger door opened, and a boy around Joel’s age slid out with what looked like minimum possible effort, his entire body signaling, I don’t want to be here. He closed the door, then folded his arms and let his tall, muscular frame slump against the hood of the van. Thick waves of brown hair glinted as sunlight fought its way through treetops for the privilege of touching his head.

      “Wow.” Joel swallowed, then checked the hallway to make sure Ella hadn’t heard him swooning out loud. But her bedroom door was shut, and Joel was alone.

      Time to fix that.

      He scowled at his own catastrophic hair in Mom’s faux-gilded mirror, then slipped out of the bedroom, down the stairs, and into the open garage. He had to save the cicadas, after all.

      “Thing is,” Lyle was saying as Joel drew within earshot, “it’d take a ton of spray to cover all these trees. And they’re so tall, I’d need to call for a crane. Even then we wouldn’t be able to reach the tops.”

      “So I need to hire a crop duster?” Mom flared her fingers at the sky as though summoning a divine force. “Is that what you’re telling me?”

      “I’m telling you it’s not worth it.” Lyle took off his sweat-stained Bye Bye Bugs cap and swiped a wrist over his shiny forehead, which looked paler than usual today. Was he sick, or just sick of telling homeowners they couldn’t literally kill every cicada?

      “I want to literally kill every cicada,” Mom said. “I don’t want to hear them anymore.”

      Lyle gave a shallow sigh. “Doctor Mendel, you live in the woods.”

      “I moved to the woods for peace and quiet,” she said. “I work a lot of night shifts at the hospital, so I need to sleep during the day.”

      “I understand.” Lyle shifted his focus. “Hey there, Joel.”

      “Hey.” Joel gave what felt like an awkward wave, then slid his hands into his front jeans pockets. “What’s up?”

      “I was telling your mom it’d be better to just put netting over them little bitty young cherry trees in the backyard. They’re the only ones the cicadas might hurt. The big trees’ll be just fine.” He gestured to the towering hickories, walnuts, and maples. “Cicadas’ll probably make ’em healthier with a good pruning.”

      “Great.” Joel angled his body to peek around Lyle at the boy, who was staring off into the woods, maybe wishing he was at their next-door neighbor’s barely visible house.

      “Oh! Sorry.” Lyle took a step back. “This is Danny. Danny, this is Joel. His mom’s one of our best customers.”

      Danny turned his head, far enough to show he’d heard his dad speak but not far enough to acknowledge them.

      Mom put a hand on Joel’s arm. “Hon, why don’t you take Danny inside and entertain him for a while?”

      Entertain him? With what, a tap dance?

      “Um, okay.” Joel called out to Danny. “C’mon, it’s cooler in there.”

      Danny shuffled toward him, so Joel headed back into the garage.

      The kitchen had been enlarged after the divorce, a dining room wall smashed and removed, but when Danny joined Joel there, it felt cramped as all get-out, what with the awkwardness taking up so much space.

      Joel turned on the radio. Music would ease the tension.

      Instead of Whitney Houston or Jody Watley singing from the speaker, it was Chuck Yeager selling car parts: “Old soldiers never die. But neglected batteries do. That’s why I feel better with a⁠—”

      Joel clicked off the radio and opened the fridge. “Hope Pepsi’s okay. Mom’s still boycotting Coke over apartheid.”

      “Whatever.” Danny sat on a stool at the breakfast bar and slid a bored gaze over the octagonal tank containing Mom’s latest Siamese fighting fish.

      Claws clacked against the hallway floor. Freckles trotted in on stubby legs, panting from the journey downstairs, and made a beeline for the newcomer.

      Danny’s face softened into a smile. “Hey there, pup.” He leaned over and scratched behind one fluffy ear. “What kinda dog are you?”

      “She’s a—” Shit, his voice was too high. Joel cleared his throat. “She’s a mix. Springer spaniel, collie, maybe corgi.”

      Up close, Danny was even more Wow. With his tanned skin and wide blue eyes, he could’ve stepped off the set of Ella’s favorite soap opera. Not to mention the way that faded black U2 Joshua Tree T-shirt stretched over his biceps and pecs.

      Joel snapped out of his haze and slid the Pepsi can across the bar, then picked up his own. They popped their tops simultaneously, in a combined zzzzt-kack! that made Freckles spin around and scamper back down the hallway.

      They sipped in a silence accentuated by soda fizz. What to say next? All the obvious questions—Which school do you go to? or Do you play any sports?—were too boring, but the more interesting questions—You think they’ll catch the Unabomber? or How about that Iran-Contra thing?—would make Joel look weird. Which of course he was, but being obvious about it made people uncomfortable.

      “I think my mom has a crush on your grandpa,” Joel blurted.

      Danny finally looked directly at him. “What are you talking about?” His voice was so deep, maybe he was older than he appeared.

      “I’m joking. It’s just that she uses any excuse to call him. By now he’s more like her therapist than her exterminator.”

      “He’s my dad, not my grandpa.”

      Joel grimaced. “Sorry.”

      “Does he look that old?” Danny slouched over to the kitchen sink and peered out the window. “He does seem kinda…off. I didn’t even notice.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I feel like an asshole.”

      Joel’s chest gave a little twinge. “You’re not an asshole.” It felt true as soon as he said it. This crack in Danny’s shell of coolness meant there was a real person inside who might have a real conversation with him. “Sometimes parents are hard to look at, especially when they’re being…” He let Danny finish the sentence.

      “Faraway?” Still facing the window, Danny glanced over his shoulder at Joel. “Maybe. I don’t know him that well anymore.” He eyed the little red phone-box salt and pepper shakers on the windowsill, the ones Gavin had brought from London. “I’m just here for the summer. I live in Colorado with my mom.”

      Whew. Danny had no local friends to tell him Joel wasn’t popular, that at school he teetered between the Persecuted and the Ignored.

      Also, they now had something to talk about. “I went skiing in Colorado once,” Joel said.

      “I’m not from the skiing part of Colorado.” Danny scanned the backyard through the window. “I’m from the part that looks like Kansas, because it almost is Kansas.”

      Joel had flown over that flat, brown expanse on his way to Denver. “Sorry.”

      “Not as sorry as I am,” Danny said.

      Intriguing. Joel opened his mouth to ask why, but Ella strode into the kitchen, her bare feet slapping the tile floor.

      She saw Danny and slowed. A look passed between them, one of Hot Person Mutual Recognition. As a college student, Ella was probably too old for this boy, but beauty was beauty.

      “Hey,” she said to Danny, who returned the word just as casually. Joel did not introduce them.

      Silence fell as Ella opened the fridge and took out an apple, which she rubbed against the front of her sleeveless lime-green top. Then she gave her long, black hair a perfectly executed toss as she glided back toward the hallway on her extra-long legs. Danny watched her go, skating his gaze down her body in a way that Gavin had never done.

      Duh, of course Danny wasn’t into guys. Joel couldn’t be that lucky twice in one year. Besides, this dude was out of his league—out of Gavin’s league, for that matter.

      “So are you gonna take over your dad’s business someday?” Joel asked.

      Danny screwed up his face. “No way. He makes good money, but it’s gross.”

      “Bugs aren’t gross. They’re cool, and the whole world depends on them. Like—” He stopped short. Ecological rants were definitely weird. “Like everything.”

      “I don’t mean bugs. I mean going into other people’s houses, like their attics and basements and stuff.” Danny’s eyes widened, and he held up a hand. “Sorry. I’m sure yours is fine.”

      So Danny was a bit of a dork too. Good to know.

      “I’m going to be an entomologist,” Joel told him. “Someone who studies bugs.”

      “I thought entomology was the study of where words come from.”

      Was it? No. But was it? “I-I don’t think that’s right.”

      “Okay.” Danny shifted his weight from heels to toes and back again, tapping the rim of his Pepsi can with an unsteady rhythm.

      “Or I might become a rock star. I haven’t decided.”

      Danny’s smirk held the hint of a real smile. “You look more like an entomologist than a rock star.”

      “If you think that,” Joel said with a nod to Danny’s T-shirt, “you’re listening to the wrong kind of rock.”
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        * * *

      

      Danny rapped the side of his head as he followed Joel out of the kitchen. His ears still rang from the cicadas’ buzz, which sounded like a bucket of bolts tossed into a combine. At least indoors he was free of the heavy air, the claustrophobic trees, and especially the tiny, faded-denim sky. It all made him homesick for Colorado.

      Not that he wanted to go home.

      On the stairs, Joel’s red-and-white-checkered Vans were at Danny’s eye level. How he’d kill for a pair of those, if football cleats didn’t use up half a year’s shoe budget.

      Last month, Joel wouldn’t have been the kind of guy he could’ve hung out with at school without suffering major social consequences. But there was something…okay about this boy. Maybe it was just that Joel was the first person—other than Dad, sometimes—to be nice to him in weeks.

      Besides, none of the old popularity rules applied anymore. Danny had blown them up for good.

      He stopped at the threshold to Joel’s room, which could’ve easily held the entire top floor of his own house.

      The walls almost made Danny dizzy. Every inch was covered with band posters arranged all willy-nilly and overlapping. To add to the sloppiness, some of the posters had twin ragged holes in the center. How could Joel just rip pictures from a magazine without taking out the staples first? Didn’t he care how they looked? And who the hell were Chameleons UK?

      “Hang on, it’s a mess.” Joel crouched down to scoop up the scattered books, notebooks, pens, and highlighters off the pine-green rug. “I’m writing a term paper, and I think better on the floor.” Balancing the stack in his arms, he tottered over to the desk and dumped it all next to a portable electronic keyboard. As he turned back to Danny, two of the pens tumbled off behind him. “Come on in.”

      The drone of cicadas rose again as Danny ventured into the room. The window was closed but showed a wall of green trees on the other side.

      Joel zipped over to a ceiling-high set of CD shelves. “Does your school end early?”

      “Huh?”

      “It’s still May. Too soon to be done for the summer.” Joel started pulling out CDs, their plastic cases clattering together.

      Danny could’ve recited the same lie he told Dad’s photography-club buddies—“I go to private school that finishes mid-May.” But why care what Joel thought when they’d never see each other again after today? “I got suspended for the rest of the school year.”

      Joel gaped at him. “For what?”

      “Fighting.”

      Joel scanned him up and down, then edged closer to the wall. “Why were you fighting?”

      “I’m not violent or anything. There was just this one guy—” He stopped, blinking away the image of that thick face, teeth bared and bloody, cheeks crimson with betrayal. “Long story.”

      “Sometimes those are the best kind. But you can tell me later. Right now…” Joel fanned out a half dozen CD cases like a magician doing a card trick. “Pick one.”

      All the covers were facing Joel. “I can’t see what they are.”

      “That’s the point,” Joel said. “It’s a surprise.”

      Danny pulled on an orange case left of center.

      Joel yanked it out of his hand. “Awesome choice!”

      “It wasn’t really a ch⁠—”

      “This album came out two weeks ago, so you might not’ve heard it yet.” Joel slipped the CD onto the player’s drawer, then handed Danny the plastic case.

      A pair of tangerine lips spread across the album cover. Near the top, The Cure and Kiss Me Kiss Me Kiss Me were scrawled in a black loopy script, with curlicues straight out of a ten-year-old girl’s doodles.

      “You know them, right?” Joel asked.

      “Sort of.” That freshman goth kid at school—the one the guys loved to torment, until Danny made them stop, and then all goddamn hell broke loose and he ended up here—wore Cure T-shirts all the time. “Our town only has one radio station, and it just plays Top 40 and country.”

      “We have a lot of stations here, but they all play the same shit. I only know most of my favorite bands because we hosted an exchange student from England.” Joel pointed to Danny’s shirt. “Big U2 fan?”

      He shrugged. “They’re all right.”

      Joel grinned. “I like boys,” he said as he turned back to his CD shelf.

      Danny froze. Did people on the East Coast just come out and say those things? Was it no big deal to be gay here?

      So much for being homesick.

      “O-okay.” He coughed. “That’s cool. Um, does your mom know?”

      “Does she know what?” Joel grabbed a CD off the lowest shelf and held it up. The cracked case displayed U2’s first album, Boy.

      So that’s what he liked. Not boys, then.

      Danny coughed again, heart pounding. “Great album.”

      Joel pressed it to his chest. “‘I Will Follow’—always and forever my favorite U2 song. That guitar riff kills me. Did you know they used a glockenspiel to make that ding-a-ding-a-ding-a sound in the background?”

      Danny nodded as if he’d known that. He was still fighting to rein his mind off the path it had been galloping down since he’d thought Joel was coming out to him—maybe even coming on to him.

      A few minutes ago, this guy had been nothing more than a distraction from the latest fight with Dad. In a flash, Joel had transformed into a real person who’d almost accidentally fished out his deepest secret.

      “Anyway, back to The Cure.” Joel nudged the CD drawer into the player. There was a mechanical whir as the disc settled into place. “Are you ready? Be sure before you answer, because it’s going to blow your fucking mind.”

      “I’m ready.”

      Joel shut the door tight, then took the CD player’s remote control and sat on the floor with his back against his unmade bed, which lay in a corner of the room beneath a skylight. “The acoustics are better over here.”

      Danny sat beside him, leaving enough space between them for an imaginary person. He turned his face away from the bed’s rumpled maroon sheets so he wouldn’t picture Joel stretched across them.

      Joel pointed the remote at the stereo. “Here we go.”

      A deep, unnerving chord pounded twice on a keyboard, together with an echoey drum machine. The chord repeated over and over as another high, thin keyboard note popped in and out.

      Then came a distorted, winding guitar solo. This was already the weirdest, wildest music Danny had ever heard.

      He looked at Joel, who had his eyes shut, his head swaying in time with the writhing music. He’d pulled his knees to his chest and wrapped his arms around them, the sleeves of his faded red Save Ferris T-shirt reaching nearly to his elbows. Joel’s short, coal-black hair looked like it had been sculpted yesterday into something punkish, but today it was a lopsided mop, with a single lock falling over his brow.

      Danny clasped his hands around his forearms in a makeshift straitjacket. He couldn’t touch this guy. Even looking at him like this was trouble. So he closed his eyes and listened to the dangerous music.

      Beneath the wall of noise lay that same pair of twin chords from the song’s opening moments. Danny clung to them like a drowning man with a piece of driftwood.

      “Are there ever any words?” he asked, though it felt like breaking a sacred silence.

      “Shh,” Joel said. “Just wait.”

      Waiting was torture. The song built and built, a new instrument coming in every time the whatchamacallit—bar? measure?—began again.

      Then the words arrived in a series of frenzied shouts, words that didn’t belong in a song called “The Kiss.” They were rough, violent, full of tug-of-warring love and hate.

      At last the instruments dropped out, one by one, until a long note, played on what sounded like a church organ, was all that remained. Finally, even that faded.

      Danny opened his eyes and took a deep breath.

      Joel pointed the remote, lowering the volume on the second song, which sounded mellower. “Intense, huh?”

      Understatement of the century.

      A knock came at the door. Joel lowered the volume further. “Yeah?”

      Joel’s mom came in carrying a red leather wallet. “Danny, I’m afraid it’s going to be a few hours. Your dad has to call in backup.” She opened the wallet and drew out a ten. “Hon, why don’t you take him down to the 7-Eleven and get yourselves some snacks? You shouldn’t be cooped up inside on such a beautiful day, and you won’t want to be in the yard while they’re spraying.”

      “Thanks!” Joel leaped to his feet and kissed her cheek as he took the money. “Do you want anything?”

      She beamed at him, blinking, like she’d expected an argument instead of gratitude. “Surprise me.”

      “Might take a walk on the bike trail, too.” Joel stuffed the cash into his front pocket. “Since it’s a nice day, like you said.”

      “Oh.” She gave Danny an uneasy glance before frowning at Joel. “Put on sunscreen before you go. And be back by four, or I’ll send your sister to find you, and she won’t be happy.”

      “Totally,” Joel said, though he wasn’t wearing a watch, and neither was Danny.

      Outside, Danny had to lengthen his strides to keep up with Joel, who moved fast for a short guy. “Your mom seemed a little wigged out about the bike trail,” he said when they were out of their parents’ earshot.

      “She’s just overprotective,” Joel said. “No one’s been murdered there for, like, four years.”

      Danny stubbed his sneaker toe on a half-buried piece of gravel, then gave a nervous laugh.

      Here on the long driveway, the cicadas had built not just a wall of sound, but a ceiling, too. Danny looked up. The treetops extended over his head, blocking out the sun and sealing him into a chamber of chainsaws. “Will the bugs fall on us?”

      “Not until they die, which hopefully won’t be today.” Joel gestured to the trees with both hands. “These cicadas have been underground for seventeen years. Seventeen years! Their long, dark, boring life ends with a few weeks of fun in the sun, and my mom won’t even let them have that. It’s such bullshit.”

      Soon they reached the main road, and Joel turned right, whistling what might have been the second song from that Cure album. The shoulder was littered with brown, bug-shaped cicada husks that looked like little alien escape pods. Danny tiptoed around them.

      “It’s okay, the skins are empty.” Joel crushed one beneath his sneaker. “It’s like stepping on a fallen leaf.”

      Danny trod gingerly on a pair of skins. They made a satisfying crunch, so he did it again with more force. “How far to the 7-Eleven?”

      “About half a mile,” Joel said. “We’ll go there after the bike trail.”

      What was the big deal with this bike trail? Maybe it was like the Arby’s back home, a place that was kinda lame but everyone gathered there anyhow. Every town probably had an Arby’s, even if it didn’t have an Arby’s.

      Danny stepped on another empty skin. “What are the cicadas doing all that time underground?”

      “Growing. Changing. Getting ready to party.”

      “Why does it take so long?”

      “Because—” Joel raked his teeth over his lower lip, then did it again. “I don’t know. But someday I will.” He beamed up at Danny, his black eyes dancing, his lower lip now a bright-red stop sign.

      Danny looked away before he couldn’t look away. That smile had sent a jolt racing through him so quickly he could’ve denied it altogether, even to himself. Back home, he would’ve stuffed this feeling down deep without a second thought.

      But he wasn’t in almost-Kansas anymore.
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      Walking down the bike trail, Joel already missed feeling Danny’s T-shirt sleeve brush his own, the way it had on the narrow road shoulder.

      It was hotter here, with the woods set back at least a hundred feet on either side of the trail. Danny kept peering off into the trees, maybe searching for that nonexistent murderer.

      Joel didn’t blame the guy for being wary. They’d known each other for less than an hour, and so far their main interaction had been Joel foisting the ultimate love-it-or-hate-it song on his innocent ears. Now they were heading down a nearly deserted bike trail, with the creepy-sounding Magicicada septendecim blaring in stereo.

      “Usually it’s a lot busier than this on weekends,” he told Danny. “I guess the cicadas are keeping all the sane people indoors.”

      “Do you ride here a lot?”

      “Sometimes. My bike’s a piece of shit. It only has one gear, so uphill is murder and downhill is terrifying. Mom won’t buy me a better one until I ride the shitty one more often to prove my burning desire to ride a bike. She doesn’t want to fork out a hundred bucks on something I’m going to ignore. So we’re at an impasse.” Again he’d answered a simple question with a monologue. He had to give Danny room to talk. “What about you? Big biker?”

      “I usually drive, unless it’s off road, and then sometimes I ride horseback.”

      Hold the phone. “You’re a cowboy?” Joel’s eyes felt like bulging cartoon hearts.

      Danny shook his head. “We have horses. No cows.”

      “So you’re a horseboy.”

      “‘Horseboy’ makes me sound like a centaur.” Danny drew back his shoulders, looking pleased at that image of himself. “I was sort of a cowboy when I worked on a ranch last summer.”

      Joel pictured him, hat and all, lassoing a calf and wrestling it into the dust. “Why not this summer?”

      “It wasn’t an option.” Danny rubbed the back of his neck. “After I got in that fight, Mom wanted to send me to this church camp—so I could be reformed, I guess. Dad rescued me by letting me stay with him this summer. I think my mom was so shocked he’d offered, she said yes right away.” He tugged at the front of his T-shirt, where a spot of sweat was forming between his collarbones. “He hasn’t been back much since they split up. This is the first time I’ve seen where he lives.”

      Finally Joel had gotten more than two sentences out of Danny. “I go to my dad’s one weekend a month, plus a couple weeks in the summer.”

      “Where’s he at?”

      “Beltsville,” Joel said. “It’s south of here. He works at this big government agricultural research center there. That’s where the Goatman came from, they say.”

      “The what?”

      “Half-man, half-goat. Carries an axe. So they say.”

      Danny’s pace slowed. “How far south of here?”

      “Far enough. Probably.” Joel kept a straight face. “So, are you glad you came, or do you wish you’d gone to the Jesus place?”

      “I’d rather be anywhere but the Jesus place. Their brochure scared the crap out of me.” Danny did that neck-rubbing thing again. “It said there’d be someone watching me all the time.”

      “‘Someone,’ as in God?”

      “As in other people. Making sure I stayed good, I guess. On the straight and narrow.”

      “You seem good to me.” Too much. Backpedal time. “Not that I’m an expert on the straight and narrow.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Let’s just say if we weren’t Jewish, I’d probably be banished to Jesus camp too.”

      “What’d you do?”

      Oops. Joel had put his foot in it trying to impress Danny. He couldn’t tell a near stranger his sordid sex-drugs-and-rock-n-roll story. At best, Danny wouldn’t believe him. At worst, he’d think Joel was hoping to reenact the story today.

      Not that that would be a bad thing.

      “Look! Pennsylvania.” Joel pointed at the horizon, where the rolling blue hills crouched beneath early summer haze. “The Mason-Dixon line is over there.”

      “The border between the North and South?”

      “You’ve heard of it?”

      “In history class,” Danny said.

      “I thought people out West didn’t study the Civil War much. A guy at school moved here from California, and he said their history class spent, like, a week on it, but then two months on the Mexican-American War, which I don’t know jack shit about.”

      “On your left!” rang out a woman’s voice behind them. Joel tugged Danny’s arm, pulling him off the side of the path.

      A pair of bicyclists whizzed past, their spinning wheels offering a high-pitched counterpoint to the insects’ baritone drone.

      Joel checked for other people approaching. “Okay, we’re clear. Let’s go.”

      “Where?”

      “To my place.” Joel marched down the hill toward the edge of the woods, where a wineberry bush held the faded blue survey ribbon Ella had tied there to mark their turnoff spot.

      Danny’s footsteps rustled in the long grass behind him. “Weren’t we just at your place?”

      “That was my house. This is my place.”

      “But what is it?”

      It was tempting to drag out the mystery by saying, You’ll see, but that might’ve overhyped it. “It’s a spot my sister and I bring our friends to. Not at the same time, though. She’s too cool for me now that she’s in college. But I found it, so I get squatters’ rights forever.” He lifted his face into the cool air as the woods closed around them. “Now hurry up before someone sees us.”
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        * * *

      

      Following Joel through the woods, Danny tried to forget about the Goatman. It was probably just another joke, anyhow. But the more he tried not to think about the Goatman, the more he saw an axe handle in every crooked tree branch, and the more he heard a low, menacing bleat puncture the wall of cicada song.

      It didn’t help that here, the bugs’ noise sounded more eerie than the ones at Joel’s house. They made a wailing EEEEEE-ooo, kind of like a flying saucer in an old sci-fi movie.

      A splash hit his arm. Danny looked up, but the trees had stolen the sky again. “Is it raining?”

      “That’s not rain,” Joel called out. “It’s cicada piss.”

      “What?!”

      “Relax.” Joel turned to face him, walking backward. “It doesn’t stink or stain. They drink tree sap and absorb all the nutrients. What’s left over is basically water.”

      “Still.” Danny swiped the drops off his arm. “Gross.”

      They walked on through the trees—oaks and hickories, Dad had told him during their hike on Wednesday, back when they were getting along great. The shade was nice, but Danny would’ve paid twenty bucks to see a damn horizon.

      He craned his neck to scan the solid green canopy of noise. According to Joel, life as an adult cicada was one big spring-break trip, with nothing to do but make music and get laid.

      Did the male cicadas ever pair up together? No, that was unnatural, just like Danny’s impulse to find out what Joel’s hair felt like.

      He rubbed his face hard. Maybe he should’ve gone to that crazy church camp after all. It might not have “cured” him, but it might’ve offered a few weapons to fight this guerrilla war inside himself.

      Whatever. Right now he had to focus on not tripping over a root.

      As he walked, the air grew warmer, and the sunlight made bigger and bigger patches on the ground in front of him.

      “We’re here!” Joel called out. Danny looked up.

      The woods had given way to a clearing half the length of a football field. Small shrubs were scattered like a handful of Yahtzee dice, but most of the meadow was a panorama of color. Bumblebees zoomed around lilac-colored clover blooms, while butterflies flitted among school-bus-yellow flowers that might’ve been a more flamboyant cousin to the prairie coneflowers back home. The scene was a lot like the photo on Dad’s mantelpiece, the picture that had won him a prize in a local competition.

      “Cool,” he said.

      “You haven’t seen the best part.” Joel plowed through the knee-high weedy grass toward a flattish, rough-edged piece of slate the size of a tray tabletop. He gripped the two near corners, then flipped the rock.

      Danny looked over Joel’s shoulder into a hole a little more than a foot wide. Inside was a large black trash bag covering an item that just barely fit into the hole. “Buried treasure?”

      “Bingo.” Joel whipped off the bag, revealing a beat-up bubblegum-pink Street Beat compact boom box, which he set beside the hole. Then he withdrew a green metal storage box, the kind Danny had once used to hold his art supplies, back before football and girls left him no time for that stuff.

      Joel unlocked the box and creaked open the rusty lid. Then he lifted out three plastic zipper bags, one with a bunch of cassettes, the second a pack of cigarettes, and the third some kind of clothing.

      Danny peered into the hole. “What’s in this other box?”

      “That’s my sister’s. We can’t touch it on penalty of death.” Joel tossed him a blue T-shirt, hitting him in the chest. “Hope this fits you.”

      The shirt read Virginia is for Lovers beside a big red heart. “I’m confused. Why are we⁠—”

      “I’m dying for a smoke, and my mom’s a lung doctor with a freakishly good sense of smell,” Joel said as he stood and stripped off his shirt. “This way she won’t smell smoke on me and ground me for life. Again.” He looked up at Danny, bare-chested but stern. “Even if you don’t want a cigarette—which is totally cool, no pressure—you need to change so I don’t get busted.”

      “Won’t your pants smell like smoke? Or do they have a force field that blocks it out?”

      Joel’s head popped through the top of the white T-shirt. “You want me to take off my pants?”

      “No! I mean—” Danny fixed his gaze on a clump of prickly-looking plants with fuchsia flowers. “It just seems⁠—”

      “Inconsistent?”

      Danny shrugged. “Little bit.”

      “Counterpoint: I have a strict policy of keeping burning cigarettes away from my nether regions.”

      “Your what?”

      Joel put his hands beside his hips, pointing all his fingers forward like a gunslinger. Then he gave a little pelvic thrust. It was so ridiculous, Danny had to laugh.

      “You’re probably right,” Joel said, “but I don’t have a spare pair of pants here, and I’m not going to sit in my skivvies in a meadow. You never know what might crawl up there.”

      Danny peeled off his U2 shirt, not looking at Joel but also not turning his back. There was nothing wrong with being half-naked or even totally naked around other guys. He did it all the time in locker rooms.

      He struggled to shove his arms through the Virginia T-shirt’s sleeves—Joel was clearly a size or two smaller than him—but managed to get it on.

      Joel crammed their original shirts into the zippy bag. His T-shirt read Maryland is for Crabs, in the same typeface as Danny’s but with a crab instead of a heart.

      Danny sniffed his own sleeve, which smelled of tobacco plus lemon-scented laundry detergent. “Where’d you find these shirts?”

      “Tourist shop on the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel.” Joel sat cross-legged on the grass and set the boom box between them. “Yours is the Virginia slogan, like in their ads—not on their flag or whatever, although that would be funny, especially if they did it in Latin. I guess the Maryland people did this crab thing as a smart-ass reply.”

      Danny sat down beside the bag of cassettes. “What kind of music do you have?”

      “The good kind. Pick one.”

      If he chose badly, Joel would make fun of him, so he reached into the bag and yanked out a random cassette. “That Prince album from last year. How is it?”

      “Only his best yet.”

      Danny frowned at the Sign o’ the Times cassette case. It sucked that such lush cover artwork had been squished into this tiny rectangle. The cover would make a great poster for his bedroom—that’s if Mom wouldn’t rip it down the second she saw it.

      He put the tape into the little boom box and pressed play. The title track’s moody, funky electronic beat and bass came from the speakers. He turned up the volume. This player made a lot of noise for its size. Kinda like the cicadas.

      Joel tapped out a pair of Marlboros and passed one over, along with a checkerboard-design Bic lighter. Danny lit the cigarette, his first since the night of the big fight.

      “We need this ashtray, too.” Joel handed him a concave lump of glazed mint-green clay. “The whole reason this meadow exists is because some kids accidentally set a fire while smoking, and a bunch of trees burned down.”

      Danny examined the ashtray, which could be called “round” only because it wasn’t square. On the bottom, J.M. 1978 was etched with a child’s scrawl. “You sure you don’t want to be a sculptor instead of a rock star?”

      “Very funny. Can you believe they were having third-graders make ashtrays? Even back then, everyone knew that smoking kills.” Joel lit his cigarette and took a deep puff. “Eventually, anyway,” he added. “See those pine saplings on the edge of the meadow? That’s the woods starting to come back. One day this’ll all be trees again.”

      “That’s too bad.”

      “Nature’s not bad or good. It just is.” Joel stretched out on the ground, his crab shirt rising up to expose an inch of pale belly.

      Danny lay down near him, close enough to reach the ashtray between them. He shut his eyes against the bright sun, but the light turned the back of his lids a hazy scarlet.

      So this was it? They’d journeyed over road, bike path, and trail just to smoke in peace?

      Then again, in peace was key. Danny let out a long breath, his sun-softened body molding itself against the cradling grass. The cicadas droned in stereo from the woods around them, but now they were a background to the music on the boom box.

      For the first time in weeks, he was truly relaxed.

      He reached out to tap his cigarette over the ashtray. Joel’s knuckles brushed his. Danny jerked his hand back.

      “Sorry,” they said, the words overlapping. Joel’s voice sounded as panicked as his own.

      “You go first,” Joel said.

      “No, you go.”

      “I insist.”

      “So do I.”

      “Okay.”

      “Fine.”

      Danny reached out, knocking his hand against Joel’s and almost dropping his cigarette. This time they laughed.

      “Idea,” Joel said. “Whoever’s younger goes first.”

      “I’m seventeen and three weeks.”

      “I’m seventeen and one week.” His forearm tilted down, then up. “Your turn.”

      Danny quickly shed his ash. His pulse was racing now—the nicotine rush, of course, not adrenaline from touching this boy’s hand.

      “How long are you staying with your dad?” Joel asked.

      Too long yet not long enough. “I go home the end of July, when football practice starts.”

      “Do you wish that was today?”

      “Nope.”

      “You’re not homesick?”

      Danny pictured what awaited him at home: the stares, the laughs, the whispers. If he were scrawny like that freshman in the Cure shirt—scrawny like Joel—he’d get much worse than stares, laughs, and whispers. But popularity was all relative, and a hundred touchdowns wouldn’t win him back the friends and status he’d once had. Did he even want them anymore?

      “I miss my horses,” he said finally.

      “Mm.” There came the sound of smoke blown between pursed lips. “I bet they miss you, too.”

      Danny’s throat tightened. Pablo and Hopper were probably poking their heads out of their stalls right now, still expecting him to be the one to groom and feed them. “Thanks, now I feel worse.” He slid his foot over to give Joel’s sneaker a teasing kick. “Asshole.”

      Joel chuckled. “Sorry, I was trying to be nice when you felt sad.”

      “I don’t feel sad.”

      “You miss your horses. It’s okay to feel things.”

      “No, it’s not.” Danny opened his eyes. “I mean…you know what I mean.”

      “I do know.” Joel cleared his throat, then rolled onto his side facing Danny, resting his cheek on his biceps and letting his hand drape over the back of his head. “Isn’t it wild we’re the same age as these cicadas?”

      “They’ve lived longer than my two horses put together.” Danny would’ve mirrored his posture, but it felt dangerous to align their bodies too perfectly, so he just turned his head, shading his face with his forearm.

      “That’s what’s so wild. Usually bigger animals, like elephants, live the longest, especially compared to tiny ones like mice.” Joel tilted back his head while a small white butterfly fluttered past his temple, its wings forming an afterimage on Danny’s eyes like a living flashbulb. “Then again, small dog breeds live way longer than big ones, so maybe the rule doesn’t work across the board.” He scratched his jaw with his thumb. “Hmm.”

      Danny snickered. “You make the weirdest conversation.”

      Joel lifted his chin. “I like knowing things. What’s wrong with knowing things?”

      “You don’t know everything.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah, really.”

      “Okay, horseboy.” Joel angled a shoulder in what would’ve been a flirtatious gesture by a girl. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      While he waited for Danny’s fun fact, Joel copied the way he held his cigarette, fingers tight together and curled back toward himself, not splayed out like the slats of a handheld fan. Danny seemed like a good model for regular-guy behavior. Maybe he could teach Joel how to pass for straight, how to hide heart attacks like the one he’d just had when their hands had touched.

      Prince was not helping one bit. It figured that the album Danny had grabbed out of the bag like a lottery ball was really fucking sexy.

      “Ever heard of Rocky Mountain oysters?” Danny asked.

      It sounded like a trick question. “No.” Joel stretched the word into two syllables. “Why?”

      “It’s a specialty of my hometown. We even have a Mountain Oyster festival every year.”

      “But what are they?”

      “Guess,” Danny said.

      “Gimme a hint.”

      “In Spanish they’re called huevos de toro.” He rolled the r a tiny bit, enough to draw attention to his tongue.

      Three years of French meant no room for Spanish lessons, but the local diner served huevos rancheros, and of course toro was…

      “Bull eggs? I don’t get it.”

      “You will.” Danny put an arm behind his head and looked at the sky, his eyes crinkling at the edges. “Just think about it.”

      What part of a bull’s body resembled an⁠—

      “Oh my God. You’re shitting me.”

      Danny did a three-fingered Boy Scout salute. “I shit you not.”

      “And you have festivals for this?”

      “We call them Testicle Festivals, or Testy Festys for short.” He gave Joel a devastating smirk. “See, you don’t know everything.”

      “I wish I didn’t know this.” Joel sat up and pulled his knees to his chest. “How do you—I mean, how do they, like, fit in your mouth?” He lowered his voice at the end of the sentence.

      “They chop them in half first.”

      Joel winced. “Still.”

      “And they shrink when they’re fried up.” Danny demonstrated with a cupped palm. “I could probably hold three or four in one hand.”

      The image of Danny holding his, um, oysters made Joel cross his ankles and pull his knees in tighter. “What do they taste like?”

      “You ever have venison?”

      “No.”

      “Good, ’cause they taste nothing like venison. It’s just a thing we say so tourists will try them.” He squinted at the sky as he took another drag. “The taste is hard to describe. When you chew them they feel kind of rubbery, but not in a bad way.”

      “Oh, like calamari.”

      “What the hell’s that?”

      “Squid. One time when we went to Little Italy with some family friends, one of them got calamari and let me taste it.” Joel waved away their collective cloud of smoke, which hung like smog in the heavy air. “It’s not kosher, but my parents aren’t strict. They say I can try anything in the name of science.”

      “So you’ve eaten squid, but you’re grossed out by calf balls?”

      “Yes.” Maybe he could outdo Danny. “You know what else people eat?”

      “What?”

      Joel said nothing, just swept his gaze over the treetops without moving his head.

      Danny looked up, then his jaw dropped. “No.”

      “Supposed to be delicious when they’ve just crawled out of their nymph shells. While they’re still soft and juicy.” He flared his eyebrows at Danny on the last word.

      “Gag.”

      “But my dog loves the hard ones, too. Last week she ate so many cicadas, she threw up. Then she ate her own barf.”

      “Stop,” Danny said through his laughter, which was delightfully high-pitched compared to his speaking voice.

      “Then she threw that up, too. Third time was a charm, though.”

      “Oh my God.”

      “The worst part was⁠—”

      “Don’t.”

      “—the way they kept buzzing while she chewed them. Like Godzilla eating an accordion. I’ll never forget that.”

      Danny wheezed out another laugh. “You want unforgettable noises, try working on a ranch on castration day.”

      Joel put his face in his free hand in an exaggerated grimace. “And with that…” He stamped out his cigarette butt in the ashtray. “It is officially time to change the subject.”

      “Good idea.” Danny examined what remained of his cigarette. “So your mom’s a doctor. Does she want you to be one too?”

      “She’d love that. But you know how you said going into other people’s houses is gross? The thought of dealing with other people’s bodies makes me think too much about my own body.”

      Danny knitted his brows and gave him a once-over. “What’s wrong with it?”

      “Nothing medical.” Joel wiped the sweat from his neck with his shirt collar. Every time Danny looked at him, the sun felt ten times hotter. “See, reading about sick people makes me feel like our lives are so short. But when I study insects, I’m constantly smacked in the face by how short their lives are compared to ours—even cicadas. And I feel lucky.”

      “Better not ever study turtles, then. They live the longest, right?”

      “Tortoises, yeah, as far as animals. But the oldest living thing is a bristlecone pine tree in California named Methuselah. It’s, like, five thousand years old. Imagine the things it’s seen.”

      “But it hasn’t seen anything,” Danny said. “It doesn’t know what thousands of years means. Even those two-hundred-year-old turtles don’t walk around like, ‘Wow, remember when Lincoln got assassinated?’”

      Joel laughed. “Telling hundred-year-old turtles, ‘Back in my day, we didn’t have these newfangled steam engines. We got run over by horses, and we liked it!’”

      Danny started coughing on his smoke. This time, Joel waited until he was done instead of making him laugh harder. Then he asked, “What about you? Your folks have big dreams for your future?”

      “They haven’t said.” Danny’s voice was hoarse. “They want me to get a football scholarship, but I don’t think they expect me to be the next John Elway or anything.” He cleared his throat hard. “If I finish college, I’ll be the first one in my family, so that’d make them happy, I guess.”

      “What about after college? Like, what do people do where you’re from?”

      Danny crushed out his cigarette. “They move away.”

      Yikes. Danny’s hometown sounded straight out of a John Cougar Mellencamp song, a place betrayed by time and abandoned by hope. “That’s depressing.”

      “Not really.” Danny examined a ladybird beetle that had just landed on his wrist. “There aren’t enough jobs for the town to get bigger, so unless your family has a business or a farm, you’re pretty much expected to leave.”

      “If I moved far away, my mom would drop dead, then haunt me the rest of my life.”

      “Nah, she’d live.”

      “She’d better, because I want to go to University of Arizona. They’ve got the best entomology program in the country—except for Cornell, and I don’t have the grades to get in there.” He did actually have the grades for Cornell, but it would’ve been bragging to say so. “Why are there no jobs in your town?”

      Danny gave a soft laugh. “If you could see where I live, you’d get it. The land, it’s not like here.” He tapped the stem of a golden ragwort flower beside him. “Doesn’t give up anything without a fight.”

      They smoked another pair of cigarettes while listening to Prince’s sultry, funked-up beats, at first sitting up but then lying down after a wayward cicada flew into the back of Danny’s head.

      Joel lay with one forearm shading his eyes from the sun. Even with three weeks of school left, everything about this moment felt like summer. And for the first time in years, summer felt like possibility.

      With his other hand he fidgeted with the lid of the cigarette box, opening and closing it with his thumb. Time to reveal what else was in there? Danny didn’t seem like the type to narc him out to their parents, but better safe than sorry.

      “Have you heard the soundtrack to Beverly Hills Cop 2?” Danny asked. “It just came out last week with the movie.”

      “I’ve heard that Jets song on the radio. Haven’t seen the movie yet.”

      “It’s great, maybe even better than the first one.” Danny shifted his feet, his sneakers shushing against the dry grass. “If you wanna see it, maybe we could…I mean, if you wanna hang out after today, I wouldn’t mind seeing it again.”

      Joel kept his voice steady even as his insides were doing cartwheels. “Yeah, sure.”

      “I don’t know anyone else around here, so…”

      “You’re stuck with me.”

      “No, I⁠—”

      “I’m a last-resort kinda guy.”

      “That’s not it. I mean, even if I knew other people here⁠—”

      “Shut up, Danny. I know what you mean.”

      “Okay,” Danny said with a big exhale. “Anyhow, I was thinking about the soundtrack because some of the bands on it are obviously trying to sound like Prince. But they’re missing something.”

      “Musical genius?”

      “Probably.” Danny took another drag. “There is one cool song on the soundtrack, by George Michael. It’s called ‘I Want Your Sex.’”

      Joel’s gasp burned his throat with smoke. His eyes watered, making his contacts float a millimeter to the side before they centered themselves over his irises again. “Wow. I did not expect something so daring from the Wham! guy.”

      “People are gonna freak when it goes on the radio. There’s no way our station at home will play it. It’s too…you know.”

      “Hot?”

      “Honest.”

      Huh.

      Joel watched a porpoise-shaped cloud swim backward across the sky. As it dove behind the trees, he sat up. “You ever try hash?”

      Danny blinked hard, as if startled out of a memory or daydream. “You’re not talking about hash browns, are you?”

      “No, though after smoking this, we would probably kill our own grandmas for some hash browns.” He pulled out his special-ingredient cigarette, which was lumpier than the others, especially at the end where Gavin had inserted a homemade filter made from a tightly rolled piece of cigarette box.

      Danny’s eyes sparked, and the fingers of his free hand twitched. “Hash is like pot, right?”

      “Better. Stronger. That’s why it helps to mix it with tobacco so you don’t fall into oblivion, never to be seen again.”

      Danny rolled onto his side to face him. “How long does the buzz last?”

      “Who knows? Maybe half an hour, maybe three days.”

      “What?!”

      “I’m kidding. This thing’s been sitting in here since Gavin went back to England last month—he’s the one who gave it to me—so for all I know the THC has evaporated or whatever. Worse comes to worst, we’ll share a spicy cigarette that makes us a little giddy for a few minutes.”

      Danny loosed his first full smile since they’d met. If Joel had been standing, his knees would’ve turned to Jell-O.

      “And if better comes to best?” Danny asked.

      Yikes, that Virginia is for Lovers shirt brought out the electric blue in this boy’s eyes. “H-huh?”

      “Like the opposite of ‘worse comes to worst.’”

      “Oh. Y-yeah.” Joel swallowed. “That’s clever. We should say that all the time, try to make it a thing.”

      “So, if better comes to best…” Danny nodded at the special cigarette in Joel’s left hand.

      “In that case.” Joel flipped the lighter end over end and snatched it from the air. “We’ll be flying.”
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        * * *

      

      Flying, my ass.

      Traipsing through the woods behind Joel, Danny focused his entire mind and body on the miracle of walking. His numb feet weighed a ton, and every step was a triumph over the need to lie down and let the soil swallow him whole.

      Snacks. Snacks. Snacks. The word and the concept pulled Danny along. Somewhere out there was a 7-Eleven.

      In a few minutes—or maybe a few days?—they reached the bike trail. Walking was easier on pavement, even with concrete feet.

      “You feeling okay?” Joel asked.

      Danny raised his eyes from his own shadow. Far ahead, cars lumbered along the road past the trail. Where was everyone going when here was so perfect? “I’m great. Why?”

      “Because I’ve been talking for, like, five minutes, and you haven’t said anything back.”

      “Maybe you couldn’t hear me over the ci-cicadas.” The word was tough on his tongue.

      “Maybe I couldn’t hear you because you weren’t saying anything.”

      “I was talking,” Danny said, “just not out loud.”

      Joel started laughing. It was a bubbly, all-body sort of, what was the word—chortle, like that time last summer when Cousin Frankie saw a pair of stray dogs mating behind the Amoco and literally fell on his six-year-old ass in hysterics.

      “Whatever,” Danny said. “I’m fine.” Had that last sentence been out loud? Just in case, he shouted it with all the air in his lungs. “I’m fine!”

      Joel jumped, then grasped Danny’s arm. “Shhhhh. We gotta stay cool until we’re out of the 7-Eleven. Then we can go back to our spot and smoke the rest of that stuff.”

      “We shoulda got snacks before we smoked any of that stuff.”

      “But we didn’t, and now we’re on a quest.” Joel swung his arms back and forth, like he was on the verge of a standing broad jump.

      Danny copied him. It worked. His blood was pumping again and his head felt like it might actually stay on his neck. As in a dream, he saw the two of them from the outside, flapping and flailing like a couple of chickens caught in a storm.

      He reached out and found Joel’s arm. “We better stop.”

      “Yeah. A man could get arrested.” Joel started singing an unfamiliar song.

      They turned onto the road, walking single file with Joel in front. The shoulder narrowed as the grass sloped off to their right—there were so many goddamn hills here—into the trees.

      An idea: They weren’t by the side of the road in some non-town near the Mason-Dixon line. They were walking through Mount Moria in that first Lord of the Rings book, the one that took him six weeks to read but was totally worth it. The slightest slip on this path could send him tumbling to his death, and the cicada husks were the skulls of dwarves slain by orcs. Danny avoided stepping on them, out of respect.

      “We made it!” Joel raised his arms toward a squat building ahead of them.

      This 7-Eleven was nestled alone amid the screaming trees, not part of a strip mall next to a motorcycle repair shop like the one back home. A huge sign in the window shouted Hot Dog + Slurpee Only 99¢, with pictures and everything.

      Danny let out a little moan. His mouth tasted like burnt straw and his stomach had room for forty lunches.

      Outside the entrance lurked a bunch of preteen boys and girls with skateboards, slouching against the 7-Eleven’s brick wall while hostilely sipping Big Gulps. Their stares were lasers beaming through Danny as he pulled open the door.

      Inside, an old man hunched behind the counter reading Weekly World News. He lowered the paper to peer at the two of them, then went back to his tabloid, where a front-page headline proclaimed, I HAVE BEEN TO HEAVEN AND BACK.

      That guy knew about Danny and Joel. So did those kids outside. All those beady eyes had not only looked at them, but between them, like there was an invisible fishing line tying them together.

      The edges of Danny’s jaw went all tingly, like he was about to laugh or puke. Must get away from Joel. Now.

      He veered off to the right, like he urgently needed something in this first aisle. It offered mostly stuff like windshield-wiper fluid and those stinky little trees people hung on rearview mirrors, so he kept going until he arrived at a wall of refrigerators.

      Liquids, yes. Cold liquids, double yes. Specifically…

      He floated down the row of fridges, sliding a finger along their cool glass doors. A few seconds ago, he would’ve lapped up water
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