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			To Catharine . . . for everything

		

	
		
			
			
				“When you plant a fertile meme in my mind you literally parasitize my brain, turning it into a vehicle for the meme’s propagation in just the way that a virus may parasitize the genetic mechanism of a host cell.”

				—RICHARD DAWKINS, THE SELFISH GENE

				“Go fuck yourself @RichardDawkins.”

				—MULTIPLE PEOPLE ON TWITTER

			

		

	
		
			SUNDAY, OCTOBER 30

			ONE DAY AFTER

			LOGAN

			WE BURIED COLE WESTON LAST NIGHT, on the hundred acres behind Meeka’s house.

			“Are you sure you want him back here?” I asked her. “Where your parents might snowshoe over him, or something might dig him up? We could still use the firebox.”

			“This is my choice,” Meeka said as she gazed into the waist-deep grave we’d dug on Friday night, out past the orchard and next to the mossy stone wall where Cole had threatened us. “I need to know exactly where he is. If it makes you feel better, you can bury him deeper.”

			It did make us feel better, and with four digging, we deepened the hole to our ears, very nearly the standard six feet under. Cole’s body was encased in a Thule car top carrier. Big enough for an entire family’s skis . . . or one teenager. We lifted the makeshift coffin from the tractor and set it next to the grave. I opened it a crack, barely enough to slip in the bag with our old phones, our only links to this, a failsafe if anyone considered betrayal. Then we pushed it into the ground, piled on the dirt and rocks until the hole was full and we could smack it flat with the backs of shovels and kick leaves over the surface.

			In silence, with the rest of us standing and clinging to the tractor’s frame, Meeka drove back through the mud and dark. Outside the barn, we stripped off our coveralls and bagged them up with everything else that Grayson would throw in the firebox at his family’s sugarhouse. Meeka had filled a pressure sprayer with water and a little bleach and we sprayed down the tractor, and then we all stripped naked and doused each other with the stuff. No one was embarrassed or confused. We were horrified, or at least I was, but not about the nakedness. We’d taken things as far as they could go.

			There’s a good chance we’ll get away with this. A long, snowy winter would help. Plus some time to let it all sink in. It’s crazy how fast it’s gotten to this point. We’re not even into November of our senior year. Up until the end of summer, Cole and Meeka were together. The rest of us were hanging out and hooking up, but they were serious. Plural. They spoke in the language of we, and about the future.

			When we move in together. When we get married. When we have kids.

			That third one nearly came true in July. Apparently, there was a broken condom that Cole neglected to mention. A scare. Crying. Arguments about money. And then, four days later than expected, blood. Relief.

			By the end of August, the relationship was over. It happened in private. Only the two of them knew what was said, but it was enough to turn them against each other. And Meeka went from planning a future to regretting a past.

			That’s when Cole got dangerous.

			

			•   •   •

			“Are we evil?” Holly asked me last night as we drove away from the barn, the rocks from the dirt road dinging the underside of my Hyundai.

			“No,” I said. “He was the evil one. Would you have rather it been Meeka? Or us? Or other people?”

			“Of course not. And I know, I know, I know we didn’t have a choice.”

			“That’s right.”

			“I know that.”

			“I doubt I’ll sleep for days,” I said, flipping on the high beams just as something skittered into the woods in front of us. “I’m not happy about any of this.”

			“Are you crying?” Holly asked.

			“A little.”

			She was crying too. I could tell from the tremble in her voice. “This will always be a part of us,” she said.

			“But we’ll get over it,” I replied.

			

			•   •   •

			No one is going to miss Cole. We’re counting on that. Sure, he used to have other friends, guys like Gus Drummond, but they don’t hang out anymore. He used to have us.

			He doesn’t even have a family. Ever since his brother, Craig, took off to work the oil fields somewhere in the nowhere of Canada, Cole had been living alone in their trailer. No dad, no mom, no one.

			Meeka says the last time Cole talked to his dad was in middle school, when the wispy-bearded guy passed through town on his way from Montreal to Florida. He was driving a pickup with who knows what stashed in the truck box, and he stopped by to tell his sons “not to fuck up your lives like certain people do.”

			It was a not-so-subtle dig on Cole’s mom, Teri. A sweet woman who worked the register at Carlton’s Bakery, Teri had struggled with addiction for years. Alcohol and painkillers at first, but by the time we were in high school and stuff like fentanyl was getting big around here, she dove in and never resurfaced. In the winter of our junior year, she passed away. Heart attack was what the obituary said, but we all knew it was the drugs that did her in. She had that bad skin, those mossy teeth, the dead eyes. It was inevitable.

			Meeka worked at Carlton’s on weekends and had known Teri. Teri had even revealed a secret to her. “I had another kid,” she whispered early one Sunday morning as they crouched down to fill the display case with chocolate croissants. “When I was a teenager. I gave her up for adoption.”

			“Wow,” Meeka replied. “That must’ve been . . . difficult.”

			Teri sat on the floor, stared at the wall, and said, “Tell me it was the right choice.”

			It was an awkward and unreasonable request, and Meeka was split between two decisions: push the woman away or hug her. She chose to hug, and as Teri wept in her arms, Meeka said, “It was the right choice. Kids like me have it way better than we would’ve otherwise.”

			When Teri died, Meeka told us she was surprised by how devastated she felt, so she wrapped her arms around Teri’s son. Their grieving bound them together.

			Meeka and Cole said they loved each other early and often, but when things got bad, Meeka knew it had never been true. They needed each other, maybe. They needed too much of each other, I think. But for different reasons, and that’s what really broke them up.

			After the breakup, Cole decided to not return to Plainview High for senior year. His grades were terrible, and college didn’t seem like an option. He had a bit of money, though. Not from a job, but somehow he was paying for all the computers and gadgets he had stuffed in his trailer. He could afford takeout for almost every meal. Lots of Subway and pizza, but even that adds up after a while.

			Cole wasn’t dealing—I mean, he saw what drugs did to his mom—so Meeka suspected he was scamming old people out of their money. You know, like those con artists from Russia or Nigeria? Only Cole was smoother. He was fluent in both English and lies. Plus, he was from Vermont, and people naturally trust people from Vermont.

			Whenever I was in Cole’s trailer, there was this constant humming in the background and lights flickering on the switches of power strips, which were hung from hooks like flowers left to dry. The windows were covered in newspapers to keep the light out and there were always at least three screens glowing. Cole had mountains of tech. I don’t know if he knew anything about coding. What he knew was how to find stuff.

			He was always keyed into the latest viral video before it went viral. “Check this out,” he’d say to me, and thrust a laptop in my face, and there would be some weird person yelling, or dancing, or, more often than not, getting hurt. His favorite was this video of a kid singing, “Walk like a man, talk like a man, walk like a man, my son,” in the shrillest, most tone-deaf voice imaginable.

			“Gets me every fucking time,” he’d say, wiping tears from his eyes. It was a bit funny, I guess, but only the first time. After that, it seemed sad.

			But it was infinitely better than most of the other things he’d watch. Disturbing stuff. With a few keystrokes, Cole could cue up a video with some shrouded guy chopping off another guy’s head in the desert. Or worse, if you can imagine worse, and I hope you can’t.

			“Look at it, Logan,” he’d squeal, chasing me around the trailer with a laptop. “You know you wanna see this shit. You know you want it to haunt your dreams.”

			I’d close my eyes and try to block out the images of death. My mind couldn’t handle stuff like that. So it’s fitting, in a way, that it’s the image of Cole’s dead body that I’ll never have the luxury of blocking out. I’ll be haunted, like he always wanted me to be. But trust me, I’d be more haunted if he had lived.

		

	
		
			MONDAY, OCTOBER 31

			TWO DAYS AFTER

			HOLLY

			DO THEY KNOW I’M A MURDERER? See it in my spine when I hunch over my desk? Feel the flutters from my chest vibrating through the halls? God. God. God. When I look at the door, do they sense that I want to escape, to run and to never stop running? When I duck into the bathroom, do they think it’s because I’m sick? Or do they know exactly why I need to hold my head and catch my breath? Will they whisper, “Don’t worry, we understand, it’s okay.” Are they happy about what I’ve done?

			I did it. I did it. There were three other people involved, but I made a choice to be involved, so I am to blame. It only happened because of my actions. The pills came from me. The idea came from me. I wasn’t coerced and I shouldn’t convince myself otherwise. Even though I want to. Need to.

			All day, I walk from class to class and somehow I don’t cry. People smile, I smile back, and it seems to trick them. Happy Holly, Happy Holly, perpetually Happy Holly. That’s my Halloween costume this year: my old self. I answer a few questions in all my classes because that’s what I’d normally do. I make it through Monday, the second day since we did it. I wonder how long it will take me to stop counting the days.

			After school, I go to soccer. Obviously. If I ever missed soccer, they’d call 911.

			“Do you think you’ll break it?” Tanya asks me during stretches.

			Tanya’s always talking, and this time she’s talking about the single-season state scoring record. That’s regular season only; counting playoffs is unfair to girls on terrible teams. For twenty-five years, the record has stayed put at forty-seven goals. Well done, Harwood striker Kim Friggett. She’s probably a mom now, with kids of her own who play soccer. But I bet it’s my stats she’s paying the most attention to. I’ve got forty-five goals with two games left to go. I really only need one game. A hat trick will break the record for me, and I’ve had my share. Kim Friggett must know that. She probably also knows that the competition is tougher now than it’s ever been. And even if my total stayed at forty-five, I’m still way better than she was. Sounds conceited, but it’s the truth. Not that I’d ever say it out loud.

			“I’m not thinking about breaking anything,” I tell Tanya as I lean forward to stretch my hip flexor. “Finishing the season strong. Only thing on my mind.”

			God, I wish that were the case. Throughout practice, even as I cut and pass and scream for the ball, my mind keeps going over every detail of Saturday night. Every awful moment.

			

			•   •   •

			The drive up to the trailer. The knock on the door. The smug look on Cole’s face when Logan told him that Meeka wanted to see him at the barn. The wink to assure him we were on his side. (Of course, we weren’t. We would never be on his side.) The drive to the parking lot where it was supposed to end. The calculation of it all.

			Who were we that night? How could we do those things?

			We did those things.

			We crushed the pills and dissolved them in a bottle of Wild Turkey. Then we placed the bottle under the passenger seat so that when Logan sped up on the hilly section of the Malvern Loop, it rolled to the back and hit Cole’s boots.

			We did those things and those things worked.

			“Hello there, stranger,” Cole said when he picked up the bottle.

			“That’s for later,” Logan called back, counting on the fact that Cole was going to drink it anyway. A given. I turned the music up because I didn’t need to hear the actual drinking. That would be like hearing a knife going into someone.

			“It’s later now,” Cole said after a few seconds, and even though I couldn’t hear it, I know he did more than drink. He chugged. Then he thrust the bottle forward to offer me some.

			Rather than touch it, I put my hands in my lap and told Logan, “Should be about five minutes, tops.”

			“Good,” Logan said as he slowed the car and guided it into the rail trail access lot.

			“Five minutes for what?” Cole asked, and he took another swig.

			Logan didn’t say a thing. He stopped and put the car in park as I struggled to breathe.

		

	
		
			SATURDAY, OCTOBER 29

			THE DAY OF

			GRAYSON

			COLE WAS HEAVING HIS GUTS OUT in the lot for the rail trail when I pulled up in my Jeep. Saturday, October 29, eight o’clock sharp. Right on time, I’ll have you know. Logan was sitting on the hood of his Elantra, all bug-eyed like he was watching a snake eat a rat. Holly was in the car with her hands over her face and music thumping loud.

			Cole saw me and groaned, “What’s this fucker doing here?”

			Then he puked. Splatter all over the gravel. I had my rifle wrapped in a towel in case we needed it. I wanted to grab it and—Pop!—be done, but Holly wanted to keep things “clean.”

			Clean. What a joke. Kid was a mess, puke running all down his shirt. I walked up to Cole and told him, “This fucker is here to watch you die.”

			I would’ve kicked him in the ribs if he weren’t suffering plenty already.

			“Shut up, Gray,” Logan said. “Cole doesn’t know.”

			“He doesn’t know?” I said. “What’s the point of making him OD if he doesn’t know?”

			Cole was on his hands and knees by that point, hacking into a puddle. It was rippling in the headlights. Kinda pretty. Still sitting on his hood, Logan craned his neck, tried to get a look into my Jeep, probably checking to see what I forgot to bring. Typical, and wrong. I brought everything I was supposed to. I’m not the forgetful one in this bunch.

			“The point is to end things,” Logan said, then he stared at me. “Not to be cruel.”

			“Really? ’Cause if that were the case, then I would’ve shot him,” I said, and I crouched down and brought my mouth close to Cole’s ear. “The point is to get the last word. That’s right. We’re killing you, Cole.”

			“Come on, Gray!” Logan bitched.

			I ignored him, kept my eyes on the dirtbag in the mud puddle. “’Cause you are a sick, sick fuck, Mr. Weston,” I said. “And you will never threaten anyone again. Hear me? We are smarter and braver than you ever were or could ever be.”

			Cole licked his lips and swallowed, panted, and looked up at me. Boy was pissed. So scared too. But he didn’t say a thing, probably couldn’t. Didn’t have control of his body by then. His arms gave up—Splash!—and he fell facedown in the water. That’s when he went into a spasm.

			Holly must’ve seen it all through the cracks between her fingers, because she turned off the headlights and the blackness got thicker. I could hear splashing and this low sound coming from inside of Cole. Honestly, hearing the water and that hiss and moan of his body was grosser than watching him die. I’ve killed my share of deer, but none of them made sounds that were as animal as what came out of that kid.

			Remember: A human is an animal.

			I used to think that was bullshit, that a human is a human, nothing else. I’ve wised up. I know now that a human is the most animal of animals. Think of our weird skin, hair, and nails. Our balls on the outside. Plus, humans have this need to kill anything that gets in our way. Doesn’t matter where we’re from. Asia. Africa. Europe. Vermont. We’re all killers. Even if the act of killing sickens most of us, we’ll still do it.

			Also the dying. When we die, we’re disgusting beasts.

			Cole thrashed in the puddle and I yelled, “We did this to you! Meeka too! Especially Meeka! You said you wanted to take us all out! We beat you to it, you fucker!”

			Cole lifted his head from the water and wheezed out, “I never said that.” Those might have been his dying words. If he had other ones, I didn’t hear them. He whispered them to the water, or to the cold air as he flipped over and slipped away.

			That was the end. Things got still and quiet and even darker. Clouds rolled in and blocked out the sliver of moon and made the night as black as I ever remember it being. I think it spooked Holly, and she flicked on the headlights again. We all got a good look at Cole on his back, half in the puddle, not moving.

			I stepped toward him and Holly got out of the car, so the music got out too. This depressing song filled the air, some chick wailing about her shitty life. Logan hadn’t moved from the hood and didn’t move until Holly put a hand on his back. That’s when he slid down and they joined me next to my Jeep.

			Holly took a deep breath, got all focused, and asked, “You’ve got the bungees? The tarp?”

			“I checked and it’s all in the back,” Logan told her, almost like it pissed him off that I was doing things right.

			“Should we call Meeka and let her know it’s over?” I asked.

			Holly’s eyes went so big, I could see the whites on all sides, and she said, “No calls! No phones at all except the old ones. How many times do we have to say this? You don’t have yours on you, do you?”

			“Of course not,” I told the nervous wreck. “I’m not stupid. Slipped my mind for a second. That’s all.”

			Logan had already pulled the tarp from my Jeep and was shaking it out. Looked like he was getting ready to pitch a tent.

			“Coveralls first,” Holly told him, and she fished them from the back. I know she saw the rifle. Pissed her off too, I’m sure. Who cares? That wasn’t important. Important thing was that Cole was dead. I put my hand in front of his mouth and nose, careful not to touch any puke. Cold. Still.

			“No breath. Worked like you said it would.”

			That meant it was time to move, be done with it. We each ducked behind my Jeep, changed into the coveralls, and tossed our clothes in a trash bag and then in Logan’s trunk. Then we rolled Cole up in the tarp and wrapped the bungees around it, tight as we possibly could so we could fit him in the roof box we’d bought with cash at a yard sale in New Hampshire. Logan put in 110 percent, made sure everything was extra tight, and I was going to make a joke about how he must’ve learned his wrapping skills when he worked at that burrito place, but even I wasn’t messed up enough to make jokes.

			What I was . . .

			No, what I am, is a hero.

		

	
		
			THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 3

			FIVE DAYS AFTER

			LOGAN

			THESE ARE THE THINGS I worry about.

			
				1. The body: It’s buried, and when we made the hole deeper, we found old bits of metal and tools from someone who probably farmed the land at least a hundred years ago. That was only halfway down. So I’m not worried that someone will dig it up by accident. And that Thule car top carrier is hard black plastic. It’s never decomposing. So I’m not worried the bones will find their way to the surface. I still think we should’ve cremated him in the firebox, though. It was Meeka’s final call, with the logic that if we do get caught, then none of us will be able to make up stories about what happened. There will be physical, biological evidence. Not to mention the phones.

				2. The phones: We each had old phones—two Galaxys, two iPhones—collecting dust. Basically outdated backups that we never used. We charged them up and erased all the content. As soon as we arrived at Meeka’s with the body, we gathered in the barn and laid the phones in a circle on a crate. Then we recorded our confession, each of us huddled over the crate, looking down. When we were finished, we put them in a dry bag from Grayson’s kayak. Then later I slipped them in the car top carrier and we buried them with Cole so that if anyone does ever find the body, we’re all implicated. It seemed like a good idea at the time. Now I’m not so sure.

				3. The temptation: What if one of us goes out there and digs the phones up? It was backbreaking work with four of us digging, so it’d be really difficult, though not impossible, to do it alone. Holly is a great athlete, so she might have the stamina, but would she have the time? Meeka was the one who wanted Cole buried there, so I don’t see why she’d do it. And Grayson? He’s proud of what we did. I half suspect he might want us all to be caught so he can brag about it. Which leaves me. I’d be a liar if I said I haven’t thought of going out there with a shovel. But the frost has hit harder than usual. It dropped to twenty-two degrees last night, and next week isn’t supposed to get too far above freezing. I’m not sure I’m up to the task. For now.

				4. The thing in the road: Something skittered away from my headlights when I was driving Holly home afterward. She didn’t notice it, and when I told her about it, she said it was probably a possum. But at the time, I thought it might be a kid. And as I replay the memory, it’s seeming more and more like a kid. A kid in a white jacket, zipping across the road and into the woods. I know that sounds crazy, but I used to sneak out of the house sometimes when I was young, to go exploring dark roads with friends. Maybe this white-jacketed boy saw the headlights and thought it was his parents searching for him. Maybe he saw my license plate, the make of my car. It doesn’t mean he witnessed the murder, but it’s still not a good thing.

				5. The future: Even if it was a boy and he did see something, I’m pretty sure we’ll get away with this. The plan hasn’t been perfect, but in this case, it only needed to be good. It’ll be weeks until anyone realizes Cole is gone. He hardly talked to his brother. In Cole’s words, he and Craig had “a holiday-only relationship,” and Thanksgiving is three weeks away. The sandwich girls at Subway might notice Cole isn’t stopping by anymore, but are they really going to tell anyone? Why would they? When someone does finally check out the trailer, they’ll see that Cole was a kid who spent a lot of time on 4chan and Reddit and who knows where else and they’ll follow his browser history and see all the dark stuff he was into and they’ll figure out that there’s probably about a thousand different fates he could’ve met. But will they actually suspect foul play? Without blood or a body, it seems unlikely. He was eighteen, no longer a minor, in charge of himself. Not to mention, an addict’s son. So who cares? They’ll move on.

			

			Five days Cole’s been in the ground and I’m trying my best to move on too. It’s Thursday, and the weekend is visible on the horizon. Halloween has come and gone and there have been no ghosts haunting us. We’re not in the clear yet, but we’re getting there. At school, I’ve been keeping an eye on the others, and they seem to be making it through okay. Holly is a bit wobbly, but she can always blame that on soccer, on a historic season taking its toll. But, really, what would we have to do to make a person take any of us aside and ask us if we’d murdered our former friend and buried his body in the woods behind one of our houses?

			We’d have to tell someone we did it. That’s it and that’s all.

			

			•   •   •

			“Hey, Es,” I say as I turn the corner on my way to the gym and spot Esther Green closing her locker.

			“Logan the Legend,” she says in a deep voice.

			“Hardly,” I reply.

			“Come on. How much have you raised so far?” she asks.

			Not to brag, but she’s talking about the good I’m bringing to the world, a fund-raiser I put together that will provide micro-loans to help disadvantaged people get socially or environmentally conscious businesses off the ground.

			“Fifty-eight thousand, last I checked,” I tell her.

			“Hell yeah,” she says, and puts a hand up. Even though it’s totally a bro move, I high-five, and I love how small her hand feels against mine.

			“It’ll help a few people realize their dreams,” I say. It sounds cheesy, but that’s what it’s all about. When I started it as a project for econ, I thought I’d raise a few hundred dollars from relatives and give it to the local family center. But it’s taken on a life of its own.

			It’s even got a name: Logan’s Heroes, which is a reference to an old TV show called Hogan’s Heroes my pop-pop used to watch. Vice Principal Goldstein warned me that some Jewish people might find the name offensive, but I wasn’t sure why. According to Wikipedia, the show was about guys outwitting Nazis, and I’d think Jewish people would be on board with that. I mean, Cole thought the name was “So gay!” and if Cole didn’t like something, then chances were that the thing was fair and noble. He was the opposite of tolerant.

			Homophobe and anti-Semite: two more boxes on his résumé of evil you can check off.

			“You hit up any of those people in the Hollow for money?” Esther asks. “I heard there’s a guy who’s so rich, he has a private zoo!”

			“I’m exploring all options,” I say, though I have to admit I haven’t been soliciting amateur zookeepers. However, I make a mental note.

			“We blew all our ‘discretionary’ funds at Osheaga in Quebec a few months ago, but my mom read that article about you in the paper, and she wants to donate as soon as we have some extra cash,” Esther tells me.

			I’m used to people talking about that article. It was only in the local paper, but everyone read it. Fantastic exposure, even though I’d like to update some of the information.

			“That’s so sweet of your mom. But please tell her that I’m no longer using the Indiegogo site that’s mentioned in the article. She can go directly to LogansHeroes.org to donate.”

			“Roger that. My mom says, ‘That Logan kid is doin’ right by the young generation.’ Isn’t that something?” Esther remarks with a dramatic sigh. “Doesn’t mention her daughter as the future of this country. But Logan Bailey, that’s a boy who’s going places.”

			“To gym,” I tell her. “I’m going to gym.”

			“What about Becca’s? Hitting her party tomorrow?”

			“Now that I know she’s having one, I am.”

			She smiles. She wants me to be there, but that doesn’t mean she wants me. The rumors about me and Holly are many and confusing. We’re not a thing right now, but I can’t blame people for thinking we are. I know it makes other girls keep their distance.

		

	
		
			FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 4

			SIX DAYS AFTER

			HOLLY

			I’M ON MY WAY TO BECCA’S PARTY with Meeka. Our lives will always be connected because of what we did, but she doesn’t care to talk about it. That’s what I need. Meeka drives past the Round Church, which is lit with floodlights. She points to a dog.

			“Fluffy fella there is the type I want,” she says.

			It’s a Bernese mountain dog, and it’s sniffing around the church garden while its owner sits on a bench checking his phone. They’re giant things, Berneses. Fuzzy and huggable and adorable. I understand why people like them, but all I can think about is how big a pain it would be to pick burdocks from their tails.

			“You must still miss Skipper,” I say. Skipper was her family’s golden who they had to put to sleep last year. Cancer of the stomach. So sad.

			“He was a good pooch all right,” Meeka says. “Old Diaper Breath.”

			“Diaper Breath, huh? There are a couple of guys I know who could go by that nickname.”

			“Fuck!” Meeka says. “Who? Not—”

			“Not Logan,” I assure her. “That boy loves his Altoids too much.”

			“Then who?”

			“Forget it.”

			“You can’t tell me there are at least two guys out there with diaper breath and expect me not to grill your ass on it. This is important information for girls to share.”

			“Fine. Noah.”

			“Fuuuck!” she howls as she pounds her fist on the wheel. The horn beeps and it surprises me how much it makes me jump.

			“I know, I know,” I say. “He’s too hot to have bad breath.”

			“I’ll bet he’ll be there tonight,” she says, and her eyebrows go up and down. “I’ll talk to him, get really close, and if I catch a whiff, I’ll faint. Fall right into a bowl of guac.”

			“No you won’t.”

			“Ya think?”

			It’s never wise to call Meeka’s bluff. Meeka rarely bluffs.

			“Fine,” I say. “Do what you want, but it means I’m not going to tell you who the other guy is.”

			“Diaper Breath numero dos?”

			“It’ll be your mission to figure it out.”

			Meeka puckers up. “I’ll be kissing a lot of frogs tonight, then.”

			I almost call her a slut, in a joking way, but then my chest seizes up.

			Cole.

			He used that word constantly. He’d always say, “Hey, if girls can call each other sluts, then I should be able to call girls sluts. And if black guys can call each other—”

			“It’s Caden,” I blurt out. “He’s the other one.”

			Meeka’s nose scrunches up and she says, “Booo. You’re no fun. And anyway, I’ve kissed Caden.”

			“What?”

			“Sure,” she says. “Freshman year. In the gondola. His breath was fine then.”

			“Well, maybe he’d had a tuna sandwich the day I kissed him.”

			“And when was this day?”

			I dip my head. Sheepishly I admit, “Yesterday. After practice. In the parking lot by the fields.”

			“He kissed you?”

			“More like the other way around.”

			“Holly!”

			I rub my eyes and say what I haven’t been able to say but have been feeling all week. “I needed to think about something else for a bit. Anything else.”

			Meeka’s head tilts. Her eyes are wide, taking all of me in. “You told me we would be okay,” she says, and she gives me her right hand.

			I kiss it because I know that’s what she wants. Because it makes me feel closer to her. And I nod.

			“We are okay.”

		

	
		
			GRAYSON

			I CAN’T BELIEVE I’ve known these kids for so long. Back to kindergarten for most of them, some of them even earlier. Five or six of them went to the day care that Mom ran out of our house, so they’ve seen me get my diapers changed. Not that anyone remembers that, but that’s the level of familiarity we’re working with for a lot of us. Connections run deep.

			As parties go, this isn’t bad. Becca doesn’t want any spills or smells in the house, so we’re out back. It’s cold here on the patio, but there are a few heat lamps that make it bearable. Lots of hotties out here adding to the heat too, sporting Patagonia vests and beanies. Nice.

			There’s a keg. Always a good sign. Problem is, it’s some craft shit Bornstein got from his cousin. Gose, it’s called. Tastes weird, like lemonade and dishwater. I hope it’s got a ton of alcohol in it, because if I’m not drunk soon, I’ll have to find a bottle of something strong and duck into the woods for a bit.

			These kids are all so happy. They’re laughing about every little thing. That shouldn’t make me mad, but I kinda feel like grabbing some random guy and punching him so I can wipe the smiles off everyone’s faces. What can I say? I’m a real asshole. At least sometimes. And some of those times, I deserve to be.

			“What’s up?” Paul Baker says as he crashes his Solo cup against mine.

			It makes the beer spill onto my hand. Cold, but I don’t care. I take a gulp and say, “Getting wasted off this, whatever this is.”

			“This!” he shouts. “This is the best gose in the country, son!”

			He pronounces it goes-ah, which could be the right way to say it, but it only makes the stuff sound even worse. “Still tastes like piss,” I say.

			“I don’t know. A ninety-four on BeerAdvocate. Pretty legit.”

			“You’re the expert.”

			Paul is the type of kid who will pull out his phone and check the ratings of movies, food, almost anything you’re enjoying. Or, in this case, hating. He’s got some old-ass Tumblr where he posts his own movie and TV reviews and other shit. Why? I don’t know. We’ve all got stuff to make us feel important.

			“We’re in a golden age of beer,” Paul says, sipping his like it’s wine. “Bask in it.”

			“If you say so,” I tell him, and I finish my cup without tasting, pour it directly down my throat.

			If I didn’t know him better, Paul would be a good candidate for that punch in the face, but I do know him better and I sort of like him, despite the know-it-all attitude. The kid actually asks me questions about myself. A rare thing.

			“So how are the sculptures coming?” he says.

			“They’re coming,” I say, because that’s about all I can say. For one, I’m not really a “sculptor.” I nail, I carve, sometimes weld. I don’t really sculpt. So I don’t talk about it that way. Also, I haven’t touched any of my pieces in weeks. Not since we started our planning.

			“I like the one you did of the eagle,” he says.

			“Osprey,” I tell him.

			“Right, right. Massive bird. The one you made looks like it could carry away small children. You should sell it, you know? You could make some scratch.”

			There’s no denying the osprey is one of my better pieces. I made it from reclaimed wood, hacking at it with a hatchet and a saw and then nailing and gluing it together. It has a six-foot wingspan and I mounted it on top of our sugarhouse. Kinda works like a scarecrow, except it scares mice and rats away. Also reminds me of summers kayaking on Champlain, so it’s got sentimental value. That’s not to say if someone offered me serious cash, I wouldn’t part with it.

			“We’ll see,” I say. “I’m keeping it for now.”

			I put the cup to my mouth to drink more and remember it’s empty, but I keep it against my lips to play it off as Esther Green walks by. She’s got this silky way about her that maybe goes along with being clever. I don’t care who her parents are, or if people call her trash; that girl knows that she knows more than the rest of us.

			I follow her, because she’s pied-pipering the hell out of me. I don’t say shit to Paul, just toss my cup and start walking. I’m not looking where I’m going and I bump into this kid, Gus, who’s standing by a potted mum.

			Gus Drummond, yeah, of all the luck. This scruffy motherfucker was Cole’s best buddy from way back. As if I need another reminder of what we did.

			“Sorry,” I say.

			And you know how that little stain responds? “You’ll be sorry all right,” he says under his breath. “Stupid duck.”

			Did he just call me a duck?

			“Ha,” I say back to him. I literally say the word “ha,” because shit like that isn’t even worth laughing at. He must’ve put on some beer muscles tonight, but trust me, the kid is harmless. All obsessed with fantasy books and Minecraft shit. Only time he’s thrown a punch is in a video game.

			I fake like I’m going after him and he flinches, then scurries away. No surprise there. Holly would be pissed if she saw this, what with Gus being Cole’s friend from way back. But it’s probably been two years since he and Cole have even talked. I’m not
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