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Prologue

FOR WEEKS AFTER THE DAY RILEY FRASER DISAPPEARED—A cold Saturday in March that seemed ordinary in every other way—people thought he would come back.

It’s not that bad things never happened in Montgomery Falls. There was the schoolteacher who poisoned her husband with arsenic in 1919 and the textile mill fire of ’44—the one that killed thirteen men. There was the man who died on the old rail bridge and the university student who went for a walk five years ago and never came back—the one a group of kids found near the spot where chimney swifts nest in the thousands.

But those things were few and far between, spread far enough apart that they didn’t threaten the town’s reputation as good and safe.

When bad things did happen, they certainly didn’t happen to boys like Riley; they didn’t happen to boys who shone so bright the whole town waited to see what their futures held.

And so Montgomery Falls rallied.

There were search parties and flyers.

Announcements and pleas for information.

There were public meetings and Facebook groups and vigils as Riley’s father flew in from Toronto and offered a reward so large that Riley’s face was on the national news.

But as the days stretched out, as the river rose with snowmelt and swelled up past its banks, the rumors started.

What if Riley Fraser wasn’t as perfect as he seemed?

Maybe he had gotten a girl into trouble. In fact, hadn’t something happened just before he disappeared—some sort of incident at a party?

Maybe he was still upset about his parents’ divorce—a split so contentious that it had been the talk of Montgomery Falls for over a year. Everyone knew Riley went a little wild after his father left. Everybody said that the divorce was proof that no matter how much money you had—and some people claimed the Frasers could buy and sell half the town if they wanted to—there were some things you couldn’t fix.

Wasn’t Riley one of the kids who found that university student up by the mill a few years ago? Riley and his brother and that Montgomery girl from New York. What if something like that changed you? Wormed its way in and hollowed you out.

And if all of that wasn’t enough, plenty of people remembered what Riley had been like when his family first moved to town. Quiet and skinny and just a bit odd. A far cry from the charismatic, popular boy who went for a walk in the woods one day and didn’t come back.

It didn’t take Riley’s mother long to stop leaving the house. It took even less time for his father to fly back to his new life in Toronto, leaving Riley’s brother—two years older and as dark as Riley was golden—to drop out of college and move home.

More than 900 miles away, I knew none of this.

I hadn’t spoken to Riley Fraser since the summer I turned twelve. Not since the day he kissed me—a first kiss that tasted like lucky pennies and grape bubble gum—on the old swing on my aunt’s front porch. Not since the day he figured out what I really am.

I didn’t know Riley was missing or that his photo was on posters from the border of Maine to the edge of the Atlantic Ocean.

Even if I had known, there wouldn’t have been anything I could have done.

More than 900 miles away, my own world was crumbling.

Now, of course, it’s different.

Ask me where I was when Riley Fraser disappeared.

I can’t tell you.

I don’t know where I was.

Or what I was doing.

Or who I was with.

But ask me what happened to Riley Fraser—ask me that, and I’ll tell you everything.





One

BAD GIRLS GO TO NEW YORK. I SAW THAT ON A T-SHIRT once. I had been wandering around a street fair with Lacey when she spotted it on a vendor’s cart. She reached past me, careful not to let her arm brush mine, lifted the shirt, and then held it up to her chest. The guy behind the table tried to convince her that purple was her color, that the shirt looked so great against her skin that he’d practically give it away—as long as she took his number at the same time.

Things like that are always happening to Lacey.

“Aren’t you the one who’s usually giving it away?” I asked, rolling my eyes skyward as I tried to bring her down a peg or two.

“Jealous?” she retorted.

“Not even a little.”

It was fine if she saw through the lie. For someone who seems to have everything and has always been able to tell people exactly what she wants, Lacey may be the most insecure person I’ve ever met. My jealousy reminds her that she’s doing okay, that things are on track, that people want to be her even if she desperately wants to be someone else.

If Lacey’s life were a movie, I’d be the plucky sidekick. The short, fat redhead who provides comic relief and moral support without ever stealing the scenes. The one always standing just a little bit behind her in Instagram pics.

And that suits me just fine.

At least it had. Back when it seemed like there was safety in Lacey’s shadow, when being near someone with a personality that big allowed me to be part of things without ever drawing too much attention to myself.

Before it had all backfired and my entire life blew up.

From where I’m sitting right now—eight rows back on a bus that smells like week-old pizza and dirty socks—that T-shirt had gotten it wrong: Bad girls don’t go to New York. Bad girls get put on a Greyhound back to a place they’d rather forget.

The bus slows and pulls into a gas station with peeling paint and a hand-lettered sign advertising live bait. Stop forty-three, I think as a trickle of people climb aboard and search for spots.

Up until now, I’ve been lucky: I scored a pair of seats at the start and somehow—possibly through a combination of guarded posture, prayer, and the sound of the Violent Femmes blaring from my earbuds—have managed to hold them for the first ten hours of the trip.

But luck deserts me as a plump woman with gray hair stops in the middle of the aisle and shoots me a friendly smile. The scent of vanilla wafts from her like perfume as she glances from my face to the backpack on the empty seat next to me.

When I don’t immediately make room, the friendly smile slips a notch. It doesn’t disappear completely, though, and she doesn’t keep walking.

I hesitate a second longer before pulling my bag onto my lap. As the woman lowers herself next to me, I tug the sleeves of my shirt down as far as they’ll go and then hunch in on myself, trying to make my body as small as possible. Lacey calls it my “subway slump.” Also good for crowded shopping malls, the hallway between classes, and apparently, the bus from New York to Canada.

But there’s only so much you can do when you’re big. You can twist and contort all you want, but volume is volume, and with both of us fat—“overweight,” my dad always corrects, as if that somehow sounds better—a trickle of sweat forms where our hips press against each other.

Before long, my shoulders start to ache from the effort of holding my torso as still as a statue, and eventually, the distance between New York and where I am now—not to mention all of the hours and weeks it took to get to this point—catches up with me. I slip a little farther down in my seat, and as the bus makes its way across Maine, my eyelids get heavy and then heavier.

Eventually, I close my eyes. I close my eyes and pull in a deep breath and—

Water rushes up my nose and down my throat, filling my lungs.

My eyes fly open as pressure rips through my chest. I gasp and struggle as someone tries to hold me under. Fingers dig into my arms. Whoever it is, they’re stronger than I am. I manage to break free just long enough to glimpse a wide face and gray hair and catch a handful of words—“I’ll show you. You’re not laughing now”—before I’m forced back down.

I’m forced back down and I can’t breathe and I can’t break free. I can’t break free and . . .

Everything shatters, and I’m left struggling for air in an unfamiliar place.

The bus, I realize as I press a hand to my chest. I’m on the bus. Even though the sensation of being unable to breathe was only in my mind, my lungs ache and my heart races.

“Are you all right?” The woman in the seat next to me has a hand on my shoulder. Her fingers must have skimmed the exposed skin at the collar of my shirt; they are, in fact, perilously close to touching skin right now. “We’re almost at the border. I thought I should wake you.”

Outside, the rushing landscape slows and then spins as we make the turn for the border crossing.

The woman’s face knots with concern as she removes her hand. She glances toward the front of the bus, wondering, maybe, if she should call out to the driver.

Other people twist in their seats to see if anything interesting is happening, but they barely register. I stare at the woman, trying to reconcile the concern on her face with the sensation of being held underwater. I force myself to nod, to tell her I’m fine, to play the whole thing off as a nightmare as the bus comes to a stop.

She doesn’t look convinced, but she gathers up her things and disembarks with everyone else. Determined to put as much distance between us as possible, I linger for a few minutes before stepping off the air-conditioned bus and into the summer heat. Shouldering my bag, I head to the small customs building at the edge of the parking lot.

A faint but steady ache begins to chip at my temples as I slip through the door and take my place at the end of the line.

As people inch forward, I can’t help but think that what just happened is some sort of omen and that maybe it’s not too late to sabotage my father’s plans and head home.

It wouldn’t even be that hard.

All I would have to do is step out of the line. Head to the bathroom and shred the documents Dad’s lawyer drew up. Flush the pieces down the toilet like contraband. They can’t let me cross without those papers—no matter what destination is printed on my ticket. They won’t let me cross, and I’ll use half of the money in my bag to get myself home.

Between problems with his publisher and his upcoming trip to California, Dad might not even realize I’m back. Not right away.

Of course, it’s not like my father is the only one in New York I have to worry about. As much as this trip feels like a punishment, there might be a tiny part of me that’s almost relieved to have an escape.

A very, very tiny part, but a part of me nonetheless.

And so I stay in line until I reach the front and then hand the letter and my passport over to a customs agent whose open, friendly expression practically screams, Welcome to Canada! He asks to see my bus ticket. “Mary Catherine Montgomery on her way to Montgomery Falls? A girl who has a whole town named after her.”

I force myself to smile. It feels tight around the edges. “Coincidence,” I lie.

“New York,” he says, still scanning the ticket. “Hell of a bus trip. You know you can fly into Bangor or Saint John and then just take the bus from there?”

“Yeah,” I say dryly, “I’ve heard that.” My father claimed the bus would be an adventure. Like being Jack Kerouac or Paul Simon. I didn’t bother telling him that I had only the faintest idea who he was talking about. Personally, I think his choice was motivated less by the romanticism of traveling America by road and more by the idea of saving a few hundred bucks on the ticket. Dad’s last two books were critical and commercial flops, and he hasn’t sold a screenplay in years. Things have been tight for a while—not that we ever directly talk about it.

The agent hands everything back. “Someone meeting you at the station?”

“My aunt.” It’s all in the letter, but he nods as though me saying those two words makes some sort of difference and tells me to enjoy Canada.

I buy a bottle of Coke in the duty-free shop and then wander back toward the bus, pausing in front of a bulletin board to take a drink. The headache is still dancing around my skull, but it’s not nearly bad enough for me to reach for the pills in my backpack. On the scale of one-to-awful, it’s a four at most.

My eyes trail idly over the brightly colored flyers on the board next to me. A hardware store on the US side that will hold parcels for Canadians. Reminders that plants aren’t supposed to be taken across the border. Ads for whale-watching tours along the coast and antique sales up and down the valley. Ordinary, forgettable stuff. But in among the other notices, partly covered by a plea for the return of a lost engagement ring, is a missing poster.

The word “missing” by itself wouldn’t be enough to hold my attention. Not really. It’s the name underneath that wraps itself around me and pins me to the spot.

Riley Fraser.

It has to be a coincidence, I think. There have to be about a thousand Riley Frasers in the world. But I still find myself reaching out and peeling away the flyer for the lost ring to reveal a black-and-white yearbook photo.

The boy in the picture is handsome. Chiseled jaw and wavy hair kind of handsome. The kind of handsome that gets crowned prom king or maybe class president. Even though the smile on the boy’s face looks forced around the edges, it’s wide enough to bring out the dimple in his left cheek.

A dimple isn’t proof, but there are other hints. Planes and angles around the eyes and the mouth. Echoes of a boy I used to know. The boy I’ve spent years trying not to think about.

There are a thousand Riley Frasers in the world, and the boy on the poster is mine.





Two

THERE’S A MOMENT, WHEN THE BUS CROSSES THAT IMAGINARY line between the US and Canada, that I catch myself listening for the second something changes. It’s a thing Dad used to do on our infrequent trips back to his mother country. “Do you hear it?” he’d ask as the car rolled toward the place where America ended and something else began. He swore there was a sound when you crossed, one you could hear if you really tried.

According to my father, hearing that sound was about a thousand times better than any lucky penny you could find. Hear that sound and you’d better make a wish.

For someone who doesn’t believe in magic, he talks a good game.

At six, I had tried so hard I gave myself a headache and threw up thirty paces over the border. At nine, I had been suspicious, but unwilling to completely discount the idea. Now, at seventeen, I know it’s bullshit, but I still find myself closing my eyes and holding my breath.

Because even though it was only ever just one of my father’s stories, I could use a wish or two.

But as hard as I listen, I can’t hear that moment any more now than I could when I was six, and when I close my eyes, I see the missing poster—Riley’s missing poster—and my head fills with questions. The date on the poster—the date Riley vanished—was March 19. Three months ago.

I rest my forehead against the window as the bus slows for the turnoff into Montgomery Falls. I can see my reflection in the glass—chubby cheeks, frizzy red hair, a nose that turns up just a little at the end—but this close, my face becomes just a collection of shapes and colors.

I tell myself that anything could have happened in three months. Three months ago, my life was completely different, and it’s definitely more than enough time for Riley to have turned up. He’s probably fine. If he wasn’t, Aunt Jet would have called. It doesn’t matter how strained things are between her and Dad or how scattered she can be. It doesn’t even matter that it’s been years since Riley’s name has crossed my lips. If Riley had been missing for any real amount of time, Jet would have called.

People put up posters and forget about them all the time. It’s just an old, forgotten poster.

The bus passes a strip mall and a succession of fast-food places and then rumbles across the river—a wide blue ribbon that winds through the lowland between two ridges of rolling green hills. The whole thing looks like a postcard. Even the rusting, abandoned train bridge and the ruins of the old textile mill—a jumble of bricks just visible in the distance—look picturesque. If you don’t know any better.

Two red lights and three turns later, we pull into the bus station—although calling anything so tiny a “station” might be giving it too much credit. Three other people disembark and are quickly scooped up by waiting friends and family. There are hugs and greetings. Suitcases tossed into the backs of waiting cars.

The driver pulls my duffel bag out from the luggage compartment and hands it over. I take it as I scan the parking lot. No rust-pimpled Buick and no Aunt Jet. I linger next to the bus for a moment, uncertain, and then head for a patch of shade next to the station.

I know Dad called Jet two nights ago to remind her—among other things—what time the bus would get in, but I overhear a passerby say that it’s 5:45 p.m. The bus isn’t early; it’s fifteen minutes late.

If Dad hadn’t confiscated my phone, I could call Jet, but my phone—at least what’s left of it—along with my laptop, is currently locked in the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet in his study. Right where they’ve been for the past two weeks.

Supposedly, this is not a punishment.

Supposedly, this is for my own good.

Supposedly, ignorance is bliss and a little space will be healthy. That’s what my father claimed the night I’d gotten upset enough to throw my iPhone across the room—something that would have gone completely unnoticed if my aim had been just a little bit better. Pro tip: If you’re going to throw an iPhone, make sure you don’t accidentally throw it at your closed bedroom window. And if you are stupid enough to throw it at your closed bedroom window, don’t tell your father the reason.

A woman with a too-tight perm and thick glasses appears in the station doorway. “You waiting for someone, sweetheart?”

“My aunt.”

“Have you tried calling her?”

I shrug. “Can’t find my phone.”

“Do you want to call her? There’s a pay phone inside, but you can use the phone in the office.” As she speaks, I notice a missing poster taped next to the door—identical to the one I had seen at the border.

My stomach twists. Sure, a poster at the border could easily be forgotten, but if Riley had been found, wouldn’t they have taken down the posters around town?

I open my mouth to ask, but the woman is summoned back inside before I get the chance.

Ten minutes later—ten long minutes of trying not to stare at the poster, of trying not to think of what it might mean while reminding myself that Riley Fraser isn’t someone I’m supposed to care about—I have to accept that Aunt Jet isn’t coming.

I could take the woman up on her offer of the phone, but it’s not like my bags are that heavy, and the house isn’t all that far.

I adjust my backpack and my grip on my duffel bag and start walking.

It’s been five years since my last visit to Montgomery Falls, and as I make my way through the small downtown core, I try to catalog the differences between present and past. There are more empty storefronts than I remember, but the art store is still here, as are the town’s two bookstores—one Catholic and one not. The record store is dark and has a For Rent sign in its window. That hurts: the record store was one of the few things I was actually looking forward to. Lacey claims I’m a nostalgia nerd, and maybe she’s right because I love old things. Especially if they’re music related. Bands, posters, records—my room is filled with flea market and thrift store finds. Once, Lacey caught me smelling one of her father’s albums—he has a seriously impressive collection—and called me a “vinyl sniffer,” like it was something perverse.

I guess there won’t be any vinyl sniffing in my near future. It’s like I’ve literally gone to the place where music died.

At least the movie theater is still open—though it has just two screens. One is playing a horror flick, the other a romantic comedy. A girl sits in the glass booth at the front of the building, chin resting in her hands.

My steps falter in front of another missing poster. Rain and wind have torn the paper and left Riley’s face smudged, but it’s a word scrawled in red marker that makes me stop.

Cocksucker.

The letter s snakes around a rough drawing of something that is clearly supposed to be a part of the male anatomy.

I spot another poster, yards off. Even at a distance, I can make out strokes of red.

Something takes hold, and before I completely realize what I’m doing, I reach out and yank the first poster down. Maybe it’s lingering childhood loyalty—a few last dregs that haven’t, for some inexplicable reason, completely faded. Maybe it’s just that I hate the way the word is scrawled: ugly red letters that make it clear that whoever wrote it was stupid enough to think it was something bad. Maybe it’s simply that I’ve had so many insults of every kind thrown my way over the past few months. Whatever the reason, I crumple up the poster and shove it into my bag.

When I glance up, the girl in the ticket booth is staring at me.

I walk away, cheeks burning.

I know I don’t owe Riley Fraser anything—not after the last things he said to me—but I still rip down the other poster.

“Wait!”

I keep walking.

“Hey!” A hand falls on my shoulder, forcing me to turn.

I’m short, but the girl from the theater is pint-sized. Up close, she looks like she stepped out of some gothy comic book. Her long dark hair is pulled into two pigtails, black liner sweeps over her eyelids in wings, and a thin velvet ribbon has been looped around her neck and tied into a sloppy bow. Her pink uniform is adorned with buttons that look innocuous on first glance but say things like M Is for Monster or have pictures of Bela Lugosi or creepy girls climbing out of wells.

Loser, says a voice in the back of my head—a voice that sounds a lot like Lacey. Or, at least, the way Lacey has started to sound over the past year.

Having successfully stopped me, the girl seems weirdly at a loss for words. She rocks back on her heels and swallows before finally saying, “They’ll just do it again. The poster in your bag? The one in your hand? More will go up, and someone else will come along and write on them.”

More will go up.

Even though I was already sure that Riley must still be missing, I find myself gripping the crumpled poster a little more tightly. “They?”

The girl stares at me, blankly.

“You said ‘They’ll just do it again.’ Who? Who’s they?” I guess those dregs of loyalty really do exist because there’s a harsh edge to my voice that I can’t otherwise explain.

“Just . . . people. People from school.”

“So they what? Go around trashing someone who’s missing and everyone’s fine with that?”

“Someone who’s . . . ?” Confusion fills her eyes and then shifts to something else as a blush creeps across her cheeks. “You thought they were saying Riley was . . . that he . . .” She shakes her head. “They write on the posters around the movie theater because I work there. So that I’ll see them. They mean the word for me.”

She stands in front of me, small and dark, and as her blush bleeds away, she raises her chin a tiny fraction of an inch.

There’s something in that tiny fraction that I almost envy. She doesn’t apologize for the word or what other people say. She stands there, chin raised, like it doesn’t matter what they—or I—think.

And it doesn’t. Or at least it shouldn’t.

Whether it’s true or not, that word—and what it represents—shouldn’t be an insult.

A deep male shout comes from the direction of the theater, breaking the moment. “Skylar—there are customers!”

When she doesn’t immediately move, the voice booms out, again. “Skylar! Customers!”

She turns and runs, pigtails bouncing, and I’m left alone, holding a ruined poster.





Three

AUNT JET CATCHES UP WITH ME A FEW STREETS LATER. BY that time, I’ve counted eleven other posters, none of them defaced. Some have ribbons or homemade cards pinned beneath them. One sits above a small stuffed lion—the local high school’s mascot. I’m standing there, staring at that silly lion, when Aunt Jet pulls her whale of a car up to the curb.

She leans across the passenger seat and pushes open the door. “I’m so sorry, Mary Catherine,” she says. “I told them I had to leave at five, but they’re so short-staffed, and I just couldn’t . . .” She cuts herself off and shakes her head as she looks at me, eyes wide. “Wow. You look so much older. So grown up.”

Between social media and the occasional video chat on birthdays and holidays, my appearance really shouldn’t be that much of a surprise, but maybe there are some things that pictures and video can’t capture, because as I stand there on the curb, I can’t help but notice how much older Aunt Jet looks herself. She and Dad are twins—born thirteen minutes and three seconds apart—but you’d never guess it. Dad looks young for his age. In fact, few people realize he’s old enough to be my father. Aunt Jet, on the other hand, has streaks of gray in her long red hair, and there are faint lines around her mouth and at the corners of her eyes. Lines I don’t remember seeing when I last visited. She’s still beautiful, though. If possible, the lines and hints of gray actually make her more so.

I don’t make any move to get into the car, and Jet’s gaze slides to the poster behind me. Her thin shoulders rise and then fall as she lets out a deep breath. “I was going to tell you.”

“When?”

A woman with a stroller waves to my aunt as she walks past. As her gaze shifts to me, it fills with barely suppressed curiosity.

I debate walking away, but I don’t exactly love the idea of people in town talking about my poor aunt and her difficult American niece. I’ve had enough people talking about me over the past few months to last a lifetime.

With a sigh, I toss my bags into the back of the Buick and then climb into the passenger seat.

Despite the heat, my aunt is wearing a sweater over a pair of burgundy-colored scrubs: her unofficial uniform as a personal care assistant at one of the local nursing homes. It’s broiling inside the car, and I can feel my own clothes sticking to me in seconds, but she doesn’t put the air-conditioning on. Given how old the car is, I’m not sure the air-conditioning even works.

I stare at her expectantly, waiting for an answer.

“Your father and I talked about it,” she says as she signals and pulls away from the curb. “We thought it would be better to wait and see what happened before telling you.”

“You mean he thought.” It really shouldn’t surprise me. My father doesn’t like things that are unexpected or unpleasant. Things that are unexpected or unpleasant tend to distract him from his work. Which is, I suspect, one of the reasons I’ve been sent here for the summer.

Aunt Jet flexes her hands around the steering wheel. She’s always hated confrontations. Big ones, little ones, ones that exist only in her head—they all set her on edge. Silence fills the car, heavy and awkward. “It wasn’t just your father,” she says finally. “There are things he’d rather I not talk to you about, but holding off on telling you about Riley was a decision we made months ago, together.”

“Okay, but you’ve known I was coming for the past two weeks. Didn’t you think I’d see the posters when I got here?”

Her cheeks flush. “We were wrong—I was wrong—and I’m sorry.”

“What other things doesn’t Dad want you talking to me about?” I ask as the other part of what she said sinks in.

The look Aunt Jet shoots me makes it clear she thinks I should already know the answer to that. And I do, actually. I was just curious about what she would say. “No talking about the family legacy,” I say, imitating the crisp, slightly fake-sounding voice my father uses in interviews. “No filling my daughter’s head with nonsense about old houses and strange gifts.”

Aunt Jet shoots me a small, tight smile. “Something like that.”

So, basically, the same stuff my dad has been fighting with Aunt Jet about since I was twelve.

“The posters say Riley’s been missing since March.” A little of the anger creeps back into my voice; I can’t help it.

Aunt Jet loosens her grip on the wheel and then reaches out to touch my hand. I pull away before she can make contact. I want to stay angry—I have a right to be angry—and people have a very hard time staying angry when my aunt touches them.

Jet places her hand back on the wheel. “They think he got lost in the woods outside of town. He went walking there a lot, apparently. There was a late snowstorm the day he went missing. It made searching hard.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.” I shake my head, recalling how fascinated Riley had been with the forest around Montgomery Falls the summer we spent together, how much time he had spent trying to map them. “Riley knew those woods. Really well.”

“You’ve never been out there in the winter,” says Aunt Jet, not ungently. “Things look different. It gets dark early and stays dark until late, and the snow plays tricks on people. Even without getting caught in a storm, it would have been easy to get disoriented. And there aren’t that many cell towers outside of town. You’d be surprised how spotty coverage gets.”

I guess it’s a fair point. Montgomery Falls really is a tiny speck in the middle of a whole lot of nothing. Even when Riley used to drag me out on hikes, we’d lose service if we ventured too near the logging roads or went the wrong way.

And once you’re past the logging roads, well, then it’s just open wilderness for hundreds of miles.

“Noah’s been back since it happened,” Aunt Jet says.

Noah. Riley’s big brother. He’s two years older, so I guess that means he was away at college. Probably the Canadian equivalent of an Ivy League school given how smart he’s always been.

Jet launches into awkward small talk. I don’t exactly tune her out on purpose, but my thoughts keep distracting me. All I can manage are monosyllabic responses, and after a few minutes, I can’t even keep those up.

It wasn’t just topography Riley was obsessed with that summer. He was fascinated by the things people lost among the trees. Discarded soda bottles. Old tires. Pennies and pocketknives. Broken axes and rusting bits of equipment near the logging roads. He almost never touched the things we found; he just recorded them in a small, black notebook.

The Book of Lost Things—that’s what I called it. His parents had another name for it. He had been diagnosed with obsessive-compulsive disorder a few months before moving to Montgomery Falls, and they worried the time he spent in the woods was unhealthy, that it was tied to his OCD.

Maybe it was and maybe it wasn’t.

I don’t know. I don’t know if Riley knew.

They fought about it sometimes, he and his parents. They fought about the amount of time we spent out there. Hours and days and weeks—if you added it all up. Lost time spent exploring lost paths and examining lost objects.

How could someone who had been so fascinated with lost things step into the woods and become lost himself?

It takes Aunt Jet pointing out a new sign—the words “Montgomery House: Vacancy” set in neat black letters against an off-white background—to pull me out of my thoughts. If she hadn’t spoken, I might not have realized that we had turned off the street. I might not even have realized we were driving up the long crescent that leads to the house she and Dad grew up in.

“The historical society tried to make me take it down,” she says, speaking of the sign, “but I did a head count of all the plastic flamingos in the neighborhood. And I asked one of the boys in the house to take photographs of the new basketball hoop the president of the society attached to the carriage house at the end of his driveway.”

Riverside Avenue is a street that’s been undergoing an identity war for decades. Back when the town was at the center of a small industrial boom, the rich built their homes here, but as industries folded and fortunes dried up, the houses sat empty. At one end of the street stand rambling Victorians that have been restored to their former glory by new owners, and at the other are houses that have been drawn and quartered into apartments, their manicured lawns paved over and their iron gates taken off the hinges. Spanning the gulf between the two factions are places like Aunt Jet’s.

A year ago, Jet renovated and started renting out rooms to supplement what she makes at the nursing home. She’s hardly alone. The university is one of the few industries in town that’s still booming, and people have turned making money off of students into an art form. People say that half the mortgages in town are paid for by undergrads renting rooms in basements or attics. Without the university and the military base forty minutes away, Montgomery Falls would probably be a ghost town.

If Jet had been renovating almost any other building, no one would have cared. But it was Montgomery House. Home of the founding family. One of the oldest structures in town. The historical society had not been happy with the changes my aunt had made; my father had been even less so.

Dad and Aunt Jet both left Montgomery Falls right after high school, but when their mother—my grandmother—got sick, Jet came back. She gave up her studies, a fiancé, and her whole life so that she could take care of things here. She was twenty-one.

My grandmother hung on for fourteen years. More than long enough for Jet’s old life to have passed her by while my dad finished school, met my mother, and started his career. In a way, Jet giving up those fourteen years made it possible for my father to have the life he wanted, away from the town he had always been desperate to escape.

That much guilt and resentment between them makes things . . . complicated.

In the end, all Jet had was an old house and a fickle-tempered black cat named Brisby. Five years ago, Dad tried to get her to sell Montgomery House. He said it wasn’t healthy, the way she clung to it. He said it was foolish not to try to get as much as they could while the waterfront property was still worth something. He was thinking of the both of them, he claimed. He wasn’t being selfish. He was thinking about her.

He had been charming. He had been persuasive.

His pleas had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that he—or, I guess, we—were having money problems. Nothing at all.

Aunt Jet refused.

Montgomery House is one of the two reasons my aunt and father have barely spoken in the past five years. I’m the other.

“Most of the university students have left for the summer, so it’s quiet,” says Jet as she parks in two deep ruts in the lawn. “We only have three guests until September. You’ll barely notice anyone is here, and hardly anything’s changed.”

Living with three complete strangers doesn’t sound like the kind of thing you barely notice, but I don’t say so as I slide out of the car and grab my bags.

Aunt Jet heads straight for the porch, but I stay where I am for a moment, staring up at the house.

People in town say the place is haunted, and it’s not hard to see why. Between its peeling gray exterior and its peaked slate roof, it’s a sprawling shadow caught between the green yard and the river. By some trick of the light, the windows always look flat and black during the day—like the house has dozens of eyes that are constantly watching you.

Inside, it’s filled with dark corners and hidden nooks and the smell of old leather and books. It creaks and groans at night, and you can hear the old pipes rattle in the walls at odd hours.

Maybe some people would call it creepy—Riley used to say it made his spine itch—but it’s never really felt that way to me. To me, it just feels . . . right.

It feels right and I’ve missed it.

“Hello,” I whisper.

The house doesn’t whisper back, but I imagine there’s some tiny, imperceptible shift. The shaking of a shutter in the breeze or the shifting of a shadow as I follow Aunt Jet up the porch steps.

She pauses and turns, one hand on the doorknob as she examines me with a small, worried frown. “You didn’t pack much,” she says, nodding toward my bag.

She’s not wrong. The duffel bag is big, but it’s not that big. A week’s worth of clothes, plus a couple of extra T-shirts. A mostly blank notebook, a charger for the ancient iPod I was allowed to bring, and Pengy—an uninventively named stuffed penguin that I definitely don’t need but felt wrong leaving behind.

Until Dad actually put me on the bus, I was sure he was bluffing, so I hadn’t exactly put a lot of effort into packing. Not that I want to get into that with Aunt Jet. As far as I know, Dad’s given her only the CliffsNotes version of what happened back in New York—just enough to explain why I’m not allowed my cell phone or laptop or to call Lacey, probably—and that’s fine with me. The less Aunt Jet knows, the less she’ll prod me to talk about it. “The backpack is pretty full, too.”

She doesn’t look convinced, but she lets it drop.

Just before following Jet inside, I glance at the house next door. A tall hedge borders the property, obscuring everything but the top two floors. Despite all the time that’s passed, my eyes go straight to the second floor, to the second window on the left.

Riley’s window.

Aunt Jet is wrong: Montgomery House has changed in what feels like a hundred different ways. Some changes—like how the shelves in the cupboards and fridge are all labeled with people’s names or how the formal parlor has been transformed into a common area with a TV and mismatched sofas—would be impossible to miss; others—like the absence of a particular antique or painting—are so small that I find myself questioning my memory.

Despite all the changes, my room is still the same. Even though I’ve never lived in Montgomery House for more than a few months over various summers, the third bedroom on the second floor has always been mine. When Aunt Jet renovated, she left this room exactly as it was.

“You haven’t changed, either,” I murmur as Brisby—fat and fickle as ever—follows me inside. He nips my ankle and then promptly claims the bed.

Being in here is like being in a time warp. The bookcase is crammed full of paperbacks about magic boarding schools and faeries and little orphan girls with hair every bit as red as my own, the bedspread is the kind of pink floral monstrosity I loved when I was twelve, and my dad’s antique typewriter—an old Olympia he dragged down from the attic as a teen—is still on the desk.

A mobile of the solar system hangs from the ceiling. Riley and I made it from a kit. We both wanted it, but he insisted I take it home.

He was always like that. Kind. Until the day he wasn’t.

Brisby hops down and darts under the bed just as the door opens. I turn, expecting Jet, but a strange guy stands on the threshold.

Correction: a gorgeous strange guy stands on the threshold.

“Sorry,” he says, “I didn’t realize anyone was here.” There’s a soft edge to his words. An accent I can’t quite place. “So, are you in need of medical supplies, or are you just into Swedish folk music?”

“Huh?” It takes me a second to realize he’s talking about my shirt. I can count on one hand the number of people I know who have heard of First Aid Kit, let alone who know what country they’re from.

He glances at the bags on the floor and then back at me. He’s so tall that I have to look up to meet his gray gaze. “You must be the niece. Mary Catherine, right?”

He lifts his hand. For a horrible second, I think he expects me to shake it, but he just smiles and runs it through his sandy-colored hair.

“Cat,” I correct. “Only my dad and aunt call me Mary Catherine.”

“Cat.” He says my name slowly, rolling it over his tongue like it’s a flavor he’s trying out. “I’m Aidan. Aidan Porter.” He nods toward the desk. “I was wondering if I could borrow that.”

I glance over my shoulder and then back at him. “The typewriter?”

“The typewriter.”

“Why?”

“Why not?”

Other than it’s not the 1970s, I don’t actually have a counterargument. Besides, it’s not like I’m planning on using the thing. I walk to the desk and lift the Olympia. It’s heavier than it looks, and I stumble as I turn back to him.

“Whoa.” He takes two long strides into the room and lifts the typewriter from my shaking arms before I drop it. As he does, I notice that his feet are bare. He has nice toes, I think, which is a ridiculous thing to notice.

“Thanks.” I feel a blush creep over my cheeks and down my neck. Unlike me, Aidan has no problem holding the typewriter, even though the thing must weigh forty pounds.

He turns and heads for the door, then pauses and glances back. “I don’t suppose I can borrow paper, too?” He raises one eyebrow in a manner that’s either charming or arrogant—I have a feeling I would have to know him better to figure out where the two diverge or overlap—and then turns and walks down the hall, just trusting that I’ll follow.

Telling myself I’m only trailing after him because I don’t have anything better to do, I grab a stack of paper from the top desk drawer and then follow him to a room at the very back of the house. It’s the room my dad always wrote in whenever we came to visit because it has the best view of the river.

The last time I was in this room, it was filled with sturdy antiques. Now it’s host to the kind of cheap white furniture that you buy in boxes and assemble at home. There’s a sleek flat-screen in the corner, but underneath it sits a huge, hulking machine and a stack of those big black tapes people used before DVD and Blu-ray. VHS tapes. I may have a room full of vinyl back home, but even my love of vintage has its limits.

Aidan sets the typewriter down next to a laptop while I hover a few steps over the threshold, clutching the paper, unsure what to do. “You know you need more than just paper, right? It takes these things called ribbons.” Even though my father does most of his work on his computer, he picked up an old typewriter last year. He occasionally drags it out to the dining room table, where he’ll use it for a day or two until he remembers how much he likes the ability to copy and paste.

Aidan opens one of the desk drawers and pulls out a typewriter ribbon, still in its original packaging. “Google is a marvelous thing.”

“Truly boundless,” I concur.

“You can find out anything. For instance, did you know this house has a Wikipedia entry?”

“I did not know that.” I try to keep my voice level, but inside, I’m wondering just what Aidan would find if he googled me right now.

Oblivious to my sudden discomfort, he says, “I looked up the house before I moved in. Figured anything this old might have an entry. There’s a photo of your father on the porch. I think it’s from one of his books.”

“The picture of him in the horrible tweed jacket with the elbow patches?”

Aidan nods.

“He loves that photo.” Personally, I’ve always thought it makes him look like a pretentious ass—which might not be that far off the mark. I love my father, but there are times when it feels like he’s trying to hit every Serious Male Author stereotype in the book.

Aidan turns and leans against the wall. “I heard he’s some kind of big-shot screenwriter.”

I shrug. “I guess.” My dad’s done well—really well by Montgomery Falls standards—but of my parents, my mom is the famous one. The one who gets spreads in Variety. The kind of screenwriter whose name gets mentioned almost as much as directors’. Dad almost never talks about her. Not unless he has to. I usually see her once or twice a year. She takes me out for dinner sometimes, when she’s in town for meetings. She’s tall and thin and elegant and very, very cold. It’s always weird and uncomfortable. I always feel like she’s staring at me, like she’s trying to figure out if some mistake had been made at the hospital.

“I found some of your father’s old drafts down in the study. Pretty cool stuff.”

“You’re a writer?”

Aidan laughs. “Nah. I just read everything.” His hair falls across his forehead, and he brushes it back distractedly. “I kind of admire it, though. The way writers get to create worlds and people. The way they can manipulate reality. It must be like playing God.”

I shake my head. “My dad’s ego is big, but I don’t think it’s that big.” Then, because I really don’t want to talk about my father, I say, “You go to the university?”

“Riverview High.”

My gaze slides to the laptop and then over to the Olympia. “And you’re cheating on your laptop with an ancient typewriter because . . . ?”

“Don’t you ever just find old things interesting?” He presses one of the keys three times. Rat-tat-tat. “Tell me that sound isn’t cool. Besides, I flunked English and have to take classes over the summer.” He flashes a self-deprecating grin that somehow manages to do the exact opposite of self-deprecate. “Turns out that in order to pass a class, they expect you to actually show up. Figured typing my papers on this would make things a little more interesting. Or at least atmospheric.”

Feeling slightly more comfortable, I step farther into the room, far enough to set the stack of paper down on top of a threadbare ottoman that had to have been rescued from the depths of the house. An expensive-looking camera bag sits on the floor next to it.

“So, you’re still in high school but you live here?” Normally, I wouldn’t ask what feels like a very personal question of someone I’ve known for all of five minutes, but we are virtually living together.

A low laugh slips out of his throat. It’s a good laugh. It’s the kind of laugh that wraps itself around you and makes your pulse jump and skip. Pretty boys should not be able to laugh like that. There should be a limit on the number of advantages one person has. “I’m an army brat,” he says. “Dad got transferred to the base outside town last summer, but after seven months, they moved him again. I didn’t want to go, so I stayed here. I’m a year older than everyone else because my family moved so much when I was a kid. Since I’m eighteen, it’s not like there’s some big issue with me being on my own.”

“What about your mom?”

An expression I can’t read passes over his face. “Where he goes, she goes.”

“My mother’s in California,” I say.

“Do you see her much?”

“No.” I hardly ever talk about my mom—even to Lacey, who is slightly obsessed with all of my mother’s movies—and I’m not sure what compelled me to open up to a guy I’ve just met. Maybe it’s because I know what it’s like to get left behind when you don’t fit into someone else’s plan. Even with Dad, a lot of the time it feels like I’m something he grudgingly works around—like I’m on his list of priorities, but maybe only third or fourth down. “I’m sorry about your parents.”

Aidan shrugs. “Honestly, I seem to get along with them a lot better when they’re on the other side of the ocean. Besides, this place isn’t so bad. And at least now there’ll be someone my own age around for the summer. Back in May, when your aunt told me you’d be spending a few months here . . .”

The surprise must show on my face because he trails off midsentence. I swallow. “My aunt told you about me coming in May?”

He shrugs. “Around then. End of April or the start of May.”

So at least six weeks.

Dad had acted like sending me here had been a spur-of-the-moment decision, like some last straw had finally split in two, but he’d been planning to off-load me on Jet for months. And Jet? Back in the car, she hadn’t bothered correcting me when I said she’d known I was coming for two weeks.

Logically, it doesn’t change anything—I’m still here for the same amount of time regardless of when they told me—but my chest still feels tight with anger. “I’d better go,” I say awkwardly, taking a step back. “Stuff to unpack.”

Aidan crosses the room before I can turn away. “Hey,” he says, leaning toward me and putting a hand on the doorframe. “I don’t know if I said something wrong, but if I did, I’m sorry.”

There’s enough room for me to squeeze past him, but only barely. Even being careful, there would be only inches between our skin, and after what happened on the bus, I’m not exactly feeling adventurous.

His brows pull together, a small crease forming between them. “Seriously, you look upset. If I did or said anything . . .”

“It’s not you. You didn’t say or do anything wrong.” Aidan continues to stare, that tiny line still there. “It’s really not you,” I say, overcompensating and overemphasizing.

The crease disappears like it never existed. “A bunch of my friends are watching a movie tomorrow night. Calling it a ‘party’ probably makes it sound a lot more interesting than it is, but why don’t you come?”

“You’re asking me to hang out with you and your friends?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“So much suspicion in one so young.” He presses a hand to his chest like I’ve mortally wounded him. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“No . . . It’s just . . .” I have friends back in New York. Or at least I did. Depending on who you asked, my proximity to Lacey even makes—made—me somewhat popular. But there’s no Lacey here to make me look good. I’m exhausted, I smell like I’ve been on a bus forever, and thanks to the unexpected bombshell that Dad and Jet had my arrival planned for ages, I probably seem like Mood-Swing Girl. “You don’t know me,” I say, settling on the least embarrassing and/or revelatory answer I can think of.

“So, you’ll come hang out with us and I’ll get to know you. Besides, we’re essentially going to be living together. Chances are I’ll go downstairs to get a glass of milk some night and forget to wear pants. I’d like the chance to win you over before the sight of me in Transformers boxer shorts turns you off completely.”

It almost sounds like he’s flirting, but I’m not the girl guys flirt with. Not often, anyway. Not with Lacey around. And, honestly, it’s probably better that way. But Lacey isn’t here, and Aidan is staring at me, waiting for me to respond. “They make Transformers boxers?”

“Probably not,” he admits, one corner of his mouth quirking up and the other following in an uneven grin as he steps back, “but think of all the insecure guys it would give hope to.”

I want to say something witty and biting, but instead, I just shake my head and turn away.

As I retreat down the hall, I think insecurity is not a problem a guy like Aidan Porter has ever needed help with.





Four

I WAS SUPPOSED TO CALL DAD WHEN I GOT TO MONTGOMERY Falls—“So I know you got in safely,” he’d said as he practically pushed me onto the bus—but I don’t trust myself to talk to him without yelling, and all yelling will do is convince him that he was right to keep things from me as long as he had.

I can’t even take my anger to Jet because, as it turns out, Montgomery House being home to a bunch of strangers translates to a distinct lack of privacy.

Each time I try to talk to her—in the kitchen or the study or even coming out of the bathroom—someone else wanders past. A nursing student on her way downstairs with a basket of laundry. The man who’s staying at Montgomery House until his divorce goes through. Aidan with his pale eyes and his sandy hair and his crooked smile.

Eventually, I give up. I slide into bed, but despite how tired I am, I spend hours staring at the ceiling, watching the shadowy shape of that Styrofoam solar system as it spins in the breeze from the open window. Thoughts loop through my head on repeat. Dad. Jet. Lacey.

Riley.

Riley, who I’ve tried so hard not to think about over the past few years.

It feels like I drift off for only a moment or two, but when I open my eyes, the room is filled with sunlight, and the alarm clock on the nightstand says it’s almost noon.

The last time I slept this late, I’d had food poisoning. Dad had been in California for a meeting, and I had been staying at Lacey’s.

I always stay with the Chapmans when Dad is away. Stayed, I guess, given that the days of sleepovers are pretty much over.

Lacey’s apartment is loud and chaotic and filled with warmth. There are boisterous family dinners where her parents—both professors—dance circles around each other as they debate everything from deforestation to pop stars to how to harness reality television as a potential agent of change. There are movie marathons and cooking lessons and epic board game nights—things Lacey takes for granted because she can have them anytime she wants.

It’s so different from my own home, where Dad and I maybe eat together two or three times a week before he shuts himself up in his study to work.

The night I had gotten food poisoning, Gwen, Lacey’s mom, had stayed up with me for hours as I heaved my guts out.

I didn’t just lose Lacey when our friendship unraveled. I lost her parents, too.

I push myself to my feet and haul wrinkled clothes from my duffel bag. There’s no point in thinking about Lacey or her mom or how I’m pretty sure I miss their apartment way more than I miss my own. Once things break, you can

















































































OEBPS/images/9780063002531_Cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
HERE

KATHLEEN PEACOCK






