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      If anyone asked him, Connor Gless would say that where he was standing, right now, might just be the scariest place on Earth.

      At the age of sixteen most guys wouldn’t have anywhere near the life experience necessary to make that kind of judgment, but Connor’s life had been anything but normal.  For instance, he’d been kidnapped just two weeks ago.  He’d been stuck in a trunk, driven around town, and nearly shot.  That wasn’t the first kidnapping in his life either.  Life had made him stronger because of all the terror it had delivered his way.

      He figured it made him uniquely qualified to know what was scary.

      Uniquely was his new word for the week.  He was going to be a writer when he grew up, so finding new words to use was essential.  That had been last week’s word.  Essential.

      For now, he was in one of the scariest places on Earth.

      The school gymnasium, on a Friday night, for a dance.

      Dances were more Lilly’s thing.  If he could avoid dancing for the rest of his life, well, that’d be fine with him.  It really would.  Lilly had asked him to go to this one though, and that was that.  He was her boyfriend, and she meant the world to him.  A good boyfriend sacrificed his own comfort, willingly putting himself in situations where something could go wrong…

      “It’s not that bad,” Lilly growled at him, leaning in closer and bumping her shoulder against his.

      “Hold on.  I’m not done with the mental image.”

      A boyfriend threw himself into the line of fire, so that his girlfriend’s life would be better…

      “Connor, it’s just a dance.”

      “Shh, this is the good part.”

      Into the fray, fighting to stay alive…

      “Stop it.”  Her hand fit itself inside of his.  “Open your eyes, Connor Gless.  You’re missing the good part.”

      He cracked one eye open, just enough to see her in the halogen glow from the pole lights of the back parking lot.  Tonight her hair, in its pixie style, was streaked with pink and blue-green chalk coloring.  Eyes the color of jade were darker in the shadows.  She had traded her usual jeans for a blue corduroy dress over black leggings.  The wide belt hanging loose at her waist was very eighties.

      It was the most feminine outfit he’d seen Lilly wear in, like, forever.  She’d given up wearing dresses around age twelve.  The dance tonight was going to be a special occasion, she’d explained to him.  That’s why the change in her wardrobe.  She hadn’t said what made it special, but she sure looked the part.

      Not that it mattered what Lilly wore.  Not in Connor’s eyes.  She was always herself.  She was always comfortable in her own skin.

      Right now, comfortable was the one thing Connor was not.

      There were other kids showing up to the dance all around them, laughing, talking, and shouting to each other.  It made for a noisy background.  They could hear the music from inside, too, a low thumping beat that vibrated through them even out here.  Lilly had to lean in very close for him to hear what she said next.

      “You look fine,” she whispered in his ear.

      Nice of her to say, but he knew that he looked just like his usual self.  Black khakis and a purple t-shirt that was maybe nicer than his others, but still just one of his regular old shirts.  His sandy blonde hair had been particularly unruly, resisting any efforts on his part to lay it down flat, and falling across his pale blue eyes like always.  For almost half an hour before meeting Lilly here at the Meadowood High School he’d stared at himself in the mirror, wondering what he could do to make himself look… good enough to be out with her.

      In the end, he’d met her at his doorstep as himself, and they’d walked over to the school.  Now he was here, and she was here with him, and maybe that was why he was so nervous.

      “Hey, look who it is,” a warbly voice said.  “It’s Cornhole!”

      Well, maybe there were other reasons too.

      Seaton Wallace was the guy with the squeaky voice.  He had run smack into puberty with so much force a week ago, that his body hadn’t had time to catch up.  He’d always been the body builder type, with muscles on top of his muscles, but now it was like his body was trying to grow in every direction at once.  His arms and legs were too long for his body.  The sleeves of his pink button-down shirt were too short at the wrists, and it was tight across his over-developed body everywhere else.  His voice sounded like it was permanently stuck on autotune.  Acne had spread across his sloping forehead.  He was a grown man trying to emerge from a young kid’s body.  Like a moth still stuck in its cocoon.

      None of that was what made him the reigning jerk of the tenth grade.  He came by that naturally.

      Standing next to Seaton was his best friend, Carlton Holt.  The two of them had terrorized Connor and other kids in their class for years.  The two of them were an odd mix.  Carlton was a jock.  Strong where Seaton was wiry.  Blonde where Seaton was dark complexioned and ruddy, and red hair that pretty much advertised his massively bad temper.  Carlton had those strong looks and the square jaw that made all the girls in school swoon.  They were polar opposites, and best friends, and more than that.

      Carlton looked at Connor now, and a look crossed his face under the harsh lamps of the parking lot.  Putting a hand on Seaton’s shoulder he turned them both away.  A few steps toward the doors to the gym he said a few words, intentionally loud enough for Connor to hear them.

      “Let it go, Seaton.  Connor’s all right.”

      Lilly’s mouth dropped open.  “You’ve got to be kidding me.  Since when are you and Carlton Holt friends?”

      “I wouldn’t exactly go that far,” Connor shrugged.  “Me and Carlton came to a sort of understanding.”

      “Oh really?”  She hooked her arm through his, pulling them in the same direction the flow of students was moving.  “An understanding with Carlton Holt.  Wow.  What kind of understanding is that?”

      “I don’t tell people he’s actually got a heart, and he doesn’t try to beat me up.”

      “Sounds good to me.”  The corner of her lips quirked with a smile she was trying to suppress.  “Did you get that in writing?”

      “Nah.  We’re good.”

      They watched Seaton and Carlton, and probably they were the only ones who noticed the way the two of them let their fingertips touch as they walked.

      “Hard to picture those two together,” Lilly said as quietly as she could over the noise all around them.

      Connor agreed.  If ever there was an odd pairing of hearts, it was Carlton Holt and Seaton Wallace.  Then again, who your heart chose to put you with wasn’t something you could always negotiate.  At least, that’s what he’d heard.  With him and Lilly, being together had always been destiny.

      For the last week, he’d tried to work up some way of coming right out to ask her if she felt the same way that he did.  The two of them were meant to be forever.  That was a long time, whenever he tried to picture it.  Maybe it was just end of the year jitters.  Not like they hadn’t ever said the words before, and he knew he meant it every time he told Lilly he loved her.  The question was…

      Were words enough?

      He rolled his eyes and swung her arm in his.  The things you think about when you’re dating your best friend.  His thoughts had been falling into the same spirals over and over the last few days.  Like his brain was spinning inside his head.  Maybe it had been everything he and Lilly had gone through during the Belden’s Jewelry mystery two weeks ago.  It was making him a little jumpy, and making him wonder about love, and life, and uh… stuff.

      Come on, man, he kept saying to himself.  This is Lilly.  It’s Lilly and you.  There is nothing better.

      “Whatchya thinking about?” she asked him, when he was too quiet for too long.

      “Nothing,” he said, way too quickly to sound genuine.  Giving himself a few seconds to think he fumbled out his wallet from his back pocket.  There was a five dollar cover charge for couples.  “I’m just, you know, still a little weirded out by everyone staring at me.”

      That much really was true, even if it wasn’t the only thing on his mind.  Thanks to Brianna Watson, reporter extraordinaire, the whole investigation of the jewelry store robberies had been in every paper everywhere in a five state radius.  Every kid in school had treated him differently for days.  Like they were walking on eggshells around him.  Like they didn’t dare say the wrong thing to the guy in those news stories.  He came out sounding like some kind of young Clark Kent.  Able to leap buildings in a single bound, and perform other feats of daring-do.

      For someone who had spent most of his life trying not to be noticed by anyone, his new publicity had not been easy to take.

      Still wasn’t.  Even now, with dancing and fun on their minds, the kids around them kept glancing his way.  Staring, without ever saying anything.  They didn’t mean to make him feel uncomfortable, he supposed.  It’s just the way he felt.

      A group of girls ahead of them in line turned away, all at the same time, when Connor caught them looking at him.  Erin Brock was one of them.  She gave him one more glance over her shoulder, her eyes red and watery.  Had she been crying?

      The three of them—and now he recognized Ada and Brie as the other two—paid their money and went inside.  Now it was Connor’s turn to pay for the tickets and no more time to worry about anything except making sure he and Lilly had fun tonight.

      After all, it was a special night.

      Lilly hugged herself against him.  “You’re fine.  Everybody’s just… you know.  Surprised.”

      “Surprised that I did something amazing?”

      “Something like that.”  He could hear the gentle teasing in her voice.  “Now, stop thinking about it.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      “Why?”

      “Because everyone likes you.”

      “The people who don’t like me don’t matter.”  She put a quick kiss against his cheek.  “I like you.  Tonight, that’s all that matters.”

      The gym had been decorated for this dance for the last three days.  It had meant no Phys Ed classes but in Connors mind that was no big loss.  A group of twelfth grade students had hung streamers from the support beams of the ceiling and from the folded-up backboards of the basketball nets in the school colors of green and white.  Punch bowls and sugar cookies were laid out on folding tables draped with blue paper tablecloths.  Somehow, someone had managed to find an inflatable mudpuppy and filled it with helium so that it bopped its way around the ceiling, wafting on currents of air created by a couple hundred kids constantly moving back and forth.  An inflatable lizard with a long and puffy tail.  Kind of cute.

      “So…”  Connor took a minute to look around at everything, at the stacked bleachers and the wandering teachers acting as chaperones and the DJ setup at the far end of the room.  Everywhere else was a sea of teenagers.  “This is what it looks like, huh?  To have everyone in school together in one place?”

      She laughed at him.  “It’s not like you’ve never been to a dance before.”

      “Sure, but that was when we were, what, nine?”

      “Twelve, thank you, and I should get bonus points for waiting patiently until you decided to take me to another one.”

      He knew this meant a lot to her.  He didn’t like dancing.  He didn’t like being around people.  He was like any other guy his age in that respect, he supposed, but Lilly wasn’t like every other girl.  With a foolish grin, he took her hand.  For one night he could forget about what a lousy dancer he was.  For Lilly, he’d walk on hot coals.  This wasn’t as bad as that.

      “Come on.”  The music had changed from the thumping drive of a Daft Punk tune, to something slower and far less bone-jarring.  “Never let it be said that I don’t know how to show a girl a good time.”

      “Ha.  This is Meadowood.  I think you’ve pretty much shown me everything there is to do in this town.”

      “At least it’s not Misty Hollow.  We’ve actually got a stoplight.”  In the middle of the gym floor, in the middle of everyone watching, he took Lilly in his arms and held her as they began to move.  “Besides.  I haven’t shown you this yet.”

      He felt heat rising in his face as she stared into his eyes.  The room was suddenly too warm and for the life of him he couldn’t remember how to move his feet.  Was he doing it right?  This way, then that way…  Her hands were on his back.  Please, God, he thought to himself.  Don’t let me pass out.

      The room moved in time to the beating of his heart.  It made him dizzy, and lightheaded, and he was positive a couple of times his feet left the floor in violation of every law of physics that Mister O’Guffrey had ever taught them in science class.  They moved as if they were one person instead of two, one body instead of separate individuals, constantly circling each other as gravity drew them toward each other, ever closer, until all he knew was her, in his arms.

      Maybe dancing with Lilly wasn’t as uniquely scary as he thought it would be.  She was so close to him, and somehow it wasn’t close enough.  If he tilted his head, just a little bit more, and if she kept smiling like that…

      Then the music stopped, and he forgot to stop moving.  He stumbled sideways and bumped into another couple of kids dancing next to them.

      Mark Flemming stared at Connor like he was a complete moron, then burst out laughing.  “No worries there, Gless.  Crowded in here tonight.”

      “Er, yeah,” Connor managed to mumble.  “Crowded.”

      Mark was a junior here at Meadowood High School.  Muscles rippled under that white long sleeved t-shirt he was wearing.  The cornrows in his black hair emphasized a high forehead and how the tips of his ears curled over on themselves from two years of being the star of the wrestling team.  He held out a hand to Connor, his skin the color of dark chocolate against the pale tan of Connor’s.  Mark was one of the popular kids because he was everyone’s friend.

      “Never thought I’d see you on the dance floor,” he said to Connor now, pulling his date in close to his side.

      “Neither did we,” Lilly agreed.  “Hey, Darla.”

      Darla Redwing smiled but didn’t say anything.  Not that it was unusual for her, Connor knew.  She was a quiet student from a Native American family that had moved into Meadowood at the start of this school year.  She didn’t have the history here that everyone else did.  She only had a few good friends.  Like Mark.  And, like Lilly.

      Connor felt Lilly lean up on her toes to kiss his cheek.  “I’m thirsty,” she said.  “Hey, Darla.  Want to join me for some punch?  I’ve got some girl talk I need to get out, too.  No boys allowed.”

      Darla nodded, smiling a secret girl smile with Lilly.  Her dark braid bobbed against her shoulder as the two of them made their way through the kids standing around, waiting for the next song to start.  Connor shook his head.  “I guess it’s just you and me, Mark.”

      “Uh-huh.  Women, man.”  He shrugged helplessly at Connor.  “Can’t live with ‘em, as they say.  So, uh, how’s things with you and Lilly?  I mean, after that whole business at Mister Belden’s jewelry store?  Man, that was some bad business.  Least, it seemed that way in the news.”

      That was as good a way as any to put it, Connor guessed.  At least Mark hadn’t treated him any different when he came back to school.  The kids who didn’t avoid him had pelted him with questions he didn’t want to answer.  “We’re good.  Lilly and me, we’re good.  I mean, we’re here, right?  I was going to ask her—”

      “Oh, hey,” Mark interrupted him, raising a hand to someone across the room.  “I gotta go talk to my buddy over there.  Catch ya later, right?”

      “Uh, sure.  See you, Mark.”

      Then the music started up again, and Connor was left on the dance floor standing by himself.  No matter what Billy Idol said, dancing with yourself… not so much fun.

      “Mister Gless,” a familiar voice called to him.  “Can I have your help for a moment, please?”

      Clark O’Guffrey put a hand on his shoulder and steered him away from the crowds as the music hit a key change.  Connor was glad for the excuse to move to the side of the gym, away from the other kids dancing in twos or in groups, even if it was to help his science teacher.  He’d have to find Lilly later.  Maybe he’d send up a flare because how else was she going to find him in here?

      “Ah.  Here we are.”  Mister O’Guffrey stopped them at a short stack of cardboard boxes in the corner.  “I needed a strong back to move these over to the refreshment tables.  It’s soda for the punch.  That’s like water for you teenagers, right?”

      “Have to say I like it,” Connor agreed.

      “That’s the spirit.”

      From back here they could talk to each other without yelling.  The tall speaker boxes in front of the DJ’s raised platform were aimed away from them, toward the dance area.  The short black curtains around the edges of the platform vibrated in time to the beat, their edges swishing against the gym floor.  The guy running the soundboard had his headphones dangling around his neck instead of on his ears as he bopped his head and pushed his dials.  Connor recognized him now.  Max Connelly.  He used to go to school here at Meadowood, but he’d graduated a few years ago and left town.  Guess he was back.

      “Okay,” Mister O’Guffrey said.  “You take this one, and I’ll stack on another… there.  That too much weight?”

      “Nope, I’m good.”

      “Excellent.  There’s a physics lesson that goes along with lifting with your legs and not your back, but we’ll leave that for class time.  All right, I’ll get the other two.  Now.  Let’s head over before there’s a riot of thirsty, caffeine-deprived teens, shall we?”

      Mister O’Guffrey was not the stereotypical, Bill Nye sort of science teacher.  He’d been in the Marines before getting an honorable discharge and becoming a high school teacher.  Connor could see him as a Marine.  Tall and broad-shouldered, his brown hair trimmed close to his scalp, with a look in his eyes that was part cynical humor and part keen distrust in everyone around him.  His life experiences had helped make him a great teacher.  He was able to describe the most complicated concepts in a way that made them easy to understand.  He liked Mister O’Guffrey.

      Of course, if he didn’t pass the final exam, it wouldn’t matter who he liked.  His mother was not going to be happy if Connor failed the tenth grade.  Summer school was something he would definitely like to avoid.  He was looking forward to spending every spare minute he could with Lilly.

      “You’ve got your head in the clouds,” Mister O’Guffrey was telling him as they set the boxes of two-liter sodas down.

      They were by the tables of snacks and punch, and the noise level was back up again.  Connor knew he was going to have a headache in the morning.  Like the time he’d gone to the Twenty One Pilots concert.  “Uh, sorry Mister O’Guffrey.  I’ve got a lot on my mind, I guess.”

      “I figured.”  His science teacher nodded, opening a box to put a couple of the bottles up on the table.  The seniors working the tables for the dance took them eagerly, twisting off the caps, pouring them into the punch bowls and adding ice from a plastic cooler.  Mister O’Guffrey handed them two more.  “It’s the end of the year.  Everybody’s thinking about what comes next.  I get that.  I’m not talking about everyone else though.  I’m talking about you, Connor Gless.”

      That took him by surprise.  “Me?  Mister O’Guffrey, I’m just here for a dance.”

      “Sure, sure.  I get that.”  Then he shrugged, putting his hand on Connor’s shoulder and turning him so that he was looking away from the table… over to where Lilly was standing with Darla.  “I just think you’ve got a lot more on your mind than some. Not to mention being in the news and all.”

      Connor was caught up, for a moment, in the look on Lilly’s face.  She seemed almost upset.  What was she talking about with her friend over there?

      “Connor.  Connor?”  Mister O’Guffrey’ fingers snapped.  “You with me?”

      “Er, sorry.  I was thinking.  About stuff.”

      “I know.  That’s what you’re always doing.  That’s why your grades are borderline in my class.  And not just mine, from what I understand.  You’re a bright kid, Connor.  You could easily be top of your class.  I know everyone this time of year starts thinking about what comes next, this summer, next year, after graduation… whatever.  That’s fine, but you have to think about yourself, too.  You have to put your mind on the here and now if you’re going to make it to what comes next.”

      Sounded like good advice… except for one thing.  “I don’t know what I’m doing next.  I think I want to be a writer but I haven’t even thought about colleges yet.”  He chuckled and stuffed his hands into his pockets as he shrugged.  “I don’t really know what I want to do this summer, other than spend it with Lilly.”

      “You have to graduate first,” Mister O’Guffrey reminded him.  “Concentrate on what’s right in front of you first.  Concentrate on yourself.  Then worry about what comes next.”

      Right in front of him.

      His teacher might not have meant it this way, but if he was supposed to concentrate on the thing that was right in front of him, that would always be Lilly.  Even now, across the dance floor, she was all he could see.  She ran her hand through her hair.  She shifted from one foot to the other.  Darla said something quietly to her, and Lilly nodded back.  Connor watched all of it.  Pay attention to what was right in front of you, Mister O’Guffrey had said.

      For him, that was Lilly.

      When he looked up, his teacher was following the imaginary line of Connor’s gaze.  “Of course,” Mister O’Guffrey said, “friends are important too.  I’ll let you get back to the dance, Mister Gless.  Have fun.”

      Then, over his shoulder, he winked at Connor.  “Just not too much fun.  I am a chaperone, after all.”

      He was gone before Connor could say anything.  School dances were definitely weird.  Bizarre even.  Uniquely bizarre.

      Left alone again, Connor picked up a cup of punch and sipped at it, looking around the room as he did.  He knew almost everyone here.  Small town faces from small town places.  At the other end of the table past the sugar cookies and bowls of pretzels he saw Erin Brock, Ada and Brie.  The same three girls that he’d seen on the way into the gym.  They were still casting looks his way.  Still whispering behind their hands to each other.  When Erin caught his eyes she looked away, but Ada didn’t.  In fact, she scowled at him.

      Girls.  Connor was never going to understand them.  What was Erin crying about?

      His punch was all gone, and so was his patience.  He’d had it up to here with being stared at when he was in class, or in the halls, or wherever.  Now they were at the dance.  The three of them couldn’t find something better to stare at?

      Marching down the table, he stepped right into the middle of their little group.  “You guys want something?” he asked, directing the question at Erin.  “I mean, you haven’t taken your eyes off me since I got here, so I was just wondering.”

      “Don’t be a jerk, Connor,” Ada snapped at him.  “Not everything’s about you.”

      “Leave him be.”  That was from Brie.  She was the shortest of the three, but she had a temper that was quick to flare up when she was annoyed.  Like now. “It’s not his fault.”

      “Ain’t it?” Ada asked with her fists on the hips of her ripped jeans.  Her bangle bracelets jangled around the dark skin of one wrist.  Her brown eyes flared at him.  “If he and that girlfriend of his hadn’t gotten in the paper for all that stuff then Erin wouldn’t even be thinking about asking him!”

      Connor blinked.  “Uh, ask me what?”

      Ada stared at him, her lips pressed tightly closed around some cutting remark.  Brie crossed her arms, and turned her eyes to Erin.  “It’s up to you.  Ask him or don’t, but I don’t want to stand around all night.  We’ve got to do something.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Connor said, feeling like he was missing half the conversation even though he was standing right here.  “I just came over because you guys were staring at me and, you know, I
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