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Chapter One

 


Lies and
Revelations

 


One wrong turn, and we’re
dead, Audrey thought.

She could not remember being so
terrified—

Left, Jack.
Left!

—but she was having the
time of her life.

Jack never brought the dirt bike over
thirty-five miles per hour, but that was plenty fast enough. They
were driving over the paved but seldom-used bike path through the
woods he’d told her about, near his house. It seemed like nothing
but hills and turns to her. She held on so tightly, she was sure it
must be uncomfortable for Jack, but he never complained. Every time
she screamed, he just looked back and smiled.

There was a half-mile
stretch of more or less straight asphalt, with an incline that
probably would have been murder on a normal ten-speed bike. Audrey
felt the path was meant
for ten-speed bikes, though, and that this hill
would be the “challenge” section. Surely no one would ever drive a
car here—the road was too thin, and there weren’t any signs or
pavement markings.

He stopped, killing the engine at the
top of an overlook. Beyond it, at least seventy-five feet straight
down, was the shoreline of the county reservoir, frozen over and
glittering in the soft, slate-colored light of the fading
afternoon.

“Pit stop,” he said,
patting her hands, which were still locked around him. “I have to
breathe for a few minutes.” Jack’s hair was a windblown wreck, but
only one degree worse than it usually was.

She let go and felt for
her hat. It was still there. Small
miracle, she thought. “Sorry. Want me to
lay off a little?”

“Not at all. Safety
first.” He nodded toward the pavement, and they got off the bike
together.

“My fingers feel like
frozen fish sticks,” she said, flexing them, then blew on them. Of
all the things to forget today, had she really forgotten
gloves?

“Let me help,” he said,
taking her hands in his and intertwining their fingers. They stayed
like that for a minute, massaging life back into each other’s
hands. Audrey giggled, but neither of them spoke.

Then, letting go of one hand but still
holding the other, Jack walked her to the drop off. There was a
small guardrail there, but still, one wrong step and you were dead
for sure. He was looking over the reservoir, breathing mist. “I
spent some time here last night.”

“God, Jack. In this cold?
Why?”

“Do you really want to
know?”

Yes, she thought. But he had never seemed so serious. He was
probably getting ready to swap secrets, as they had promised to do
yesterday. They both knew she had a limited amount of time. She
guessed it was probably close to 2:45 p.m. already, although she
didn’t check her watch. “Anything bad?” she asked
softly.

“‘Bad’ is all relative,”
he said, a sarcastic smirk forming at the corner of his lips. “In
this case, the relative is my Uncle Clay. I needed some time away
from him.”

“Must’ve been pretty
serious. To come out here, I mean. When Mom and Dad make me mad, I
shut myself in my room and hide under my headphones.”

Jack snorted. “Had a similar
arrangement with my parents. They died a few weeks ago, just before
I came here. House fire.”

Audrey’s breath caught. She had
expected something horrible—a kid didn’t live with an uncle when
life was perfect—but she hadn’t expected that. She would have
thought it more likely that whatever single parent he was living
with couldn’t handle him, or something along those
lines.

She tried to say something, but no
words seemed right. She imagined life without her mom and dad,
killed together at the same time. A few weeks ago? That was like
yesterday. How did he even get out of bed in the
morning?

“Uncle Clay is actually my
mom’s uncle,” he went on, still looking over the frozen reservoir.
“Closest family I have left. He thought it would be easy, taking me
in. Figured I was legal in a year anyway, and that I could help
around the place until I graduated. I guess I should be
grateful.”

Audrey held one of his hands and
placed the other over her heart.

“But he’s a miserable old
bastard. I can’t stand him, and he hates my guts. Sort of got to a
bad point last night. So I came here.”

How long did you
stay? she wondered. Did he worry while you were gone?

“No one even uses this
path except for me, I think. Civic planning at its best. Anyway,
it’s peaceful.”

Finally, Audrey said, “You miss your
parents. Even if he was the most amazing uncle in the world, you
would.”

“Well, yeah,” he said. The
smirk had grown, if anything. “Funny thing is, I haven’t cried
about it yet, not even at the funeral. But I loved them. Uncle Clay
thinks I need a shrink. Mrs. Lewis keeps trying to counsel me too.”
He sighed.

“Jack, I’m so
sorry.” If you haven’t cried
yet, she thought, then counseling is probably a good idea. But she didn’t say that. Instead, Audrey timidly said, “When
you’re ready, you can cry to me.”

He drew her into a hug. If she had
been hoping for tears right then, she was disappointed. They held
each other, with her head nestled under his chin.

Eventually, he said, “Really? You
haven’t even helped me with my English homework yet.”

That made her laugh, which in turn
made her cover her mouth, astonished at her own impropriety,
involuntary though it was. She slapped his chest in mild reproach.
“Jesus, Jack.”

“So,” he said, pulling
back, running his hand through a short lock of hair that peeked out
from under her hat. “Now you know. How much time do we still
have?”

She pulled her coat sleeve back from
her wrist and checked. “It’s two fifty-five. Half an hour, I
guess.”

“That’s plenty of time.
Your turn, Audrey.”

She supposed it was. “Not here. Not
that it isn’t peaceful and all. It totally is. It’s beautiful. But
there’s a place I need to show you.”

He cocked an eyebrow.

“Are we anywhere near
Pickett Street?”

“Yeah. Right by it. It
crosses Garrison, where I live.”

“All right,” Audrey said.
“Get us that far, and I’ll point you the rest of the
way.”

 


****

 


Randall didn’t go home after
school.

Battlefield had a “study hall” set up
in the chorus room for students who hung around in the hour prior
to attending athletic events. It gave kids a place to get their
homework done, while at the same time keeping them from aimlessly
roaming the halls and causing trouble. Depending on who was
overseeing the study hall, it was really either a student
free-for-all or an hour-long detention session.

Today it was a free-for-all. Mr.
Siegel, who had only recently graduated from college himself,
played music on his iPod and socialized with the kids. At the
sign-in sheet, he was taking donations toward ordering in pizza,
while Smashing Pumpkins played in the background.
Annoying.

Forget it,
Eli, Randall thought, taking his
seat. It’s too late for you. You’re old,
now. Deal with it.

He watched as Olivia chipped in her
three bucks, then checked his phone. He saw his mother’s
confirmation that she would pick him up at 7:00 p.m., along with
Olivia’s claim that she had, in fact, delivered the letter. And the
Amber alert.

He hadn’t heard from
Heather.

What if yesterday’s messages had been
from a kidnapper? Again he found himself wishing he had been honest
with the police officer. He should have taken his phone out of his
book bag, right there, and shown him the text. Maybe they could
have tracked it somehow.

No. Don’t be an idiot.
They can’t do that with an old text. And if he had seen it, he
would have seen all of your texts. You’re not thinking straight. You haven’t been
since….

Since the will-o’-the-wisp.

Olivia sat next to him. “Last call to
get in on some pizza action,” she said cheerily.

At least she hadn’t hugged him
again.

“I’ll pass,” he said, not
looking at her. He busied himself by going through his text
messages and deleting them.

“Wonder what Maggie put in
that letter,” she said, sitting back, leaving her book bag closed
at her feet. She looked at it, as though considering doing her
work, then seemed to think better of it. “It’s been bugging me all
day, you know?”

“Yeah, well, it hasn’t
bugged me for a second. You should have opened it, if you’re that
curious. But I’m caring less and less about what Maggie does every
day. Kind of surprised you and the others aren’t.”

“Wow. Are we a grumpy
Randall today?”

Randall put his phone
away. “Really, Olivia—who cares? She’s just a freshman who
lasted one month in high school. She lives in her damn basement. She only
comes out to make chaos, like some kind of human trapdoor spider.
I’m done with her. Cody and Celine too.”

Olivia gave him a sympathetic look.
“This is because of Heather. When she shows up at the game, we’ll
get her to call her parents. You’ll feel better.”

Randall nodded. “Yeah. That’s exactly
what we’re going to do.”

If she comes.

 


****

 


The strip plaza at Hunter Mills had
seen a lot of changeover during the past six or seven years,
especially with the never-ending expansion of the nearby Fairview
Mall, which now included a Walmart and Target. A few of the
storefronts had leasing signs hung from their empty insides.
However, its proximity to Fairview High School provided very good
traffic for its Hot Topic store. Next to it, the comics and cards
shop, Paper Cauldrons, was entering its twentieth year of steady
business.

Maggie, Cody, Celine, and Jeff emerged
from Hot Topic. They’d never been inside before today, as it
catered directly to the fringe dwellers of Fairview County. Goths
and punks were its normal clientele, buying fake silver jewelry
wrought into the likenesses of demons and skulls, black jeans so
tight they had the appearance of being painted on instead of pulled
on, shredded dresses, T-shirts—many with obscure references to
movies no one watched anymore….

And Maggie’s personal
favorite, a sleeveless black T-shirt that read “Sorry, Not
Sorry.”

She was carrying a
shopping bag literally stuffed with all manner of swag, as were
Cody, Celine, and Jeff. While most of Fairview’s teenagers
languished in their respective classrooms, they’d spent more than
an hour in there arguing over whether this shirt was too big for Vincent
or whether those pants were too tight for Ally. Celine was particularly fond
of the tattered goth shirt she had purchased for herself: pink and
black with teddy bears and skeletons.

“This better be worth it,”
Cody said, opening the trunk of the Trans Am and tossing his bag
inside, right on top of the face paint and the eye masks they’d
purchased at Paper Cauldrons. “Between us, we must have spent four
hundred bucks in there.”

“Tell me about it,” said
Jeff, setting his bag down and holding up his own black T-shirt, a
simple rendering of the human ribcage and spine, empty except for
the heart in its center. “No way am I wearing this more than once,
except maybe on
Halloween.”

Maggie couldn’t be happier. To her,
the shopping spree had been like playing dress up in a faraway
country populated only by peasants, yet it had been all the more
strange and exotic for that. “You nailed it, dear old Jeff,” she
said. “It’ll be like a costume party, the best there ever was.
Everyone who doesn’t come will wish they had. Believe me.” She
added her bag to the trunk, and Jeff and Celine followed suit. Then
her phone chirped a fresh text.

It was from Olivia:
Randall chickened out. But don’t worry, I
delivered the letter. Friends say she got it. Was real upset. Made
her cry, lol.

Maggie smiled. “Oh, my. Poor
thing.”

“Anything on Heather?”
Jeff, who was looking the other way and hadn’t seen her smile,
asked.

“No,” Maggie said.
“Nothing like that.”

Awkward silence.

Maggie texted back:
Good girl.

“She’ll turn up,” Cody
said, shutting the trunk and moving for the driver’s side door.
“Come on. Let’s go.”

 


****

 


Jack knew where they were going long
before they got there. He’d done his homework, and he’d been
especially thorough when it came to the matter of Audrey Bales.
Still, he let her do it her way.

Once he had driven the path to
Garrison Road, the streets were straighter, safer—much less
exciting. After turning onto Pickett, Audrey pointed at side roads
to guide him along the way. She never pointed for more than a
second, though, before her hand reestablished itself in the death
grip around his midsection.

“Here! Stop
here!”

He stopped the bike outside the wooden
gate that opened onto Fairview’s Family Recreational Park and
Picnic Grounds. “This is it?” he asked, knowing perfectly well it
was.

Audrey nodded.

He turned off the bike. The engine
rattled to a reluctant and dissatisfied silence. “What
time?”

“Three oh five. This won’t
take long. I don’t want to go in.”

He pointed to a park bench. “It’d be
more comfortable.”

She let go of his waist. “No. It
wouldn’t.”

Beyond the park benches were swing
sets, slides, monkey bars, sandboxes, jungle gyms, a spinning
roundabout, and a wide, treeless lawn perfect for flying kites. The
original plan, Jack knew, had been to run the bike path straight
through here, but it had never been completed. And the park, like
the path, was deserted.

Perhaps that wasn’t so surprising in
winter, but the grounds were untended. Many of the benches and
tables had been vandalized, some broken to pieces. No one had
bothered to clean up.

“Looks sad,” he
said.

“This is where my brother
died,” Audrey said, dismounting the bike and approaching the closed
gate. She stopped in front of it as Jack parked the bike and
followed her. She looked over her shoulder at him. “It’s not so
bad, seeing a shrink, Jack. Sometimes it helps.”

Her first revelation. He didn’t
flinch, simply stood next to her. “What happened?”

“This place was a jail,
once,” she said. “A kids’ jail. My brother was locked up for being
an idiot. He probably deserved to be locked up for a little while,
but he wasn’t bad. He never hurt anyone.”

“I can see that. A little
mischief, basically harmless. Like his sister.”

“Oh, no. He had
tons more mischief than
I do.”

Her voice was level. Jack didn’t want
to upset her, but he needed her to believe this was all new to him.
“How old were you?”

“Six. He was fourteen. He
had three days left till release. He wouldn’t have run.”

Jack waited.

Audrey took a breath. “So, anyway.
They said there was a riot. Said some of the kids got to the
weapons. Some got outside, all the way to the road. This road.” She
paused. “You’ve seriously never heard this? It was all over
TV.”

“I didn’t live here,” he
reminded her. “I wouldn’t have been much older than
you.”

She nodded, head down.

“Go ahead,
Audrey.”

“They said he had a bloody
knife in his hands when they found him. Said the kids without guns
raided the kitchens. But that’s just impossible. He wouldn’t have
done that. You had to have known him. And anyway, like I said, he
only had three days left. Half the town knows that most of what’s
in the ‘official’ story has to be lies. Nobody knows what really
happened.”

“Why not?”

“Because most everyone who
got outside was killed,” she said, her voice quavering now. “All
but one kid, and all but five cops in the barricade. Forty-three
dead in all. The survivors all back up the official story. No idea
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