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Grief is just love with no place to go.
—Jamie Anderson 


ONE

You wake up on a moving bus somewhere in northern Minnesota, and for a few seconds you think he’s still alive. This happens almost every day when you’re awake, but you haven’t yet opened your eyes. That’s when you see him. Slouching in a doorway. Eating olives from a jar. Sitting next to you on your bed in the heat of summer, reading a Choose Your Own Adventure book. You can see it all so clearly. His lanky body sprawled on the bed. His eyes searching the page as he tries to make it through the last chapter without meeting a bad end. But before he does, and before you can ask him if he’s real, your eyes flash open to a pink sunrise blurring past your window, and immediately, you remember where you are.

You are on a school bus you boarded this morning in the parking lot of your old junior high. And judging by the road noise, this bus has seen better days. The constant drone puts your thoughts in a blender, and it takes you a second to get your bearings. You are not in your old room. You are not with your brother. You’re in a seat by yourself, fists clenched in your lap, and your cheek numb against the cold glass of the window. Outside, a line of jagged pines cuts through the rising sun. Inside, it’s hard to see much of anything, even your fellow passengers.

They must have been there this morning, but it was pitch black outside, and you were distracted by your dad, who was there to make sure you actually got on the bus. It was so dark he almost did a face-plant as he helped you with your new sleeping bag and survival gear. He isn’t the world’s most coordinated guy even in broad daylight, and he couldn’t even hug you without accidentally stepping on your foot. You were okay with the hug, though, which broke a quiet tension that had haunted you on the drive over.

You were less happy when your dad decided to speak.

Because what he said was:

“Just try. Okay, Case?”

This was not the right thing to say for two reasons.

One, it implied that you haven’t been trying to feel better since the funeral. And two, it suggested that you don’t usually try at things. Both of which aren’t true. You want more than anything to feel better. And you try way too hard at most things. You once heard anxiety described like a duck moving across the water; on the surface everything looks smooth, but beneath, it’s all frantic motion. This sounds about right to you, so maybe all your dad has been seeing is the surface and not your little duck legs, paddling for their very lives.

You managed to swallow your anger, though, and moments later you were sad as you watched him shuffle back to his dented Prius with the bumper sticker that reads FOLLOW ME TO THE WAFFLE HOUSE! He gave you a half wave before getting inside, and he seemed hesitant to leave, which was odd since this whole thing was his idea. Your mom had to work early at the hospital today, but she made your favorite dinner last night and refolded the clothes in your bag. Just thinking about all your shirts in there, sitting in perfect squares, is enough to make your throat catch.

Sometimes when you’re up late, your mind doing its usual laps, you think if you don’t start to feel better soon, you’ll have to live with your parents for the rest of your life. This is comforting at first. Then you remember the way they scream at each other over the deafening drone of the coffee grinder in the morning, and how your dad still walks around in his briefs, which have a number of see-through patches in the back, and you feel like you would probably slowly turn into a very different person if this was your fate.

The bus goes around a bend in the road and a blinding ray of sun cuts through the windshield, setting the air aglow. But, still, it’s hard to make out your fellow travelers behind the row of tall seats. The only thing you know about them is that, like you, they are in high school, and like you, they are willing to go out in the middle of nowhere for weeks with total strangers to confront their overwhelming anxiety and try to find a reserve of strength to overcome it.

Adventure Therapy.

That’s what it’s called.

The phrase made you laugh out loud the first time you read it on the website. You imagined yourself whining about your life as you rappelled out of a military helicopter and hacked through a dense jungle with a machete. The specifics of what you’re actually going to do have been kept secret, but there are pictures of canoes and overgrown hiking trails on the FAQ page, so you know it’s going to be something outdoorsy, and something that counts as an “adventure.”

But that could be anything, really.

Using a public bathroom can be an adventure with your condition.

“Excuse me.”

A disembodied voice sends your thoughts dissolving like thinning mist, and it takes a second to realize that the words are being directed at you.

“Do you have a Klonopin?”

“What?” you say.

The face that greets you is fuzzy in the half light, but the voice sounds like a guy’s. And, sure enough, the longer you stare, the more the rounded silhouette of a short afro comes into focus. Then a pair of retro, brow-line glasses.

“Klonopin. It’s a central-nervous-system depressant. Do you have one I could borrow?”

His voice is soft with a slight quaver, and you can’t tell if he’s being condescending or just as clear as possible about what he needs.

“I know what it is,” you say. “Just . . .”

“Just what?” says the voice.

“Did you really come on an anxiety trip and forget your meds?”

A frustrated sigh.

“No, I’ve got, like, half a Walgreens with me, but it’s in my duffel under the bus. I usually keep a lucky one in my pocket, but today I forgot. Go figure. Anyway, I . . .”

“I’m a Xanax person,” you say.

“C’mon, man. What is this? Amateur hour?!”

You are momentarily quiet at this judgment. It has never occurred to you that people might have such strong feelings about nearly identical sedatives.

“Sorry, sorry,” he immediately says. “I’m a little edgy. Moving vehicles aren’t my thing. And I usually have my support animal, but he couldn’t come. Which is why I need the . . .”

He clicks his tongue and trails off and then seems to actually look at you for the first time.

“I’m Troy,” he says.

“Case,” you say.

He extends a sweaty palm, and you shake it before he yanks it away. He’s silent after that, and you remember that before you stopped going, your therapist was always telling you to ask questions. People like being asked questions, she said. It plays to their vanity.

“So what is it?” you say.

“What is what?”

“Your support animal.”

“Ah,” he says. “Right. You mean Turbo. He’s a wiener dog. Thus, the shirt, I guess . . .”

He points to a white ringer T-shirt with bright blue ribbing around the neck and sleeves. You have to squint to make out the faded letters stretched over his skinny chest, which read: the grass is greener under my wiener.

“Oh,” you say.

“Yeah,” he says. “I’ll snag one, by the way.”

“One . . .”

“Xanax. Sorry. Sometimes I forget the whole context thing. But I’ll take it, you know . . . if the offer’s still on the table.”

You dig into your pocket, where you feel the familiar ovoid contours of the pill. Sometimes all you need to do is just dip your fingers into your pocket and touch the edge and you start to feel a little better. Still, it doesn’t feel good to fish this little talisman out of your pocket now to give it away.

“Thanks, man,” Troy says when you hand it to him.

Then, instead of swallowing it, he quickly chews it into a paste, a trick that only the professionally anxious know makes it kick in faster (at the expense of the worst aftertaste imaginable). After that, he salutes you for some reason and disappears behind the wall of his seat again.

Outside, the sun turns the air a chalky white and it begins to rouse a few more of your compatriots. You hear a yawn or two. The telltale candy-rattle of a pill container. And that cartoon-bubble-popping sound a phone makes when a message goes in or out. Once you reach your destination, deep in the Boundary Waters, your phones will no longer work, so it makes sense that people would be using them while they still can.

You don’t want to use yours, though.

Not because you have no one to text—you still have a few loyal school friends, even after your months of isolation—but because you know if you get your phone out now, you’ll just look at pictures of your brother, Sean. And, if you do that, the suffocating guilt will almost certainly return and you might even start crying. Right now, you have a chance, however short-lived, to be the guy who doesn’t cry first on the therapy trip.

So you keep your phone in your pocket. But because just thinking about all this is making you feel bad anyway, you decide to get up and walk slowly to the bathroom at the back of the bus, where you close the old accordion door and look in the mirror.

“Wherever you go,” your therapist once said, “there you are.”

It was the name of a book or something. You never read it, but the phrase stuck with you. And here you are in this bathroom: same floppy haircut you’ve had since freshman year, and the same lost expression on your face. You take a breath and try, just for a moment, not to think of your brother, who, ironically enough, actually liked the outdoors. Hiking. Fat-tire biking. Cliff-diving. He was always trying to get you out of the house, and he would have been beside himself with excitement at the thought of a wilderness mystery trip.

If he were here right now, he would surely be punching you in the arm and telling you, with his face too close to yours:

“C’mon, Space Case. Get out of your head!”

You draw one long breath—in through the nose, out through the mouth—and flush the toilet in case anyone outside somehow wants to prove you didn’t really go to the bathroom (yes, this is actually the kind of thing you worry about). And then, while you’re splashing water on your face and trying to shake the feeling that coming on this trip was probably a terrible mistake, you suddenly hear a voice from somewhere else on the bus.

It’s too distant to make out any words, but you stop anyway, water dripping from your forehead into the tiny basin below. Even though it’s far away, and even though there’s a door separating you from the sound, you know immediately whose voice it is. It doesn’t seem possible, but it’s one you know very well. A voice you used to hear almost every day before things went terribly wrong.

A voice you were sure you would never hear again.


TWO

The bus is braking when you step out of the bathroom, and you have to steady yourself against the wall to keep from lurching forward into the seat of an Asian American kid in an all-white tracksuit who immediately gives you a death stare.

“Watch it, NARP,” he mutters, and then returns to squeezing a tennis ball so hard that his knuckles could cut glass.

You don’t know what NARP means—though, really, how could it be good?—so you turn away and look toward the front of the bus, trying to catch a glimpse of the person you expect to be there. But all you see is the view out the windshield and what looks like the last truck stop at the edge of human civilization. It’s an orange box of a building with diesel pumps and a hand-painted sign that says FERG’S SMOKED FISH.

You glance at the seats up front, but you don’t find her there either. Only a ruggedly handsome man in a red snapback, who is slowly getting to his feet. You know from the prep materials that his name is Silas and that he’s some kind of therapy-nature guide. There was another guide with him in the photos, a short muscular woman with red hair, but you look around and you can’t find her anywhere. Meanwhile, Silas fishes something out of the pocket of his vest. It’s a palm-size rectangle, and when he removes the plastic case, you can see it’s a cassette tape. One he promptly feeds into the bus’s ancient stereo system.

He doesn’t look old enough for cassettes, which means it’s either his parents’ or he got it just because this bus has a tape deck. Either way, after a long, high-frequency hiss, out come the first few notes of a song.

And unfortunately, it’s a song that you recognize.

You know it from a radio station that your dad liked to listen to at full volume on the way to your therapy appointments. It’s called “Country Roads,” and it’s by a guy named John Denver, who looks, you remember, like a friendly shop teacher in spectacles.

Everyone on the bus is silent, holding out for some kind of explanation. And when the chorus kicks in and shop-teacher John starts yelling about “mountain mamas,” Silas starts walking slowly down the aisle of the bus, shaggy brown hair spilling out of his backward hat. You sit back down and watch him. He is tan and has a chipped front tooth, which somehow makes him even more masculine and good-looking. And before anyone can ask him what this has to do with therapy, he doubles down and starts to sing along in an enthusiastic and totally off-key voice.

“Take me home! To the plaaaaaaaaace I belong!”

He’s not dancing, thankfully, but he’s looking at each of you directly in the eye, daring you to say something about all of it. When you don’t, he motions to the bus driver, who gets up and turns down the music.

“Adventurers!” he shouts.

Blank stares all around.

“Who among you . . . would like me to turn off this song?”

Five hands shoot up, including your own. That’s how you know how many of you there are.

“I will consider it!” he says, his eyes scanning the seats. “But first I want reasons.”

It takes a second for everyone to weigh the cost-benefit of stopping whatever this is versus speaking publicly. Finally, Troy stands up behind you and cups his hands over his mouth.

“THIS SONG IS NOT GOOD,” he says.

This gets a few laughs.

“That’s subjective, brother,” says Silas.

“No, it’s not,” mumbles this girl a few rows in front of you who’s practically burrowing inside her lavender hoodie.

“Okay, Fran, okay. What else you got?” says Silas.

At this, Fran-the-hoodie-girl goes silent. There’s another spell of quiet. Only a few seconds probably, but anxiety tends to stretch uncomfortable moments like taffy. Then another girl, the one you couldn’t see before, stands and speaks.

“I don’t like watching you listen to it,” she says.

And there, finally, is the voice again.

It’s low and a little monotone, with a high note at the end of the sentence that sounds like she’s asking a question even when she’s not.

“Aha! Now we’re getting somewhere!” says Silas. “Why not?”

To this, the girl says something that you don’t hear, probably because your heart is now pounding in your temples. When she’s done speaking, though, Silas smiles and turns back to the group.

“Did everybody hear Diana?” he says.

You all shake your heads.

Diana.

You have to fight to get a breath.

“Well, I’m not going to repeat all that. But, basically, Diana is embarrassed for me and it is causing her extreme discomfort. Like, a bunch of discomfort. Does that sound familiar to anyone?”

Nobody nods. Especially not you because the name Diana is now stuck on a loop in your whirling brain, and a pit in your stomach is threatening to swallow your whole body.

“Case!”

You feel yourself jolt upright in your seat. It’s possible you make an unflattering noise of some kind when you do this, but you don’t hear it over the cranking gears of your own internal machinery.

“Yes?”

“Yes, what?” says Silas.

It takes you a few seconds to remember what the question was.

“Yes,” you say again. “It . . . uh . . . sounds familiar to me. And yes, I’m super embarrassed for you.”

He stares at you and shakes his head. His eyes stay locked on yours, and you can also feel four other pairs of eyes stuck on you now.

“Well, that’s bad news,” he says. “Because that’s not going to work for us.”

“What isn’t?” says the tracksuit guy.

“Embarrassment, brother! We have to find a way to get rid of that real quick.”

Silas motions to the bus driver, who turns the song back on.

“On this trip,” he says over the jangly music, “we’re going to be together for a long time, trying to make some progress on this thing we’re all struggling with. Everything we do is going to be kind of embarrassing. The sooner we can be open with one another, the more progress we’re going to make. You understand?”

A hand goes up.

“Yes, Fran?” says Silas.

“No offense. But wasn’t there supposed to be, like, another therapy person on this thing besides you?”

Silas nods.

“Yes,” he says. “There was. But unfortunately, she had a medical emergency and she can’t make it on this trip. So it’s just us, adventurers. And I’m here to tell you: We are enough. We are enough!”

You hear his words, but he might as well be speaking underwater. So you close your eyes and give in to the zoning your brain is so fond of, and when you come to full consciousness again, your ears pulsing, chest tight as a drum, everyone is getting off the bus. You have, it seems, been given permission for one last pit stop.

You don’t really want to move, but curiosity about Diana pulls you from your seat. And as you head toward the thin rectangle of daylight at the front of the bus, you finally see her clearly, just a few feet away. Her jacket has the same row of safety pins near the collar. Her curly hair still hangs barely over her eyes. You stop, and then you just stand there with your arms at your sides. She doesn’t block your path, but she doesn’t exactly move out of the way either.

She did the same thing every time you met her in the hallway of your house, usually when she was leaving Sean’s room, spritzing on perfume to cover up the weed smoke or tucking her shirt back into her jeans. And if you happened to meet eyes with her, she often gave you the same deadpan expression she’s giving you now, and she never, ever got out of the way.

“Hey, Case,” she says.

“Hey, Diana,” you say.


THREE

You will never forget the way you met her because of two things. One: It was your sixteenth birthday. And two: You were on the roof of your garage. The two were related. You’d decided long ago, after a childhood birthday party where only two people showed up, that you would never again risk the humiliation of a great big blowout fiesta with a guest list a mile long and enough food to feed the neighborhood. From then on you kept birthdays painfully low-key:

German chocolate cake with your family.

Maybe a movie.

And then a little time alone (sometimes, to be completely honest, with an old Playboy magazine you found in a box of your dad’s stuff from college) reflecting about the last year, which was usually—let’s keep being honest—a highlight reel of various cringeworthy things you said and did in key situations, played over and over again by the relentless sadist who lives in your brain.

It wasn’t the world’s greatest tradition. But at this point, you were sticking to it for lack of anything better. On the night you met Diana, the cake part of the evening was done and you were full of sugar and familial support. You’d watched a movie earlier that day, so you were on to the reflection bit, crawling up on top of the garage for a little stargazing.

This was a new thing for you, in part because you were afraid of heights, and had been since you were a kid. But recently your therapist had told you about exposure therapy, so you were trying, occasionally, to expand your “window of tolerance” for high places. Also, you had just gotten a new app called Pocket Planetarium that alerted you to various astrological events, and all day it had been going completely apeshit, excited beyond belief about the Draconids meteor shower that was set to begin in the next fifteen minutes.

To be clear: You did not care that much about the Draconids meteor shower. What you mostly cared about was distracting yourself from the fact that another year of high school was beginning and it was already evident that nothing much was going to change. As sure as the meteors would soon radiate from the constellation Draco, you would undoubtedly spend your days radiating social anxiety, and looking on from distant parts of the galaxy while other people had memorable experiences.

Like that very night, for example. Just across the moonlit lawn, in his bedroom, your brother and some of his friends were having an impromptu party. The shades were pulled, but you had seen the crew earlier, a few guys from his diving team and an unfamiliar girl or two, their pockets sloshing obviously with contraband as they lumbered into Sean’s room. Even from the roof, you could hear the occasional “Shut up, bro!” echo against the garage, while you tried not to think about the fact that it should probably be you having friends over.

Where are the goddamn meteors? you were thinking when the strange girl crawled out of Sean’s bedroom window. At first you thought it was one of his buddies from the team. They weren’t exactly the most risk-averse group of guys you’d ever met, and jumping out of windows was absolutely on brand. But then you saw a girl’s leg straddle the windowsill and a small body drop to the ground and it was clear that whoever this was, they were not doing this on a dare.

“Ow. Screw a kangaroo!” she said. “My ankle.”

Sean poked his head out the window.

“I said you could go out the front. My parents are sleeping!”

The girl gave him the finger and brushed herself off.

You turned over onto your stomach then, your body shaking slightly, and looked down the slope of the roof just as she stepped into the light from the upstairs window. All you saw was dark curly hair and a baggy jean jacket, and it wasn’t until she looked up and spied you on the roof that you understood why she was there. Initially, she hadn’t looked like Sean’s type exactly—girls who spent most of their time in yoga pants, posting carefully staged selfies taken in forests. But when she moved closer, it was clear that she was, like the others, very beautiful.

“Dude,” she said, standing right below the roof. “You startled me. What are you even doing up there?”

Then she started laughing really hard, which was how you realized she was probably kind of hammered. This was not uncommon. Sean, for all his sports conditioning and boy-next-door charm, smoked and drank quite a bit, and so did most of the people he spent time with. He had recently come into your room at 3 a.m. on a Tuesday for help cleaning a scorched sauté pan. Eventually it came out that he had tried to make cookies “faster” on the stovetop.

“I’m watching the Draconids,” you said because you never, ever said the right thing, so why should you start now?

This started her laughing again, and she had to lean against the garage to keep her balance.

“Hold on,” she said. “That sounds awesome. I’m coming up.”

The thought of her falling sent a jolt of anxiety through you. And you were about to tell her about the pile of firewood around back that she could use to get a leg up. But before you could get the words out, she jumped up, grabbed ahold of the gutter, and began to hoist herself toward the roof. You nearly left your body watching her hang there, but it was impressive upper-body strength, especially given her state. She managed to get a foothold on a windowsill, and in what felt like seconds, she was lying flat on her back only a few feet away from you.

“All right,” she said. “Okay . . . I think I get it now.”

“Get what?” you said.

“Why you’re up here. I thought maybe you were peeping in people’s windows. But it’s kind of nice like this. Stars and stuff.”

She burped incredibly loud then.

“Oh my god,” she said. “That feels so much better.”

You weren’t sure if you were supposed to laugh, so you stayed quiet. She didn’t seem to mind. It wasn’t often that you were this close to a girl, and you had decided that the best strategy for not embarrassing yourself was to say nothing that you absolutely didn’t have to. She seemed content with this until something must have occurred to her.

“Wait a second,” she said. “You’re Case, right?!”

“Yeah,” you said.

At that point, she punched you hard in the arm.

“I just ate some of your cake.”

“Thanks?” you said.

“No offense,” she said, “but this is how you’re spending your birthday? Alone on a garage?”

You sighed.

“I guess that was kind of offensive,” she said.

“It’s okay,” you said. “I get it. It’s not the world’s most exciting place. But it’s kind of a tradition to spend it . . . with myself.”

She nodded.

“Okay, respect,” she said. “I’m not great at being by myself, personally. Which is probably why I was just in your brother’s room even though it’s clear he barely remembered my name. He does have good taste in whiskey, though. Cutty Sark!”

She burped again. Then she sat up, her hands flat on the shingles behind her, and closed her eyes. She had dark eyebrows, a little unkempt compared to most girls your age, and they connected when she frowned.

“I don’t know if I’m ever going to see you again, Case,” she said then, “so I’m going to tell you something.”

“Okay,” you said.

“That dude in there really loves you.”

“Who, Sean?” you said.

“Yeah, he wouldn’t shut up about you. How smart you are.”

“That’s not really . . .”

“Did you actually skip two grades?”

“Well, one, and then some specific subjects . . .”

“Do you really write his papers for him?”

“I consider myself more of an editor.”

“One more question,” she said.

“Okay.”

Her eyes went a little glassy and she looked back at the house.

“Is he nice to girls?” she asked.

But before you could answer, she looked up and her eyes went wide.

“HOLY SHIT! I just saw a UFO! In real life!”

You felt a squeeze on your leg then, and when you looked down, her hand was clamping onto your thigh. You knew it was probably just instinct on her part, a gesture born out of shock, but nonetheless, a charge passed through your body in that moment that left you breathless. Her nails were sharp even through your jeans, and they pinched your leg.

“Meteor shower,” you managed.

“What?”

“Comet debris. It . . . According to my app, it burns as it enters our atmosphere. And then . . .”

You waved toward the sky, and another one arced by on cue, like a tiny sparkler someone had tossed javelin-style through the night. She didn’t say anything. She just watched the sky now, and you saw maybe a half dozen more, flying pinpricks trailing light so quickly they were gone before you were even sure you’d seen them. Then everything was static again, all the stars fixed in their right places, and she was staring at you with a very different kind of look on her flushed face.

“Wow,” she said. “Okay. That was actually kind of amazing. You’re like a star wizard.”

She finally seemed to notice her hand on your leg, and she gently pulled it away.

“Yeah,” you said. “That’s actually my nickname. Star Wizard.”

She laughed.

“Not so bad for being alone on a garage, right?” you said.

“Only you weren’t alone,” she said.

She seemed completely sober now, like the meteors had zapped her of something. She looked at you again, and it felt like she was going to say something else, but you cut her off.

“He’s nice,” you said.

She didn’t ask for any additional explanation. She knew what you were referring to.

“Hmmm,” she said. “It’s sweet that you would lie for him.”

And before she disappeared beneath the lip of the roof, she gave you one last smile that appeared genuine.

“Happy birthday, Case,” she said.

And you thought, after she left your sight, that this would probably be the last time you saw her. She didn’t seem like the type to keep coming around—too interesting—and Sean got bored of people pretty quickly.

But, amazingly enough, this was not to be the case.

Diana, as it turned out, had staying power. And before long, she had done what few others had managed to do: achieve girlfriend status with your fickle brother. Which meant you would see her again over the next year until they broke up only weeks before he died. At which point she would call you every night at exactly ten o’clock for nearly a month, and you would never pick up, not even once, even though you wanted more than anything to do just that.

So she never called again.


FOUR

“So . . . ,” she says now, outside the truck stop.

She’s scuffing the bottom of a hiking boot against some pea gravel.

“So,” you say.

And it seems like this might be it: the underwhelming extent of your reunion. Until she looks at you quizzically, one dark eyebrow arched. You can’t tell if she’s surprised you’re on this trip, or that you have nothing to say for yourself. Time has suddenly gone geological, and you have approximately an eon to ponder some things.

Like the fact that it’s been since the funeral that you saw her. And that you barely recognized her there because she had cut her hair and dyed it blond. Now it’s growing back and she’s done nothing to disguise the roots, so her dark curls are flecked with gold at the ends. Neither of you is saying anything, but since you are a born anxious silence-filler, you eventually point to the bus and say the first thing that pops into your head, which is:

“What are the odds?”

What you mean is: What are the odds we’re both here? Or maybe what you mean is: What are the odds that any of this should have happened at all? Actually, you’re not sure if even you really know what you mean, so you don’t blame her for not responding right away. It’s hard to read her expression. Frustration or confusion. Maybe anger.

“Yeah,” she says. “I guess.”

Then her voice kind of dies. There’s no high note at the end like usual. And there’s none of the familiarity or intimacy it once held. She just turns around and heads toward the truck stop.

“See you on the trail, Case,” she says.

She has the same swaggering stride—even grief hasn’t touched that—but when she gets to the glass doors of the building, she stops for a moment to look at her reflection and carefully moves a hair behind her ear. It looks almost like she’s scared to go inside, to cross the threshold of a public place—which you can definitely identify with. Finally, though, she opens the door and steps through, and you watch the glass swing shut behind her, and then your brain just kind of shuts down entirely.

This has been happening off and on in the past half year, this freefall of “disassociation,” as your therapist called it. Basically, when things get too overwhelming for your nervous system, time seems to disappear and you feel outside yourself until suddenly you are you again and the fugue just drifts away as quickly as it descended.

“Why are we just sitting here?!” you ask to no one in particular.

Somehow, you are back on the bus. Fran, who has redisappeared into her hoodie, points a long grim reaper–like finger toward the window behind you. And when you look out into the copse of towering pines beyond the parking lot, you see the kid in the white tracksuit marching back to the bus with Silas behind him. If you didn’t know better, you’d think it was at gunpoint.

“Sporty made a run for it,” says Troy.

The first thing you notice is that the once-pristine white tracksuit is no longer pristine or white. It is an abstract-expressionist canvas of mud spatters and grass stains. Troy lowers his window, and the guy’s voice comes through clear as can be as he stomps closer to the bus.

“I keep telling you, I’m not supposed to be here!” he says. “This isn’t for people like me. It’s for . . . those people!”

His cheeks are pink, either from the emotion or a recent sprint or both.

“I hear you, Will,” says Silas. “I’m listening. And I’m sorry that’s how you feel. But I can’t leave you at the smoked-fish place. I just can’t. The train has left the station, brother. There’s nowhere else to take you.”

At this, Will puts his head in his hands for a moment, like he needs to hold it in place. He runs both hands through his shiny black hair. Then the whole bus watches as he trudges onboard. His eyes are wet, and you try not to meet them. Instead, you risk a look at Diana sitting at the front of the bus, and you find her looking back at you. And that’s the moment when the reality finally sets in:

She’s going to be on this whole trip.

Another thought comes quickly on the heels of that one, and it’s surprising how clear it is. You should have made a run for it like Will.

This was supposed to be an escape from your life, but your life, it seems, has followed you here. And as the bus pulls away from the last public place any of you will see for some time, you know it’s too late to get away. You are all a version of Will right now. Sitting in a ruined tracksuit. Trapped in your seat. Scared and powerless to change whatever is coming next. Which is unfortunate because things are already feeling strange.

And the next strange thing happens only hours later at the lodge.


FIVE

You’ve never been in a lodge before, so you don’t know if this one is representative of all lodges, but it looks like it was made of Lincoln Logs about two hundred years ago and it’s infested with spiders. Fishing spiders to be exact, which are very large and got their name because they can walk on the surface of a lake and kill small fish(!). Troy saw one in the shower and has vowed that he will not bathe again until he returns to his fumigated house in the suburbs. The spiders, however, are not the strange thing.

The strange thing happens later, when everyone is asleep.

You, of course, are not asleep. This is partly because seeing Diana has done weird things to your brain. But it’s also because you don’t sleep anymore. At least not consistently. For much of each day, you can keep your grief and panic at bay with distractions. But at night, after your parents have gone to bed and the house is monastery-quiet, there’s nowhere else for your brain to go but to him. Sometimes to the accident. Other times, you just land on small moments.

Like the time when you were six and you were running after Sean in the sprinkler, trying to do the same karate kick he was doing, and you slipped on a patch of wet grass and broke your ankle. You blacked out almost instantly from the pain. And all you really remember after that is looking straight up at the limbs of the big oak tree and then closing your eyes and coming out of surgery to the bright lights and sounds of an operating room.

When you were finally awake in your hospital bed, Sean was next to you, his leg also bandaged up. You were scared he was hurt too until your mom told you that Sean had the nurse put some bandages on his leg so you wouldn’t feel alone. You thought maybe he was just doing it for the day, but instead, he sat with you that way for the next week, watching movies and drinking those little hospital capsules of apple juice with the peel-off lids.

You’re thinking about this, trying to focus in on his ten-yearold face. The missing tooth he lost when he got pushed into the water fountain at school. And the freckles that appeared on his nose in the summer. You’ve almost successfully transported yourself back to those days, when you hear a noise next to you.

The sleeping bags are all in a circle on the old pine floor, so you think, at first, it might just be someone turning in discomfort. But when you open your eyes and your vision adjusts to the dark, you see somebody tall.

Silas.

He’s still wearing the same clothes as earlier, down to his hat, and he is looking around to see if anyone is awake. He doesn’t notice you because you’re not moving a muscle and your eyes are 90 percent closed. But they are not all the way closed, and you watch as he goes over to a duffel bag and starts yanking things out of it, tearing it apart like he’s hunting for something.

He’s quiet about it, but meticulous, opening each compartment and sticking his hand inside. He does this a couple of times, but it seems like he’s coming up empty. Finally, he zips the bag and just stands there in the dark. Obviously, he’s looking for something, but what could it possibly be? You go down a list, trying to keep your mind focused so you don’t move.

Toothbrush?

Toothpaste?

Steroids?

Jock-itch cream?

Night-light?

That’s as far as you get before you see him reach out and scoop an object up from the floor. You blink. It’s another bag. And this time, it’s definitely not his. It’s Diana’s bag. You recognize it because it’s covered in safety pins just like her jean jacket. He unzips it and rifles through it, leaving no corner untouched. And for some reason—okay, fear—you don’t stand up and ask him what he’s doing.

You are technically part of the “troubled-teen industry” now, and maybe random bag searches are just part of the deal. He has his hand around something, and he’s about to pull it out when you decide to take action. So you tense all your muscles and you . . .

Clear your throat.

Okay, so it’s not the bravest thing you could do, but it actually works because he immediately drops the bag and whatever was inside and looks in your direction. You close your eyes all the way. You try to swallow, but your mouth is parched, and you feel like you might start coughing any minute. You open your eyes again and see Silas take a step toward you. And right when you think maybe you should just stand up and run out of the lodge forever, you hear a scream from across the room.

At first, you’re sure someone has been axe-murdered, because that’s what happens in the woods, isn’t it? But you quickly see that it’s Troy, and he’s having some kind of night terror. He’s shaking and covered in sweat. He can barely breathe. And Silas, who was so close to you only seconds ago, is by his side in an instant, parting the crowd of bleary-eyed recent sleepers and putting a hand on Troy’s back. There’s no hint of the intensity that was in his search just moments before. In fact, the voice he uses to talk to Troy is easily one of the calmest things you’ve ever heard in your life.

“Hey,” he says. “Hey, Troy. Look at me.”

Troy is not responsive. But Silas focuses on him anyway.

“Troy, listen to me. You don’t have to do anything else but listen right now. Can you do that for me?”

Troy nods, and you take a second to look around at the others, half in their sleeping bags, a safe distance from the fray. You want to tell Diana everything that just happened with her bag, but she’s too far away. And when you turn back, Silas is looking directly into Troy’s eyes.

“I need you to understand that you are with friends,” he says. “And there is nothing to be afraid of. Your body is just going through a series of checks to see if you’re in danger. But you’re not. So now we’re going to breathe. Can you breathe with me?”

You look down and see that your hands are shaking. Troy takes a full breath. A bead of sweat runs right down the middle of his nose and drops onto his lip. Then he says one word.

“Turbo.”

“What’s that, brother?” says Silas.

“He needs to take his heart pills.”

“Who?” says Silas.

“My parents aren’t going to remember,” Troy says. “And then he’s going to get sick again. It happened before and he was super dehydrated. I thought he was going to die.”

“I’m sorry,” says Silas. “I just don’t . . .”

“HIS DOG!” yells Diana. “TURBO IS HIS DOG, MAN! WAKE UP!”

Everyone turns to look at her. She has a T-shirt on. A faded red shirt that you recognize instantly as Sean’s. It’s from the ice cream place where he worked one summer and was fired from for giving away free cones to just about anyone who knew who he was (and some people who didn’t). You’re staring at it, but everything is hitting the fan with the Troy situation and you have to look back.

“He got sick before,” he says. “He has heart disease, so he has to take the pills. But my parents won’t remember . . .”

“That’s not going to happen,” says Silas. “Turbo is fine. Turbo is cool. Everything else is just the anxiety. Don’t let the anxiety decide what’s happening.”

Then Silas is full-on holding Troy’s hand. And he’s doing it super comfortably. You’re not sure you’ve held another man’s hand since you were six years old. And you’re wondering why that is . . . Why don’t people just hold hands? It’s very comforting. You are so impressed by this that you almost forget what you saw earlier.

Almost.

Because that is when you look at Silas’s face and find him not looking at Troy as you assumed he would be, but staring right at you. It’s not for long. Probably just a glance in the scheme of things, but you know in that moment that he saw you. He saw you watching him with the bag. It’s clear.

What is not clear is what it means.

So you take this opportunity to edge your phone gently out of your pocket. It wouldn’t be hard to call your parents. That’s the thought that pulses through your brain. Your contacts are right there, glowing from your pocket. Your thumb hovers over the number for the landline your parents refuse to get rid of. You’re ready to tell them this didn’t take. Come get you. They might be disappointed, but you’re sure they won’t be surprised.

Your dad has been laser focused on fixing you since your brother’s death. He’ll probably just find somewhere else to send you. But your mom, who thinks that nothing bad will ever happen again if she can just keep things perfectly organized and in her field of vision, will be happy to have you safe in the car.

You inch your thumb down, but when you finally press the number, nothing happens. You stare at the phone, waiting for the screen to show the call going through. It’s only when you press the call button again that you think to look in the right-hand corner where those tiny, all-important bars—the ones that signify the possibility of contact with the outside world—remain as hollow and dim as your prospects for escape.

“Okay,” says Troy, sniffling. “I think everything’s okay.”


SIX

There’s only one dream you remember from your restless sleep that night. You and Diana walking by an ocean, arguing over the color of the water. “Blue-gray,” she says. “Green,” you say. She shakes her head. “We need a tiebreaker,” she says, and then you both go quiet because even in this dream, you know who the tiebreaker should be. Who it’s always been.

Under your feet, the ground is crunching whenever you take a step. For a moment, you’re sure you’re walking on bones, and you can feel a sense of horror creeping through your body, but when you look closely, they’re just seashells, all broken and fragmented, like the serrated teeth of some prehistoric creature. Diana is walking in front of you, but every once in a while, she turns back to see if you’re still there. The waves crash and foam. You try to catch up. You finally make it to her, but when you reach out to take her hand, you open your eyes instead.

“Up! Up! Everybody up!” says Silas in a faux-cheerful voice. “Day one starts in fifteen minutes! Gather your gear and roll out!”

You look up through unfocused eyes and see him cupping his hands over his mouth. He starts making trumpet noises.

“Day one of what exactly?” says Fran from somewhere inside the depths of her sleeping bag. “You haven’t told us freaking anything. We could be going on a death march, for all we know!”

Silas ignores this comment. He throws open the doors to the lodge and slips through them without a sound. He does this before you can make eye contact to see where things stand, so you look around the room instead. You can’t make out much except the twisted cocoons of sleeping bags until you finally catch some motion to your right where someone’s doing push-ups with the syncopated motion of a piston.

It’s Will, of course. His form is impeccable, and he’s counting them off in what you assume is Korean, his face bright red. “Hana. Dul. Set. Net.” He just keeps going. Past ten. Twenty. Thirty. They look like they’re never going to end. But, finally, he transitions into a handstand, his body perfectly perpendicular to the ground, before launching himself back onto his feet, where he dips down and rolls up his sleeping bag with precision.

Then he turns to face the room, where everyone is now awake and unabashedly staring at him. He brushes a lock of sweaty hair from his forehead.

“What?” he says.

Troy is the first to speak.

“What do you mean what?” he says. “Are you in Cirque du Soleil?”

Will smiles, but it’s dangerously close to being a smirk. He turns his head sideways to crack his neck in a way that sounds painful.

“Stillness is death,” he says.

He waits for this to sink in. It doesn’t seem to.

“For the body
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