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A nd after,w
hen w e w ent outside to look at her finished lantern
from the road,| said I liked the w ay her light
shone through the face i dark.
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ey know about friends?
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PROLOGUE

T he w ay | figure it,everyone
a N obel Prize, or beco
ear cancer, or spont
one of them wi ill pr
foot on M ars. | cou
survived m onths at
in all the subdivisions'in all of

never be struck by lightning,or win
cific Islands, or contract term inal
unlikely things together, at least
rain frogs. | could have stepped
ied the queen of England or
is: out of all the houses
th Spiegelm an.

eaten by a w hale. | could have m
' m iracl

O ur subdivision,Je sed to be a navy base.B ut then the navy did
it returned the land iti [ e build
because that's w i ended up m oving
next door to one a | w 0.

B efore Jeffers eas [ n longed to an actual
Jefferson, this guy Jefferson. D r. Jefferson Jefferson h m ed after him in O
rlando and also a | foundation, but the fascinating an t-true thing about D
r. Jefferson Jeffer ge juice salesm an
nam ed Jefferson , m ade “Jefferson”
his m iddle nam e, . Period

need it anym ore,so
assive subdivision

So M argo and | w ere nine. ere friends, s
biking past the cul-de-sacced stre ubdivision’s w heel.

| alw ays got very nervous w hene W as about to show up, on account of
how she w as the m ost fantastically gorgeous creature that G od had ever created. O n the m orning
In question, she w ore w hite shorts and a pink T-shirt that featured a green dragon breathing a fire
of orange glitter.It is difficult to explain how aw esom e | found this T-shirt at the tim e.

M argo, as alw ays, biked standing up, her arm s locked as she leaned above the
handlebars, her purple sneakers a circuitous blur. It w as a steam -hot day in M arch. The sky
w as clear, but the air tasted acidic,like it m ight storm later.

At the tim e, | fancied m yself an inventor, and after w e locked up our bikes and began the short
w alk across the park to the playground, | told M argo about an idea | had for an invention called the
R ingolator. The R ingolator w as a gigantic cannon that w ould shoot big, colored rocks into a very
low orbit, giving Earth the sam e sort of rings that Saturn has. (I still think this w ould be a fine idea,

es play together,



but it turns out that building a cannon that can shoot boulders into a low orbit is fairly com plicated.)
I’d been in this park so m any tim es before that it w as m apped in my mind, sow e w
ere only a few steps inside w hen | began to sense that the w orld w as out of order, even
though | couldn’t im m ediately figure out w hat w ifferent.
“Q uentin,” M argo said qui
She w as pointing.




There w as a live oak a few feet ahead of us. Thick and gnarled and ancient-looking. That
w as not new . The playground on our right. N ot new , either. B ut now , a guy w earing a
gray suit, slum ped against the trunk of the oak tree. N ot m oving. This w as new . H e w as
encircled by blood; a half-dried fountain of it poured out of his m outh. The m outh open in aw
ay that m ouths generally shouldn’

“‘H e’s dead,” M arg

| took tw 0 sm a
ovem ents, hem i
eren’t real, but he e a potential zom bie.

A s | took thos ook tw o equally s d quiet steps forw ard.
“H is eyes are ope '

that if | m ade any sudden m
a zom bie. | knew zom bies w

“I thought you closed yo s w hen you died,” she

said. “M argow eandtell.”

She took anot ! se enough now to reach ch his foot. “W hat
do you think happ : it hing.”

| didn’t w ant t ad guy w h [ an attack zom bie,
but | also didn’t [ of his dem ise. |
gathered my co rha ta-gorightnow !”

“O kay, yeah,’ ' th som ething that
felt exactly like go in front of m e
because | w as oles of her purple
sneakers. His b

Andthenwe | heard the sirens
in the distance an ' took a nap.

B oth m y parents a dé justed. So w hen |
death is part of life
but not a part of life | needed to be ¥ ne, and | felt better. H
onestly,l never w orried about it m uch.W"hic v pecause | can do som e w orrying.

H ere’s the thing: | found a dead guy. Little, adorable nine-year-old m e and my even littler and m
ore adorable playdate found a guy w ith blood pouring out of his m outh, and that blood w as on her
little, adorable sneakers as w e biked hom e. It's all very dram atic and everything, but so w hat? |
didn’t know the guy. People | don’t know die all the dam ned tim e. If | had a nervous breakdow n
every tim e som ething aw ful happened in the w orld,l'd be crazier than a shithouse rat.

That night, | w ent into m y room at nine o’clock to go to bed, because nine o’clock w as m y bedtim
e My mom tucked m e in, told m e she loved m e, and | said, “See you tom orrow ,” and she said,
“See you tom orrow ,” and then she turned out the lights and closed the door alm ost-all-the-w ay.



A s | turned on my side, | saw M argo R oth Spiegelm an standing outside m y w indow ,
her face alm ost pressed against the screen. | got up and opened the w indow , but the

screen stayed betw een us, pixelating her.
“l did an investigation,” she said quite seriously. Even up close the screen broke her face apart, but |

could tell that she w as holding a little teeth m arks around the eraser. She
glanced dow n at her not ourt said his nam e w as R obert




Joyner. She told m e he lived on Jefferson R oad in one of those condos on top of the grocery
store, so | w ent over there and there w ere a bunch of policem en, and one of them asked if |
w orked at the school paper, and | said our school didn’t have a paper, and he said as long as
| w asn’t a journalist he w ould answ er questi e said R obert Joyner w as thirty-six
years old.A law yer. The t, but a lady nam ed Juanita A
lvarez lives next door, asking if | could borrow a cup of
sugar, and then she w ith a gun. A nd then | asked
w hy, and then she e w as getting a dive 2 as sad about it.”

She stopped t ooked at her, her face gray oonlit and split into a
thousand little pieces by the Cree ound eyes flitted back
and forth from her notebook t | them selves,” | said.

‘I know ,” she said,excitem A nd then she said
..” M argo flippedthe note page. “She said that M r. Joyner w as troubled. A nd then |
asked w hat that m eant, and then she told m e that w e shou for him and that |
needed to take the sugar tc id

| said nothing a lju eep talking [ se w ith the excitem
ent of alm ost kno y thing [ | like som et [ appening to m e.

“I think | m ayk ow

said. “W hy?”

“M aybe all th gs je him broke,” she said.

W hile | tried t ething to say |
lock on the scree '
she didn’t give m ¢
ard m e and w hisp
there, w atching m e. her and sm ile
m e som ething m onstro at'had already drained the blog d | felt too afraid to
turn around to see.B ut there w as pe the dead guy.

| stopped w aving. M y head W 2rs as W ared at each other from
opposite sides of the glass. | don’t rem em ber how it ended— if | w ent to bed or she did. In
m y m em ory, it doesn’t end. W e just stay there,looking at each other,forever.

er voice.“That’s w hat | told Jua

rd and pressed the
en on the floor, but
ed her face up tow
but she just stood
som ething behind

M argo alw ays loved m ysteries. A nd in everything that cam e afterw ard, | could never stop
thinking that m aybe she loved m ysteries so m uch that she becam e one.






T he longest day of m y li took too long in the show er, and
' fmymom’s minivan at Vv

| usually got a
school on tim e,

arling, but B en had gone to
as thirty m inutes before
s the highlight of our
social calendars: s ' oom and just talking.
M ost of m y friends w ere during'school w as spent w
cause | suffer from the kind
oing to be tw enty
school itself.

of tone deafness t

ally associated w ith actual deafn
m inutes late, w hi
A s she drove,

icall eant thatd’d,stillbe te inu
N outclt d final
!er as erided
raisin bran to acc the g-force ne thi

“I don’t believ
st going w ith a friend. I'm sure
A nd | could havi sie H iney, w ho w as actually
cute, despite ha
“It's not just
although this w

pertly angled m y

k C assie H iney.”
and pleasant and

m ,” | explained,
idea of going.

as w e drove over
’s silver H onda w
he band room and

a speed bum p. | gl
as parked in its usual
kissed m e on the cheek.l could s icircle.

| w alked up to them , and the h e. They w ere talking
about m y ex-girlfriend Suzie C hung, w ho played cello and w as apparently creating quite a stir by
dating a baseball player nam ed Taddy M ac. W hether this w as his given nam e, | did not know . B ut at
any rate,Suzie had decided to go to prom w ith Taddy M ac.A nother casualty.

“B ro,” said B en, standing across from m e. H e nodded his head and turned around. | follow ed him
out of the circle and through the door. A sm all, olive-skinned creature w ho had hit puberty
but never hit it very hard, B en had been m y best friend since fifth grade, w hen w e both
finally ow ned up to the fact that neither of us w as likely to attract anyone else as a best
friend. Plus, he tried hard, and | liked that— m ost of the tim e.

“‘H ow ya doin’?” | asked. W e w ere safely inside, everyone else’s conversations m aking
ours inaudible.

pulled the m inivan into a



“‘R adar is going to prom ,” he said m orosely. R adar w as our other best friend. W e called
him R adar because he looked like a little bespectacled guy called R adar on this old TV show
M *A*S*H , except Y The TV R adar w asn'’t black, and Y. A t som e point after the nicknam
ing, our R adar grew about six inches and started ing contacts, so | suppose that Y. H e
actually didn’t look like the ith three and a half w eeks left of
high school, w e w ere

“That girl A ngela

t his love life, but this did not



dissuade us from frequent speculation.

B en nodded, and then said, “You know m y big plan to ask a freshbunny to prom because
they’re the only girls w ho don’t know the B loody B en story?” | nodded.

‘W ell,” B en said, “this m orning som e darling_ little_ninth-grade honeybunny cam e up to
m e and asked m e if | w to explain that it w as a kidney
infection, and she gig

In tenth grade, B B ecca A rrington, M argo’s best
friend, started a rum as due to chronic m asturbation
D espite its m edical hat sucks,” | said.

B en started out : ing, because through the
thickening m ass of :
next to her locker, standing bes
print top.l could see her collarb he w as laughing at som ething h
ard her big eyes crinkling at th orners, her m outh open wide. B ut i

f lockers. | follow ed
w as an ornam ent

had said, because s nggaw aysfrom_him,, aeross th
her eyes and saw B ) aped all over som e eball p [
and he a C hristm a : d o,even tho I k she ¢ :
‘B ro, you s ' it that. Fo ne candy-coated

e
honeybunny.” A ed, | kept taking glances at h he crow d, quick
snapshots: a pha rtals W alk Past.A
s | got closer, | she’d received a
surprise or a gift
“Yeah,” | said t
obvious. It w asn’t €
nd then w e w ere toc
got close enough to hea
his head,because he had seenm e
“H onestly,she’s hot,but she’s
hot?” “W ho?” | asked.
“Lacey,” he said, w ho w as M argo’s other best friend. “A Iso your m om . B ro, | saw your m om kiss you
on the cheek this m orning,and forgive m e,but | sw ear to G od | w as like,m an,l wish | w as Q . And also, |
w ish m y cheeks had penises.” | elbow ed him in the ribs, but | w as still thinking about M argo because she
w as the only legend w ho lived next door to m e. M argo R oth Spiegelm an, w hose six-syllable nam e w as
often spoken in its entirety w ith a kind of quiet reverence. M argo R oth Spiegelm an w hose stories of epic
adventures w ould blow through school like a sum m er storm : an old guy living in a broken-dow n house in
H ot C offee, M ississippi, taught M argo how to play the guitar. M argo R oth Spiegelm an, w ho spent three
days traveling w ith the circus— they thought she had potential on the trapeze. M argo R oth Spiegelm an, w
ho drank a cup of herbal tea w ith the M allionaires backstage after a concert in St. Louis w hile they drank w
hiskey. M argo R oth Spiegelm an, w ho got into that concert by telling the bouncer she w as the bassist’s

her knees and a blue
r shoulders bent forw
to be anything Jase

d w ithout being too
the literal sense. A
, and | never even
d been. B en shook

, too m any peog
or understand w hatever the




girlfriend, and didn’t they recognize her, and com e on guys seriously, m y nam e is M argo R oth Spiegelm
an and if you go back there and ask the bassist to take one look at m e, he w ill tell you that | either am his
girlfriend or he w ishes | w as, and then the bouncer did so, and then the bassist said “yeah thats m y
girlfriend let her in the show ,” and then later the bassist w anted to hook up w ith her and she rejected the
bassist from the M allionaires.

The stories, w hen th

n, can you believe it? W e often



could not,but they alw ays proved true.

A nd then w e w ere at our lockers. R adar w as leaning against B en’s locker, typing into a
handheld device.

“So you're going to prom ,” | said to him .H e |

“I'm de-vandalizing the iCti
Last night som eone
C hirac is a gay, w
is a big-tim e edito
hole life is devote tenance and w ell-being of O m
of several reasons wdate w.as som ew hat
prom
“Sorry,” he said w ithout

,and then looked back dow n.

m er prim e m inister of France.
it w ith the sentence ‘Jacques
and gram m atically.” R adar
called O m nictionary. H is w
lonary. This w as but one
Ising.

g up. It was a w ell-know n fact that
. A bsolutely nothing about of it appealed to m e— not slow'dancing, not fast dancing, not

the dresses, and definitely. not the rented tuxedo. R enting a tuxedo seem ed to m e an

excellent w ay to contract ide@us di egdrom it ious tenant, and | did not aspire
to becom e the w orld’s only vi ic lice

‘B ro,” B en said to R adar, shhoneys know about the B lood en story.” R adar
put the handheld ay fin d e p ic “Sc en continued, “m

y tw 0 rem ainin ateg are either to purchase a prom d ternet or fly to M
issouri and kid om nice corn-fed little honeybunny. eling B en that
‘honeybunny” so 1 sexist and lam e than retro-eool, d to abandon the
practice. H e cal n m.othe IXI

“I'll ask A nge
w ill be harder tha s

“G etting you a'¢ is SO hard the ' actually used to
cut diam onds,” | added

R adar tapped a locker tw ic
ith another. “B en, getting you a erican governm ent
believes the problem cannot be solve Iplom acy,but w ill instead require force.”

| w as trying to think of another one w hen w e all three sim ultaneously saw the hum an-
shaped container of anabolic steroids know n as C huck Parson w alking tow ard us w ith som e
intent. C huck Parson did not participate in organized sports, because to do so w ould distract
from the larger goal of his life: to one day be convicted of hom icide.“H ey,faggots,” he called.

“C huck,” | answ ered, as friendly as | could m uster. C huck hadn’t given us any serious
trouble in a couple years— som eone in cool kid land laid dow n the edict that w e w ere to be
left alone. So it w as a little unusual for him even to talk to us.

M aybe because | spoke and m aybe not, he slam m ed his hands against the lockers on
either side of m e and then leaned in close enough for m e to contem plate his toothpaste
brand. “W hat do you know about M argo and Jase?”

as opposed to prom

0 u a date to prom

hen cam e back w



‘U h,” | said. | thought of everything | knew about them : Jase w as M argo R oth Spiegelm
an’s first and only serious boyfriend. They began dating at the tail end of last year. They w ere
both going to U niversity of Florida next year. Jase got a baseball scholarship there. H e w as
never over at her house, except to pick her up. S ver acted as if she liked him all that m
uch, but then she never act ' uch.“N othing,” | said finally.




“I barely even know her,” | said,w hich had becom e true.

H e considered m y answ er for a m inute, and | tried hard to stare at his close-set eyes. H e nodded
very slightly, pushed off the lockers, and w alked aw ay to attend his first-period class: The C are and
Feeding of Pectoral M uscles. The second bell rang. O inute to class. R adar and | had calc; B en
had finite m athem atics. The cl ked tow ard them together, the three
of us in a row ,trusting th to let us by,and it did.

| said, “G etting vy m onkeys typing at a thousand
typew riters for a th to prom w ith Ben.”

B en could not cts are so poor that Q ’s
grandm a turned k her.”

R adar nodded brothers.”

It w as so pathetically e et about C huck, to talk ut prom even though | didn’t
give a shit about pfom . Su as life that m orning: nothing really m attered that m uch, not
the good things a d ones. W e w ere in the business of m utual am usem ent, and

W e W ere reason oN C
in‘cla ocCyLo 0 the

at the clocks, and then being a zed th
at the clock. I'd had nearly four years of
ness never ce

g him self apart. M y prom pro
for R ada
alo

ks above various
ly a few m inutes
erience looking at
Id that | have one
School, w here a

| spent the next
blackboards and
had passed sinc
these clocks, bu

nd then | w as in
r friends, so B en
of dram a kids w

B ut as m uch
the cafeteria w ith
and | generally sat toge
e knew . Today, w e w ere both

“Pizza’s good,” | said.H e nodd :

“N uffing,” he said through a m outhful of pizza. H e sw allow ed “I know you think it's dum
b, but | w ant to go to prom .

“N. I do think it's dum b; Y. If you w ant to go, just go; Y. If 'm not m istaken, you haven't
even asked anyone.”

‘| asked C assie H iney during m ath. | w rote her a note.” | raised m y eyebrow s questioningly. B

en reached into his shorts and slid a heavily folded piece of paper to m e.l flattened it out:

r had fifth-perio
e, a couple seats betw

Ben,
I’d love to go to prom w ith you,but I'm already
going w ith Frank.Sorry!



—C

| refolded it and slid it back across the table. | could rem em ber playing paper football on
these tables.“That sucks,” | said.
“Yeah, w hatever.” The w

w hile, and then B en lo

in on us, and w e w ere silent for a
to get so m uch play in college



I’'m going to be in the G uinness Book of W orld Records under the category ‘M ost H
oneybunnies Ever Pleased.”

| laughed. | w as thinking about how R adar’s parents actually w ere in the G uinness Book
w hen | noticed a pretty A frican-A m erican girl w i Iky little dreads standing above us. It
took m e a m om ent to realiz ' ar’'s |-guess-qirlfriend.

“Hi,” she said tom

“‘Hey,” | said. I'd

ittle, but w e didn’t say hello in
hair to the head of the table.

s better tha one,” she said, using R
s on the tabl

girl.acc to co ' s. ‘B
nall t’s because he’s em bar ed
Seem tt al

snort Sprite up his nose and then it ou
em ented carbonated fountain,” he deadp
w orry? | m ean, w e’ve _beer

| figure that y ably know M arcu
adar’s real nam e. S
“It's a shitty job,

B en laughed.”

“Technically,” |

She rolled her ¢
invited m e to han

“O hhhh,” | sai

of us.” She la

“Y ou’ve neve

outh,” | said. “

‘B ut really,
never even take
scrunched up m

“N othing,” | sc
taking you to his ha

“Then it w ould de ean he didn’t like you,” B en

finished. “A re his parents w &

| struggled w ith how to answ
kinda overprotective,l guess.”

“Y eah,overprotective,” B en agreed a little too quickly.

She sm iled and then got up, saying she had to go say hi to som eone before lunch w as
over. B en w aited until she w as gone to say anything.“That girl is aw esom e,” B en said.

‘I know ,” I answ ered.“l w onder if w e can replace R adar w ith her.”

“She’s probably not that good w ith com puters, though. W e need som eone w ho’s good
at com puters. Plus | bet she sucks at R esurrection,” w hich w as our favorite video gam e. “B
y the w ay,” B en added,“nice call saying that R adar’s folks are overprotective.”

‘W ell,it's not m y place to tell her,” | said.

“I w onder how long till she gets to see the Team R adar R esidence and M useum .” B en sm iled.

e’s never, like,

IS m

d.

w eeks, and he’s
ng glance, and |

ith us and

're cool. They're just



The period w as alm ost over, so B en and | got up and put our trays onto the conveyer belt.
The very sam e one that C huck Parson had throw n m e onto freshm an year, sending m e
into the terrifying netherw orld of W inter Park’ shing corps. W e w alked over to R
adar’s locker and w ere standi t after the first bell.

“I decided during go donkey balls if it m eant | could




skip that class for the rest of the sem ester,” he said.

“You can learn a lot about governm ent from donkey balls,” | said. “H ey, speaking of
reasons you w ish you had fourth-period lunch,w e just dined w ith A ngela.”

B en sm irked at R adar and said, “Yeah, she w ants to know w hy she’s never been over
to your house.”

R adar exhaled a
breathed for so long

atlon to open his locker. H e

“Shut up,” he an
“Youliveinal
“Seriously, bro,’

Is elbow into m y gut.

R adar threw his ' it. ' [ round us quieted just
a bit as he turned h AULTTHATMY
PARENTSOW KSANTAS”

I'd heard R adar. housand tim es in m
y life, and it never b ered the first tim e |
visited. | w as m a nd yet black Santas
lined the w indow nister. B lack Santa
candles adorned t antel, w hich w as
itself lined w ith bl sed from N am ibia.
The light-up plasti anksgiving to N ew
Year's spent the uest bathroom , a
bathroom w ith ho haped sponge.

In every room plaster and plastic
and m arble and clay ned m ore than tw
elve hundred black Santas of v oor proclaim ed, R
adar’s house w as an officially regi ciety for C hristm as.

“You just gotta tell her, m an,” A ngela, | really like you, but
there’s som ething you need to know : w hen w e go to m y house and hook up, w €’ll be w
atched by the tw enty-four hundred eyes of tw elve hundred black Santas.”

R adar ran a hand through his buzz cut and shook his head. “Yeah, | don’t think I'll put it
exactly like that,but I'll deal w ith it.”

| headed off to governm ent, B en to an elective about video gam e design. | w atched clocks
through tw o m ore classes, and then finally the relief radiated out of m y chest w hen | w as
finished— the end of each day like a dry run for our graduation less than a m onth aw ay.

ntas hung fro
table. A black Santa oil painting hu

| w ent hom e. | ate tw o0 peanut butter and jelly sandw iches as an early dinner. | w atched poker on TV.



My parents cam e hom e at six, hugged each other, and hugged m e. W e ate a m acaroni casserole as
a proper dinner. They asked m e about school. They asked m e about prom . They m arveled at w hat a
w onderful job they’d done raising m e. They told m e about their days dealing w ith people w ho had
been raised less brilliantly. They w ent to w atch TV. | w ent to m y room to check m y em ail. | w rote a

little bit about The G reat G atsby fo Federalist Papers as early prep for m
y governm ent final. | IM”’ In our conversation, he used the




phrase “the w orld’s largest collection of black Santas” four tim es, and | laughed each tim e. | told
him | w as happy for him , having a girlfriend. H e said it w ould be a great sum m er. | agreed. It w
as M ay fifth, but it didn’t have to be. My days had a pleasant identicalness about them . | had alw
ays liked that: | liked routine. | liked bein to, but | did.A nd so M ay fifth could
have been any day— untilg R oth Spiegelm an slid open my
screenless bedroom wgi se it nine years before.




| sw iveled around w hen argo’s blue eyes w ere staring
back at m e. H er eye vision adjusted, | realized she
w as w earing black ing cybersex?” she asked.
“'m IM ’ing w it
doesn’t answ e
| laughed aw kw AN elt b
couldn’t im agine w
asked. M argo and | w ere stil Y,  guess, butw e w eren't m
black-face-paint frieadly.She iends for that,I’'m sure.l just w as
“I need your car,” she explained.
“l don’t have a €ar,” | sa ich
form e. “W ell,Fneed yo
“Y ou have yourow n c .
M argo puffed out her cheeks and ed. *Riight, ing'is that m y
keys to my car an edt inside a safe, w hich they put under their be

face inches from hers. |
| ow e the pleasure?” |
-in-th ad-of-night-w earing-
am ong them .

the w indo
“To

thing of point

nts have taken the
d M yrna M ount-

w eazel’'— whow dog—"iIs sleeping inside their room .A nd M yrna M ou azel has a freaking
aneurysm w hene 8 5 sight of m e. | m ean, | coule and steal the safe
and crack it anc eyS,outse not even w orth
trying because n m uch as crack
open the door. St [ use | have to do

ast five C
he becam e nothing but eyes

eleven things tonig

W hen | let m y sight't
back on her, and | could see the o
triangulating into her chin,her pitch-bl

‘Hmm ,” said M argo."Remind mei

felony.” “N 0,” | answ ered firm ly.

“N o it's not a felony or no you w on’t help?”

‘N o I won't help. C an’t you enlist som e of your underlings to drive you around?” Lacey
and/or B ecca w ere alw ays doing her bidding.

“They’re part of the problem ,actually,” M argo

said. “W hat’s the problem ?” | asked.

“There are eleven problem s,” she said som ew hat im

patiently. “N o felonies,” | said.

“I sw ear to G od that you w ill not be asked to com m it a felony.”

r.A nd then | locked
in. H er cheekbones
ies?” | asked.

reaking and entering is a



A nd right then, the floodlights cam e on all around M argo’s house. In one sw ift m otion,
she som ersaulted through m y w indow , into m y room , and then rolled beneath m y bed. W
ithin seconds, her dad w as standing on the patio outside.“M argo!” he shouted.“l saw you!”

From beneath m y bed, | heard a m uffled, “O h, C hrist.” M argo scooted out from under the bed
stood up, w alked to the w indo [ 'm just trying to have a chat w ith Q
uentin. Y ou’re alw ays Ild be on m e and everything.”

“Just chatting w i




“Yes.”

“Then w hy are you w earing black face paint?”

M argo faltered for only the briefest m om ent. “D ad, to answ er that question w ould take
hours of backstory,and | know that you'r ired,so just go back t—"

“In the house,” he th

M argo grabbed
clim bed out the w i

inute,” in m y ear, and then

s are m ine; the car,
tragically, is not. O A m y six m all gift, and | knew
[ bout peed m yself, because
r. B ut w hen they
getting a car after
ined a key.

m inivan. The

they’d said over a
handed m e the tin
all. | tore off the w
U pon close in
one and the sam
“My present i
“Tom ,” she s
“O h, don'’t bl
my incom e.”
“Isn’t that sn
“A ren’t rheto
dad responded,an
The long and sh
late-m odel C hrysler m inivan;
drove to w ork every m orning, |
the m iddle of the goddam ned night.
It took M argo m ore than the prom ised m inute to return to m y w indow , but not m uch m ore. B

ut in the tim e she w as gone,lI'd started to w affle again.“I've got school tom orrow ,” | told her.

“Yeah, | know ,” M argo answ ered. “There’s school tom orrow and the day after that, and
thinking about that too long could m ake a girl bonkers. So, yeah. It's a school night. That's w
hy w e’ve got to get going,because w e’ve got to be back by m orning.”

“I don’t know .”

“Q,” she said.“Q .D arling.H ow long have w e been dear

friends?” “W e’re not friends.W e’re neighbors.”

“O h, C hrist, Q .A m I not nice to you? D o | not order m y various and sundry m inions to

frustration w ith

aggressive?” my

eness that is a
it. A nd since she
ell, w eekends and

s this: | had access to
w hen m




be kind to you at school?”
‘U h-huh,” | answ ered dubiously,although in point of fact I'd alw ays figured it w as M argo
w ho had stopped C huck Parson and his |Ik from screw ing w ith us.

11

She blinked.She’d even painted her e id,“w e have to go.”




A nd so | w ent. | slid out the w indow , and w e ran along the side of m y house, heads dow
n, until w e opened the doors of the m inivan. M argo w hispered not to close the doors— too
m uch noise— so w ith the doors open, | put it in neutral, pushed off the cem ent w ith m y
foot, and then let the m inivan rol dow n_the.@ni ay. W e rolled slow ly past a couple
houses before | turned on e closed the doors, and then |
drove through the se ssness, the houses all still new
-looking and plastic of real people.

M argo started ta g'1s they don’t even really“ca y just feel like m y exploits m ake
them look bad. Just ou know w hat he said? H e said, ‘1 don’t if you screw up your life, but
don’t em barrass us ont of .A nd you have no idea
how hard they’ve m ade it to ge prison-escape m ovies
they put bundled-up ¢lothes un n in there?” | nodded.
“Yeah, w ell, M om put a godd ed baby m onitor in m y room so s r my sleep-breathing
all night. So | just had to pay R uthie five bucks to sleep in m y room , t bundled-up clothes
in her room .” R uthie'is M argo’s | sister. | ed to be | could just
sneak out like a reg goddam nec [ ' im brout the m p off the roof.B ut
G od,these days,it’'s like living'in a fasc [

“A re you goin tell :

“W ell, first w ¢ JOING Publix. B ecause for reasons I'll
grocery shopping e. then to W al-M art.”

‘W hat, w €’
entral Florida?” |

“Tonight, darl
e rights. The first
B ut before w e ca
then, the parking lot alm™0

“Listen,” she said,“how m uc

“Zero dollars and zero cents,” and looked over at her.
She w riggled a hand into a pocket of her tight, dark jeans and pulled out several hundred-
dollar bills “Fortunately,the good Lord has provided,” she said.

“W hat the hell?” | asked.

‘B at m itzvah m oney, bitch. I'm not allow ed to access the account, but | know m y
parents’ passw ord because they use ‘m yrnam ountw Yaz¥l for everything. So | m ade a w
ithdraw al.” | tried to blink aw ay the aw e, but she saw the w ay | w as looking at her and sm
irked at m e. “B asically,” she said, “this is going to be the best night of your life.”

3 blankets to m ake it look like th

need you to go
tablishm ent in C
ng to w rong som

earth-inheriting.
d into the Publix

eshape the w orld,
irely em pty,and parked.




Y.

T he thing about M argo R oth _Spiege could ever do w as let her talk, and
then w hen she stopped e facts that V. | w as incontestably
in love w ith her, and y w ay, and Y. She never really
asked m e any ques ay to ave ep her talking.

A nd so in the | Publix she said, “So, right. | m a ou a list. If you have any
guestions, just ca y cell em inds m e, | took iberty of putting som e
supplies in the back of the v

“W hat,like,before | agree

‘W ell, yes. Technically
Vaseline, you w ant the o
then there'saMom my V
the one you w ant. If the
handed m e the listand a

M argo’s list:

A nyw ay, just call m e if you have any questions, but w ith the
hat’'s bigger than your fist. Theres like a B aby Vaseline, and

eline, and th re’s a bi aseline, and that’s
a t, then get,/like, th
d ill and said,“That sho

om m ies.” She
"w hole C W ped separately
Veet (It’s I8 ur legs O nly you don.t.N€
razor It’s > '
Vaseline
six-pack,M
ew O ne doze
one Bottle O f
ater Tissues
one C an of blue Spray pai

“Interesting capitalization,” | said.
“Yeah. I'm a big believer in random capitalization. The rules of capitalization are so unfair
to w ords in the m iddle.”

N ow , I’'m not sure w hat you're supposed to say to the checkout w om an at tw elve-thirty in
the m orning w hen you put thirteen pounds of catfish, Veet, the fat-daddy-size tub of
Vaseline, a six-pack of M ountain D ew , a can of blue spray paint, and a dozen tulips on the
conveyor belt. B ut here’s w hat | said: “This isn’t as w eird as it looks.”



The w om an cleared her throat but didn’t look up.“Still w eird,” she m uttered.

“I really don’t w ant to get in any trouble,” | told M ar the m inivan as she used the bottled w
ater to w ipe the black paint needed the m akeup, apparently, to

get out of the house. I licitly says that they w on’t




take m e if | get arrested.”

“Y ou’re a very anxious person,Q .”

“Let’s just please not get in trouble,” | said. “I m ean, | w ant to have fun and everything,
but not at the expense of,like,m y future.”

She looked up at m e, her
‘It am azes m e that y

“H uh?”

“C ollege: getti
A’s or getting D ’s.
oney: having or no

| started to say s
and w as going to the'U niversi onors program next ye

ndgpick tltthinC'
e C lub?”
in her al '

ch the entire history of the hum a
u could count on ten years or so
here w as no planni

nd she sm iled just the littlest bit.

ot getting in. School: getting
all, ow ning or renting. M

e she had good grades
t said,"W al-M art.”

t sh

W e entered W al
w hich locks a ca
ent, | asked M ar

Margo m ana
id you know that
w as less than thi
as no planning f
tim e for planni
people started h
bout the future. A
future— you goto h 0 you can
a nice house so you ¢ to send your kids to colle
can get a nice house so they can ir Ki

It felt like M argo w as just ram
do w e need The C lub?”

M argo patted m e in the m iddle of the back softly. “I| m ean, obviously this is all going to be revealed

to you before the night is over.” A nd then, in boating supplies, M argo located an air horn. She took it
out of the box and held it up in the air, and | said, “N 0,” and she said, “N o w hat?” A nd | said, “N o,
don’t blow the air horn,” except w hen | got to about the b in blow , she squeezed on it and it let out an
excruciatingly loud honk that felt in m y head like the auditory equivalent of an aneurysm
and then she said, “I'm sorry, | couldn’t hear you. W hat w as that?” A nd | said, “Stop b— "
and then she did it again.

A W al-M art em ployee just a little older than us w alked up to us then and said, “H ey, you
can’t use that in here,” and M argo said, w ith seem ing sincerity, “Sorry, | didn’t know that,” and
the guy said, “O h, it’s cool. | don’t m ind, actually.” A nd then the conversation seem ed over,

called The C lub,
e Juniors departm

g m y question. “D
average life span
od, right? There w
S no planning. N o
etting longer, and
hinking about it. A
life is lived for the
ob so you can get
good job so they

o | repeated it. “W hy



except the guy could not stop looking at M argo, and honestly | don’t blam e him , because she is
hard to stop looking at, and then finally he said,“W hat are you guys up to tonight?”

A nd M argo said,“N ot m uch.Y ou?”

A nd he said, “I get off at one and then I’'m going out to this bar dow n on O range, if you w
ant to com e.B ut you'd have to really strict about ID ’s.”

H erw hat?! “I'm n

sneakers.




A nd then M argo proceeded to lie. “H e’s actually m y cousin,” she said. Then she sidled
up to m e put her hand around m y w aist so that | could feel each of her fingers taut against
m y hip bone, and she added,“And m y lover.”

The guy just rolled his eyes and w a
and | took the opportuni
told her. She sm iled

“‘D on’t | know it,

argo’s hand lingered for a m inute
eally are m y favorite cousin,” |
ing out of my em brace.




s follow ing M argo’s directions.
The clock on the das
“It's pretty, huh?”
could hardly see h
“Light,” | said,“t
Light.” “That’s
“T. S. Eliot,” I s > | ha
hole poem that line,w as fro ouple of the parts I did r
‘O h, it's a quo
could have put m
the sam e place a
“Light,the visib
“Yeah.D amn
friend.” “Ex-la

staring out the w indow , so |

inder of Invisible

ally ever read the w
kin my head.

e center console. |
ould have been in

gots
, a little disappointed. | saw her‘hand on
on the center console and then our hands

timye.B ut | didn’t. it again;®,she said.
isible’Light.” i
st help w ith your lady
he

“Suzie dum argo
asked. “H o w she
dum ped me

“A lthough s
ago, but I didn'’t
ance. W hat hap

M argo put he
speaking. She alw a
poetry. “Right, w ell, 'm sorry t
any m onths is fucking m y best f

| looked over but her hair w as all in her face, so | couldn’t m ake out if she w as kidding “Seriously?”
She didn’t say anything.“B ut you w ere just laughing w ith him this m orning.l saw you.” “I don’t know
w hat you’re talking about. | heard about it before first period, and then | found them both talking
together and | started scream ing bloody m urder, and B ecca ran into the arm s of C lint B auer, and
Jase w as just standing there like a dum bass w ith the chaw drool running out of his stank

m outh.”

| had clearly m isinterpreted the scene in the hallw ay. “That’s w eird, because C huck
Parson asked m e this m orning w hat | knew about you and Jase.”

“Y eah,w ell,C huck does as he’s told,l guess.Probably trying to find out for Jase w ho

knew .” “Jesus,w hy w ould he hook up w ith B ecca?”

“W ell, she’s not know n for her personality or generosity of spirit, so it's probably because

reakup
the w

appened m onths
low er-caste rom

cadence of her
she w as reciting
riend of lo these m

the da
like that, w ith this discerni




she’s hot.”

“She’s not as hot as you,” | said,before | could think better of it.

“That’s alw ays seem ed so ridiculous to m e, that people w ould w ant to be around som
eone because they're pretty. It’s like picking your fast cereals based on color instead of
taste. It's the next exit, by t lose up anyw ay. G enerally, the
closer people get to




“That's— ” | started.
“W hatever,” she answ ered.

It struck m e as som ew ha n W orthington w ould get to have
sex w ith both M argo iduals such as m yself don’t get
to have sex w ith ej atter. That said, | like to think
that | am the type ¢ vouldn't"hook™ a A rrington. She m ay be hot,
but she is also ). vapid, and Y. an absolute unad ated, raging bitch. Those
of us w ho freque 2 ba NQ pected that m aintains her lovely
figure by eating nothing but am s verished children. “B
ecca does sort of suck,” | sa g to draw M argo back into

“Yeah,” she answ ered, ng out the passenger w indow ,
streetlights. | thought for a cond she m ight be crying, but s
hoodie up and taking The th art B
she said as she ri d op ckagl .

“‘May | ask w

e need to find Jase’

flecting oncom ing
uickly, pulling her
e fun at any rate,”

yet?” “B ecca’s

“U h-oh,” | sai
argo that I was t

“N o felonies.
the right, but he
one after. That's

“O kay,” | said,;

“‘N o,thenwe m >art Tw o O

Eleven.” “M argo,th ad idea.”

“Just drive,” she said, and s ocks dow n from B
ecca’s street, parked in a cul-de- lete stop, M argo jum
ped out of the m inivan w ith The C lub in hand. She pulled open the Lexus’s driver-side door,
sat dow n in the seat, and proceeded to attach The C lub to Jase’s steering w heel. Then she
softly closed the door to the Lexus.

“D um b bastard never locks that car,” she m um bled as she clim bed back into the m
inivan. She pocketed the key to The C lub. She reached over and tousled m y hair. “Part O
ne— done. N ow , to B ecca’s house.”

A s | drove,M argo explained Parts Tw o0 and Three to m e.

“That’s quite brilliant,” | said,even though inside | w as bursting w ith a shim m ering nervousness. |
turned onto B ecca’s street and parked tw o houses dow n from her M cM ansion. M argo craw led into
the w ayback of the m inivan and returned w ith a pair of binoculars and a digital cam era. She looked
through the binoculars first, and then handed them to m e. | could see a light on in the house’s basem

d started to tell M

e next one up on
re hom e. Try the




ent, but no m ovem ent. | w as m ostly surprised that the house even had a basem ent— you can’t
dig very deep before hitting w ater in m ost of O rlando.
| reached into m y pocket, grabbed m y cell phone, and dialed the num ber that M argo
recited to m e The phone rang once,tw ice,and then a groggy m ale voice answ ered,“H ello?”
“‘Mr. A rrington?” | asked. M ause no one w ould ever
recognize my voice.




“W ho is this? G od,w hat tim e is it?”

“Sir, | think you should know that your daughter is currently having sex w ith Jason W
orthington in your basem ent.” A nd then | hung up.Part Tw o: accom pli.

M argo and | threw open the doors of the m inivan and charged dow n the street, diving
onto our stom achs just behind.thegk ard. M argo handed m e the cam
era, and | w atched as and then a stairw ay light, and
then the kitchen light sem ent.

“H ere he com es ered, and i dic e m eant until, out of the corner
of my eye, | notice ason W orthington w iggling out ofgthe basem ent w indow . H e
took off sprinting ac e law . boxer shorts, a e approached | jum ped
up and took a picture of him , h surp h of us, I think, and he
blinked at m e through the da or a w hite-not m om ent bef nning-off into the night.

M argo tuggedon my j leg; | looked dow n at her, and she w as sm iling goofily. |
reached m y hand/dow n,helped her up,and then w e raced back to the car.l| w as putting the

key in the ignition wihen she said,Letsm e heypictures”
| handed her the €éam era, an ewa ditcom e on the ther, our heads alm
ost touching.U poniseeing th le face of Jason rthing help but laugh.
‘Oh, God/’ go said, and painte 0 ent, it seem ed that Jason

had been unable get > Jason inside his boxers, and there as, hanging out,
digitally captured DSte

“It's a penis,” S “in the
an illustrious his isn’

| looked back &
slightly bad for Jast
then again, in sixth g
earthw orm and then he

W hen | looked over at M ar
have to go,” M argo said.“Into the

“W hat? W hy?”

“Part Four. G et his clothes in case he tries to sneak back into her house. Part Five. Leave
fish for B ecca.”

“‘N o.”

“Yes. N ow ,” she said. “She’s upstairs getting yelled at by her parents. B ut, like, how long
does that lecture last? | m ean, w hat do you say? “You shouldn’t screw M argo’s boyfriend in
the basem ent.’ It's a one-sentence lecture,basically.So w e have to hustle.”

She got out of the car w ith the spray paint in one hand and one of the catfish in the other.
| w hispered, “This is a bad idea,” but | follow ed behind her, crouched dow n as she w as,
until w e w ere standing in front of the still-open basem ent w indow .

“I'll go first,” she said. She w ent in feetfirst and w as standing on B ecca’s com puter desk,

sam e sense t tate: it m ay have

und m yself feeling
ictive girlfriend B ut
orm , so | ate a live

r binoculars. “W e



half in the house and half out of it,w hen | asked her,“C an'’t | just be lookout?”

“G et your skinny ass in here,” she answ ered, and so | did. Q uickly, | grabbed all the boy-
type clothes | saw on B ecca’s lavender-carpeted floor. A pair of jeans w ith a leather belt, a
pair of flip-flops, a W inter Park H igh School W | s baseball cap, and a baby blue polo
shirt. | turned back to M ar -w rapped catfish and one of B
ecca’s sparkly purple




A m essage from M argo Roth Spiegelm an: Your friendship w ith her— it sleeps w ith the fishes

M argo hid the fish betw een folded pairs of shorts in B ecca’s closet. | could hear footsteps upstairs,
and tapped M argo on the shoulder and looked at her, m y eyes bulging. She just sm iled and leisurely
pulled out the spray paint. | scram bled out the w indo d then turned back to w atch as M argo
leaned over the desk and calm | ant m otion— the kind you associate
w ith calligraphy or Zorro Il above the desk.

She reached he the w indow . She w as just
starting to stand ‘DW IG H T | grabbed the
clothes and took o

| heard, but did
turn around, not w

en, but | didn’t stop or
n w hen | heard the

| heard M argo n” behind m e— upset about it exactly; she
w as just m aking on— and then rather than w alk

over it headfirst. | en d— e artfulF som ersault or som
the asp of road, [ m y left shoulder.
t ground first,softeni
a e lling m e up, and

i
ething— but at a il n
ven st
. W hich is how |

Fortunately, Jase
d | w as driving in reverse w ith
Park H igh School

| sw ore, and
m to be running

then w e w ere |

nearly cametor
m , so | rolled the
tely, | don’t think

W ildcats base
anyplace in parti

an since— and |
school.

w indow halfw a
and, driving forw

he saw either M
don’t w ant to soun
“W hy the hellw o
ard now , began to navigate the

“| felt bad for him .”

“For him ? W hy? B ecause he’s been cheating on m e for six w eeks? B ecause he’s
probably given m e god-only-know s-w hat disease? B ecause he’s a disgusting idiot w ho w ill
probably be rich and happy his w hole life,thus proving the absolute unfairness of the cosm 0s?”

“H e just looked sort of desperate,” | said.

“W hatever.W e’re going to K arin’s house.It's on Pennsylvania,by the A B C Liquors.”

‘D on’t be pissed at m e,” | said. “| just had a guy point a freaking shotgun at m e for
helping you, so don'’t be pissedatme.”

TMNOTPISSED ATY O U !”M argo shouted,and then punched the

dashboard. “W ell,you’re scream ing.”

“I thought m aybe— w hatever.l thought m aybe he w asn’t

cheating.” “O h.”

that?” M argo asked as | t



“K arin told m e at school.A nd | guess a lot of people have know n for a long tim e.A nd no
one told m e until K arin.l thought m aybe she w as just trying to stir up dram a or som ething.”

“'m sorry,” | said.

“Y eah.Y eah.l can’t believe | even care.”

“‘My heart is really pounding,” i

“That’s how you kn




B ut it didn’t feel like fun; it felt like a heart attack. | pulled over into a Y-Eleven parking lot and
held m y finger to m y jugular vein w hile w atching the : in the digital clock blink every second. W
hen | turned to M argo,she w as rolling her eyes at m e.“M y pulse is dangerously high,” | explained.

‘I don’t even rem em ber the last {i ' about som ething like that. The
adrenaline in the throat

“In through the no

ered her. “Ally

“C ute?”

“Is that w hat th

M argo craw le
put back there? | t
darkly red it w as
said, smiling up a

Andsowe sa
finger on the puls
thinner and bonier
fingers you w ant
M art, w hich felt
There’s nothing o

ish these days?” She sm ile
ithap

w m uch shit did she
ottle of nail polish so
ing topaint m y nails,” she

hile you calm dow n, I
her bangs.“Y ou just take your t
ith her nail polish balanced on th

asag lor of nai h

t r, w as all curves and
. | rem em bered the

.My rtb : [

fraid of,not in this little city on this

m e w ith a shaky
o had nice fingers,
he had the kind of
y hip bone in W al-
elf: M argo’s right.




°l

“Part Six,” M argo said once
air, alm ost like she w a
“W hat’d you do
“W ell,w hen sh nger.”
“‘H ow s0?” | ask ids in a sports car next to us w
ere rewving their eng red it,it w him pered.
‘W ell, | don’t r thing along the lines
of ‘sniveling, repulsive, idiot itch w ith the w orst

w aving her fingernails through the
oorstep w ith apologetic note.”

| know . That w
people, you should
you know ? | m ean

y nasty things about
tly take those back,
kunk stripes.”

nd returned w ith
o’'d folded to look
like an envelop ed dow n a sidew
alk, placed the fl

“‘Part Seven,”
M r. W orthington.”

‘I suspect he w on'’t " | said,just the slig y voice.

“I hope the cops find him ba side ditch a w eek
from now ,” M argo answ ered disp

‘R em ind m e never to cross M argo R oth Spiegelm an,” | m um bled,and M argo

laughed. “Seriously,” she said.“W e bring the fucking rain dow n on our enem ies.”

“Y our enem ies,” | corrected.

‘W €e’ll see,” she answ ered quickly, and then perked up and said, “O h, hey, I'll handle this
one. The thing about Jason’s house is they have this crazy good security system . And w e
can’t have another panic attack.”

“‘Um,” | said.

fish for the lovely

Jason lived just dow n the road from K arin, in this uber-rich subdivision called C asavilla. A Il the



houses in C asavilla are Spanish-style w ith the red-tile roofs and everything, only they w eren’t
built by the Spanish.They w ere built by Jason’s dad,w ho is one of the richest land developers in
Florida.“B ig ugly hom es for big,ugly people,” | told M argo as w e pulled into C asavilla.

“N o shit. If | ever end up being the kind of pe o has one kid and seven bedroom s,

do m e a favor and shoot m
W e pulled up in fro

ity that looked generally like an



oversize Spanish hacienda except for three thick D oric colum ns going up to the roof. M argo
grabbed the second catfish from the backseat, uncapped a pen w ith her teeth, and scraw led
in handw riting that didn’t look m uch like hers:

M S’s love For you: it Sleeps W ith the Fishes “Li
Jase’s W PH S baseball hat o

n, keep the car on,” she said. She put

“O kay,” | said.
‘K eep it in drive
“O kay,” | said, e, out through the m outh. In

through the nose,
door open, jogged
oak tree. She w a

in hand, M argo threw the

and then she took a

She’d only take
started blaring. | b
through the nose
through a w indow
then, just because
lovely M on the pa
car, and | had a f
ent like a Thoroug
ped into the car,

| stopped at t
go go go,” and |
w ind and everyt
m ile dow n Penns

“That w as pretty
pulse is a little elevated.”

“Jesus,” | said.“l m ean,you co east at the

doorstep?” “W e bring the fucking

“Tell m e Part Eight is less terrifying.”

‘D on’'t w orry. Part Eight is child’s play. W e’re going back to Jefferson Park. Lacey’s house. You
know w here she lives, right?” | did, although G od know s Lacey Pem berton w ould never deign to have
m e over. She lived on the opposite side of Jefferson Park, a m ile aw ay from m e, in a nice condo on
top of a stationery store— the sam e block the dead guy had lived on, actually. I'd been to the building
before, because friends of m y parents lived on the third floor. There w ere tw o locked doors before you
even got to the condos.| figured even M argo R oth Spiegelm an couldn’t break into that place.

“So has Lacey been naughty or nice?” | asked.

‘Lacey has been distinctly naughty,” M argo answ ered. She w as looking out the
passenger w indow again, talking aw ay from m e, so | could barely hear her. “| m ean, w e

as tree, and a siren
st kept breathing in
he heaved the fish
lass breaking. A nd
efully spray-paint a
all out tow ard the
er felt at that m om
, and then she jum

en the house lit up like a m unic
plated abandoning M argo to her

t the hell? G o go
ing caution to the
,and we w ere a
h its lights on.

tit Q -style, my



have been friends since kindergarten.”
“A nd?”
“A nd she didn’t tell m e about Jase. B ut not just that. W hen | look back on it, she’s just a
terrible friend.l m ean,for instance,do you think I'm fat?”
“‘Jesus, no,” | said. “You're—"

hole point of you; the poi

ing not skinny, but that’s the w
ou should not lose any w eight.”



She laughed, w aved her hand at m e, and said, “You just love m y big ass.” | turned from the
road for a second and glanced over, and | shouldn’t have, because she could read m y face and
m y face said: W ell, first off | w ouldn’t say it's big exactly and second off, it is kind of
spectacular. B ut it w as m ore than that.You can’t divorce M argo the person from M argo the
body.You can’t see one w ithout seein at M argo’s eyes and you saw both
their blueness and thej ay that M argo R oth Spiegelm
an w as fat,or that s at the Eiffel Tow er is or is not
lonely. M argo’s bez of ' sealed vess uncracked and uncrackable.

“‘B ut she w oul ake these little com m ents,” NV continued. “I'd loan you
these shorts but | ¢ INK t ' pRou.’ O r, ‘You're s kKy. | love how you just
m ake guys fall in [ove w ith der m e. | don'’t think she

ever said anything that w a
“U nderm ining.
“Thank you,A nnoying
ician.” “G ram m arian,” | sai
“OhmyG odIm going ul” Bjut she w as laughing.
| drove around the perim on Park s e Id avoi

case our parents t w oke an c u i

Jefferson), and the ed @ efferson C ourt and drove into Jeff

w hich felt eerily ed quiet. W e found Lacey’s black SU V park

restaurant.W e sto ay in the first parking spot.w.e d find not

“W ould you p he '
because it w as ¢
lettering: your Frie
glow of the streetlig j as casually“as
holding a sizable fish ) paper and the other one (m
A dog barked, and w e both froze, i iet [ at Lacey’s car.

‘W ell, that m akes it harder, . She reached into her
pocket and pulled out a length of w ire that had once been a coat hanger. It took her less than
a m inute to jim my the lock open.l w as duly aw ed.

O nce she had the driver's-side door open, she reached over and opened m y side. “H ey,
help m e get the seat up,” she w hispered. Together w e pulled the backseat up. M argo slipped
the fish underneath it, and then she counted to three, and in one m otion w e slam m ed the seat
dow n on the fish. | heard the disgusting sound of catfish guts exploding. | let m yself im agine
the w ay Lacey’s SU V w ould sm ell after just one day of roasting in the sun, and I'll adm it that a
kind of serenity w ashed over m e. A nd then M argo said,“Put an M on the roof for m e.”

| didn’t even have to think about it for a full second before | nodded, scram bled up onto the back
bum per, and then leaned over, quickly spraying a gigantic M all across the roof. G enerally, | am
opposed to vandalism . B ut | am also generally opposed to Lacey Pem berton— and in the end, that

attem pt at underm ination.’

asterG ram m

t our houses, just in
ong the lake (Lake
le faux dow ntow n,
front of the sushi
ath a streetlight.
get rid of the fish
er w rapper in her
around the circular
them (M argo) is
f blue spray paint.




proved to be the m ore deeply held conviction. | jum ped off the car. | ran through the darkness— m
y breath com ing fast and short— for the block back to the m inivan. A s | put m y hand on the
steering w heel, | noticed m y pointer finger w as blue. | held it up for M argo to see. She smiled, and
held out her ow n blue finger, and then they touched, a er blue finger w as pushing against m ine
softly and m y pulse failed to sl e said,“Part N ine— dow ntow n.”
Itwas Y:¢4 in the




1.

Tourists never go to dow ntow
by banks and insurance
night and on the w
desperately lam e. A
few people sleeping

there but a few skyscrapers ow ned
t becom es absolutely deserted at
d w ith the desperate and the
e of one-w ay streets, w e saw a
s m oving. M argo rolled dow
n the w indow , and ight ought to be. | glanced
over and saw stran Id see her there, | felt
entirely alone am ong > apocalypse and the w orld had
been given to m e,this w hole and am azing and endless w orld,m ine far the exploring.

“Y ou just giving r?” | asked.

“N 0,” she said.“I'm trying to,get tojthe ust B u

‘O h,” | said, b his night | had
drove dow n a fe e M argo poi
w as the A sparag

hnically, an asparagus spear, nc d from asparagus
at bears an uncanny resem blance to a -foot-tall piece of

k or sitting on benches, but nobody

the A sparagus.”
hat’s on South.” |
, there, before us,

ildi 'S
ful infc
d hap

parts. It is just a
asparagus— alt

V.A green-gla
Y.A n abstract
Y.A greener,glass shingto

¢. The Jolly G reen G i3 gantic jolly green phallus

At any rate, it certainly does n e actual nam e of the
sculpture. | pulled in front of a parking m eter and looked over at M argo. | caught her staring into the
m iddle distance just for a m om ent, her eyes blank, looking not at the A sparagus, but past it. It w
as the first tim e | thought som ething m ight be w rong— not m y-boyfriend-is-an-ass w rong, but
really w rong A nd | should have said som ething. O f course. | should have said thing after thing
after thing after thing.B ut | only said,“M ay | ask w hy you have taken m e to the A sparagus?”

She turned her head to m e and shot m e a sm ile. M argo w as so beautiful that even her
fake sm iles w ere convincing. “W e gotta check on our progress.A nd the best place to do
that is from the top of the SunTrust B uilding.”

| rolled my eyes.“N ope.N 0.N o w ay.Y ou said no breaking and entering.”

“This isn’t breaking and entering.It’s just entering,because there’s an unlocked



door.” “M argo,that’s ridiculous.O f c— "

“I will acknow ledge that over the course of the evening there has been both breaking and
entering There w as entering at B ecca’s house. There w as breaking at Jase’s house. A nd
there w ill be entering here. B ut there has never sim ultaneous breaking and entering.
Theoretically, the cops co
entering, but they cou

“Surely the SunT,

ing.So I've kept my prom ise.”
hatever,” | said.



“They do,” she said,unbuckling her seat belt.“O f course they do.H is nam e is G us.”

W e w alked in through the front door. Sittin
w ith a struggling goatee '
“H ey,G us,” she
ered. “W ho’s th
WEARETH
y colleague, Q .Q,

sem icircular desk sat a young guy
‘W hat’s up,M argo?” he said.

argo talk for m e. “This is m

g som e w indow
at three-fifteen in the m

s,photographing naked gu Ing out in skyscraper lob
orning,that kind of uch,” | answ ered.
“Elevators are night,” G us said. “H ad to shut’ ee. You're w
elcom e to take th
“C ool.See ya,G

“See ya,M argo.

“H ow the hell d
ere safely in the

‘Hewasas
e’s a-w astin’.” M
tried to keep pace
som etim es saw her
like to run. O r, for that m atter,
up a steady pace, w iping the s rning in m y legs. W
hen | got to the tw enty-fifth floor, M a Ing,w aiting for m e.

“C heck it out,” she said.She opened the stairw ell door and w e w ere inside a huge room
w ith an oak table as long as tw o cars, and a long bank of floor-to-ceiling w indow s. “C
onference room ,” she said “It's got the best view in the w hole building.” | follow ed her as
she w alked along the w indow s. “O kay, so there,” she said pointing, “is Jefferson Park. See
our houses? Lights still off, so that's good.” She m oved over a few panes. “Jase’s house.
Lights off, no m ore cop cars. Excellent, although it m ight m ean he’s m ade it hom e, w hich
is unfortunate.” B ecca’s house w as too far aw ay to see, even from up here.

She w as quiet for a m om ent, and then she w alked right up to the glass and leaned her
forehead against it. | hung back, but then she grabbed m y T-shirt and pulled m e forw ard. |
didn’t w ant our collective w eight against a single pane of glass, but she kept pulling m e forw

security guard at the SunTr sked once w e w
hustle, okay? Tim
on the rail, and |
e liked to run— |
how ever, did not
now | tried to keep

herself listening to m u
in any kind of p




ard, and | could feel her balled fist in m y side, and finally | put m y head against the glass as
gently as possible and looked around.

From above, O rlando w as pretty w ell lit. B eneath us | could see the flashing D O N'T W A
LK signs at intersections, and the streetlights runnin nd dow n the city in a perfect grid until
dow ntow n ended and the w indi O rlando’s infinite suburb started.

“I's beautiful,” | sai




M argo scoffed.“R eally? Y ou seriously think so?”

‘I m ean, w ell, m aybe not,” | said, although it w as. W hen | saw O rlando from an airplane, it
looked like a LEG O set sunk into an ocean of green. H ere, at night, it looked like a real place—
but for the first tim e a place | could see. A gund the conference room , and then
through the other offices_on as school. There w as Jefferson
Park. There, in the dis 'n W ild. There, the Y-Eleven w
here M argo painted lere— my w hole w orld, and |
could see it just by d a building. ssive,” | said out loud. “From a
distance, | m ean. see the w ear on things, you know ? an’t see the rust or the w
eeds or the paint cr g. Yo DRE once i it.”

“‘Everything’s uglier close

“N ot you,” | answ ered b

H er forehead still against the glass, she turned to m e and smiiled. “H ere’s a tip: you're cute
w hen you’re confident. A nd less w hen you're not.” B efore | had 0 say anything, her
eyes w ent back ta the vie ing. “H utiful about it: from
here, you can'’t see the rus paint or w h ell w hat the place
really is. You see fake is. even hard e ut of plastic. It's a

inking better of it.

paper tow n. | m ean look & > lo ta e - hat turn in on them
selves, all the ho that w ere built to fall apart.A Il those p ving in their paper
houses, burning re ay w arm .A Il the paper kids dri e bum bought for

store. Everyo

them at the pape
I the things pape
and | have never
“I'll try not to ta
cul-de-sacs and qué
our hands w ere touching, anc
the glass felt alm ost like pressi
“Sorry,” she said. “M aybe things d been hanging out w ith
you the w hole tim e instead of— ugh. Just, G od. | just hate m yself so m uch for even caring about
m y, quote, friends. | m ean, just so you know , it's not that | am oh-so-upset about Jason. O r B
ecca. O r even Lacey, although | actually liked her. B ut it w as the last string. It w as a lam e string,
for sure, but it w as the one | had left,and every paper girl needs at least one string,right?”
A nd here is w hat | said.l said,“Y ou w ould be w elcom e at our lunch table tom orrow .”
“That’s sw eet,” she answ ered, her voice trailing off. She turned to m e and nodded softly.
| sm iled. She sm iled. | believed the sm ile. W e w alked to the stairs and then ran dow n
them . A t the bottom of each flight, | jum ped off the bottom step and clicked m y heels to m
ake her laugh, and she laughed. | thought | w as cheering her up. | thought she w as
cheerable. | thought m aybe if | could be confident som ething m ight happen betw een us.

ow nhing things. A
for eighteen years
ng that m atters.”

inky distance, the
and the backs of
g m yself against

pts. B ut her sho
hough | w as not lookin







V.

Sitting in the m inivan
asked, “W hattime d
“l don’t know , li
through w ith nine
“l know , butl s
Ten— Q’sturnto

the engine not yet started, she
ve tw o-plus hours and w e’re

st laborious one for last.A nyw a e'll get it all done. Part

‘W hat?”

“| already picked a punis : going to rain our m ighty w
rath dow n on.”

“U pon w hom ted her,.and she shook her

head in disgust. “
rath,” | said, beca
iles. Exam ple: H
oth Spiegelm an
ussia. M e, 'm L

“W hat about
‘Hmm ), i

lly have nesupon rain dow n my w
't. I alw ays felt like had [ ant to have enem
has had re enem ie bourg. M argo R

A [ [ tes.A nd czarist R

ust sitting around, tending shee
asked.
on w as pretty horrible i

'd been reined in A
side from the caf w hile | w aited for
the bus and tw ist all-purpose, I-have-
a-vocabulary-of-tw [ even though it w as
ridiculously childish, m e because ). |
don’t think that w ord sh pens, | am not gay,
and furtherm ore, Y. C huck Pars as the ultim ate hum
iliation, even though there’s nothing | w as trying to say w
hile he tw isted m y arm farther and farther tow ard m y shoulder blade, but he just kept saying,“If you're
so proud of being a faggot,w hy don’t you adm it that you’re a faggot,faggot?”

C learly, C huck Parson w as no A ristotle w hen it cam e to logic. B ut he w as six three,
and YV pounds,w hich counts for som ething.

“You could m ake a case for C huck,” | acknow ledged. A nd then | turned on the car and
started to m ake m y w ay back tow ard the interstate. | didn’t know w here w e w ere going,
but w e sure as hel w eren’t staying dow ntow n.

“‘R em em ber at the C row n School of D ance?” she asked.”l w as just thinking about

that tonight.” “U gh.Y eah.”

“I'm sorry about that,by the w ay.l have no idea w hy | w ent along w ith him .”

e used by anyone, let alone




“Yeah. It's all good,” | said, but rem em bering the godforsaken C row n School of D ance
pissed m e off,and | said,”Y eah.C huck Parson.Y ou know w here he lives?”

‘I knew | could bring out your vengeful side. H e’s in C ollege Park. G et off at Princeton.” |
turned onto the interstate entrance ram p and fl it. “W hoa there,” M argo said. “D on’t
break the C hrysler.”




In sixth grade, a bunch of kids including M argo and C huck and m e w ere forced by our parents
to take ballroom dancing lessons at the C row n School of H um iliation, D egradation, and D
ance. A nd how it w orked w as the boys w ould stand on one side and the girls w ould stand on
the other and then w hen the teacher told us to, the boys w ould w alk over to the girls and the
boy w ould say, “M ay | have this say, “You m ay.” G irls w ere not
allow ed to say no. B u -trot— C huck Parson convinced
every single girl to s | w alked across to M ary B eth
Shortz and | said, “ then | asked another girl, and
then another, and t nd then | started to cry.
The only thing about getting rejected
at dance school, a e teacher and saying

o also said no, and then a
[ i t dance school is

that one em barrassi t. So, long story short, C huck ‘Parson kept m e from ever

n't seem_li articu to do to a sixth-
is abou n e, 0
I t going to lam e
w

e enough of a shit about him to hurt"him .” hand dow n on the
: depilatated him .”

grader. Andlwa
e over the years.
“W ait,he w on
he?” “N ope.
“l don't w ant h
center console an
“I think you j
‘I kKnow a w
BULARY!I'V
“Spell usurped,
‘N o0,” she answ e
do better.”
“Fine.” | sm iled.

o)
IS su

ENOFVOCA

ing. “I'm not givingup myc d. You'll have to

W e drove through C ollege Park, a neighborhood that passes for O rlando’s historic district on
account of how the houses w ere m ostly built thirty w hole years ago. M argo couldn’t rem em
ber C huck’s exact address, or w hat his house looked like, or even for sure w hat street it w as
on (“I'm alm ost like ninety-five percent positive it's on Vassar.”). Finally, after the C hrysler had
prow led three blocks of Vassar Street,M argo pointed to her left and said,“That one.”

“A re you sure?” | asked.

“I'm like ninety-seven-point-tw o percent sure. | m ean, I’'m pretty sure his bedroom is right
there,” she said, pointing. “O ne tim e he had a party, and w hen the cops cam e | shim m ied
out his w indow . I’'m pretty sure it's the sam e w indow .”



“This seem s like w e could get in trouble.”

“‘B ut if the w indow is open, there’s no breaking involved. O nly entering.A nd w e just did
entering at the SunTrust,and it w asn’t that big of a deal,right?”

| laughed.“It’s like you're turning m e into a badass.”

“That’s the idea.O kay,supplies:

aseline.” “O kay.” |

aint,and the V



‘N ow don’t freak out on m e, Q . The good new s is that C huck sleeps like a hibernating
bear— | know because | had English w ith him last year and he w ouldn’t w ake up even w hen M
s. Johnston sw atted him w ith Jane Eyre. So w e’re going to go up to his bedroom w indow , w
e’re gonna open it, w e’re gonna take off our shoes, and then very quietly go inside, and I'm
going to screw w ith C huck The ut to opposite sides of the house,
and w e’re going to co n if som eone w akes up, they’ll
have a hella hard ti us. Then w €’ll screw w ith C
huck som e m ore, nd no talking.”

| put my hand

ut I was sm iling.

W e w ere w alking aw ay
laced her fingers in m ine, squeezed. | squeezed back
nodded her head nd | nodded back, and then she |

pered up to the w/indow . pushe den '

but opened in on ion. in s dark;but | could se
The w indow [ [ 0, so | put han

socked foot onto | booste r

have m ade a ni
indow , and then
house. That m i
hich hurt so bad
A bedside lig
huck Parson. H i
‘Um )" said M a
sake | stayed there, the
w rong house.” She turned aroun
blocking M argo’s exit.So | pushed
W e drove to the other side of C ollege Park to
regroup. “I think w e share the blam e on that one,” M
argo said. “U m ,you picked the w rong house,” | said.
‘R ight, but you w ere the one w ho m ade noise.” It w as quiet for a m inute, and w e w ere
just driving in circles, and then finally | said, “W e could probably get his address off the
Internet. R adar has a log-in to the school directory.”

“B rilliant,” M argo said.
So | called R adar, but his phone w ent straight to voice m ail. | contem plated calling his house, but

his parents w ere friends w ith m y parents, so that w ouldn’t w ork. Finally, it occurred to m e to call B
en. H e w asn’t R adar, but he did know all of R adar’s passw ords. | called. It w ent to voice m ail, but
only after ringing. So | called again. Voice m alil. | called again. Voice m ail. M argo said, “H e’s obviously

car together w hen M arg achedidow n for m y hand,
then glanced at her. She
y hand. W e scam
ed ever so quietly
bed.

nd she stepped a
the house w ould
oulders into the w
a com plicated torso undulation,to dance caterpillar into the

e w indow sill, w

decidedly not C

r, but for M argo’s
think w e have the
n did | realize | w as
shoes,and took off.

f m e in the house, parallel



not answ ering,” and as | dialed again,| said,“O h,he’ll answ er.” A nd after just four m ore calls,he did.
“You'd better be calling m e to say that there are eleven naked honeybunnies in your house,
and that they’re asking for the Special Feeling that only B ig D addy B en can provide.”
“I need you to use R adar’s login to the student directory and look up an address.C
huck Parson.” “N 0.”
“Please,” | said.

CLC



‘No.”

“Y ou’ll be glad you did this,B en.l prom ise.”

“Yeah, yeah, | just did it. | w as doing it w hile saying no— can’t help but help. Four-tw o-tw o
A m herst.H ey,w hy do you w ant C huck Parson’s address at four-tw elve in the m orning?”

“G et som e sleep,B enner

“I'm going to assu

hung up.

A m herst w as only s dow n. W e parked on the street in
supplies together, a : then.orning dew
m y calves.

At his w indow ,
and then pulled M &
to him tiptoeing, a

of £YA A m herst, got our
off the grass and onto

hich w D Id G
goupa

| stood

ately low er than that of R ando
. C huck Parson w as asleep on |
She pulled out the M eet,spr

ind her, m y heart pounding. H e’d
then softly and carefully spr

: do d lik
*uck S r[t e
again C huck sho NO Si(

Then she openeéd the Vs
headed off to oppc Sides he house. | w ent to the entryw ay f|
front door’s doork d to the open door of a bedroom , w here | V.
and then quietly, ightest creak,shut the dee oom .

Finally | retur ‘ST there—
closed his door & e orknob.
surface of his bed hopin
to open the w indow

M argo glanced at he
inutes w e just stared at each o
dark and the quiet, w ith no poss
looking back, like there w as som ething in m e w orth seeing.

M argo nodded then, and | w alked over to C huck. | w rapped m y hand in m y T-shirt, as
she’d told m e to do, leaned forw ard, and— as softly as | could— pressed m y finger against his
forehead and then quickly w iped aw ay the Veet. W ith it cam e every last hair that had been C
huck Parson’s right eyebrow . | w as standing above C huck w ith his right eyebrow on my T-
shirt w hen his eyes shot open. Lightning fast, M argo grabbed his com forter and threw it over
him , and w hen | looked up, the little ninja w as already out the w indow . | follow ed as quickly
as | could, as C huck screamed, MAMA!DAD!ROBBERYROBBERYY"

| w anted to say, The only thing w e stole w as your eyebrow, but | kept m um as | sw ung
m yself feetfirst out the w indow . | dam n near landed on M argo, w ho w as spray-painting an

, | clim bed in quietly
argo w alked over

if he w oke up.

o her palm ,and

m uch as tw itch.
ngly loud clorp, but
hand, and then w e
red Vaseline on the
ned the inner knob

gether w e
athered every
d m ake it hard

Iosed it shut on"ourw
h and held up tw o flnger for those tw o m
w as nice— in the

w it up, and her eyes




M onto the vinyl siding of C huck’s house, and then w e both grabbed our shoes and hauled
ass to the m inivan. W hen | looked back at the house, lights w ere on but no one w as
outside yet, a testam ent to the brilliant sim plicity of the w ell-Vaselined doorknob. B y the tim
e M r. (or possibly M rs., | couldn’t really see) Parson pulled open the living room curtains and
looked outside, w e w ere driving.i inceton Street and the interstate.
“Y es!” | shouted.”
‘D id you see it? H i

ently doubtful, you know ? Like



‘oh, really? You're saying | only have one eyebrow ? Likely story.” A nd | love m aking that
asshole choose: better to shave off Lefty, or paint on R ighty? O h, | just love it. A nd how he
yelled for his m am a,that sniveling little shit.”
“W ait,w hy do you hate him ?”
“l didn’t say | hated him
“B ut you w ere alw ¢
ell, | w as alw ays
m inivan and put her
affeine,” | said. S
in tw o long chugs.
“So w e’re going to'SeaW o
“W hat,are w e going to Fre
‘N 0,” she said."*W e're |
haven’t broken intg yet.
‘W e can’t breakiinto Se

nly them e park |
store parking lot and turnec
‘W e're in a bitofa tim

., I'sai then | p V€ pty furniture
C e told m e,and then reached overto start the
car again. | p d he aw ay.” 't k eaW orld, peated.

“There you ga the breaking again.” M argo paused and'opene ther M ountain D
ew . Light reflect he onto her face, and for a second | could er sm iling at the

thing she w as a e’re not going,to.k k of it as breaking
in to SeaW orld. r free.”

thought she had been. “Yeah, w
rgo leaned across the
shoulder,her hair falling e m y neck.“I’'m tired,” she said. “C
to the back and grabbed us eacha M in D ew, and | drank it

y or som ething?”
going to go to SeaW orld, that's &

”




A

“W ell, first off, w e will the m inivan and w as laying out
the reasons | w ouldn’ e in the dark.

“Q, in the sch rld get you into? | m ean,
Jesus, after every ing for m e? You can’t
just shut up and rrified of every little
adventure?” A nd then und e nuts.”

A nd now | w as across the console
tow ard her. “A fte d confident? | w as
getting confident. LM Y friend’ her w ho S Y boyfriend so no
one w ould know g? Djd you uff M nd the w orld not
because you are rtan but because | need d you w ere close
by? Is that the ki 've d fo ’

She w ouldn'’t | he just stared straight ahead at the
“Y ou think | need : don’t think | could have given M yr
she’d sleep throu
w hile you w ere
then you picked
In sickness and in

| started the ca
felt like | w as getting
Sea-W orld, Incorporated or
iscreant Q uentin Jacobsen brok orning w ith a w ild-
eyed lass at his side, D uke U niversity e m ad.A Iso,m y parents w ill be m ad.”

“Q , you’re going to go to D uke.You’re going to be a very successful law yer-or-som ething
and get m arried and have babies and live your w hole little life, and then you’re going to die, and
in your last m om ents, w hen you're choking on your ow n bile in the nursing hom e, you’ll say to
yourself: ‘W ell, | w asted m y w hole goddam ned life, but at least | broke into SeaW orld w ith M
argo R oth Spiegelm an m y senior year of high school.A t least | carpe’d that one diem .”

“N octem ,” | corrected.

“O kay, you are the G ram m ar K ing again. You've regained your throne. N ow take m e
to SeaW orld.”

O U did for M E?” | alm ost shouted

f the furniture store
zel a B enadryl so
into your bedroom
| picked you. A nd
t least for tonight.
do us part.”

stuff aside, | still
. “Fine, but w hen
sity saying that m

into som ething, and | w a



A s w e drove silently dow n I-£, | found m yself thinking about the day that the guy in the gray suit
show ed up dead.M aybe that’s the reason she chose m e, | thought. A nd that’'s w hen, finally, | rem
em bered w hat she said about the dead guy and the strings— and about herself and the strings.
“M argo,” | said,breakin
silence. “Q ,” she sai
“Yousaid...Wh inside him broke, and then you




just said that about yourself,that the last string broke.”

She half laughed. “You w orry too m uch. | don’t w ant som e kids to find m e sw arm ed w
ith flies on a Saturday m orning in Jefferson Park.” She w aited a beat before delivering the
punch line. “I’'m too vain for that fate.”

| laughed, relieved, and_exi
tourism capital of the
all sold the exact s
Florida-shaped ref
several stores on |

Butat ¢:°+int
like everything els

“SeaW orld is just past : argo said. She
inivan again, riflin ackpack or som ething. “I got
drew our plan of an’t freaking find them anyw her

past the parkw ay rdeft there w.i this souvenir.sh
een thousand sQuvenir'shops.”

right after the parkw ay.”

nly : I [

‘O nmyleftthe
‘R ight,but there
A nd sure eno
, because cars are alw ays getting
uld ever think of jacking the C hry
nd w hy her car w ent m issing

d onto International D rive, the
International D rive, and they
hells, key rings, glass turtles,
hatever. In fact, there w ere
,4¢ a bag.

as com pletely dead,
ter parking lot.

w ayback of the m
| these ;satellite m aps and
B ut anyw ay, just go right

lot and parked the
ive.A nd w hile only
't relish the thought
of a school night.
and thick | felt my
king at m e. It had
o had found her m
ute. “I think there’s
sing the parkw ay.
alked into the park
om ptly killed him .”

car directly benea
a truly m asochisti
of explaining to m

W e stood ou
clothes clinging t
been too dark for
aps and by the light lam p,

a fence right there,” sh inting to a w ooden patch w e
“I read about it online. They insta [ 0
in the m iddle of the night and deci

“Seriously?”

“Y eah,so if that guy can m ake it in drunk,surely w e can m ake it in sober.| m ean,w

e're ninjas.” “W ell,m aybe you’re a ninja,” | said.

“You're just a really loud, aw kw ard ninja,” M argo said, “but w e are both ninjas.” She tucked her
hair behind her ears, pulled up her hood, and scrunched it shut w ith a draw string; the streetlight lit
up the sharp features of her pale face.M aybe w e w ere both ninjas,but only she had the outfit.

“O kay,” she said. “M em orize the m ap.” B y far the m ost terrifying part of the half-m ile-long
journey M argo had plotted for us w as the m oat. SeaW orld w as shaped like a triangle. O ne
side w as protected by a road, w hich M argo figured w as regularly patrolled by night w atchm
en. The second side w as guarded by a lake that w as at least a m ile around, and the third side
had a drainage ditch; from the m ap, it looked to be about as w ide as a tw o-lane road. A nd w




here there are w ater-filled drainage ditches near lakes in Florida,there are often alligators.

M argo grabbed m e by both shoulders and turned m e tow ard her. “W e’re going to get
caught, probably, and w hen w e do, just let m e talk.You just look cute and be that w eird m
ix of innocent and confident,and w €’ll be fine.”

| locked the car, tried to
ean for M argo to hea

hispered, “I'm a ninja.” | didn't m



W e jogged across I-D rive and then started bushw hacking through a thicket of tall shrubs and
oak trees.| started to w orry about poison ivy,but ninjas don’t w orry about poison ivy,so | led the
trailm y arm s in front of m e, pushing aside briars and brush as w e w alked tow ard the m oat.
Finally the trees stopped and the field opened up, and | could see the parkw ay on our right and the
m oat straight ahead of us. People c road if there had been any cars, but
there w eren’t. Together then m ade a sharp turn tow ard
the parkw ay. M arg he six lanes of highw ay. Even
though it w as em pt unning across a road that big.

Wemadeita ss beside the parkw ay. M
argo pointed to th ntic parking lot and the

“Ladies first,” |

“N o,really.B e

A nd | didn’t thi [ SO disgustin er ish algae. | just got a
running start and C . I'landed 4n" w aist-deep er and then high-
stepped across. and felt slimy on m in, but at least | w asn’t w
et above my w a n’ ' ' splas w ater all over m
e. | turned aroun . She faux-retched.

“N injas don'’t ninjas,” M argo com

plained. “The ' sn’t m ake a splash at
all,” | said. “

| w as w atching oroughly pleased
about the lack of allig eath her unzipped
hoodie, her black T-shirt had be things w ere going
pretty w ell w hen | saw in m y pe eside M argo. M argo
started to step out of the w ater, and | could see her A chilles tendon tensing, and before | could
even say anything, the snake lashed out and bit her left ankle,right below the line of her jeans.

“Shit!”” M argo said, and she looked dow n and then said “Shit!” again. The snake w as still
attached | dove dow n and grabbed the snake by the tail and ripped it from M argo’s leg and
threw it into the m oat.“O w ,G od,” she said.“W hat w as it? W as it a m occasin?”

‘I don’t know . Lie dow n, lie dow n,” | said, and then | took her leg in m y hands, and | pulled up her
jeans. There w ere tw o drops of blood com ing out w here the fangs had been, and | leaned dow n and
put m y m outh on the w ound and sucked as hard as | could, trying to draw out the venom . | spit, and w
as going to go back to her leg w hen she said, “W ait, | see it.” | jum ped up, terrified, and she said, “N o,
no, G od, it's just a garter snake.” She w as pointing into the m oat, and | follow ed her finger and could
see the little garter snake skirting along the surface, sw im m ing beneath a floodlight’s skirt. From the



w ell-lit distance,the thing didn’t look m uch scarier than a baby lizard.

“Thank G od,” | said,sitting dow n next to her and catching m y breath.

A fter looking at the bite and seeing that the bleeding had already stopped, she asked, “H ow w as
m aking out w ith m y leg?”

“Pretty good,” | said, w hich
feel her upper arm agai

ody into m ine a little and | could



‘I shaved this m orning for precisely that reason. | w as like, ‘W ell, you never know w hen
som eone is going to clam p dow n on your calf and try to suck out the snake poison.””

There w as a chain-link fenc
onestly, first garter sna
pered up sw ung her

W e ran through
ight have stored an
phitheater w here S
ere playing soft M u

t six feet tallLA s M argo put it, “H
of insulting to a ninja.” She scam
dder.l m anaged not to fall.

ese huge opaque tanks that m
nd | could see the big am
rs lining the w alkw ay w
're in SeaW orld.”

her. W e ended up

“M argo,” | saidiagain.” re in SeaW orld.”
“‘Enjoy it,” she s ing henm “Ca rity.” |
dashed through [ en [ ed.

A guy strolled U
‘Howyall?”He
To stay calm
special SeaW orl
“Wewere ju
“W ell, that’s
driven out by th
“If it's all the
anted to tell M arg
“You know a m an
e cain’t never let anybody go if t
out so it w ouldn’t look so clingy.A

“W ell,then | guess you have to arrest us.”

“B ut that’s the thing. I'm ’bout to get off and go hom e and have a beer and get som e
sleep, and if | call the police they’ll take their sw eet tim e in com ing. I'm just thinkin’ out loud
here,” he said, and then M argo raised her eyes in recognition. She w iggled a hand into a w
et pocket and pulled out one m oat-w ater-soaked hundred-dollar bill.

The guard said, “W ell, y’all best be getting on now . If | w ere you, | w ouldn’t w alk out
past the w hale tank. It's got all-night security cam eras all 'round it, and w e w ouldn’t w ant
anyone to know y’all w as here.”

“Yessir,” M argo said dem urely, and w ith that the m an w alked off into the darkness. “M an,”
M argo m um bled as the guy w alked aw ay, I really didn’t w ant to pay that perv. B ut, oh w ell.

LIS 1)

M oney’s for spendin’.” | could barely even hear her; the only thing happening w as the relief

asually asked,
sed.

, or does he have
om ing together?

to m yself, D oes he have regu
ike,are they shaped like tw o cu

lkin’ out or gettin’

y eyes. This, | w
ed.

and they told us w
rgo pulled her shirt
to her breasts.

e a couple years ago jum pi



shivering out of m y skin.This raw pleasure w as w orth all the w orry that preceded it.

“Thank G od he’s not turning us in,” | said.
M argo didn’t respond. She w as staring past m e, her eyes squinting alm ost closed. “I felt this

exact sam e w ay w hen | got into U niversal Studios,” she said after a m om ent. “It’s kind of cool
and everything, but there’s nothin 't w orking. Everything cool is locked
up. M ost of the anim al rned her head and appraised the




SeaW orld w e could see.”l guess the pleasure isn’t being

inside.” “W hat’s the pleasure?” | asked.

“Planning,l guess.l don’t know .D oing stuff never feels as good as you hope it w ill feel.”

“This feels pretty good to m e,” | con re isn’t anything to see.” | sat dow
n on a park bench, an king out at the seal tank, but it
contained no seals, j tcroppings m ade of plastic. |
could sm ell her n he m oat, her sham poo like
lilacs, and the sm

| felt tired for th thought of us lying dow nons rassy patch of Seaw orld
together, m e on m
shoulder, facing m e.

ky, the night here so w
ell lit that it drow ns y neck, and m aybe w
e could just stay the cam e into the park
and they w ould see ink that w e w ere tourists,too,and w e could | isappear into them .

B ut no. Ther ro to S | the story to, and
classes and the b the fu

“Q,”Margo s

| looked up at [ nam e,but then |

snapped out of p A nd I heard |t The M uzak eakers had been
turned up, only i ak anym ore— it w as real m . Thi zzy song m y dad
likes called “Sta could hear that w
hoever w as sin

A nd | felt the s to the dead guy
to acquaintancesh w asn’t planning
or doing or leaving; e W as in seein e and then com e
back together— but that 00 cheesy to say,and a ding up.

M argo’s blue blue eyes blin [ ight then, her jeans
w et against her legs,her face shin

| stood up and reached out m y hand and said, “M ay | have this dance?” M argo curtsied, gave m e
her hand, and said, “You m ay,” and then m y hand w as on the curve betw een her w aist and her hip,
and her hand w as on m y shoulder. A nd then step-step-sidestep, step-step-sidestep. W e fox-trotted all
the w ay around the seal tank, and still the song kept going on about the stars falling. “Sixth-grade slow
dance,” M argo announced, and w e sw itched positions, her hands on m y shoulders and m ine on her
hips, elbow s locked, tw o feet betw een us.A nd then w e fox-trotted som e m ore, until the song ended.
| stepped forw ard and dipped M argo, just as they’d taught us to do at C row n School of D ance. She
raised one leg and gave m e all her w eight as | dipped her.She either trusted m e or w anted to fall.



W e bought dish tow els at a V- r best to w ash the slim e and stink
from the m oat off our o w here it had been before w e
drove the circum fere ing to be a little bit w et w hen M
om drove to w ork, e she w as pretty oblivious. M y
parents generally b ikely-to-break-into-SeaW orld
person on the plane rofessional talents.

| took m y tim ads. M argo and | w
ere listening to the radio, tr [ ing “Stars Fell on A
labam a,” but then ?

“A bsolutely,” | m orrow w ould be
like. W ould she fore sch hang out? Eat lunch w ith m e
and Ben? “ldow if itw i row ;" | said.

“Yeah,” she s
tom orrow , as t
ould like to give
digital cam era. “

| laughed an
and then give it
here things w ill
but she just said,

It was °:¢Y w
Jefferson C ourt an
last tim e and idled up m vy dri
anything. W e filled a V-Eleven b ler look and feel as if
the past six hours had not happened. ag, she gave m e the rem nants of the
Vaseline, the spray paint, and the last full M ountain D ew .M y brain raced w ith fatigue.

W ith a bag in each hand, | paused for a m om ent outside the van, staring at her. “W ell, it
w as a helluva night,” | said finally.

“C om e here,” she said, and | took a step forw ard. She hugged m e, and the bags m ade
it hard to hug her back, but if | dropped them | m ight w ake som eone. | could feel her on her
tiptoes and then her m outh w as right up against m y ear and she said, very clearly, “I. W ill.
M iss. H anging. O ut. W ith. Y ou.”

“You don’t have to,” | answ ered aloud. | tried to hide m y disappointm ent. “If you don’t
like them anym ore,” | said,“just hang out w ith m e.M y friends are actually,like,nice.”

H er lips w ere so close to m e that | could feel her sm ile. “I'm afraid it's not possible,” she

anging in th “H ey, speaking of

able evening, | w

nw e get hom e
Yes, at school, w
decidedly single,

fferson D rive to
e headlights one



w hispered. She let go then, but kept looking at m e, taking step after step backw ard. She
raised her eyebrow s finally, and sm iled, and | believed the sm ile. | w atched her clim b up a
tree and then lift herself onto the roof outside of her second-floor bedroom w indow . She jim
m ied her w indow open and craw led inside.

| w alked through m y unlocked i

y jeans, threw them into

itchen to m y bedroom , peeled off m
creen, dow nloaded the picture



of Jase,and got into bed,m y m ind boom ing w ith the things | w ould say to her at school.

CLC







I’d been asleep for just about thi ' lock w ent off at \:¥Y. B ut | did not
personally notice that m inutes, not until | felt hands on
m y shoulders and h od m orning,sleepyhead.”

‘U hh,” | respo d back at ¢:¢¢, and | w ould
have skipped sch ile | realized that perfect
attendance is not ble, | w anted to keep
the streak alive. PI

had perfect attendance, and
ssarily a

ile they ate at the
ep?”

W hen | w alked |

breakfast counter. d en he nd SG, ow 'd you
“| slept fantasti Nﬁ fly,but w ell.
He smiled. “l| was ur t I have this rein

in college. And I class, e S

aren'tin H ebrew berish. B ut everyone is acting lik
m ade-up alpha . A nd so | have this test, and
don’t know usin can’t deci
“Interesting,”
people’s dream
‘It's a m etapho
can’'t com prehend, u
orked w ith crazy teenager
w orried about m e— as long as | w
face,she figured | w as a success.
A norm al m other m ight have said, “H ey, | notice you look like you’re com ing dow n off a m eth
binge and sm ell vaguely of algae. W ere you perchance dancing w ith a snakebit M argo R oth
Spiegelm an a couple hours ago?” B ut no.They preferred dream s.
| show ered,put on a T-shirt and a pair of jeans.| w as late,but then again,l w as alw ays late.
“You're late,” M om said w hen | m ade it back to the kitchen. | tried to shake the fogin my
brain enough to rem em ber how to tie m y sneakers.

“l am aw are,” | answ ered groggily.
M om drove m e to school. | sat in the seat that had been M argo’s. M om w as m ostly quiet on the

drive,w hich w as good,because | w as entirely asleep,the side of m y head against the m inivan w indow

,” he said. “So I'm
brew , and the tests
p language w ith a
in a language |

boring as other

adulthood— you
ize.” My m other w
hy she never really
my ow n

bet— m ature so
ile detention centers and pri




A s M om pulled up to school, | saw M argo’s usual spot em pty in the senior parking lot. C
ouldn’t blam e her for being late,really.H er friends didn’t gather as early as m ine.
A s | w alked up tow ard the band kids, B en “dacobsen, w as | dream ing or did you—"

| gave him the slightest sh m idsentence— “and m e go on a
w ild adventure in Fre m ade of bananas?”




“That w as one delicious sailboat,” | answ ered. R adar raised his eyes at m e and am bled into
the shade of a tree. | follow ed him . “A sked A ngela about a date for B en. N o dice.” | glanced over
at B en, w ho w as talking anim atedly,a coffee stirrer dancing in his m outh as he spoke.

“That sucks,” | said. “It's all good, though. H e w ill hang out and have a m arathon
session of R esurrection or '

B en cam e over
talking about the h
headed inside. R
freshm en and so

“W hy do you e

“B ro, it's our s

btle? B ecause | know you're
life.” H e turned around and
past the band room , w here
of instrum ent cases.

re sitting and chatting amid a s

oneybunny’s fondest

The first bell rang, m ea vlov’s dogs, people started
rushing around, filling up th dar’s locker. “So w

k Parson w alking
, incidentally, had
n said.

st the locker, his

| was m ulling
tow ard us. | elbo
decided that the
Soon enough
forehead delicio

hat are you assholes looking
e’re certainly not looki

* C huck flicked R
aw ay.

“You can nev [ ed, “l was w ith

B en’s voice rose elm an last night?
oked up w ith her,
you have to tell m e every single m e a term paper on
the look and feel of M argo R oth Spie an’s breasts.Thirty pages,m inim um !

“I w ant you to do a photo-realistic pencil draw ing,” R adar

said. “A sculpture w ould also be acceptable,” B en added.

R adar half raised his hand. | dutifully called on him . “Yes, | w as w ondering if it w ould be
possible for you to w rite a sestina about M argo R oth Spiegelm an’s breasts? Your six w
ords are: pink,round firm ness,succulent,supple,and pillow y.”

“Personally,” B en said,“l think at least one of the w ords should be

buhbuhbuhbuh.” “I don’t think I'm fam iliar w ith that w ord,” | said.

“It's the sound m y m outh m akes w hen I'm giving a honey-bunny the patented B en
Starling Speedboat.” A t w hich point B en m im icked w hat he w ould do in the unlikely event
that his face ever encountered cleavage.



“‘Right now ,” | said, “although they have no idea w hy, thousands of girls all across A m erica are
feeling a chill of fear and disgust run dow n their spines.A nyw ay,| didn’t hook up w ith her,perv.”
“Typical,” B en said. “I'm the only guy | know w ith the balls to give a honeybunny w hat

”»

she w ants, and the only one w ith no opportunities
“W hat an am azing coinci 2
fatigued. | had hoped

ad alw ays been— only m ore
it hadn’t— at least not yet.



The second bell rang.W e hustled off to class.

| becam e extrem ely tired during calc first period. ad been tired since w aking, but com
bining fatigue w ith calculus
nothing I'd ever send to
even that could not k
field of vision shrinki
sym ptom of fatigue
asMr. Jiminez at t
w hen M r. Jim inez
happening in m y universe w inez w riting on the blackb
he could be both anjfauditory visual presence in myy life.
“Y es?” | asked
“D id you hear th
“Y es?” | asked
“A nd you rais
but | did not know
it. B ut then after
arm w as able to

nts from the night before— but
opped m oving, and | found my
ber if tunnel vision w as a

ing in front of m e, and it w
could process, and so
the one thing

ouldn’t fathom how

ust be, because there w as only o
ing that m

d, an

hand w as raised,
go about de-raising
w er itself, and my
hroom ?”

A nd he said, “
guestion about so
| w alked to the b
to the m irror, and apprais
couldn’t. A nd then | had a brillian n, sat dow n, leaned
against the side, and fell asleep. m illiseconds before the
second period bell rang. | got up and w alked to Latin, and then to physics, and then finally it w
as fourth period, and | found B en in the cafeteria and said,“l really need a nap or som ething.”
“Let’'s have lunch with RH A PA W ,” he answ ered.

nsw ered som e

er the sink, close
of my eyes, but |

plashed w ater on m
| tried to rub the b

R H A PAW w as a fifteen-year-old B uick that had been driven w ith im punity by all three of
B en’s older siblings and w as, by the tim e it reached B en, com posed prim arily out of duct
tape and spackle. H er full nam e w as R ode H ard A nd Put Aw ay W et, but w e called her R
H A PAW for short. R H A PAW ran not on gasoline, but on the inexhaustible fuel of hum an
hope. You w ould sit on the blisteringly hot vinyl seat and hope she w ould start, and then B



en w ould turn the key and the engine w ould turn over a couple tim es, like a fish on land m
aking its last, m eager, dying flops. A nd then you w ould hope harder, and the engine w ould
turn over a couple m ore tim es. You hoped som e m ore, and it w ould finally catch.

B en started R H A PAW and turned the A C on high. Three of the four w indow s didn’t even open,
but the air conditioner w orked m ifi m inutes it w as just hot air blasting
out of the vents and m ixi the passenger seat all the w ay




back, so that | w as alm ost lying dow n, and | told him everything: M argo at m y w indow ,
the W al-M art, the revenge, the SunTrust B uilding, entering the w rong house, SeaW orld,
the I-w ill-m iss-hanging-out-w ith-you.
H e didn’t interrupt m e once— B en w as a go
hen | finished,he im m edia
“W ait,so about Ja
“Shrinkage m ay h
a pencil?” | asked hi

d in the not-interrupting w ay— but w
guestion in his m ind.
7

t anxiety, but have you ever seen
. : n a pencil eraser?” H e nodded
again. “W ell, have the little shavings of rubber left 0 paper after you erase som
ething?” M ore noddi [ one shaving w aid. B en had taken a lot
of crap from guys lik ' as entitled to enjoy it a

“G od,she is su
badass.” “I kno
“She’s the kin
and Janis Joplin,
“Yeah,” | said. | as rarely this tired.
| leaned back agai hen | w oke up, a
W endy’s ham bur ee you after band.

like Jim 1 H endrix
wesome.”

inder-block w all
rom inside. | alw
eave before B en
nior on the bus.

Later, after m y
outside the band
ays hung around sc
and R adar m eant en

A fter they got out, B en drop fferson Park “village
center,” near w here Lacey lived. Th s car w as not parked in
her drivew ay, either. So she hadn’t skipped school to sleep. She’d skipped school for another
adventure— a m e-less adventure. She’d probably spent her day spreading hair-rem oval cream on
the pillow s of other enem ies or som ething. | felt a little left out as | w alked into the house, but of
course she knew | w ould never have joined her anyw ay— | cared too m uch about a day of school.
A nd w ho even knew if it w ould be just a day for M argo. M aybe she w as off on another three-day
jaunt to M ississippi, or tem porarily joining the circus. B ut it w asn’t either of those, of course. It w as
som ething | couldn’t im agine,that | w ould never im agine,because | couldn’t be M argo.

| w ondered w hat stories she w ould com e hom e w ith this tim e. A nd | w ondered if she w ould tell
them to m e, sitting across from m e at lunch. M aybe, | thought, this is w hat she m eant by | w ill m iss
hanging out w ith you. She knew she w as heading som ew here for another of her brief respites from O

extra hour duri
nbearable hum iliation




rlando’s paperness.B ut w hen she cam e back,w ho knew ? She couldn’t spend the last w eeks of
school w ith the friends she’d alw ays had,so m aybe she w ould spend them w ith m e after all.

She didn’t have to be go e that night after dinner. “I hear

CLC



she’s not answ ering her phone. Som eone on Facebook said she’'d told them she m ight m
ove into a secret storage room in Tom orrow land at D isney.”
“That’s idiotic,” | said.
‘I know . | m ean, Tom orrow land is by farthe iest of the Lands. Som eone else said
she m et a guy online.”
‘R idiculous,” | said
kay,fine,but w ha
“She’s som ew aving the kind G
said. B en giggle aying that she’s playing w ith hers
| groaned.“C om ¢ go,stuff.M a

Un'w'ec ly im agine,” |

ies.R ocking w orlds.”

taring out the w indow into the invisible wiorld outside. | kept

eyes w ould dart open, just to ck. | couldn’t help but hope
rNr n y window a

That night, | lay onn m vy sid
trying to fall asleep, but the
that M argo R othiSpiegel
one m ore night I'd never f

drag tired ass through




Xy

M argo left often enough tha
al felt her absence. H i
belief, an anarchic s
vacation, things ch
sophom ore year, f
this w as no differen

That m orning,
unusually quiet outside the

‘W hat?”

“C huck Parson, Taddy
bikes belonging t

“That sucks,” |

O ur friend A
boys’ bathroom

| shook my h
plenty in m iddle
w ait until som eo

B ut M argo h
som ething w he
sprint He w ore a
past he tagged m
on my left side.A s he the door, he turned back an
ith us and you’re gonna get sm a

B en and another of our friend
it. “You okay?” asked R adar.

“Y eah,I'm fine.” | rubbed the shoulder now .

R adar shook his head. “Som eone needs to tell him that w hile it is possible to get sm acked
dow n and it is also possible to get a sm ackdow n, it is not possible to get ‘sm ackdow n.” |
laughed. Som eone nodded tow ard the parking lot, and | looked up to see tw o little freshm en
guys w alking tow ard us their T-shirts hanging w et and lim p from their narrow fram es.

‘It w as pee!” one of them shouted at us. The other one didn’t say anything; he just held
his hands far aw ay from his T-shirt, w hich only sort of w orked. | could see rivulets of liquid
snaking from his sleeve dow n his arm .

“W as it anim al pee or hum an pee?” som eone asked.

“H ow w ould | know ! W hat,am | an expert in the study of pee?”

allies at school or anything, but w e
torship— nor, contrary to popular
A nd w hen the queen goes on
g M argo’s trip to M ississippi
en story to the w orld. A nd
ding w as inevitable.

W e found everyone
ude,” our friend Fra aid great seriousness.

at B ecca had unleashed the B loo
am had run

ac, and C lint B auer took C lint's Tahoe and ran over tw elve

so
4rday SLCG)S our p

e num bers in the

in; w e’d tried that
, W e’d just have to
ey all w ere.

S just about to say
w ard us at a full
annon. A s he ran
cracked concrete
e, “You screw w

| didn’t w ant to rub



| w alked over to the kid. | put m y hand on the top of his head, the only place that seem ed
totally dry. “W €’ll fix this,” | said. The second bell rang, and R adar and | raced to calc.A s |
slid into m y desk | dinged m y arm , and the pain radiated into m y shoulder. R adar tapped
his notebook, w here he’d circled a note: Shoulder
| w rote on the corner o
orning in a field of rai

those freshm en, | spent the m



R adar laughed enough for M r. Jim inez to shoot him a look. | w rote, | have a plan, but w
e have to figure out w ho it w as.

R adar w rote back,Jasper H anson,and circled it several tim es.That w as a surprise.

H ow do you know ?

R adar w rote, You didn’

Jasper H anson w a

bum bling, dude-how '’
of pee at freshm en.
anson w as like D e
gets prom oted to E

his ow n football jersey.
and actually sort of nice— in that

d expect to see shooting geysers
nter Park H igh School, Jasper H
sance. W hen a guy like that
ion m ust be taken.

ndersecretary of A thletics and M
ine nning,im m edi

3rnoon, | created an em ail account and w, rote m y old friend
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So w hen | got hom e that
Jason W orthingto

From:ma
To: jw orthi
Subject: Y

ger@
)N+ C
e,B

DearMr.W c
Y.$Y v in d'be provided.to.e )ple w ho kes your
colleagues d Vi e a prob jiven your m
agnificent IS throom stop.

Y.W ater gu
¢.You should
fortunate than you.
.Y ou should probably instruc

ellow students w ith respect, pauti 2 less socially

arly considerate w ays.

| realize that it w ill be very difficult to accom plish som e of these tasks. B ut then
again, it w il also be very difficult not to share the attached photograph w ith the w orld.

Yours truly,
Your Friendly N eighborhood N em esis

The reply cam e tw elve m inutes later.

Look, Q uentin, and yeah, | know it's you. You know it w asn’t m e w ho squirt-peed



those freshm en.I'm sorry,but it’s not like | control the actions of other people.

My answ er:

M r.W orthington,

CLC



| understand that you do not control C huck and Jasper.

B ut you see, | am in a sim ilar situation. | do not control the little devil sitting on m y left
shoulder. The devil is saying, “PRIN T UREPRINTTHEPICTURETA
PEITUPALLO D O IT.” A nd then on m y right
shoulder, there. is saying, “M an, | sure as shit
hope all thos on M onday m orning.”

So do | little

B est wishe
Y our Friendly' N eigh

half hour or so to
ages, each m ore
doorbell rang. “Q
the gam e and w
e standingin my
odded m y head.
entin.”

B en cam e over
call R adar, w ho
annoying and sa
uentin” mymo
alked out into th
doorw ay. | w al
Jason glanced o

“For w hat?” |

“For telling Jas
“A nd the bikes.”

B en opened his arm s,as i

said. “W hat?”

“C ’m ere,” he said again. C huck s : oser,” B en said. C huck w as standing
fully in the entryw ay now , m aybe a foot from B en. O ut of now here, B en slam m ed a punch
into C huck’s gut. C huck barely flinched, but he im m ediately reared back to clobber B en. Jase
grabbed his arm , though “C hill, bro,” Jase said. “It’'s not like it hurt.” Jase reached out his hand,
to shake. “I like your guts, bro,” he said.“| m ean,you’re an asshole.B ut still.” | shook his hand.

They left then, getting into Jase’s Lexus and backing dow n the drivew ay. A s soon as | closed the
front door, B en let out a m ighty groan. “Ahhhhhhhggg. O h, sw eet Lord Jesus, m y hand.” H e attem
pted to m ake a fist and w inced.l think C huck Parson had a textbook strapped to his stom ach.”

“Those are called abs,” | told him .

“O h, yeah. I've heard of those.” | clapped him on the back and w e headed back to the bedroom
to play R esurrection. W e’d just unpaused it w hen B en said, “B y the w ay, did you notice that Jase

H e did not reply,and he 't need to.Everything had been said.
nm

Np‘ed R urriion, p
the last. It w as after nine o’clo hen

en and | figured it w as R adar, so'w e pa
C huck Parson and Jaso '

d, and then said,



says ‘bro’? I've totally brought bro back.Just w ith the sheer force of m y ow n aw esom eness.”
“Yeah, you’re spending Friday night gam ing and nursing the hand you broke w hile trying to sucker
punch som ebody.N o w onder Jase W orthington has chosen to hitch his star to your w agon.”
‘A t least I'm good at R esurrection,” he said eupon he shot m e in the back even
though w e w ere playing in




W e played for a w hile longer, until B en just curled onto the floor, holding the controller up
to his chest, and w ent to sleep. | w as tired, too— it had been a long day. | figured M argo w
ould be back by M onday anyw ay, but even so, | felt a little pride at having been the person w
ho stem m ed the tide of lam e.

CLC



VY

ow to check w hether there w as
des closed, but since she’d left,
snippet of blue w all and w hite
s gone, | figured she w ouldn’t
the shade still pulled up.
m pt to w ake him , w
oom table. My m om
A nd a tall, stout A frican- erican m an w ith oversize
ding a m anila folder.

E very m orning,l now look
any sign of life in M ar
her m om or som eb
ceiling. O nthat S
be hom e yet, but
| brushed my t
alked out in shorts
and dad. M argo’s
glasses w earing
“U h,hi,” | said.
“Q uentin,”my,
| w alked into t
I'd thought of m
indow at like m id ' an caught her and
she w ent back t
‘“And w as th
quite calm . “
M argo’s m o
aw ay. A gain.”
“O h,I've lost
The A frican-A

osite the stranger.

e seem ed

at M argo has run
?”

eport.” The m an

bie,” she said, “I'm so
sorry. It's a very frustrating situation.” | Is trick. It w as a psychology trick called em pathic
listening.Y ou say w hat the person is feeling so they feel understood.M om does it to m e all the tim e.

“I'm not frustrated,” M rs.Spiegelm an answ ered.“I’'m done.”

“That’s right,” M r. Spiegelm an said. “W e’ve got a locksm ith com ing this afternoon. W e’re
changing the locks.She’s eighteen.l m ean,the detective has just said there’s nothing w e can do—"

‘W ell,” D etective W arren interrupted, “I didn’t quite say that. | said that she’s not a m
iIssing m inor,and so she has the right to leave hom e.”

M r. Spiegelm an continued talking to m y m om . “W e’re happy to pay for her to go to
college, but w e can’t support this . . . this silliness. C onnie, she’s eighteen! A nd still so self-
centered! She needs to see som e consequences.”

My m om rem oved her hands from M rs. Spiegelm an. “I w ould argue she needs to see



loving consequences,” m y m om said.
“W ell, she’s not your daughter, C onnie. She hasn’t w alked all over you like a doorm at

for a decade.W e’ve got another child to think about.”

“A nd ourselves,” M r. Spiegelm an added. H e
if she tried to drag you into '
this is for us.You're s

d up at m e then. “Q uentin, I'm sorry
how . . . just how em barrassing




| pushed m yself off the w all and stood up straight. | knew M argo’s parents a little, but I'd
never seen them act so bitchy. N o w onder she w as annoyed w ith them W ednesday night.
| glanced over at the detective. H e w as flipping through pages in the folder. “She’s been
know n to leave a bit of a bread crum b trail; is that right?”

“C lues,” M r. Spiegelm an sai i
and M argo’s dad leane
M ississippi, she ate

ive had placed the folder on the table,

w here. The day she ran aw ay to

upbowl:AnM,anl an S, and

h as | told her w hen she finally
ig state,M argo!”

r bed w hen she spent

returned: ‘H ow can
The detective c
a night inside D is
“Yes,” her m o
here, trust m e.”
The detective |
can’'t be com pell
roof in the near fu
“l don’t w ant

en all w e know is M ississippi? It's
innie M ous

clues. B ut can er follow them anyw

ord out, of course, but she
xpect her back under your

m his notebook. “W €’ll get the
I

Yo 't ne ril
r rs. Spieg an raised
0 t ible it’ ’

sue t

r eyes, although |

heard no crying i

‘Deb,”mym r therapist voice.

M rs. Spiegel k her head— the sm allest sha w e do? W e told
the detective.W '

“She’s your

‘Oh,comeo
it's sick. B ut she
on’t be found,w ho a

My m om and da
ondering if w e can chat privat
an easy chair and m e sitting on t

‘K id,” he said once he’d settled into chair, “let m e give you som e advice: never w ork for the
governm ent. B ecause w hen you w ork for the governm ent, you w ork for the people. A nd w hen you
w ork for the people,you have to interact w ith the people,even the Spiegelm ans.” | laughed a little.

“‘Let m e be frank w ith you, kid. Those people know how to parent like | know how to diet.
I've w orked w ith them before, and | don’t like them . | don'’t care if you tell her parents w here
she is, but I'd appreciate it if you told m e.”

‘I don’t know ,” | said.“l really don’t.”

‘K id, I've been thinking about this girl. This stuff she does— she breaks into D isney W
orld, for instance, right? She goes to M ississippi and leaves alphabet soup clues. She
organizes a huge cam paign to toilet paper houses.”

“‘H ow do you know about that?” Tw o years before, M argo had led the TP-ing of tw o

house? O f course
announces she w
y? Y ou can’'t!”

m e. “Son, 'm w
s’ bedroom , he in

a glance, and then the d



hundred houses in a single night.N eedless to say,| w asn’t invited on that adventure.

“I w orked this case before. So, kid, here’s w here | need your help: w ho plans this stuff?
These crazy schem es? She’s the m outhpiece for it all, the one crazy enough to do
everything. B ut w ho plans it? W ho’s sitting arou ith notebooks full of diagram s figuring
out how m uch toilet paper

“It's all her,l assum




“B ut she m ight have a partner, som ebody helpin’ her do all these big and brilliant things,
and m aybe the person w ho’s in on her secret isn’t the obvious person, isn’t her best friend or
her boyfriend. M aybe it's som ebody you w ouldn’t think of right off,” he said. H e took a
breath and w as about to say som ething m ore w hen | cut him off.

‘I don’t know w here she is,” id.”

“Just checking, kid.
everything. | trusted
som ething about t
e— som ething ab
for the first tim e.
detective didn’t say'anything
e until he'd seen w hatever h

? So let’s start there.” | told him
but nothing very detailed. A nd
and her parents being so lam
ingly missing wellupinme
| finished talking. The
air and stared past m

de the possibility of her bein
tch at m y breath

good w ith her par : ds, they're like tied-dow n helium balloons. They strain against the
string and strain ag t, and they just float
aw ay. And m ayb ethin’, gets w ork at
a restaurant, and t sam e diner to the
sam e sad bastar r three or four days
from now , the pre oney, or it sobered
up, or it misses it

“Y eah,bu—"

“'m not finish
them . The sky is
there, and every o
a w hile am an can
a father, or G od forbi
all the balloons in the sky and yo
H e paused then, and inhaled shar t then every now and
again you talk to som e big-eyed kid IS head and you w ant to lie to him
because he seem s like a good kid.A nd you feel bad for this kid, because the only thing w orse than
the skyful of balloons you see is w hat he sees: a clear blue day interrupted by just the one balloon.
B ut once that string gets cut,kid,you can’t uncut it.D o you get w hat I'm saying?”

| nodded,although | w asn’t sure | did understand. H e stood up. “I do think she’ll be back
soon, kid If that helps.”

| liked the im age of M argo as a balloon, but | figured that in his urge for the poetic, the
detective had seen m ore w orry in m e than the pang I'd actually felt. | knew she’d be back.
She’d deflate and float back to Jefferson Park.She alw ays had.

dam ned m any of
at to here or from
another, and after
w ith a m other or
lly. You look up at
e any one balloon.”



| follow ed the detective back to the dining room , and then he said he w anted to go back over to the
Spiegelm ans’ house and pick through her room a little. M rs. Spiegelm an gave m e a hug and said,
“You've alw ays been such a good boy; I’'m sorry she ever got you caught up in this ridiculousness.”
M r.Spiegelm an shook m y hand,an or closed,m y dad said,“W ow .”

‘W ow ,” agreed M




My dad put his arm around m e.“Those are som e very troubling dynam ics,eh,bud?”
“They’re kind of assholes,” | said. M y parents alw ays liked it w hen | cursed in front of
them . | could see the pleasure of it in their faces. It signified that | trusted them , that | w as m
yself in front of them .B ut even so,they seem ed sa
“M argo’s parents suffer a s
said to m e. “It prev.
“They’re asshole
“H onestly,” my,
nd G od know s,
‘W hen she c

abandoned like th

ever she acts out,” D ad
y m om added.

ly is in need of attention. A

ention,too,if | had those tw o

aying it | realized w
then she saw som
ay.

e w ith its ow n
to school, please
w ith us, there are

hat a fantastically
ething in m y dad’ and answ ered m e in her usual

‘W ell, she'd [ e elcom lthough t
challenges— bei e Spi mans. B hen
do tell her that s h that if she doesn’'t w
m any resources th e P [ [

B en cam e edhead seem Ing to challenge
force gravity exe er.“M r.and M rs.Jacobsen— al re.

“G ood m orni n’t aw are you w ere stayi

night.” “N eith ly,” id.’

| told B en abo
nd w hen | had fini
R esurrection.” | sm
as soon as he arrived,
despite being the only one of us w
s | w atched them tram p through a g

‘I see him .”

“C om e here, you little bastard,” B en said, the controller tw isting in his hand. “D addy’s
gonna put you on a sailboat across the R iver Styx.”

“D id you just use G reek m ythology to talk trash?” | asked.

R adar laughed. B en started pum m eling buttons, shouting, “Eat it, goblin! Eat it like Zeus
ate M etis!”

“I w ould think that she’d be back by M onday,” | said. “You don’t w ant to m iss too m uch
school, even if you're M argo R oth Spiegelm an.M aybe she can stay here till graduation.”

R adar answ ered m e in the disjointed w ay of som eone playing R esurrection. “l don’t even
get w hy she left, w as it just im p six o’clock no dude use the ray gun like because of lost love? |
w ould have figured her to be w here is the crypt is it to the left im m une to that kind of stuff.”

erstanding of the

a m issing adult A
a piping hot plate of
rtly thereafter, and
fficult m ission and
d at R esurrection.A
,R adar,goblin.”

ed off the team , because w




‘N o,” | said. “It w asn’t that, | don’t think. N ot just that, anyw ay. She kind of hates O
rlando; she called it a paper tow n. Like, you know , everything so fake and flim sy. | think she

just w anted a vacation from that.”
| happened to glance out m y w indow , and | saw im m ediately that som eone— the detective, |

guessed— had low ered the shad n’t seeing the shade. Instead, | w as
seeing a black-and-w hit e photograph, a m an stands, his




shoulders slightly slum ped, staring ahead.A cigarette dangles out of his m outh.A guitar is slung
over his shoulder,and the guitar is painted w ith the w ords THISM A CH IN E K ILLS FA SC ISTS.
“There’s som ething in M argo’s w indow .” The gam e m usic stopped, and R adar and B
en knelt dow n on either side of m e.“Th adar.
“I've seen the back ered, “but I've never seen that
poster before.”
“Weird,”Bens
‘M argo’s pare
never anything,lik to find her before she com e.
R adar already h [ nictiona phrase. “The picture’s of
W oody G uthrie,” he'said. “A f ass. ‘This Land Is Your
Land.’ B itof a C om red B ob D ylan.” R adar played ippet offone of his songs
— a high-pitched sang about unions.
‘il em ail the 'guy w w rote m ost of this page and

connections betw thrie a rgo,” R i
[ , I'said.
d e an alcoholic K erm
n uc e t,

“I can’t im agin
. | m ean, does she know any

m orning tha s leaves clues,” | said. “B ut

if th are any obvious

ith throat cancer.”
d. “It sure seem s
could see this w

e Fr
it ar
else

“Seriously,” B
R adar opene
she left this for y
indow ?” | shook
Afteramo
e.” A nd his he
standing in a do
“l think he w a

ay attention to m
age; it's like he's



AR

W e didn’t have a V|ew of the rom m y bedroom : for that, w e
needed to sit in the fa ying R esurrection, R adar and
| w ent out to the f w hile keeping w atch on the
Spiegelm ans’ fro r M argo’s m om and dad to

leave. D etective C row n V ictoria w as still in rivew ay.

H e left after about f
an hour. R adar an
to get into the story

er the garage door n
iIng som e half-funny stoner com
r said,“G arage door.” | jum ped off t d got close to the w
indow so that | coul rgB oth Im an. R uthie w as
stilathome. “B e a flash, an turned off Jefferson
W ay and onto Jeff ide into the

W e w alked thr Il and heard M yrna
M ountw eazel's p on the hardw ood floors, and then s g like crazy, staring
at us through the s uthie opened the door.She w as a be eleven.

“H ey,R uthie

“H i,Q uentin,

“H ey,are yo

“They just left] , but hers w ere
hazel. She Iooked [ olicem an?”

e front.door opened again for
on HB,O, and | had started

“M om says that it's like if M

“Yeah,” | said, thinking that the cide that there is nom
ystery to solve.B ut it seem ed clear to m e now that she had left the clues to a m ystery behind.

“Listen, R uthie, w e need to look in M argo’s room ,” | said. “B ut the thing is— it’s like w
hen M argo w ould ask you to do top-secret stuff.\W e’re in the sam e situation here.”

“M argo doesn’t like people in her room ,” R uthie said.”C ept m e.A nd som etim es

Mom my.” “B ut w e’re her friends.”

“She doesn't like her friends in her room ,” R uthie

said. | leaned dow n tow ard her.“R uthie,please.”

“And you dontwantmetotell Mom myandD ad,”

she said. “C orrect.”

“Five dollars,” she said. | w as about to bargain w ith her, but then R adar produced a five-dollar
bill and handed it to her.“If | see the car in the drivew ay,I'll let you know ,” she said conspiratorially.



| knelt dow n to give the aging-but-alw ays-enthusiastic M yrna M ountw eazel a good
petting, and then w e raced upstairs to M argo’s room . A s | put m y hand on the doorknob, it
occurred to m e that | had not seen M argo’s entire room since | w as about ten years old.

| w alked in. M uch neater than you’d expect M argo to be, but m aybe her m om had just picked

everything up. To m y right, a closet es. O n the back of the door, a shoe
rack w ith a couple doze els. It didn’t seem like m uch




could be m issing from that closet.

“'m on the com puter,” R adar said. B en w as fiddling w ith the shade. “The poster is
taped on,” he said.“Just Scotch tape.N othing strong.”

The great surprise w as on the w all next to the
and tw ice as long, filled w i |
Suprem e is in the rec

“G od, that is a bri
got taste.” | looked

Still typing, R a
literally the m ost G 00

uter desk: bookcases as tall as m e
them . “John C oltrane’s A Love

ay from the com puter. “G irl’s
a sax player.” | nodded.
ltrane. Trane’s playing is
cross.”
anized tically by artist, so |
scanned through, looking fo 3 y G illlespie, Jim m ilm ore, G reen D ay,
G uided by Voices; G eorge H arrison. “She has, like, every m usician in the w orld except W
oody G uthrie,” | s | w ent back and started from th

| could never have

“A Il her scho ill here,” dB ens ‘Pl
collection. She liked
ese 0 c ’ isteni w hile running, but

bedside table. N

B ut | w as dis

of obsession. I'd never heard of bands, and | w as
surprised to learn ords w ere even being produced f DNes.

| kept going th and then the B’'s— m aking.m ay throug B eatles and the B
lind B oys of A | B londie NC gh them quickly, so quickly
that | didn’t even CC venue u as looking at the B
uzzcocks | stoppe cord. T w as a photograph
of urban row house K, Wooc ing a Jarette hanging out
of his lips, holding a g IdTHISMACHINEKILLSA

“H ey,” | said.B en looked o

“H oly shitstickers,” he said. “
pressive W onder w hat’s inside.”

U nfortunately, only a record w as inside. The record looked exactly like a record. | put it on M
argo’s record player and eventually figured out how to turn it on and put dow n the needle. It w as
som e guy singing W oody G uthrie songs.H e sang better than W oody G uthrie.

“W hat is it,just a crazy coincidence?”

B en w as holding the album cover. “Look,” he said. H e w as pointing at the song list. In thin black
pen,the song title “W alt W hitm an’s N iece” had been circled.

“Interesting,” | said. M argo’s m om had said that M argo’s clues never led anyw here, but | knew
now that M argo had created a chain of clues— and she had seem ingly m ade them for m e. |
im m ediately thought of her in the SunTrust B uilding, telling m e | w as better w hen | show ed
confidence. | turned the record over and played it. “W alt W hitm an’s N iece” w as the first

n’t believe Q has never heard o
's.existence I've ever

ther books by her

and said, “Im



song on side tw 0.N ot bad,actually.
| saw R uthie in the doorw ay then. She looked at m e. “G ot any clues for us, R uthie?” She shook her

head.“l already looked,” she said glum ly.R adar looked at m e and gestured his head tow ard R uthie.
“C an you please keep w atch for your m om for us?” | asked.She nodded and left.l closed the door. “W
hat's up?” | asked R adar. H e “In the w eek before she left, M argo
w as on O m ni ged by her usernam e, w hich she




stored in her passw ords.B ut she erased her brow sing history,so | can’t tell w hat she w as
looking at.” “H ey,R adar,look up w ho W alt W hitm an w as,” B en said.
“‘H e w as a poet,” | answ ered.“N ineteenth century.”
“G reat,” B en said,rolling his eyes.“Poetry.”
“W hat’s w rong w ith that?”
“Poetry is just so em
“Yeah, | believe

ays rains.In m y soul.”
‘D id W hitm an have any

nieces?” | asked R already© ictionary page.A burly guy w
ith this huge beard ad him ,but he looked like a good t.
“U h, no one fa US. Sa gouple. brothers, but ntion of w hether they

had kids. | can probably find head. n’'t seem right.lI w ent
back to looking around the e bottom shelf of her r tion included som e
books— m iddle school y¢ ooks,a beat-up copy of The and som e back
issues of teen m agazines. N othing relating to W alt W hitm an’ ainly.

| looked through the bg bedside table. N ‘It w ould m ake
sense if she had a book of “B utshe

“She does!” B said [ t over to w the bookshelves,
and saw it now . bokec I edged betw een
tw 0 yearbooks. alt k. There w as a

photograph of W an ¢ e cover, his light eyes staring back at m

“N ot bad,” | t¢

H e nodded. * anw.e get.out 3hi : ather not be here
w hen M argo’s 1 ba

“Is there anyt
R adar stood up
som ething in that book.
parents,w hy w ould she leave t

| shrugged m y shoulders. | didn y hopes: m aybe M argo
needed to see my confidence. M aybe this ti she w anted to be found, and to be found by m e. M aybe

— just as she had chosen m e on the longest night, she had chosen m e again.A nd m aybe
untold riches aw aited he w ho found her.

eem S like S ; there’s gotta be
, though— | m ean, no offen s left clues for her

B en and R adar left soon after w e got back to m y house, after they’'d each looked through the
book and not found any obvious clues. | grabbed som e cold lasagna from the fridge for lunch
and w ent to m y room w ith W alt. It w as the Penguin C lassics version of the first edition of
Leaves of G rass. | read a little from the introduction and then paged through the book. There w
ere several quotes highlighted in blue, all from the epically long poem know n as “Song of M



yself.” A nd there w ere tw o lines from the poem that w ere highlighted in green:

U nscrew the locks from the doors!
U nscrew the doors them selves from their j

| spent mostof my hinking m aybe it w as M argo’s



w ay of telling m e to becom e m ore of a badass or som ething. B ut | also read and reread
everything highlighted in blue:

You shall no longer take things
nor look throu
on the spe

[trampap
All goes o

collapses, And to
one supposed,an

If no other i w | si tent,
And if each | sit tent. I
The final thre ng so highli

| bequeat dirt to grow from the grass | lo

But | shall b
And filter and

Failing to fetch m e at first
M issing m e one place searc :
| stop som e w here w aiting for you

It becam e a w eekend of reading,of trying to see her in the fragm ents of the poem she’d left for
m e | could never get anyw here w ith the lines, but | kept thinking about them anyw ay, because |
didn’t w ant to disappoint her. She w anted m e to play out the string, to find the place w here she
had stopped and w as w aiting for m e,to follow the bread crum b trail until it dead-ended into her.
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M onday m orning,an extraordinar
om dropped m e off at s outside talking w ith everyone for a
w hile, w hich w as nor, w as norm al. B ut as soon as w e
sw ung open the ste nt and panic, like he’d just been

hich w as norm al; and then my m

picked out of a crow ed his gaze dow n the hall.

D enim m inisk . lly olive skin. Legs that
m ake you care ab [ ted button reading M
EFORPROMOQUEEN. band room .

and could clearly
“Q uentin,” sh
knew my nam e.

to a bank of lock
‘H i, Lacey,” | sa

of itin her SUV ,re

“I hear you w

argo.” | just |

“That night,w

| kept looking.
being spoken to by
m isspeak.So B en s

‘W asshemada
see her brow n eye shadow .

‘W hat?”

She spoke quietly then, the tiniest crac ice, and all at once Lacey Pem berton w as not Lacey
Pem berton.She w as just— like,a person.“W as she,you know ,pissed at m e about som ething?” |
thought about how to answ er that for a w hile. “U h, she w as a little disappointed that you didn’t

tell her about Jase and B ecca,but you know M argo.She’ll get over it.”

Lacey started w alking dow n the hall. B en and | let her go, but then she slow ed dow n. She w anted
us to w alk w ith her. B en nudged m e, and then w e started w alking together. “I didn’t even know about
Jase and B ecca. That's the thing. G od, | hope | can explain that to her soon. For a w hile, | w as really
w orried that m aybe she had like really left, but then | w ent into her locker 'cause | know her com
bination and she still has all her pictures up and everything,and all her books are stacked there.”

“That’s good,” | said.

“Yeah, but it's been like four days. That’s alm ost a record for her. A nd you know , this has really

d in fact flashed a faux-bashful smile uponhearing her nam e.
ythin possible that she
band room , over

em bered the sm ell
seat dow n.

Jase’s w indow ?”
s life w ithout ever
e does not w ish to
ere tight.

dow n; | could

cey asked after am om en



sucked, because C raig knew , and | w as so pissed at him for not telling m e that | broke up w ith
him , and now I’'m out a prom date, and m y best friend is off w herever, in N ew York or w hatever,
thinking | did som ething | w ould N EV ER do.” | shot a look to B en.B en shot a look back to m e.

“I have to run to class,” | said.“B ut w hy do you say she’s in N ew Y ork?”

“I guess she told Jase liketw o d ork w as the only place in A m erica

w here a person could a as just saying it.I don’t know .”




“O kay,| gotta run,” | said.

| knew B en w ould never convince Lacey to go to prom w ith him , but | figured he at least
deserved the opportunity. | jogged through the halls tow ard m y locker, rubbing R adar’s
head as | ran past him . H e w as talking to A ngela and a freshm an girl in band. “D on’t thank
m e. Thank Q,” | heard him say t alled out, “Thank you form y tw o
hundred dollars!” W it ank m e, thank M argo R oth
Spiegelm an!” beca ded.

Imadeittomyl st stayed, even after the second
bell rang, standing s ast m e in both directions like
| w as the m edian in ed dollars.l smiled at him
. The school felt m o

of the hallw ay w hile peop
id thanked m e for his tw

| knew these halls so w and finally it w as starting to feel like they knew m e, too. |
stood there as th ng and the crow ds dw indled. did | w alk to calc,

sitting dow n just ez had sta another interm i
I'd brought M ar:

“Song of M yself” ag
no direct references
at it for a w hile bef
ean som ething. M s you to open the door of your m ind
aybe she just read o different days w ith tw o different.hi
A few m inute [ htim e, | saw B
en Starling stand a spastic jig.

highlighted parts of
kboard. There w ere
nutes, and he looked
highlighting m ust m
d w rote back,O r m

had beaten m e
ding her, slum ping
ake m e feel a little

W hen the bell rang
there, and som ehow he w as t
slightly so he could talk tow ar
claustrophobic som etim es, and | w asn’'t even a hot girl.

“H ey,guys,” | said w hen | got up to them .

“H ey,” Lacey answ ered, taking an obvious step back from B en. “B en w as just bringing
m e up-to-date on M argo. N o0 one ever w ent into her room , you know . She said her
parents didn’t allow her to have friends over.”

‘R eally?” Lacey nodded.“D id you know that M argo ow ns,like,a thousand records?”

Lacey threw up her hands. “N o, that’'s w hat B en w as saying! M argo never talked about m usic.
| m ean,she w ould say she liked som ething on the radio or w hatever.B ut— no.She’s so w eird.”

| shrugged. M aybe she w as w eird, or m aybe the rest of us w ere w eird. Lacey kept
talking. “B ut w e w ere just saying that W alt W hitm an w as from N ew Y ork.”

“A nd according to O m nictionary,W oody G uthrie lived there for a long tim e,too,” B en said.

| raced to m y locker, bu



| nodded. “I can totally see her in N ew York. | think w e have to figure out the next clue, though.
It can’t end w ith the book.There m ust be som e code in the highlighted lines or som ething.”

“Y eah,can | look at it during lunch?”

“Y eah,” | said.“O r | can m ake you a copy in the library if you w ant.”

‘N ah, | can justread it. | m ean, | do
college there,atN Y U,

. O h, but anyw ay, | have a cousin in
oing to tell her to put them up in




record stores.l m ean,l know there are a lot of record stores,but still.”
“G ood idea,” | said.They started to w alk to the cafeteria,and | follow ed
them . “H ey,” B en asked Lacey,“w hat color is your dress?”
“U m ,it’s kind of sapphire,w hy?”
“‘Just w ant to m ake sure
ridiculous,and that’s sayi
Lacey nodded. “
traditional: black tu
“Nocumm er
“W ell,they’re o
They kept talkin
hours can be devoted— but | Ing as | w aited in the
prom date, and Lacey had fo boy w ho w ould happily talk pro
date— except m e, oing. The only girl I'd w ant to take
perpetual journey
W hen w e sat d
like anything and ce

as trying to say.She

ever seen B en’s sm ile so giddy-
iddy-ridiculous person.
y-m atchy. M aybe if you go

think?”

ts,you know ?”

ational topic to w hich
H utine. B en had found his
r hours N ow everyone had a

ith really

A |l afternoon, |
then | w ould get
it. | had English
ick, so D r. H olde
ick on the desk and my lap,
| w ent a few m inutes looking at the clock, so |
took longer than everyone else t
started to leave, D r. H olden sm ile

| nodded sheepishly.

“G ood stuff,” she said. “So good that I'm alm ost okay w ith you reading it in class. B ut
not quite.” I m um bled sorry and then w alked out to the senior parking lot.

ighted quotes, but
ap and go back to
g to read M oby D
ry. | kept M oby D
n’t help. For once,
e bell ringing, and
er one shoulder and

W hile B en and R adar banded, | sat in R H A PAW w ith the doors open, a slow husky breeze
blow ing through. | read from The Federalist Papers to prepare for a quiz | had the next day in
governm ent, but m y m ind kept returning to its continuous loop: G uthrie and W hitm an and N
ew York and M argo. H ad she gone to N ew York to im m erse herself in folk m usic? W as there



som e secret folk m usic-loving M argo I'd never know n? W as she m aybe staying in an apartm
ent w here one of them had once lived? A nd w hy did she w ant to tell m e about it?
| saw B en and R adar approaching in the sideview m irror, R adar sw inging his sax case as he w alked

quickly tow ard R H A PAW . They hustled in through the -open door, and B en turned the key and R
H A PAW sputtered, and then in, and then w e hoped som e m ore,
and finally she gurgled to li off cam pus before saying to




me,“CANY OUBELIEVE TH IS SH IT!" H e could hardly contain his glee.
H e started hitting the car’s horn, but of course the horn didn’t w ork, so every tim e he hit it, he just

yelled, “B EEP!BEEP!BEEPITHONK IF YOU'RE GOING TO PROM WITH TRUE-BLUE
HONEYBUNNYLACEYPEMB ER TO. : BABY HONKY

B en could hardly shut updt at did it? A side from desperation? |
guess she and B ec 's, you know , a cheater, and |
think she started to g. She didn’t say that,but she
sort of acted it. Sa oody B en Is going'to ge e som e puh-lay-hey.” | w as
happy for him and g, b anted to focus on the gam etting to M argo.

“D o you guys any ig

It w as quiet forfa m om
and said “That doors thing

only one m arked different fr
m ost random ; | really think that’'s the one w ith the clue.W hat is'it again”
“U nscrew the locks from the doors! / U nscrew the doors them sel from
“A dm ittedly, Jefferson Parkiis n doors
from their jam bs,” R'adar al . ts
said about O rlando? M a ys
B en slow ed a sto
think you guys ar ing
“H ow ’s that? ed
“U nscrew the
“Yeah,” | said.
disintegrate but 0
“It's not poetry: ap Suppg
room and unscrew the doorand u ewthe door.i
R adar looked at m e earview m irror, and | look
adar said to m e,“he’s so retarde

the rearview m irror
rs, and it’s also the

the o

ir jam bs!” | replied.
losed-m indedness
aper tow n thing she

“B ro,” he said, ‘I

go H oney-bunny w ay too m uc

doors,” he said.* GF s them se
A PAW s

from their jam bs.”
red like she m ight

oto M argo’s
5 jam b.”
Som etim es,” R
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A fter parking in m y drivew a
from mine, justaswe h
e until six; MyrnaM o
toolbox from the gar
W e w ere not han
“W hat the hell
“D on’t curse in
“R uthie,do you
“W e don’t believe in hel
R adar interrupted. “Peo
screw driver from th¢ €ess 0
bigger screw driver and tried
looked at the door s
R adar got th
unfinished w ood

grass that separated M argo’s house
said her parents w ouldn’t be hom
nt upstairs. R uthie brought us a

M argo’s bedroom for a w hile.

e said,by w ay of answ ering.
., he said. “People. The door.” R rdugouta  Phillips-head

toolbox and k W, A, UNSCrew,ing locking doorknob. | grabbed a
w the hinges, but there didn’t's to be screw s involved. |

tuall ie got bored w ent nstairs to w atch TV .
leose, and achy.i d inside at the unpainted,

nob. N o m essage. N o note. N ng.A yed, | m oved onto
the hinges, w o to open them . | sw ung the door ope d shut, trying to
understand its hat poem is so dam ned.leng,” | said. 'd think old W alt
could have take 0_tell.us or itself f its jam b.”

O nly w hen M argo’s puter. “A ccording
to O m nictionary, you jus > screw driver as a
lever to pop out the entally, som~e ed the ges function w ell
because they are pow'e arts.O h,O m nictionary.W ilt i ate?”

O nce O m nictionary had tG hat.to do, doing gly easy. | got the
pin off each of the three hinges a exam ined the hinges,
and the unfinished w ood of the door INg.

‘N othing on the door,” B en said.B en and | placed the door back in place,and R adar
pounded in the pins w ith the screw driver’s handle.

dy.\ O

R adar and | w ent over to B en’s house, w hich w as architecturally identical to m ine, to play a gam
e called A rctic Fury. W e w ere playing this gam e-w ithin-a-gam e w here you shoot each other w ith
paintballs on a glacier.You received extra points for shooting your opponents in the balls. It w as very
sophisticated. “B ro, she’s definitely in N ew York C ity,” B en said. | saw the m uzzle of his rifle
around a corner,but before | could m ove,he shot m e betw een the legs.“Shit,” | m um bled.



R adar said, “In the past, it seem s like her clues have pointed to a place. She tells Jase;
she leaves us clues involving tw o people w ho both lived in N ew York C ity m ost of their
lives. It does m ake sense.”

B en said, “D ude, that’s w hat she w ants.” Just as | w as creeping up on B en, he paused
the gam e. “She w ants you to e arranged to m ake that the only




“She could have a m ole here,” R adar said.“W ho w ill tell her if you go.”

“‘Lacey!” B en said. “It's totally Lacey. Yes! You gotta get on a plane and go to N ew York
C ity right now . A nd w hen Lacey finds out, M argo w ill pick you up at the airport. Yes. B ro,
| am going to take you to your house,and : pack,and then I’'m driving your ass to
the airport,and you're gonr ergencies-only credit card, and
then w hen M argo fi d of badass Jase W orthington
only dream s about ) prom .”

| didn’t doubt th to N ew Yor y leav ortly. From O rlando, there’s a
flight to everyw her shortly.B ut | doubted everything else. call Lacey ...” | said.

“She’s not going to confe all the m tion they used— they
probably only acted'like the w as the m ole.”

R adar said, “l don’t kno , but I w as only half
listening. Staring at'the paus d Lacey w ere fake-fighting,

creen, | thought it over. If M argo
did Lacey fake-break-up w concern? Lacey had been
r cousin had put in

her boyfriend? H ad she faked
Still, the m ere idea

fielding dozens of ails 3 ith re tion the flyers
record stores in N York. ole, and B en’s plan idioti
of a plan appealed to m e. tthe ere.only t an half ks left of school, and I'd m
iSs at least tw 0 C if | t'to N Y n parents w ould kill m e for

putting a plane tic edit card. The m ore | thought ab ber it w as. Still, if
| could see her to B ut no. “I can’t m iss school,” | fipally said. )aused the gam e.
“I have a Fre

9

at doesn't really add up.” H e

“Y ou know ,”
| played for a back hom e.
My m om told m e once about thisserazy kid she w orked i pletely norm al kid

until he w as nine, w hen his dad die 3-year-olds have had a
lot of dead fathers and m ost of the tim ethe'kids'don’t go crazy,| guess this kid w as an exception.

So w hat he did w as he took a pencil and one of those steel com pass things, and he started draw
ing circles onto a piece of paper. A Il the circles exactly tw o inches in diam eter. A nd he w ould draw the
circles until the entire piece of paper w as com pletely black, and then he w ould get another piece of
paper and draw m ore circles, and he did this every day, all day, and didn’t pay attention in school and
drew circles all over all of his tests and shit, and m y m om said that this kid’s problem w as that he had
created a routine to cope w ith his loss, only the routine becam e destructive. So anyw ay, then my m
om m ade him cry about his dad or w hatever and the kid stopped draw ing circles and presum ably lived
happily ever after. B ut | think about the circles kid som etim es, because | can sort of understand him . |
alw ays liked routine. | suppose | never found boredom very boring. | doubted | could explain it to som
eone like M argo,but draw ing circles through life struck m e as a kind of reasonable insanity.




So | should have felt fine about not going to N ew York— it w as a dum b idea, anyw ay. B
ut as | w ent about m y routine that night and the next day at school, it ate aw ay at m e, as if
the routine itself w as taking m e farther from reuniting w ith her.

CLC
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T uesday evening,w hen she ha
decision or anything; | |
and M om brow ned
reading such a sho
itformetofind.” T
“She clearly lik
‘I don’t blam e
doesn’t m ake her
D ad scraped t
could diagnose he
“W e shouldn’t
ething. D ad w as
“W hat should
“G raduate,”
show n a great t
“‘A greed,” m
esurrection on
ords, but | could

ed to m y parents. It w asn’t a big
w hile D ad chopped vegetables
about how m uch tim e I'd spent
t seem s like m aybe M argo left

d then | told them about W oo
' lete inform

y.
onions into the skillet. “Yeah, t

eing her,but | suspect she’ll be h

m sai him quiet if ear or som
but | interrupted.
‘A ru hers or w hich she has

ut after dinner, w hen | w ent back to m
ear them talking quietl

. N ot that either of us

om and played R
Id not hear the w

Later that night,B e
cell. “H ey,” | said.
“B ro,” he said.
“Y es,” | answ ered.
“I'm about to go shoe shopping w ith
Lacey.” “Shoe shopping?”
“Yeah. Everything’s thirty percent off from ten to m idnight. She w ants m e to help her pick
out her prom shoes. | m ean, she had som e, but | w as over at her house yesterday and w e

agreed that they w eren’t . . . you know , you w ant the perfect shoes for prom . So she’s
going to return them and then w e’re going to B urdines and w e’re going to like pi— ”

“‘B en,” | said.

“Y eah?”

‘D ude, | don’t w ant to talk about Lacey’s prom shoes.A nd I'll tell you w hy: | have this
thing that m akes m e really uninterested in prom shoes.It’s called a penis.”
“'m really nervous and | can'’t stop thinking that | actually kinda really like her not just in



the she’s-a-hot-prom -date w ay but in the she’s-actually-really-cool-and-I-like-hanging-out-w
ith-her kinda w ay.A nd, like, m aybe w e’re going to go to prom and w €’ll be, like, kissing in
the m iddle of the dance floor and everyone w ill be like, holy shit and, you know , everything
they ever thought about m e w ill just go out the w indow — ”

‘B en,” | said, “stop the dork
finally got off the phon

e kept talking for a w hile, but |




| lay dow n and started to feel a little depressed about prom . | refused to feel any kind of sadness
over the fact that | w asn’t going to prom , but | had— stupidly, em barrassingly— thought of finding
M argo, and getting her to com e hom e w ith m e just in tim e for prom , like late on Saturday night,
and w e’d w alk into the H ilton ballroom w earing je ratty T-shirts, and w e’d be just in tim e
for the last dance, and w €’ s and m arveled at the return of M
argo, and then w e'd fo eam at Friendly’s. So yes, like B
en, | harbored ridicul e out loud.

B en w as such ind m yself w hy I still liked him .
If nothing else, he s w as a good idea. It didn’t w
ork,but it w as a goo ething else to m e.

Tome.

The clue w as

surprisingly bright ideas. The door t
nad.intended it to m e

ine.The W ere m ine!

O nmyw ay to the garage the li , W here M om and D ad w
ere w atching TV. W ant t¢ N \e t hey're about to erack the case.” It w
as one of those s¢ -the- oW S

“N o, thanks,” | d past the into t arage. | found the w
idest flathead scre er a en stuck it in the w aistband of m y khaki shorts ching m y belt tight.
| grabbed a cookie t chen and then w alked back through the livi DOM , m y gait only
slightly aw kw ard, w atched the televisee old, I rem the three pins from
m y bedroom doo last d started so I swung it
all the w ay open a all | saw a ti e of paper— about
the size of m y thu [€ inge. argo. W hy hide
som ething in her ow hen she could hide W hen she’d done
it, how she’d gotten in.l couldn*t help but sm ile.

It w as a sliver of the O rland¢
as the Sentinel because one rippededg
m essage w as clearly from her.l recognized her handw riting:

pped. | could tell it w
." The day she’d left. The

ATYA bartlesville Avenue

| couldn’t put the door back on w ithout beating the pins back into place w ith the screw
driver, w hich w ould have definitely alerted m y parents, so | just propped the door on its
hinges and kept it al the w ay open. | pocketed the pins and then w ent to m y com puter and
looked up a m ap of AYYA B artlesville A venue.l'd never heard of the street.

It was Y¢,7 miles aw ay, w ay the hell out C olonial D rive alm ost to the tow n of C hristm
as, Florida. W hen | zoom ed in on the satellite im age of the building, it looked like a black



rectangle fronted by dull silver and then grass behind.A m obile hom e, m aybe? It w as hard
to get a sense of scale, because it w as surrounded by so m uch green.
| called B en and told him . “So | w as right!” he said. “| can’t w ait to tell Lacey, because she totally

CLC




thought it w as a good idea,too!”
| ignored the Lacey com m ent.“l think I'm gonna go,” | said.
‘W ell, yeah, of course you’ve gotta go. I'm com ing. Let’s go on Sunday m orning. I'll be

tired from all-night prom partying,but w hateve
“N o, m ean I’'m going '
“B ro, it's dark. Ya
H aven’t you ever s
“She could be t
“Yeah, and a de
there,” he said. “C , at leg
band, and then | w ant to be h
| cut him off. “Njo, tonig
hurried,l could be looking at
“B ro, I am not/letting y
Tase your ass if necessary

ysterious address in the dark.

an only be nourished by the pancreas
although I've

of young boys could also be
order her corsage after

ause'w, e've be 'ing a lot—"

ant to see her.” | could feel the circle closing. In an hour, if |

go to som e sketchy address in the m iddle of the night. | w ill

“Tom orrow m orning,” | ¢ yself. *Fll just go tom orrow m ing.” | w as tired of
having perfect atte cea : quiet.l heard blow air betw een his front teeth.
“I do feel a littl m ething e c C A . Pains.” | smiled.

d R r.
B en,” he said.“Let m e call you back.”
H e called ba later. B efore ello, R ¢
this terrible mig e’s rrow .” | |
A fter | got off | S Xers, em
into a draw er, an ! m for 4
the m orning, and sp :

A fter | hung up,l
“I'm on the ot

said, “Q, I've got
ed.

m y garbage can
bdly hour of six in

t few hours trying in vaintofa



VY

ou didn’t even close the door last
| have a stom ach bug.” A nd

M om cam e into m y room t
night, sleepyhead,” a
then I m otioned to
“Q uentin! O h,g
happen?” “A bo
“W hy didn’t yo

hich w as true.

true. | w oke up because my
e a granola bar and som e oran

throat.l.didn’ nt.{o do i ni

[ he puking sucked,but'it w a
C hear her cleaning it out i
g ) ,

ust queasy.Som ething |

“Yeah,” | said,
| snuck into the ki
stuck tw o fingers
ant it stinking the

M om took th
ith a fresh bucke
started, but | cut

“I'm honestly

ate.” “Are yo

“ll call if it g
my skin.l w asn

‘Doyouwa
hinges, but only b

“N o no no,” | said,

“O kay,” she said. “I'll call
anything. A nything. O r if you w
nd I'll check up on you this afternoon, :

| nodded, and then pulled the covers back up to m y chin. Even though the bucket had
been cleaned | could sm ell the puke underneath the detergent, and the sm ell of it rem inded
m e of the act of puking w hich for som e reason m ade m e w ant to puke again, but | just
took slow , even m outh breaths until | heard the C hrysler backing dow n the drivew ay. It w
as Y:¥Y. For once, | thought, | w ould be on tim e. N ot to school,adm ittedly.B ut still.

| show ered and brushed m y teeth and put on dark jeans and a plain black T-shirt. | put M
argo’s scrap of new spaper in m y pocket. | ham m ered the pins back into their hinges, and
then packed. | didn’t really know w hat to throw into m y backpack, but | included the doorjam
b-opening screw driver, a printout of the satellite m ap, directions, a bottle of w ater, and in
case she w as there, the W hitm an. | w anted to ask her about it.

rm w ent off at six, and then
juice. Ten m inutes later, |

n. She returned w
e the day— " she

know if you need
alw ays call D ad. A



B en and R adar show ed up at eight on the dot. | got in the backseat. They w ere shouting
along to a song by the M ountain G oats.
B en turned around and offered m e his fist. | punched it softly, even though | hated that

greeting. “Q " he shouted over the m usic.“H ow good does this feel?”
A nd | knew exactly w hat B en m eant: M ountain G oats w ith your friends in a

car that runs on a W edne d w hatever M argotastic prize



cam e w ith finding her. “It beats calculus,” | answ ered. The m usic w as too loud for us to
talk. O nce w e got out of Jefferson Park, w e rolled dow n the one w indow that w orked so
the w orld w ould know w e had good taste in m usic.

W e drove all the w ay out C olonial D rive, past the.m ovie theaters and the bookstores that |
had been driving to and past v as different and better because it
occurred during calculus adar, because it occurred on our
w ay to w here | belie ty m iles, O rlando gave w ay to
the last rem aining ¢ the endlessly flat land grow n
over thick w ith br off the branches of oak trees, still in the w
indless heat. This eF 0 spend m osq itten, arm adillo-chasing
nights as a B oy Scout. The pickup and every m ile or so
you could see a subdivision ¢ ghw ay— little streets w in eason around houses
that rose up out of nothing lik olcano of vinyl siding.

Farther out w e passed a rotting w ooden sign that said G VE-PROINTACRESA

cracked blacktop road lasted only a ceupl dred fee e dead-ending into an expanse
3 in Swa h ym called a pseudovision— a
2 1t C be com pleted. Pseudov s had been pointed out to

ve it a ’ see e so desolate.

of gray dirt, signaling that C
st G rovepoint

Ish m oss hanging

for noO

subdivision abandoned be
m e a couple tim efore

W e w ere about n the m usic
and said, “Shoul

| took a long
to w ane This dic
cry from N ew York w as the Flo
thought to inhabit this pe ula. | stared at the em pty a
A head, | saw a strip m all w ave dis

“Is that it?” | asked,leaning forw'a

pointing. “M ust be,” R adar said.

B en pushed the pow er button on the stereo, and w e all got very quiet as B en pulled into a parking
lot long since reclaim ed by the gray sandy dirt. There had once been a sign for these four storefronts A
rusted pole stood about eight feet high by the side of the road. B ut the sign w as long gone, snapped off
by a hurricane or an accum ulation of decay. The stores them selves had fared little better: it w as a
single-story building w ith a flat roof, and bare cinder block w as visible in places. Strips of cracked
paint w rinkled aw ay from the w alls,like insects clinging to a nest.W ater stains form ed brow n abstract
paintings betw een the store w indow s. The w indow s w ere boarded up w ith w arped sheets of
particleboard. | w as struck by an aw ful thought, the kind that cannot be taken back once it
escapes into the open air of consciousness: it seem ed to m e that this w as not a place you

chool had started
visit. It w as a far
hy people ever
Storting m y vision.




go to live. It w as a place you go to die.
A s soon as the car stopped, m y nose and m outh w ere flooded w ith the rancid sm ell of
death. | had to sw allow back a rush of puke that rose up into the raw soreness in the back of

m y throat. O nly now , after all this lost tim e, di ize how terribly | had m isunderstood
both her gam e and the pri inni




| get out of the car and B en is standing next to m e, and R adar next to him .A nd | know all at once
that this isn’t funny, that this hasn’t been prove-to-m e-you’'re-good-enough-to-hang-out-w ith-m e. |
can hear M argo that night as w e drove around O rlando. | can hear her saying to m e, “l don’t w ant
som e kids to find m e sw arm ed w ith flies o rning in Jefferson Park.” N ot w anting
to be found by som e kids i not w anting to die.

There is no evidenc ept for the sm ell, that sickly sour
stench designed to k n't sm ell like that, but of course
she can. W e all can w eat and skin and anything but
death.

‘MARGO?
spits out tw o syll

gutter of the building
othing. H e digs a

Standing befor [ ' t it is not the idle
fantasies of som eane w ho to him , even if the
im portant thing nger, and not the

) ] . ) of
breathlessness of i d out e of B ecca ouse. This cannot
be addressed by ' rcis ar b alo y

is the basest of a i tions,

knew before. This
e existed, before
this building exist earth eX|sted ThIS is the fear th raw | out onto dry
land and evolve | that teaches us to run, the fear ury our dead.
The sm ell le
but like the atm

ngs are out of air,
pentmostof my
life being afraid i
w hen it com es.

y for the real fear
“‘B ro, w e shou

not looked at each oth
building that cannot possibly ho

‘N 0,” R adar says. “N o no no
the address for Q .N ot for the cops.W e have to find a w ay in there.”

“In there?” B en says dubiously.

| clap B en on the back, and for the first tim e all day, the three of us are looking not forw
ard but at one another. That m akes it bearable. Som ething about seeing them m akes m e
feel as if she is not dead until w e find her.“Y eah,in there,” | say.

| don’t know w ho she is anym ore,or w ho she w as,but | need to find her.

en says. “
are all still looking

thing.” W e have
long-abandoned

g to call about. She left



YA

W e w alk around the bac
ranch land patches o
orse here, and | fee
and left. W e form

“It's a raccoon!”
the building to join
dead, no visible trau

ked steel doors and nothing but
-green grass. The stench is w
e just behind m e, to m y right
anning the area.

adar and | w alk aw ay from
n w ith m atted hair lies
aw ay and heaves, but
nothing com es out. I'lean do 0 him and put m y arm betw een his s der blades, and w hen
he gets his breath back,he says,“l @am so fucking glad to see that dead fucking raceoon.”

B ut even so, | €annot picture her here alive. It occurs to m e that the \W. hitm an could be a
suicide note. | think about thi she highlighted: “To _dieui ferent from w hat any one
supposed, and luckier.” “I t irt to grow from the s | love, / If you w
ant m e again look'for m e om ent, | feel
| think about the | ine @ g for
that the | does na ed to be a person The | can also be a bod

R adar has w a from the raccoon and is tugging on the h
locked steel door; ' aying for the dead— saying dish for th
even know how . himge | am to

“It's giving a | I S

B en and | both

h, thank G od. It's a raccoon. Jesu
i euditch.. A _huge, bloate
R a

.” B ut then | think

of one of the four
coon— but | don’t
m like this.

.Hep ot up against the w
all to give him self e as he pulls; ano om e, R adar’s sw
eat-soaked T-shirt pressed inst m y face. For a m om ent, w e’re in. B ut then
| see R adar holding the door hand

“Piece of shit forty-year-old go
like this before.

“It's okay,” | say.“There’s a w ay.There has to be.”

W e w alk all the w ay around to the front of the building. N o doors, no holes, no visible
tunnels. B ut | need in. B en and R adar try to peel the slabs of particleboard from the w indow
s, but they’re all nailed shut. R adar kicks at the board, but it doesn’t give. B en turns back to
m e. “There’s no glass behind one of these boards,” he says, and then he starts jogging aw
ay from the building, his sneakers splashing sand as he goes.

| give him a confused look.“I'm going to bust through the particleboard,” he explains.

“You can’t do that.” H e is the sm allest of our light trio. If anyone tries to sm ash through
the boarded-up w indow s,it should be m e.

H e balls his hands into fists and then extends his fingers out. A s | w alk tow ard him , he starts

never heard him talk



talking to m e. “W hen m y m om w as trying to keep m e from getting beat up in third grade, she putm e
in tae kw on do. | only w ent to like three classes, and | only learned one thing, but the thing com es in
handy som etim es: w e w atched this tae kw on do m aster punch through a thick w ooden block, and w
e w ere all like, dude, how did he do that, and he told us that if you m ove as though your hand w ill go
through the block,and if you belie he block,then it wiill.”

I’'m about to refute thi m e in a blur. H is acceleration




continues as he approaches the board, and then utterly w ithout fear, he leaps up at the last
possible second, tw ists his body sidew ays— his shoulder out to bear the brunt of the force—
and slam s into the w ood. | half-expect him to burst through and leave a B en-shaped cutout, like
a cartoon. Instead, he bounces off the board and fa to his ass in a patch of bright grass am
id the sea of sandy dirt. B en ulder.“It broke,” he announces.

| assum e he m ea hen he stands up, and I'm
looking at a B en-hi it, and the crack spreads
horizontally, and th and start tugging. | squint to
keep the sw eat fro k and forth until the crack
starts to m ake a ja until eventually he has
to take a break and unk of the board into
the m inim all. I clim’b in feet Indly onto w hat feels a stack of papers.

The hole w e’ve carved his building gives a little light, but | cant even m ake out the
dim ensions of theiroom , or w hether there is a ceiling. The air i stale and hot that

inhaling and exhal ical.
'sforehead. | fin ysel
h »
re n

eyes, and pull w |th all my force
n w ith silen

| turn around
there’s no reason

“‘N 0,” he w hi

| hear R adar

The light com
room filled w ith
day-by-day cale
ouse-bit. | w on
since these shel

W e fall into line
try to sw allow the pan
| w ant out of here,but that could 0 be crack addicts.

“Just the building settling,” R a an usual. | stand there
unable to m ove.A fter a m om ent,| hear s voice."The last tim e | w as this scared,| peed m yself.”

“The last tim e | w as this scared,” R adar says, “I actually had to face a D ark Lord in order
to m ake the w orld safe for w izards.”

| m ade a feeble attem pt.“The last tim e | w as this scared | had to sleepin Mom my’s

room .” B en chuckles.“Q ,if | w ere you,| w ould get that scared Every.Single.N ight.”

I’'m not up for laughing, but their laughter m akes the room feel safer, and so w e begin to
explore. W e w alk through each row of shelves, finding nothing but a few copies of Reader’s
D igest from the Y4V:s lying on the floor.A fter a w hile, | find m y eyes adjusting to the
darkness, and in the gray light w e start w alking in different directions at different speeds.

“N o one leaves the room until everyone leaves the room ,” | w hisper, and they w hisper okay’s back
| get to a side w all of the room and find the first evidence that som eone has been here since everyone

, even though

ight?”

m uch,though.”
tepped into a big
ages from an old
ellow ing and m
it's been decades

all stop m oving. |
huffling footsteps.

ear each of R adar’s and B



left. A jagged sem icircular, w aist-high tunnel has been cut out of the w all. The w ords TR O LL H O LE
have been spray-painted in orange above the hole, w ith a helpful arrow pointing dow n to the hole “G
uys,” R adar says, so loud that the spell breaks for just a m om ent. | follow his voice and find him
standing by the opposite w all, his flashlight illum inatin other Troll H ole. The graffiti doesn’t look
particularly like M argo’s,but it’s er spray-paint a single letter.

R adar shines the li d the w ay through. This room is




entirely em pty except for a rolled carpet in one corner.A s the flashlight scans the floor, | can
see glue stains on the concrete from w here the carpet had once been. A cross the room , |
can just m ake out another hole cut into the w all,this tim e w ithout the graffiti.

| craw | through that Troll H ole into a room li ith clothing racks, the stainless-steel
poles still bolted into w alls w._i [ ge. This room is better lit, and it
takes m e a m om en | holes in the roof— tar paper
hangs dow n, and | exposed steel girders.

“Souvenir store m ediately he is right.

In the m iddle of Isplay cases form a pentagon. Theglass that once kept the tourists
from their tourist cra lies in shards a he cases. The gray paint
peels off the w all in now flake of decay.

Strangely, though, there’s s s [ hone | recognize from

display, splattered finds a'box filled w ith m aps
and old tourist broc wW n uses that no longer
exist B en w aves ints out the [ ke lying alone in the
case alm ost buried [ alue of our souve [ e this shit aw ay.

W e m ake our w | through the last
Troll H ole. This ears to have been
abandoned in a g om ething. Tw enty
desks sit in four r ture oversize paper
calendars lying fla f Y4AT. B en pushes
a cloth desk chai advertising The M
artin-G ale M ortga xes contain stacks
of paper from old do tin-G ale M ortgage
C orp. O n one of the eone has stacked brochures fo single-story house
of cards.| spread the brochures outjthinki

R adar fingers through the pa . | start to go through
the desk draw ers. | find Q -tips and s . Pens and pencils packed a dozen each in flim
sy cardboard packaging w ith retro fonts and design.N apkins.A pair of golf gloves.

“D o you guys see anything,” | ask, “that gives any hint that anyone has been here in the
last, say, tw enty years?”

“N othing but the Troll H oles,” B en answ ers.It's a tom b,everything w rapped

in dust. “So w hy did she lead us here?” asks R adar.W e are speaking now .

“D unno,” | say.She is clearly not here.

“There are som e spots,” R adar says, “w ith less dust. There’s a dustless rectangle in the
em pty room ,like som ething w as m oved.B ut | don’t know .”

‘A nd there’s that painted part,” B en says. B en points and R adar’s flashlight show s m e that a
piece of the far w all in this office has been brushed over w ith w hite prim er, like som eone got the idea

=
Q



to rem odel the place but abandoned the project after half an hour. | w alk over to the w all, and up close,
| can see that there’s som e red graffiti behind the w hite paint. B ut | can only see occasional hints of the
red paint bleeding through— not nearly enough to m ake anything out. There’s a can of prim er up
against the w all, open. | kneel dow n and push m vy fin into the paint. There’'s a hard surface, but it
breaks easily, and m y finger co paint drips off m y finger, | don’t say
anything, because w e’v eone has been here recently after




all,and then the building creaks again and R adar drops the flashlight and

curses. “This is freaky,” he says.

“G uys,” B en says.The flashlight is still on the ground,and | take a step back,to pick it up,but then
| see B en pointing. H e is pointing at the w all.Atrie indirect light has m ade the graffiti letters
float up through the coat ofpri m m ediately as M argo’s.

Y OUW ILL
ANDYO RCOMEBACK

| pick up the flashlight and ¢ disappears. B ut w hen
| shine it against a different pa all, : s under his breath.
A nd now B en says, “B ro, can w e go now ? B ecause the tim e I'w as this scared . .
. screw it. I'm freaked out.There’s nothing funny about this shit.”

There’s nothing funny about this shit is the est B en ca m
S Ik tow, t IIHén

nd it is close enough for m e. s closing in on us.



V4.

B en and R adar dropped
couldn’t afford to skip
for about the tenth
problem w as that
understand each
| knew the highlig
hether it w as a sui
| w as ten confusing pa e poem w hen | got so
the detective. | dug his busi card out of a pair of shorts in t
ered on the secondri
‘W arren.”
“Hi,um ,its Q
Spiegelm an?”
| told him abou
rlando a paper tow
telling m e that sh
even tell m e not t
.M . on a school
detective.A Il you
“I'm w orried t
“It never crosse
gotta rem em ber she’s
H onestly, kid,if she w anted you t
“‘B ut don’t you—"
‘K id, the unfortunate thing is that she’s a legal adult w ith free w ill, you know ? Let m e
give you som e advice: let her com e hom e. | m ean, at som e point, you gotta stop looking
up at the sky, or one of these days you’ll look back dow n and see that you floated aw ay,too.”

ugh they’d skipped school, they
f M yself” for a long tim e, and
ing at the beginning, but the
petitive, and although | could
it as a w hole. Even though
| w anted to know w
fit.

ed outithat | decided to call
laundry, ham per. H e answ

ouldn’t understand anything abo
im portan
ake

w she had called O
the plural, about her
ootsoles. H e didn’t
ned building at '+ A

d, you’re alm ost a

of the SunTrust B uilding, but she h t used
nt to be found, about finding her underneath
at an ab
aid, “Jes

our case, but you
w hole enterprise.
have.”

before. The clues, | m ean.

| hung up w ith a bad taste in m y m outh— | realized it w asn’t W arren’s poetry that w ould
take m e to M argo. | kept thinking about those lines at the end M argo had underlined: ‘I
bequeath m yself to the dirt to grow from the grass | love, / If you w ant m e again look for m e
under your bootsoles.” That grass, W hitm an w rites in the first few pages, is “the beautiful



uncut hair of graves.” B ut w here w ere the graves? W here w ere the paper tow ns?

| logged onto O m nictionary to see if it knew anything m ore about the phrase “paper tow ns” than |
did. They had an extrem ely thoughtful and helpful entry created by a user nam ed skunkbutt: “A Paper
Tow n is a tow n that’s got a paper mill in it.” This w a hortcom ing of O m nictionary: the stuff w
ritten by R adar w as thorough w ork of skunk-butt left som ething to
be desired. B ut w hen | interesting buried forty entries




dow n on a forum about real estate in K ansas.

Looks like M adison Estates isn’t going to get built; m y husband and | bought property
there but som eone called this w eek t e refunding us our deposit because
they didn’t presell t. A nother paper tow n for K S!
— MargeinC

A pseudovision il never com e back. | took a
deep breath and s
The conclusion

couldn’t quite allow

decided inside her, she
her body— to leave it

didn’t w ant her bodyifound by om kids— and it m ade sense that ne she knew , she
w ould pick m e to w ouldn’t be hurting m e in a new : ne it before. | had

experience in the
clicking over to talk to him rom him popped up

| saw that R ad
N 4%: H ey.

on m Yy screen.
T 10 N : Paper tow ns =

| think sh
e found th

le it. B ecause w

| sent him th

OMNICTIONARIA
QTHERESURRECT
OMNICTIONARIAN 4% O kay, don't be so m orbid.You don’t know anything for
sure. | think she’s probably fine.

QTHERESURRECTION: Noyoudont.
OMNICTIONARIAN 4% Okay,l don’t.B ut if anybody’s alive in the face of this evidence ...
QTHERESURRECTION:Y eah,l guess.I'm gonna go lie dow n.M y parents get hom e soon.

B ut | couldn’t calm dow n,so | called B en from bed and told him my

theory. “Pretty m orbid shit,bro.B ut she’s fine.It’s all part of som e gam e

she’s playing.” “Y ou’re being kind of cavalier about it.”

H e sighed. “W hatever, it's a little lam e of her to, like, hijack the last three w eeks of high



school, you know ? She’s got you all w orried, and she’s got Lacey all w orried, and prom is in
like three days, you know ? C an’t w e just have a fun prom ?”
“A re you serious? She could be dead,B en.”
“She’s not dead. She’s a dram a queen. W ant
assholes, but they know her
“Y ou can be such

ntion. | m ean, | know her parents are
nd they think so,t00.”




“W hatever, bro. W e both had a long day. Too muchdram a. 'll TTY S.” | w anted to
ridicule him for using chatspeak IR L,but | found m yself lacking the energy.

A fter | hung up w ith B en, | w ent back online, looking for a list of pseudovisions in Florida. | couldn’t
find a list anyw here, but after searchlng abandoned subdivisions” and “G rovepoint A cres” and the like
for a w hile, | m anaged to com pile hours of Jefferson Park. | printed out
a m ap of C entral Florid puter, and then added a tack for
each of the five locatio am ong them They w ere
random ly distributed e at least a w eek to get to all of
them . W hy hadn’t s ecific pIace’P A ll these scary-as-he es. A ll this intim ation of
tragedy.B ut no plac ing to clim b a m oun ravel.

B en gave m e per
around, prom sho
room — the seven
R H A PAW to sta
the last to leave,

| drove out of
ight have m iss
holding them u
ridiculous crap thought
cautious driver. e; but it

A s the line of illing fu

row R H A PAW the next day, si
cey in her SU V. So for once | did
dl t to hi s talent for getting
[ toa king lot and one of
as ' res.

' pseudovisions | m
elt anxious about
bout such petty,
S an excessively
t,not really.
rocession, | found
t.I will find you.

going to be driving
it outside the band

peop
t,and |

long line of cars trailed behind
at how | could still have roo
e guy in the SU

Talking like this to her kept m e g the possibilities. |
cam e again to the sagging w oode alm ost hear the sighs of
relief from the bottleneck behind m e as | turned left onto the dead end asphalt road. It looked
like a drivew ay w ithout a house. | left R H A PAW running and got out. From close up, | could
see that G rovepoint A cres w as m ore finished than it initially appeared. Tw o dirt roads ending
in cul-de-sacs had been cut into the dusty ground, although the roads had eroded so m uch |
could barely see their outlines. A s | w alked up and dow n both streets, | could feel the heat in m
y nose w ith each breath. The scalding sun m ade it hard to m ove, but | knew the beautiful, if m
orbid, truth: heat m ade death reek, and G rovepoint A cres sm elled like nothing except cooked
air and car exhaust— our cum ulative exhalations held close to the surface by the hum idity.

| looked for evidence she had been there: footprints or som ething w ritten in the dirt or
som e m em ento. B ut | seem ed to be the first person to w alk on these unnam ed dirt



streets in years. The ground w as flat, and not m uch brush had grow n back yet, so | could
see for a w ays in every direction N o tents.N o cam pfires.N o M argo.

| got back in R HA PAW and d
eadow s. | drove past H

f tow n, up to a place called H olly M
nd it— everything in the area



w as oak trees and ranch land, and H olly M eadow s— lacking a sign at its entrance— didn’t
stand out m uch. B ut once | drove a few feet dow n a dirt road through the initial roadside stand
of oak and pine trees, it w as every bit as desolate as G rovepoint A cres. The m ain dirt road just
slow ly evaporated into a field of dirt. There w.ereqn oads that | could m ake out, but as |
w alked around, | did find asfe ing on the ground; | guessed that
they had once been Ig thing suspicious, but even so |
felt a fear standing ¢ w hy, but then | saw it: w hen
they’d clear-cut the ey'd left a solitary liveoe near the back of the field. A nd
the gnarled tree w parked branches looked so m uch like'the one w here w e’d found
R obert Joyner in Jé on Pz as,there,on t side of the tree.

A nd for the first'tim e, | . lum ped against the
tree, her eyes silent, the I plood pouring out of her mTouth, everything bloated and
distorted because | had taken so long to find her. She had trusted m e to find her sooner. She
had trusted m e wiith her last night. A nd | had failed her.A nd even tho the air tasted like
nothing but it-m ight-rain-later, as sur her.

B ut no. It was only a tr in the em pty silver dirt. t do nst the tree and let
m y breath com e back. | : his alone. || hated it. obert Joyner had
prepared m e for this,she ong.ldid w ' R obert Joyner.

| hit at the dir the heels of m y fists, and then pounded'| [ d again, the sand
scattering arounc ha ntil | w as hitting the bare rootssof the tre d | kept it up, the
pain shooting up palm s and w ri d for M ntil then, but now
finally | did, pou inst se there no one to hear: |
m issed her I m i i

| stayed there
thinking about her

() '...A,

sitting there and
t got gray.



