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Extra Life

Jacob and his brother, Will, had always shared the bedroom at the top of the stairs, and this had never seemed to Jacob any more unstable an arrangement than the one between his parents. Other siblings moved into rooms of their own, or had never shared rooms to begin with, but this, like having your parents divorce, was not something anyone could prefer. Jacob didn’t think he would be able to sleep without his brother’s presence across the room, and on the few occasions until now when he’d had to try it—when Will’s class had spent the night at the Chesapeake Bay, for instance—he’d felt as if he were missing a pillow.

But Will had recently decided to move into the back bedroom, and so now Jacob trudged through his days weighted down by a shame and a mystery: his brother loved him less than he had just last week.

He and Will weren’t the sort of brothers who used words like love, though, and in fact they often didn’t get along at all. Jacob bossed Will around, though Will was two years older, and as often as not when Will’s friends came over they ended up playing Nintendo with Jacob, while Will and Cara, their younger sister, shouted and cheered and pleaded, with equal hopelessness, to be given a turn. Where, then, had Will suddenly gotten the nerve for this rejection?

Jacob suspected that it had begun that fall when Will had been elected president of his class at their elementary school, Waggoner. Will now read the announcements over the PA in the morning and led the school in the pledge of allegiance before assemblies. These powers must have gone to his head. Rounds of applause, a special badge on his patrol belt, teachers calling him “President Vine” in a teasing but respectful way. Now he refused to hold up Nintendo Power while Jacob tried to figure out what to do with the soothsayer’s enchanted flute. He no longer wanted to listen to Jacob recite the lyrics to “Good Vibrations.”

And, worst of all, he had begun to date. Jacob didn’t know what dating meant, exactly, but he expected that Will could be teased into renouncing it. No. Dating had swept Will’s grade like pinkeye. None of the couples went anywhere, and they certainly didn’t kiss, but they seemed to take very seriously the decision to be bound. Melanie Friedman, Julie Sutter, Emily Cobb—these were ordinary girls who now giggled when they passed Jacob in the halls, and who called and asked for Will with sweetly masked danger in their voices. They seemed to Jacob as if they wanted blood.

It was no wonder, then, that Jacob threw his alarm clock at Will’s head. It didn’t hit him or come close to hitting him—instead it smashed thrillingly against the bookshelf, showering plastic splinters all over the carpet—but still Jacob had needed to do it. And still he was grounded. When it began to snow, Jacob begged his parents to reconsider, and when they wouldn’t, even as kids from all over the neighborhood converged on Pinyon bearing sleds and saucers, he gave in to a fit of self-pity that felt like poison ivy emanating not from his skin but from his bones.

Now he sat, a prisoner with his head in the stocks, at the desk in the playroom overlooking the street. Open in front of him was the black-and-white-speckled journal that Mrs. Grillet would collect on Monday. Jacob had fallen months behind in his, and so, changing pens for each entry, he was re-creating the holidays and field trips of the fall. So far in my life, he wrote, Montana is easily the best vacation I’ve ever been on. When I first arrived I came on a little plane which was a lot of fun.

With the keenness of a dog he listened as his father and Will dragged the serious sleds up from the basement. These sleds were wooden, heavy as sandbags, with metal runners and a hairy length of rope that you tugged to steer. In the hallway just outside the playroom he heard Cara say, “I don’t want it buttoned all the way up! It’s choking me! It’s choking me!” And then he heard the whump and latching of the door, and life carrying on away from him. He balanced his head on his fist and stared down at the page, so that his misery wouldn’t be lost on them if they happened to look back. Each rapid had a name, the first was tunnel rapid, the second was bonecrusher and the third my favorite was the repeater. After a little more drifting we stopped at an island. We were going to eat steaks but the instructor forgot the grill. There goes the lunch idea.

No one in his family did look back, but in his imagination Jacob followed them up the hill. So many people were out—the atmosphere was like a street fair—that they would have to choose a path carefully. Arthur and Cara, piled like the beginnings of a snowman, would take run after run, their noses stinging.

Will wouldn’t be sledding—Jacob felt fairly sure about that. Instead he’d be skulking around with Andre or Nicky, whispering about the weekend. Jacob was nursing the imaginary scene like a mug of bitter tea when the door swept open again, and voices came tumbling into the kitchen. His father, Will, Cara—and his aunt Judy too. She must have come for a visit, though in all their voices there was a note of either panic or excitement, rather than the usual jokey cheer. Judy’s son Aaron was missing. Somehow Jacob had absorbed this even before he’d crept out to the kitchen.

His mother stood in her nightshirt and socks at the counter, holding the spoon over the canister of Quik. His father, still wearing his gloves, pulled the phone book out from the cereal shelf and flopped it onto the table. Judy was as little help in an emergency as a child, so it was Arthur who dialed the number for Michael Schloss’s house, where Aaron had said he was spending the night but had never shown up. “Well, would it be all right if I gave you our number here in case he does turn up?” Then Teddy Macove. Matthew Picardi. Ian Kupchik.

Judy slumped back in her seat and chewed the insides of her cheeks.

“We’ll find him,” said Alice. “Don’t you think he’s probably just wandering around somewhere? Where was he last time, by the Giant?”

Jacob knew that what he was doing counted as “hovering.” Quit hovering. Don’t hover when I’m reading. His parents didn’t shoo him away now, though, and in fact they seemed hardly to have noticed him. When his mother finally did look at him, she said, “I guess you’d better come. But be quick about it. And you’re still grounded when we get back.” Jacob went for his Celtics jacket before anyone could object.

Cars on Pinyon during snowstorms were treated like members of a presidential motorcade. At the sound of tires easing up the middle of the road at two or three miles an hour, shouts of “Car!” “Car!” “Car!” would pass up and down the street, and all the cold patient faces would watch seriously from the curb.

Judy, whose knees were forced up almost to her chin in the backseat, reached over and took Jacob’s hand. “Hey, I haven’t said hello to you. I love you. You guys are awesome for helping out like this. Your family is so amazing. I mean that.”

She was as tall as Jacob’s father and, like him, her body had the presence of a block of clay. She lived in the bleak part of Bethesda past the strip of shops on Bradley, and she seemed to Jacob proof that adults could remain funny and lively and crude.

She came to the Vines’ for dinner a couple of times a month, and she’d tower in the kitchen, her skirt like a curtain, her earrings long and jingling, her face a beaming slab. She was always stepping onto the back patio to smoke, and Jacob would go with her. He liked the smell, and he liked the pained expression she wore when she inhaled. “If you ever smoke, I’ll kill you,” she’d say. “I’m serious. You’d get sick. I’m not saying you’re weak, but.” She wore heavy makeup, and she laughed unlike any of his parents’ other guests, throwing back her head and emitting something between a yell and a snort. She could also sing. Toward the end of dinners, when she had had more wine than his parents would drink in a week, Arthur, shining and stuffed, would say, with a look at the kids, “Judy, why don’t you give us a little concert?”

“I hate people watching me,” she’d say, turning her chair to face the bookshelves.

And then, after a rich pause, her voice would fill the room. The first time he’d heard it, Jacob wouldn’t have been any more surprised if tiny fireworks had exploded over her head, or if she had transformed in her chair into a cheetah. The song was “Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child,” and she sang it so sincerely that in addition to delight and astonishment he felt a surge of alarm, as if she had burst into tears rather than into song. When she turned back toward the table she was flushed, spreading her napkin over her lap, and Arthur gave everyone at the table a knowing look.

Away from the dinner table, though, Arthur held her up as a cautionary tale. Her mistakes, her disasters, formed a fable whose moral the kids were always to keep in mind. The seven-month first marriage for which she’d dropped out of college, the plan to move to Alaska and spend a year on a salmon boat, the jobs that she’d always quit just as she realized she was going to be fired. Don’t live in your head, the lesson went. Don’t rely on your talents, because other people will never think as much of them as you do. Learn to manage a budget, repair an air conditioner. Arthur owned, with a partner, a successful hardware and housewares store in Bethesda called Griggs’, and this meant he had the right to pull down and recite from books about World War II in the hoarse, emotional voice of a teacher. He, Jacob understood, kept his talent like a gleaming spare tire in the trunk. Not Judy.

“Was Aaron upset about something, or—?” his mother asked Judy.

“I don’t think so, I mean, we had a good week, I’m pretty sure he was having fun. What I really keep worrying about is what if he did try going to Michael’s house—what if he didn’t run away this time, what if somebody took him.”

The mention of a kidnapping was enough to make Jacob wriggle forward in his seat. He kept his face an inch from the window, staring out as if he were on a safari. Every parked car, telephone pole, garbage bag was sharpened by the possibility of concealing Aaron—and the face of every person who walked by was charged with the possibility of concealing evil. He thought, fondly, of Aaron locked in a pitch-black closet (as Aaron had once locked him, not even letting him out when he’d cried and swore to God he couldn’t breathe).

When they turned onto the web of streets on the other side of Piedmont, Arthur said they should split into two groups. Will and Jacob and Arthur would get out and walk toward the park, and Judy and Alice and Cara would drive around toward school. They’d all meet back at the Vines’ house in an hour to see if anyone had called.

As they walked Arthur started a game. “There once was a man from France, who didn’t wear any …”

“Pants?” Jacob said, with slight despair.

These streets, though part of Waggoner, were separated from the Vines’ side of town by a stretch of gravel and a thicket of bamboo that seemed to Jacob as meaningful a boundary as the one between countries. Doug Winston and Leo Niack and Stuart O’Brien happened to live over here—these were boys who’d get into fights and then return to class with torn shirts and red, elated faces. Jacob both dreaded and craved running into one of them. Aaron was understood, even by these boys, to be fearsome. He was in sixth grade already, and smoked, and was widely believed to have been naked with a girl from camp. Being related to Aaron was the most, and possibly only, intimidating thing about Jacob.

“You do one now,” said Arthur.

“A cat walked down the street, looking for some …”

“Meat,” said Arthur. “Good one.”

A pair of girls from Will’s grade wrestled at the bottom of a steep lawn a few houses away. They didn’t wrestle to hurt, as boys did, but rather to perform, to give themselves an excuse to shriek and dissolve in laughter.

“Hey!” one of them called out. “Hey! Will! Come here for a second! We have to ask you something!”

“I can’t,” he called back. “I’m doing family stuff.” He kept his face pointed straight ahead.

“Stop flirting,” Jacob hissed, once they were safely away. It was the first time they had talked since morning.

“Screw yourself.”

“Hey!” Arthur said, a halfhearted bark.

“I hate you,” Jacob said, wincing at the taste in his throat that told him he might cry. Doom seemed to settle over him, cold as the air. He hoped that whoever had taken Aaron would take Will too, and that Will would have to eat stale bread in a dripping basement. I’ll never talk to him again, Jacob thought, and just then never didn’t seem extreme or unlikely. It seemed, instead, like the shortest possible time in which Will could be made to feel the proper measure of regret.

On the night Will moved out, they got into bed just as they always did, and Will even listened patiently as Jacob described, in lavish and invented detail, that day’s recess football game. But after their lights had been out for a few minutes—when Jacob’s thoughts had just begun to tilt toward sleep—he woke up to the sound of Will rustling in his bed. He was gathering the blanket around himself, sitting up, and then, without saying a word, he was out the door.

Just outside their room was a space that they hardly used. It had a bookshelf full of basketball almanacs and Guinness books, a pair of wicker baskets full of coarse-haired or balding stuffed animals. Now—while Jacob watched from their doorway—Will made himself a bed in this area, laying together a row of the itchy blue pillows that stood stacked by the banister. He lay down on these pillows, sighed, and didn’t move.

Was he sleepwalking? (Occasionally Will had “night terrors,” during which he crashed around the house, sweating profusely.)

With his heart pounding, Jacob pulled the blanket from his own bed and went out to join Will on the floor. The carpet was stiff but thick, covered in a layer of Finney’s pale hairs, and Jacob tried to imagine, as he settled down under his covers, that he was comfortable, and that, if need be, this could become a tolerable new arrangement. Will didn’t stir.

After a few minutes Alice appeared at the head of the stairs. She came onto the third floor, their floor, only rarely. She wore her long white nightshirt, and she took a few steps onto their carpet, but instead of speaking she gave them both a pitying, helpless look. Jacob felt that he’d been caught at something shameful. “What are you guys knocking around about? You aren’t going to get any sleep out here, are you?” She spoke quietly, almost as if to herself, and then she turned and headed back down the stairs.

Jacob had no doubt now that Will was awake. And he knew too that if he were to say a word, or even to breathe too loudly, then Will was going to stand up. Only if he kept absolutely still was there a chance that Will would actually fall asleep, and that their new arrangement would be able to settle into place. But after waiting for as long as he could bear, Jacob turned to scratch his side—and sure enough, Will stood up. Again he gathered his blanket around him, and then, before going back into their room, he looked down and met Jacob’s eyes with an expression of unconcealed dislike. Jacob stood up, holding his breath, and followed Will back in.

“What are you doing?” Will said, as he spread his blanket over his mattress.

“I’m trying to go to bed.”

“Why do you keep following me?” Will shook out his pillow.

“I want to sleep in our room if you are.”

At this Will finally turned around. “Don’t you get it?” he said. He spoke coldly, calmly, strokes of a knife. Without his glasses his eyes looked oddly naked. “I don’t want us to share a room anymore. I don’t want to be anywhere near you.” Jacob felt, for the first time, the pain of hearing the words that he had most been dreading. The clarity, the chilly numbing flood.

Trying to act exactly as if Will had never spoken, Jacob went ahead and settled into his bed. Now he was crying, but quietly, and he didn’t say a word or move—instead he held the blanket pinned to his throat—when Will gathered his bedding again and shuffled back out of the room.

Jacob heard, or imagined that he heard, someone at the top of Chapel Road. “Hello?” he called, sprinting up the street. “Aaron? Hello?”

The old man who lived in the last house on the street turned, not setting down his shovel. “Who?” he said. His Rottweiler opened his eyes where he slept in the snow. The man was known for running the annual Back to School Classic with furious slowness, as well as for writing outraged letters to Waggoner, demanding that students take recess indoors because the noise was keeping his wife awake. His thin bare legs poked out from a pair of sneakers underneath his coat. “What are you doing?” He glanced at his dog, who now stood staring.

Jacob watched him for a second, paralyzed by the dog’s attention, before running back down the street to his father and Will, calling, “It wasn’t him. It was some guy, but he hasn’t seen anything.”

“You didn’t even ask him anything,” Will said.

“Yes I did, shut up.”

Did the old man keep a cage in his basement? Did he hold lots of boys in it, or just one at a time? Did he starve his dog, to make sure that the boys’ bodies wouldn’t lie around?

The wind had taken on a higher pitch, and, except for Arthur muttering as he adjusted his hat, they talked almost not at all as they walked on. The search had begun to feel like a march. The entrance to the park was marked by three waist-high wooden posts, each one softly capped with snow. It seemed impossible that in this landscape, as strange and forbidding as Pluto, Jacob’s team held soccer practice every spring. The only life in the park was the people sledding down the hill from the parking lot.

They were, Jacob saw, probably high school kids, a few years older than Aaron, and to Jacob this meant that they were no less adult than his father. It was three boys and two girls, all trying to pile onto one plastic sled. Jacob didn’t notice that there were bottles on the ground until one of the girls knocked one over. Will stood slightly back. Arthur walked straight toward them, undaunted.

“He’s in, what, sixth grade?” said one of the boys. “Isn’t he the kid who put Vaseline on Mrs. Tyson’s car?”

“That sounds about right. But you haven’t seen him?”

“No. Why would we have seen him?”

“He’s been missing. He said he was sleeping at a friend’s house last night but he didn’t make it.”

“Huh.” And then, after a pause, “You know what, we did hear somebody screaming a little bit ago.”

“Yeah?”

“Seriously!” the boy said. “Didn’t we? It was like—Ah! Ah! Ah!” The sound the boy made was breathy and girlish, and his friends fell over each other laughing.

“Well, thanks for all your help,” Arthur said. He led them out of the park the way they’d come, and he now walked a few steps ahead.

“Are they lying about hearing someone?” Jacob said, hurrying.

“I think they probably are.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Trying to be funny, I guess.”

“What’s funny about it?”

“Wait,” Will said, “shut up, was that our horn?”

“Don’t tell me to shut up.”

“Shush.” Arthur stopped and tilted his head. At the sound of three more bleats, he led them stumbling through the snow.

Afterward Jacob imagined it like this: Aaron slipping out the back door while Judy and whoever was her boyfriend then—probably Ray, the stumpy fireman—kissed and watched TV on the couch. Aaron might have called out that he was sleeping at Michael’s, but he might not even have done that.

He would have hurried off looking for trouble, seeing the possibilities of trouble in everything, the way certain robots looked around and saw only heat.

He would have found it, Jacob thought, in someone’s yard: an abandoned sled, or one that a little kid was using. He would have grabbed it and run (he was infuriatingly fast). And when he finally slowed down, having jumped fences and slipped through bushes, he would have come out on a street crowded enough to get lost in. He would have taken a ride or two, possibly trading his sled for a better one, laughing at his luck, bumping into people. And at some point, dizzy and cold, he would have stood up and seen the yard, the driveway, the house with its lights. And he’d have known exactly where he was.

They found the Volvo parked in front of the Buggis’ house at the bottom of the street. Cara sat in Alice’s lap in the driver’s seat, wriggling and pressing the steering wheel. Mrs. Buggi stood at the edge of her yard, talking to Alice through the open window. “It was just twenty, no, fifteen minutes ago. Right where you know that path goes between the FedEx and the photo place? Just right out of the corner of my eye.” Jacob knew her from the Waggoner Book Fair, where she sat at the table with the money and said, “Well aren’t you a serious reader!”

Once they were all back in the car Arthur reached forward and twisted the heat as high as it would go. “Do we think it was really him?” he said.

“It has to be,” said Judy. “If we don’t find him soon I’m going to blow my brains out. Peter’s going to kill me so I might as well.”

There was no one on the sidewalk in front of the FedEx, no one in the parking lot, no one on the path. “Shit,” Judy said, looking around. “Shit. Excuse me, guys. Shit. I really wanted him to be here.” The street looked like an empty stage.

“What’s that down there?” Will said, and all the air in the car went still. Of course it was Will who’d seen it, Jacob thought. There was a dark lump in the middle of the road, fifty feet away. “That’s just—,” Arthur said, but he didn’t finish, because the closer they got the less it looked like a traffic cone or a rock. Something unmoving, not yet covered in snow, just where Carlton crossed Euston.

“Where?” said Cara, squirming in Alice’s lap. “Where? I can’t see.”

“Wait, we have to stop,” Judy said. “You go. You go. I can’t. I can’t. Oh God. Oh my God.” She bobbed in her seat and bounced her hands on her legs.

Arthur and Will stepped out of the car, and before Alice could stop him, Jacob leapt out to follow. He didn’t feel afraid; he felt a narrowing of focus, as if he were walking across a wobbly bridge. Be dead, he thought. Be dead.

“Jesus Christ,” Arthur said. A mound that could have been someone’s torso—and something lower to the ground, longer, that could have been an arm. Turned so its back faced the car. Jacob chattered mindlessly with every step. As they got closer, he thought of running back. He glanced over his shoulder but the car was too far away; the space between him and it seemed to be stretching out.

The shape had so clearly become a body, Aaron’s body, that when they finally came upon it, it seemed as if someone must have made a switch at the last second. Someone must have taken Aaron away and put this torn bag of road salt in his place. No one could ever have mistaken this for that. The bag, folded over on itself, made of thick brown waxed paper printed with the words magic salt, had almost certainly been bought at Griggs’. An arc of bluish crystals had poured from the rip and left a fan-shaped place where the wet road showed through.

“Now how the …,” Arthur said. He gave the bag a light kick, and a gush of salt slipped out.

Back in the car they were quiet the way you are after nearly tripping on a steep set of stairs. While they drove toward home, Judy lit a cigarette without apologizing and blew toward the roof.

At the Vines’ house the adults sat around the kitchen and the kids lingered, hoping for stray voltage. Arthur uncorked a bottle of white wine and poured three full glasses. “Can I just give you the number one more time, please, to make sure?” Arthur said into the phone. Judy finished her glass and then went to the fridge to refill it, but she suddenly stopped as if she’d been kicked in the stomach. She leaned over the sink and wailed and let a long clear tail of drool hang out. “Oh, what the fuck did I do?” she screamed, and Arthur and Alice’s eyes ticked toward each other. “What the fuck am I doing wrong?” She kicked the cabinet hard enough to leave a crack.

“The only thing we can do right now is wait,” Arthur said. “Wait and then if we don’t hear anything, go back out. Let me pour that.”

Will slipped off upstairs, and within a minute the light on the living-room phone showed that he was on.

Cara planted herself in front of the playroom TV, knowing that no one would bother her about having already watched her half hour.

Jacob went down to the basement, to think how he might transform the space into not just a new room but into a kind of house within a house. He would bring down a box of cereal and a few bowls and eat his breakfast every morning over on that corner of the Ping-Pong table. He would put all his folders and markers and notebooks on that shelf, and he’d do his homework lying on the couch, which he would also use as a bed. His boom box would go here. He’d tape up a row of drawings all along the wall by the stairs with enough room to add a new one every week. And on this shelf in the closet here he would hide his safe and his—

As Jacob remembered it later, the pair of eyes shone in the dark like a raccoon’s. “Shhhh!” Aaron lay curled on his side, his jacket balled under his head, his body hidden by the half-closed sliding door to a closet that usually held nothing but empty picture frames, old oven racks, a shopping bag full of used tennis balls.

“Don’t. Say. Anything,” Aaron told him. “Close the door, see how long they take to find us. Come on.”

Jacob felt oddly, almost unbelievably, calm. “Why are you down here?”

“Shhhhh!”

Upstairs in the kitchen Judy had her face in her hands at one end of the table, and his parents sat with the phone between them at the other. From between Judy’s fingers came a steady murmur that may not even have been words. “Mom?” Jacob said. “Dad?” He had to say it a few times before anyone looked up.

Did Judy ever think, really, that Aaron had been kidnapped? At the time Jacob would have said yes, of course. But afterward, once the angle from which he saw her had shifted—once her gaudy decorations, her colorful lies, had faded and begun to tatter in his mind—he didn’t know. The dramatic disasters she was always at the center of were probably, he thought, as real to her as her made-up face or her boyfriends’ promises to propose. Real enough to live by, but not real enough to provide warmth.

He occasionally imagined a scene, once he was grown, that he was fairly sure had no memory as its basis: Judy in her bedroom alone at the end of a day, caught in her closet’s cracked mirror, staring straight ahead. Desolate and yet self-aware in a way that Jacob would never, in ordinary life, have given her credit for.

Once Aaron had been dragged up from the basement, once he’d been grabbed and hugged and shaken by the shoulders, Judy seemed to want everyone to take turns remembering just how terrified she’d been. “I was shaking like a fucking … like a buzzer, wasn’t I? Jesus! What did I look like? Jacob, I’m sorry. You must have been freaked out when I screamed like that!”

His parents, to Jacob’s surprise and dismay, seemed hardly to remember his role in all this. A hero without a parade. As soon as they’d understood what he was saying, they’d rushed down to the basement and he might as well not have been with them at all. Aaron had been down there all last night and all today, like a monster under the bed. He described, smiling proudly, how when Arthur had come down to get the sleds he’d been crouching right behind the boiler holding his breath. And how in the middle of the night he’d snuck up and eaten some leftover chicken from the fridge. “You didn’t notice?!”

Now Jacob stood in the doorway to the kitchen feeling invisible and electric, and when his dad put on his coat to take Judy and Aaron home, Jacob insisted on coming along. After they dropped them off he was sure his father would tell him he’d done good, that if he hadn’t been with them tonight, well, he didn’t like to think about it. Judy and Aaron rode in the backseat, and she held him mashed against her chest as if they’d been separated by a shipwreck. Aaron had a slyly pleased look, and Jacob kept glancing over his shoulder with hate in his eyes. Arthur waited to see them go into the house, and on her stoop, just before she opened the door, Judy spun around and blew a kiss, looking dazzled by her luck.

“Well” was all Arthur said once they pulled out.

“Do you think if I didn’t find him he was just going to stay there?”

“I don’t think so,” Arthur said.

“For the night, though?”

“Maybe, maybe.”

“Did you really think, when we got out of the car before, that Aaron was—”

“Yes. For a second I did.”

“What would have happened?”

Arthur shook his head and sighed. “A boy can run from home, but he’ll never …”

“Be alone?” said Jacob. “Dial the phone?”

“I was thinking ‘eat a bone,’ but yours are better. You’re too good.”

When they were stopped at a light Arthur looked over and, just when Jacob expected to be bathed at last in recognition, he said, “You know, it’s a very scary thing, how much we love you guys.” Jacob understood that there was something new in Arthur’s quick, clotted voice—something other than recognition, but no less important. A tone that sounded almost like an accusation.

They didn’t talk again, and a feeling hovered over them like the feeling at the end of a much longer drive than this—mild but broad exhaustion, some hint of disappointment or defeat that could usually be washed away by the first sight of the hotel bed or a good dinner.

The feeling lingered now, though, and followed Jacob up to his room—where the pillow was missing from Will’s bed and the clothes were missing from Will’s drawers and the lamp was missing from Will’s bedside table. All this space was Jacob’s now, however little he wanted it. He turned on the radio loud enough for Will to hear in the back bedroom. The eleventh person to call WAVA would get a choice of a fleece or an umbrella. “Turn that down!” Arthur shouted up the stairs, so he turned it off. He felt a sweet painful splinter of resentment. Betrayed and forgotten on all fronts. He hadn’t brushed his teeth or even undressed, but as soon as he lay down he didn’t feel he had the energy to stand up, and though he dreamt that he was reading his book and considering turning out the light, he had fallen asleep.

A pair of boys outside shouted and laughed, running up and down the hill, and Jacob wove the sound into his dream. He was sledding on his stomach, as frictionless as a bowling ball, down hills and across fields—he could have gone on forever. In the dream the shouting was encouragement, amazement. But when the sound stopped, his dream seemed to stub its toe. He woke up and found that hours had passed, and found too a startling idea waiting for him: someone had died there in the road, but it wasn’t Aaron, it was him.

He would have known, if you’d shaken him awake, that this made no sense, that he was warm and safe at home. But so long as his thoughts could remain half-dipped in sleep, he felt the wet road underneath him and saw the headlights passing by.

Ordinarily he couldn’t summon an especially vivid picture of his own face, but now he saw himself perfectly, truer than in a mirror, his face girlish and pale in the streetlights, his hands dirty and trembling. It was an almost unbearable sharpness, like skin through a magnifying glass. He knew that the wind was too loud for anyone to hear him. He understood that he would wither away here—that in fact he had already begun.

The Jacob in his bed turned and nestled into the covers. The Jacob in the snow thought, So dying isn’t really as bad as all that. It’s just a giant unbuckling. The ground had stopped feeling cold now, and the wind no longer hurt. He was a cluster of balloons being snipped free one by one. Good-bye feet, he thought with curiosity but no real pain. Good-bye legs and stomach. Good-bye Will, good-bye Cara, good-bye Mom and Dad. The snips were coming faster now. Good-bye ceiling fan, good-bye taste of backpack straps, good-bye smell of sneezing, good-bye Cheddar cheese microwaved onto a paper towel. Years of having been told to be careful—stop, drop, and roll; don’t touch that knife; don’t swim where I can’t see you—had taught him to regard himself as a particularly precious bundle, so the ease of letting it all go alarmed him. He would have to keep it secret. When his head, his mind, the thing he called Jacob, finally went, he felt the same careless joy as when he’d once flung a deck of cards into a swimming pool—good-bye, good-bye, good-bye.
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