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CHAPTER 1

LUKE PRESCOTT stood at the top of the cliff, his toes curled over the edge and pointing downward. Back straight and shoulders relaxed, he let his eyes close peacefully. And he jumped.


A rush of power surged over him. Luke never felt so much in control as when there was none, when all that existed was Luke and the air and the inevitable stop at the end. It was all up to him in those moments. He had decided that he was going to jump and that he was going to land in the water below, and there was absolutely nothing and absolutely nobody that could stop him. He had all the power.

He hit the water with a splash that, months before, had knocked the breath out of him. Now he merely succumbed to the water, letting it close over his head, a stream of bubbles pouring from his mouth and nose as his feet hit the sandy bottom and pushed him to the top. His head broke through the surface of the water, and the solid pounding in his eardrums subsided. He floated on his back, eyes still closed.


His peace was broken just as quickly as it had come over him. "If you keep doing this, you're gonna kill yourself."


Luke turned sharply and choked as he accidentally inhaled what seemed to him like the entire contents of Briar Lake. He coughed, twisted himself around, and began to tread water. He looked up to meet the intruder's eyes and smiled. "Hayden. What are you doing here?"

Hayden stood a few yards away on the bank. He was dressed in his pajamas and a sweatshirt, and his feet were bare. At eighteen, Hayden had the broad-shouldered body of a much older man and the clever, round face of a boy. "I heard you leave," Hayden said, giving Luke a lopsided grin, his ice-blue eyes dancing beneath a mess of dark hair. He reached out a hand to Luke, who paddled over to the edge of the lake.

"I'm fine," Luke said, though the question hadn't been asked. He let Hayden help him out of the water and then collapsed onto the bank. Stretching out on his back, his wet shorts clinging to his skin, Luke shut his eyes again. It wasn't the same. He opened them.

"You should probably stop doing that," Hayden said, nodding toward the cliff. He shuffled his feet awkwardly in the dirt.

Luke grunted noncommittally. I'm not hurting anyone, he thought.

"I mean, it's just kinda weird, Luke."

"Yeah, well, I'm kinda weird," Luke said, propping himself up on his elbows.

"Trust me, dude, you're more than kinda weird," said Hayden, squatting down next to Luke.

"Oh, thanks."


Hayden grinned. "You know, I almost broke my nose trying to get here. Tripped over a log, fell flat on my face. Naturally, I blame you for this."


"Naturally," Luke agreed.

"Yep. Totally your fault."

"Of course."

"Couldn't have just been me, you know," Hayden said, leaning conspiratorially toward Luke. "Because everyone knows I'm as graceful as a fucking ballerina."

"Obviously."

"So don't let it happen again."

"Sorry, Hayden. I'll try to do better next time."

"Great. So no more jumping off cliffs in the middle of the night?" Hayden's tone was suddenly serious.

"Come on," Luke said with a short laugh, giving his friend's shoulder a shove. Drop it, Hayden.

"Come on, what?" said Hayden. "It's pointless. Why do you keep doing it?"

Luke shrugged. "You wouldn't get it."

"Try me."

I don't want to. "Just let it go," said Luke, annoyance creeping into his voice.

"Is this about—"

"No. "

"Because if—"

"I don't want to talk about that," Luke interrupted, louder than he'd intended.

"Okay. I'm sorry." Hayden looked embarrassed.


Luke sighed. "That has nothing to do with this. I just do this to unwind, to relax."


Hayden stared at him. "You know, I've done it, remember? I've jumped. And I wouldn't exactly call it relaxing."

Luke remembered that night. It had been about a year ago. It was the week before the first fencing meet of the season. He and Hayden and about four other guys had just made varsity on the Briar Academy fencing team. Briar Academy, one of the more elite private schools in California, had many sports teams, but the fencers were the only ones that ever really won anything. Making the team was a pretty big deal.

That night the new varsity members and one of the team captains had gone up to the cliff to jump off. It was a sort of initiation process for the team, and the experience of the jump was treated almost with reverence by the fencers. It wasn't hazing; it was ceremony.

Luke dug his knuckles into the dirt. "I know you have." He exhaled loudly. "Look, I'm tired. Let's head back."

"All right, whatever." Hayden raised his hands defensively. "Have it your way." They both rose up off the bank. "Keep doing it. Break your fucking skull for all I care," Hayden mumbled as Luke padded off to retrieve his clothes from the end of the bank.

They had to sneak back into the dorm quietly so as not to wake any of the resident teachers at the school, who did not particularly like the idea of students wandering off in the middle of the night, especially not off toward the lake. The wooded area around the lake was not visible from the academy, so the students mainly snuck off into the trees to smoke pot or hook up. The school itself was built in a circle formation, with a large green and a commons area at the 
center. Surrounding that were the dormitory buildings, and encircling them were the academic buildings. The lake hugged the east side of campus, and the woods stretched out from the north side. Through the woods, a five-minute hike and a sharp right turn away, was the cliff.


Luke and Hayden managed to get back into their room unnoticed. Each of the four dormitories had a resident teacher, but luckily the one in Luke's dorm was a particularly sound sleeper. Not that it really would have mattered if they'd been caught; Hayden could talk his way out of anything. He'd smile, crack a joke, make the teacher laugh, and soon he'd be off on his way with simply a warning. If you got caught doing something you shouldn't be doing, Luke figured, Hayden was the guy you wanted with you.



CHAPTER 2

LUKE HAD BREAKFAST every morning with the same group of people. There was Hayden, of course, and Freddy Polk and Drew Devonshire, who were also on the fencing team. Then there was Nicole Johnston, Hayden's girlfriend, and her friend Courtney Chase, who had been hooking up with Drew on and off all year. The group wasn't really exclusive, Luke rationalized. The six of them just got along really well, and other people could sometimes be annoying.


It was a surprise, then, when Luke and Hayden arrived in the dining hall the next morning to see a new face at the table. Luke and Hayden were late, as usual, and from a distance they observed the newcomer as they filled their breakfast trays. Though he was seated, it was still apparent that the new boy was exceptionally tall. His head was low to his tray as he ate, but he looked up when Luke and Hayden arrived, sweeping aside the thick blond hair that rimmed his face. He tossed them a nod. "Hey."

Luke grunted his own greeting, but Hayden was quiet for a moment—not long enough to seem uncertain but long enough to make the boy feel uncomfortable. Hayden did that a lot, Luke no
ticed, with confident-seeming people. Hayden was very self-assured himself, but it was a quality he appeared to dislike in others. Finally he said, "Hey."


"This is Russell Conrad, the new Jake," introduced Freddy. The substance experimentation of Freddy's old roommate, Jake, had persuaded the administration to suggest he experiment instead with alternative scholastic programs. Freddy had had the double room to himself since November.

Russell smiled blandly. "How's it going?"

"Going good, going good," said Hayden, sliding into the seat next to Nicole and giving her shoulder a nudge. Immediately, Nicole turned and gave him a peck on the cheek. Luke noted this with concern as he sat down. Nicole was not the type to lean on her boyfriend's arm or put her head on his shoulder. She was too proud to behave like one of Hayden's accessories. She's putting on a show, he observed. Not wanting to give Hayden time to notice this, Luke said quickly, "So, Russell, where are you from?"

"My family just moved here from Texas," said Russell, returning to his food.

"You don't have an accent," Luke pointed out, and then felt a little stupid.

"Originally from Wisconsin," said Russell, through a mouthful of cereal. He swallowed. "We move around a lot."

"What do you think of Briar?" Luke asked.

Russell smiled again. "Liking it better by the minute." And then, to punctuate the sentence, he glanced at Nicole and sent the smile in her direction.

It was such a bold gesture that, for a moment, everyone at the 
table was quiet. Nicole pretended indifference. Unfazed, Russell turned to his cereal. Hayden looked at Luke, and Luke shrugged. I can't believe this guy either. Hayden turned back to Russell. "So," he said, a tight-lipped smile flickering over his chin, "you just got here?" He asked it like a question, but it was really more of a statement. You're new. Back off.


Russell showed no sign that he caught on. "Yep. First day. Getting myself acclimated."

"Russell's a fencer," said Nicole, tucking a stray hair behind her ear. Nicole was jarringly pretty, the kind of pretty that demanded your attention. She and Hayden looked particularly stunning next to each other, both dark haired and light eyed, both with perfect features and confident poses. Luke was halfway convinced that that was the main reason Hayden had gone after her in the first place—they just looked so good together. It couldn't have been for her personality. Nicole was self-absorbed, a little crazy, and sometimes just mean. Like now, when she was clearly giving Hayden and Russell one more thing to be competitive about when she should have been trying to diffuse the situation.

"Oh yeah?" Hayden draped his arm over her shoulder. Nicole leaned into him, but her eyes were on Russell. Hayden rubbed his hand over her arm, and a smirk twitched on Russell's lips, then disappeared. Luke was embarrassed for his friend. Can't he see he's making an ass of himself? He looks so insecure.

"I was varsity at my last school," said Russell, although now the polite tone was slipping from his voice. Now he was playing Hayden's game.

"What weapon?" asked Hayden.


"Sabre."


Luke had been so caught up in watching the scene that he hadn't said anything in minutes. Now he was desperately trying to think of ways to break the tension, and he could tell that Courtney, Freddy, and Drew were, too. "That's the same as me and Hayden!" Luke blurted out, too loudly.

Russell gave him an odd look. "Cool."

"Well, we're pretty set for this season," said Hayden. "Luke's been our second for a while now, and Tristan—he's our third—he's pretty tight. I'm our first." Hayden shrugged, a mocking apology. "But hey, we could always use another alternate."

Russell refused to take the bait. He just nodded. "Cool, cool."

Hayden pressed on. "I'm not sure how many bouts you'll get in this season. Usually we toss a few to the JV guys in the last couple meets."

Russell looked up and met Hayden's eyes, and for a moment all the pleasantries and fake smiles were gone, and the two just stared at each other. Both faces were challenging. Luke glanced at Nicole and saw her watching, entranced. He felt disgusted.

Then the bell rang to signal the students to move from the dining hall to their first-period classes. There was an awkward shuffle as Hayden and Russell both looked away, and everyone got to their feet to throw out their leftovers. Russell headed off immediately, as did Courtney, Nicole, and Drew, but as Freddy started to leave, Hayden caught his arm. Luke watched Freddy turn back. "What?"

"Don't bring this tool around again," said Hayden quietly.

Freddy grinned nervously. It was never a good idea to piss off Hayden Applegate. "Yeah. Hey, what a tool, no?"


Hayden grinned back unkindly. "A little bitch."


"Yeah," Freddy agreed. "Seriously."

Hayden turned to Luke, who suddenly felt embarrassed for eavesdropping. Then he realized Hayden was waiting for something. "Yeah," he said, seeing what it was that Hayden wanted. "That kid is an ass." Then Hayden nodded, and Luke and Freddy nodded back at him, and the subject, for the moment, seemed closed.



CHAPTER 3

"MAN," DREW SAID to Luke a few hours later in their fourth-period Spanish class, "that got tense."


Luke nodded. "Yeah. The new guy, what a freak."

"Yeah."

Luke and Drew were sitting in the back of the room. A few yards away, their teacher, Señora Levine, was droning on and on about las figuras retóricas en el poema, but they had both tuned her out long ago. Luke liked Drew. He wasn't book smart, but he was smart when it came to getting what he wanted, and he didn't let anyone push him around. Those were qualities Luke respected, qualities he envied.

Drew seemed as unsettled as Luke about what had happened at breakfast. Hayden was rarely so aggressive toward someone he had just met, and the few times in the past that he had been, that someone had always backed off. "Hayden was pissed," Drew said with a forced laugh.

"Can you blame him? I mean, what was wrong with that guy? What was he thinking?"

Drew shrugged. "Guess he was thinking he could get to 
Hayden. You guys showed up late, but before that, he was being totally cool. I mean, he hit on Nicole a little bit before you got there, but that's not so bad—I mean, you've seen her."


Luke gave a grunt of agreement. If I didn't know her, I might actually be attracted to her.

"Anyway," said Drew, "he was being pretty chill, and then Hayden showed up and Nicole was all over him—which, weird, right?—and, anyway, he just started trying to get under his skin."

"And succeeded," said Luke.

"Hey!" A voice in front of them interrupted the conversation. Luke turned. Rachel Howard, a junior at Briar, was waving a piece of paper in his face. Rachel was petite, with small features and purple hair. Luke liked the purple; it made her unique.

"What?" Luke said, confused. He and Rachel never really talked. They didn't have many friends in common, and she was a year younger.

She rolled her eyes. "Work sheet."

He reddened. "Oh. Sorry. Thanks. Sorry." She stared at him. Why is she looking at me?

"You have to take it," she said, slowly, waving the paper in front of him and smiling a little.

Luke could feel his face turn hot. "Right." He tried to laugh. "Yeah." He moved to grab the paper. "Thanks." Drew was snickering next to him. "Shut up!" he hissed.

Rachel frowned. "Excuse me?"

"No, not you!" Luke stammered.

From the front of the room, Señora Levine cleared her throat pointedly. Luke looked around. Everyone was staring at him. He snatched the paper from Rachel's hand. "Sorry," he said. "Lo siento,"

As Rachel turned away and the class resumed, Luke saw Drew 
shaking his head mockingly at him. Luke tried to ignore him and felt like an idiot for the rest of the class.


Hayden was waiting for him outside the door of the classroom when Spanish ended. "Sorry, Drew," Hayden said, pulling Luke away by the arm. "We have a date with the college fairy."

Drew laughed. "Good luck!"

Luke and Hayden had both applied early decision to Dartmouth in November. The fifteenth of December was finally here, and it was time to find out if they'd been accepted. They'd made a plan the day before to skip the first few minutes of lunch and check online together, since the decisions would be up on the college website at noon. Maybe that's part of why Hayden's been so on edge today, Luke considered. Nerves. Stress. Luke had been trying not to think about Dartmouth since he'd sent in his application.

On the walk back to the dorm room, Hayden actually seemed pretty calm. He was even cheerful. "I feel like this whole waiting period has taken forever, you know? I just want to find out already!"

"Well, you're about to," said Luke. He meant it as an offhand comment, but it came out unkindly.

Hayden looked hurt. "You stressed?"

"No."

"Don't worry. You'll get in."

"I'm not worried about it," Luke insisted.

"Well, then. Aren't we cocky?" Hayden joked. "You should be a little nervous. Fuck, I am."

"Fine, I'm nervous. Happy?"

Hayden raised an eyebrow. "Jesus. Is this about break?"

Yes. "No."

"Are you going to go home tomorrow?"


"Just for the weekend. My mom's trying to get together some kind of early holiday dinner or something." Luke's family didn't usually make a big deal out of holidays, particularly in recent years; it had been hard to feel celebratory.


"That could be fun."

Are you kidding? "Yeah."

Hayden laughed and shoved Luke in the shoulder. "You look like you're on death row. You're just going home, Luke. You'll get some sleep, eat food, see your family. Won't be so bad."

You don't know my family. "I guess so."

"Come on," Hayden said as they reached the dorm room. "Chin up or whatever. Show some holiday spirit." He put on a cheesy smile, and Luke had to laugh.

"All right," Luke said with a sigh. "Let's do this."

They logged onto their computers, and the room was suddenly quiet. Luke went through the online steps. College website, admissions, student identification, undergraduate prematriculation menu, admissions decision. "Mr. Prescott, we are sorry to inform you—" He stopped reading.

He was suddenly aware that Hayden was laughing next to him. "Mr. Applegate!" Hayden crowed. "Congratulations! We are pleased to inform you that your application to Dartmouth College has been accepted!" Hayden pumped his fist in the air. "Yes!" Then, looking a little sheepish, he turned to look at Luke. "Sorry. Uh, how about you?"

Luke stared at his computer screen. "It's not working," he said. It was the first thing that came to his mind. He closed the computer window. "It says my password's wrong."


"Shit, that sucks!" said Hayden. "Try again."


"I tried a couple times," said Luke. "I think I'm gonna call later."

Hayden moved toward Luke's computer. "Here, let me—"

"No! I mean, it's fine. I've tried a bunch of times, so I'm just gonna call."

Hayden gave him a strange look. "Okay..."

"There's a number on the site. So I'll call. You should go to lunch. Spread the good news." He felt like crying.

Hayden frowned. "I mean, I can wait with you." Luke could see the empty offer weighing on Hayden's shoulders.

Luke forced a smile. "No. Seriously, go. Celebrate. Congratulations."

Hayden grinned broadly. "Thanks! Oh man! This is sweet! And you're gonna get in, too. I can feel it. Seriously, I have like a sixth sense about this shit."

"Great," Luke said, with irony that sailed over Hayden's head.

"All right, but we'll talk later, yeah?" Hayden headed for the door. "Like, come find me at lunch or something, okay?"

Luke swallowed. "Yeah. Definitely." And Hayden was gone.

College website, admissions, student identification, undergraduate prematriculation menu, admissions decision, we are sorry to inform you. Luke went through the steps again, just to be sure. It was over. He shut down his computer, closed his eyes, and lay his head down on top of it. Perfect, he thought. Everything is just perfect.





Hours later, when Hayden came back to the room, Luke was sound asleep on the desk. "Hey, Luke, are you awake?"

I am now...


Hayden didn't wait for a response. "I need to talk to you about something."


"What time is it?" Luke asked groggily.

"Four." Hayden sat down on his bed, noticing Luke's eyes were still squeezed shut. He stuck out a long leg and kicked Luke's desk chair. "Come on, get up, it's important."

"Four in the afternoon?" Luke had slept through all of his afternoon classes.

"Yeah, Luke, focus."

With great effort, Luke pulled his head off the desk and turned around to look at Hayden. "Okay, I'm awake. What's going on?"

"Nicole and I broke up."

Luke was awake. "What? When?"

"Like an hour ago. I've been walking around campus."

"Why'd you break up with her?"

"No," Hayden said angrily. "She broke up with me. Can you believe it? She said I don't pay enough attention to her. I mean, what the fuck, Luke?"

Luke sighed. I don't want to deal with this now. "Maybe it's a good thing."

"What? How?" Hayden asked, his voice an octave too high.

"Well—"

"You just don't like her. But you could think about me for a second! This sucks! It's going to wreck my whole vacation!"

Rubbing his eyes, Luke stood and sat down on his own bed across from his friend. Time to stroke Hayden's ego. "No, it won't. Your vacation is going to be ten times better without having to deal with her. She screwed up her own vacation. She's probably already wishing she hadn't broken up with you."


Hayden flopped back on the bed. "You think?"


"Yeah," Luke said. "And you don't need her, anyway."

"Yeah." Hayden sat up. "I mean, it's not like I need that slut. I can do whatever I want now."

"Damn straight." Luke leaned over on his side and shut his eyes.

"Hey, Luke?"

Luke groaned. "What?"

"You think this has anything to do with that new kid?"

He didn't open his eyes. "Jesus, Hayden."

"What? You think it does?"

Luke sat up. "Would you just give it a rest?"

"Come on, Luke, can't you see this is important?"

"Important?" Luke said incredulously, standing up in frustration. "Important? Your girlfriend dumped you. Oh, how terrible it must be to be you!"

"What the hell, man?"

"You know, some people have real problems. Some people have actual things to deal with."

"What the fuck is the matter with you?"

"Nothing! I'm just sick of your complaining."

"Fuck you! I don't need this!" Hayden spat out, standing up and heading for the door.

"Then what are you keeping me up for?" Luke shouted back.

"Go to hell," Hayden said, and left, slamming the door behind him.

Luke sat back down on the bed in the now-silent room. "Damn it," he whispered.



CHAPTER 4

THE TRAIN from Forest County to Springfield took two hours. Luke spent most of that time kicking himself over what he'd said to Hayden. He probably hates my guts by now. He tried looking out the window as the train rattled along, but he didn't see anything interesting enough to distract him. Just a bunch of trees and run-down houses and fractured bits of sky in between.


Eventually, Luke's train slowed to a stop and pulled into the station. The train station in Springfield, California, wasn't actually so much of a station as a rickety wooden platform with rotted stairs leading down into a small parking lot in the middle of nowhere. Luke shouldered his backpack, stepped out onto the platform, and gazed down at the lot. His mother's car was parked in the shade of an overgrown shrub. He headed toward it slowly, taking a few deep breaths and bracing himself.

She got out of the car as he approached, giving him a tentative little wave. "Hey there." She was a small woman, very thin, with bottle-blond hair and a generically pretty face. She was dressed nicely in a soft blue sweater and beige pants. It bothered Luke that 
she looked so put together, so normal. But of course, he reminded himself, it was how she always looked.


His whole body had tensed up as soon as he'd caught sight of her. "Mom." He tried to greet her politely enough, but he could see the disappointed look on her face as they both got into the car.

"Was the trip long?" she asked as they pulled out of the lot.

"No," Luke said, wishing he'd stayed at school.

She nodded, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel. "Well, everyone's so excited to see you. Your aunt and uncle are coming for dinner."

"Cool." He didn't want to sit here with her and make conversation like this, as if everything was perfectly normal between them.

"So, of course you'll want to change before then," she said, looking at his jeans and sweatshirt.

"Yeah."

"Or, well, you don't have to," she clarified, her face flushing. "I mean, I just thought you might want to. Or it might be nice." He stared at her. "Well, you can, um ... you can decide."

"Okay."

"And I've been cooking all day, been really busy, so hopefully..." She coughed. "And, uh..."

Thirty seconds and she's already run out of things to say to me. "Is Jason at home?" he asked.

"Actually, I think he went out to see some friends today, but he'll be back later this afternoon."

"Cool."

"Well, listen, I want to hear all about school," she said, turning to smile at him. "Tell me everything."


Tell me everything. It was a little funny, Luke figured, her saying that now. Acting like she wanted to know. Acting like she had any right to know. You gave that up a long time ago. "School's good," he told her, shifting his body so that he was angled toward the window.


"And how's ... how's fencing?" she scrambled. "Your season's just starting, isn't it? That must be exciting."

"Yep."

He heard her sigh. "Luke."

"What?"

There was a pause. "I was thinking maybe tomorrow we could go see a movie. Is there something you want to see?"

With you? No. He shrugged.

"Or we could rent one."

"Whichever," he muttered. She was making him a little queasy.

"Um, well, you let me know."

He hated the way she was guilt-tripping him. Making him feel like the bad guy. He had shown up, hadn't he? He had said hello, talked to her. He hadn't owed her that.

After a few more minutes of uncomfortable silence, the car arrived at 119 Sycamore Street, Springfield, California. Luke had had to memorize that address on his first day of kindergarten. His teacher, Ms. Jacobs, had made them all learn their addresses. Everything was simpler in kindergarten, Luke thought. He remembered it all so much more clearly than he did the past few years. There were images, but no real clarity. A handgun, a phone call, a siren. Nothing made all that much sense anymore.

The large house somehow managed to seem both welcoming and imposing at once. A string of Christmas lights hung on the 
doorway, and Luke smiled vaguely looking at them. A neighbor or passerby would have thought they had been put up for the holiday season, and indeed they had. Four years ago. It had taken Luke's father a whole day of work, a whole day of endless profanities, to hang up the lights, and after he did, he vowed never to have anything to do with them again. Unfortunately, to the humiliation of the rest of the family during the summer months, this included taking them down.


A memory appeared unexpectedly in Luke's mind. It was a little over three years ago, and Luke, a gawky freshman who had not yet had his braces removed, was standing next to his brother in the office of Headmaster Grunberg. "Boys," the frail old man rasped, pushing his glasses farther up on his nose, "I'm sorry to have to tell you this." I'm sorry to have to tell you this. I'm sorry to have to tell you this.

Then, just as quickly as the memory had appeared, it vanished. The car came to a stop in the driveway, and Luke got out immediately. His mother followed, standing by awkwardly as he got his backpack out of the trunk. "You'll probably want to unpack," she said. "Well, I see you didn't bring very much."

Luke shrugged. "Not staying that long."

"Right. Sure. Well. You'll probably still want to ... settle in."

"Yeah."

"Jason could be back any minute."

"You said."

"Right." She pushed a stiff strand of hair behind her ear. "Are you hungry?" she asked.

"No, thanks," he mumbled, and jerked away toward the house. He hated being here. It was making him remember things he didn't like to.


He entered the house ahead of his mother and almost bolted up the winding staircase up to his room. She hasn't moved anything. Good. Although Luke didn't really like being in his house anymore, he still liked his bedroom. It reminded him of being younger, of things being simpler and safer. Sitting on his bed, just where he'd left it at the end of the long, painful summer at home, was the giant stuffed ostrich his parents had bought him for his seventh birthday. (Luke was still sort of attached to "Ned," but there was no way he'd be caught dead with it at school.) Next to the door were the three-foot-tall Power Ranger stickers Luke had put up when he was little and couldn't take down without damaging the wall. Over the bed hung a picture of Charlie Parker.


It was his father who'd gotten him into jazz. When he was ten, his dad had gotten him a CD of Miles Davis. He'd been skeptical, but finally he'd inserted it into his CD player. Luke had loved the tone and had listened to it over and over for hours on end. He started buying CDs by himself, Stan Getz and Ben Webster and Joe Lovano. He preferred the pure saxophone to the saxophones with accompanists or pianos or anything that masked the true sound. Then, one day, Luke heard Charlie Parker, and he'd never been able to listen to jazz the same way again. Luke looked at the poster, reached up, tore it from the wall, and tossed it into the wastebasket. He hadn't listened to jazz in years.

A few minutes later, Luke heard a car pull up outside. Jason was home. Luke went downstairs and arrived in the foyer just as his brother reached the front door. Jason loped in and shut the door behind him. He smiled when he saw Luke. "Hey," he said, stuffing his hands in his pockets and hunching his shoulders a little. 
He was a couple of inches shorter than Luke, more compact and muscled.


"Hey," Luke said, feeling, as he always did around his brother, like a string bean.

"How you been?"

"Okay. You?"

"I've been good. Yeah, I've been good." Luke and Jason eyed each other with the polite awkwardness of brothers who were never as close as they thought they should have been. Jason's face flushed a little. "You know, school, it's tough, but I'm doing okay. Briar still surviving without me?" he joked.

"Yeah," Luke said.

"You hear back from Dartmouth yet?"

"No, not yet," Luke lied. How long can I deflect these questions?

"Kind of late, no? I mean, I think I'd already found out by this time last year."

Luke shrugged. "I guess."

Jason nodded. There was an uncomfortable pause. Luke tried to think of something to say. Jason appeared to be doing the same thing. It shouldn't be this difficult.

Jason rocked back on his heels. "Weird being back here, huh?" he said, not meeting Luke's eyes. It had been awhile since Jason had been home; he'd done an internship in Seattle over the summer.

"I guess." Suddenly, Luke couldn't get away fast enough. "I've still got some unpacking to do, so I'll see you later."

"All right," Jason said, and Luke went back upstairs.

He meant to go to his room, but somehow he wound up in his parents'. He still thought of it that way, his parents' room, even 
though it was only his mother's now. The room looked pretty much the same, except that on the left side of the bed, where Luke's father had slept, there sat a small stack of books. Luke stared at it. Those books didn't belong on that bed. His father belonged there. He crossed the room quickly and pushed the books onto the carpet.


As soon as he did it, he felt embarrassed. Why should it matter to me, anyway? He knelt and picked up the books, restacking them on the bed. It's her bed. She can put whatever she wants on it. He stepped back and took a look at the stack, trying to decide if his mother would notice he'd disturbed it.

His stomach lurched. He had restacked the books, he realized, in order of size, with the bindings of the books perfectly aligned. The stack was precise. It was flawless. He swallowed hard, took a deep breath, and left the room.

Don't think about it. Do not think about it.

He returned to his bedroom and closed the door behind him. It was three fifteen. Dinner would be at five thirty. It was always at five thirty. Luke's father used to joke that in the event that one of the clocks should break and stop at five twenty-nine, they'd have to wait until it could be fixed so that it could read five thirty before they sat down at the table. But Luke's mother liked that, the punctuality, so Luke and his brother and father had always humored her.

Luke put on a button-down shirt and changed from his jeans into the wrinkled pair of khakis he had brought. Dressed and ready, he had no idea what to do with himself for the next two hours. He opened his desk drawer and looked through its contents. There were some old papers, a broken calculator, a photo album. Curious, he opened the album.


It was of a fishing trip he'd taken with his family the summer when he was nine. They'd all made the long plane trip to New Hampshire because Luke's mother's boss had offered them his family's house over there for a couple of weeks to celebrate her promotion. His mother must have taken the pictures, because she wasn't in any of them. They were all of one day out on the lake. Jason, age ten, thrilled at catching a fish. Jason putting the fish into a bucket. Luke stealthily picking up the fish and tossing it back in the water. Jason shoving Luke into the water. Dad laughing.


Flipping through the pages, Luke couldn't help feeling like he was looking down on a family he didn't know, that he wasn't a part of. The little blond boy with the crooked front teeth was not him. It was some other kid with a perfect, happy family. Not him.

He stopped at the picture of the laughing man. Luke's eyes narrowed. The man was leaning back on the dock, watching as one son splashed in the water, the other standing next to him. The man looked happy. Luke felt hatred. He closed the album.
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