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Too close

Too much light

The camera flashes.

I can't

See her face

In the bright glaring light.






CHAPTER ONE


Cease handling the equipment immediately

if it emits smoke, sparks, or noxious fumes.

—Mitsu ProShot I.S. 5.3 camera guide, 2007



When I go down to breakfast, I'm greeted by photos of bullet wounds scattered all across the kitchen table. You would think my dad would at least have the courtesy not to put stuff from work on the table where we eat.

Right on cue, I hear a snore from the family room. Dad must have gotten home late and decided to sleep on the couch last night. He does that sometimes so he won't wake Mom.

I shove the photos to one side, trying not to look at them, and pour a bowl of cereal.

Mom comes into the room yelling, "I mean it, Garrett. If I have to tell you to get up again, I'm going to tell you with a bucket of cold water. It's almost seven fifteen!"

Her hair is still wet from her shower, and she's running around in her underwear and a blouse. Usually she's a Zen master of calm. She has to be, she's a hospital chaplain, but every morning 

she turns into a spaz. She's always setting down half-finished cups of coffee and throwing things into her briefcase and searching for her shoes.

"Morning, sweetie," she says, leaning over to hug me.

"Morning."

She glances at the photos and turns away to pour herself a cup of coffee without so much as a raised eyebrow. Just another cheery morning in the Hewson household. "Did you feed The Dog Formerly Known as Prince yet?"

"No."

"Don't forget." She drinks some coffee, studying the front page of the newspaper.

"As if."

"It's too early for snide and snappy, Blake. I can listen to it later, but not right now, okay?" She peels off her blouse, her face red and sweaty. "Aarghh, hot flash!"

"Jeez, Mom! People are eating here!"

She fans herself with the newspaper. "I swear, it's starting to happen every morning! Could it be the coffee?" She shakes her head. "I don't care. I am never giving up coffee."

I keep my eyes on my cereal. It never used to bother me when my mom ran around half dressed. But now that I have an actual girlfriend whose actual bra I have seen in person, it makes me feel kind of squicky to see my own mother in her bra.

Dad shuffles in from the other room. "Morning." He perks up when he sees Mom standing there half naked.


"Hi," says Mom, putting up her hands. "No, don't hug me, I'm having a hot flash. What time did you get home?"

"Around one." Dad holds his arms out in a pretend hug and pats the air around Mom. "I couldn't sleep, so I worked on my presentation for a while."

"Yeah, Dad, thanks," I say, flicking the photos farther away from me. "Can't you remember to put stuff like this away? I've already vomited at the sight of it."

Dad chuckles.

Ahhh, the first laugh of the day. I'm going to be a comedian when I grow up, so I keep a log of how many times a day I make people laugh. Garrett says it's ass to keep a log, but it is not ass. It is analytical.

"I'm going to dry my hair," says Mom, exiting the room. "And if Garrett is not up—"

I can hear her muttering, "He will rue the day" as she disappears down the hall.

I finish my cereal and stuff my books into my backpack, whistling a line from the new Gingerfred song, "I'm angry at my backpack, I hate how much it weighs."

As I slide my photo homework into my portfolio I think, These are good. No more listening to Mr. Malloy say, "Technically fine, Blake. But where's the heart?" Phhft. He gave me a C last year. Who the hell gets a C in photo?

Dad sits with a cup of coffee, studying the bullet wounds.

"How come you were late last night?" I ask.


"Shooting. Downtown. The cops shot a homeless guy. They say he charged them."

Oh."

"Bystanders heard the guy raving to himself, though, so he was probably mentally ill." Dad rubs his face. Even though he's a medical examiner and his job depends on there being a supply of dead people, he would prefer that people not kill each other so randomly. "I wish the police could figure out a better way of dealing with the mentally ill than shooting them." He takes another sip of his coffee. "Especially eleven times. That's not for public knowledge, Blake, by the way."

I nod.

Garrett comes into the room, The Dog Formerly Known as Prince at his heels. Garrett is The Dog's favorite; he sleeps in Garrett's room. I don't know how The Dog can stand it—the room reeks of sweat and stale farts. Maybe that's perfume to a dog.

I pour two big scoops of kibble into The Dog's food dish, and he tears himself away from Garrett's side long enough to notice that yes, I am the one feeding him. Without so much as a mercy wag, he buries his snout in his dish.

I check the clock—just enough time to text Shannon:


Hi GF, can't wait to see u. What r u wearing? heh. BF



"Haul ass, Studly," says Garrett. "We're out in five."


Garrett started calling me Studly after I acquired an official GirlFriend. I guess it's better than Ass-wipe, my previous nickname.

"You're the one who's late," I say.

Garrett's big jock hands clench into fists, but he just looks at me.

I brush my teeth and head out to the driveway. Garrett's not there yet. I lean against the hood of the car, checking my cell for a text from Shannon. No reply.

When Garrett finally shows up, I say, "What happened to hauling our asses?"

"If you don't get yours off my car, you're going to have it handed to you," he says.

"What?"

"Your ass. Get it off. My car."

I step away from Monty, a 1964 Mercury Montclair Marauder that Garrett and Dad fixed up. My dad is a grease monkey at heart. When he's not cutting up dead people, he's usually in the garage dinking with pistons and valves and crankshafts and whatever-other-shafts make engines run.

Garrett leans over the windshield and studies it like a judge at a car show. Then he whips out a bandanna. No, I'm not kidding, he carries a bandanna around in his back pocket, not because he's a gang member, but because he likes to cover up his shaved jock head when he's in the sun. He polishes a speck on the windshield, then unlocks the door. We get in, and he backs out of the driveway without saying a word.


I flip on the radio and tune it to our school's radio station.

The last yell ("Hehh!") of a James Brown song fades out, and a girl's voice comes out of the speakers: "Good God, y'all! I'm Chick Trickster, flicking you some slick discs live from the Wild West studio at West Park High. And what a flippy, trippy, overly hip school this is! Just right for this chick. Pleased to meet you and greet you, don't make me cheat you. Speaking of which, Franz Ferdinand is 'Cheating On You,' right here on 88.1 FM—KWST."

"Hey, it's a girl," I say.

"What?"

"It's a girl on KWST."

So?"

"So I've never heard a girl DJ on there before."

Garrett grunts. "She's probably a dog."

What? Why would you think that?"

"Why else would she be on the radio? Hot chicks don't go sit in a little studio and hide their hotness behind a microphone. They do cheerleading or the drama club or the dance team."

"Right, Gare. Every single hot chick in the world wants to be a cheerleader." I shake my head. "Maybe she likes music."

"Yeah. We'll see."

We don't talk the rest of the way, which is a relief.

Shannon is standing with Kaylee and Jasmine on the quad when I get there. She's sooo luscious in her little white top—it barely reaches the waistband of her baggy shorts. There are "no 
bare midriffs" allowed at West Park High, but I can see a few millimeters of silky skin between her top and her shorts. I want to touch her like a junkie wants his drug.

"Hey," I call.

She doesn't wave and smile when she sees me, which is my first clue that something's up. Kaylee and Jasmine kind of slip away without speaking to me as I approach, which is my second clue.

Uh-oh. Maybe I can joke my way out of it, whatever it is.

"Houston, we have a problem," I say. "Shannon is not smiling. Repeat: not smiling."

Shannon continues to not-smile.

Hmm. "Baby?" I say, tilting my head at her.

"You know what?" she says.

"What."

"I am so done with the word 'baby.'"

"Ohh-kay." Who are you and what have you done with Shannon?

"Not just you. Everyone! Guys calling each other baby. It's enough already." She crosses her arms, as if disgusted by all slang.

Houston, a little help here? I think. Crashing and burning is imminent. Over?

The Houston in my head yells, Abort, abort!

"What's going on?" I ask.

She doesn't answer right away, just stares off into the distance with her cool blue eyes. Then she says, "You really don't know?"

Oh. Mygod. I just wanted to get a little sugar before class! It's waaay too early for this drama. "I'm, uh, wrong somehow? I've 

done something wrong. And I'm really, really sorry." I pause. The Houston in my head whispers that maybe I could risk a joke now. "Baby," I add.

Her lips twitch into a smile, and for a second I think I've made a spectacular landing. Houston and I start to congratulate each other.

Then she makes this bitter-beer face, like she's mad at herself for smiling. "I can't believe you!" she says, and storms off.

Wow. From bullet wounds at breakfast to girlfriends gone wrong. And it's not even eight o'clock.



CHAPTER TWO


There are always two people in every picture:

the photographer and the viewer.

—Ansel Adams, American photographer (1902—1984)



Shannon actually storms off. I've never seen anyone do that ... leave in a way that you could call storming off. Her hair flips around her shoulders and her legs stretch out in big, pissed strides. Her whole body yells, Get out of my way. I picture innocent bystanders getting knocked to the ground by the sheer force of her storming.

Sweet.

Our first fight! She must be crazy about me. Why else would she get this emotional? I run to catch up with her.

"Shannon, wait," I say, putting my hand on her shoulder.

She stops. "What."

I fondle her perfect shoulders. I know it's weird, but I love shoulders almost as much as the really good parts. "Just tell me what I did, okay?"

"Why didn't you call me last night?"


Blink. Blink. Wait. "I did! I did call you last night! What do you mean? Did you forget? We talked about your mom ... and ... Dracula! Remember?"

"I don't mean that time, Blake. You were supposed to call me after dinner."

Ohhhh. I forgot. Riley called me after dinner and I went up to the skate park with some of the guys. It was dark by the time I got home, and I guess I forgot about the After-Dinner Call. "Oh. Sorry. I forgot." I decide to leave out the guys and the park. "Why didn't you just call me on my cell? Or text me?"

"I'm not going to call you on your cell every five minutes!" Now she's raging. My nuts recoil in fear. "I'm not going to be that girlfriend ... who calls her boyfriend to check up on him all the time! You said you would call me after dinner, and you didn't. Fine. I guess you didn't really want to talk to me, or you wouldn't have forgotten. "

There are tears in her eyes. This blows my mind so much that I don't know what to say. "Are you actually crying?" seems wrong.

She leaves before I can come up with the right words. This time she doesn't storm off, she just walks.

I lope along behind her. A couple of jokes pop into my head, but I don't say them. I may not be the brightest bulb on the string of party lights, but I can tell that my humor is not required at the moment.

Shannon and I don't have any classes together until English. At the door to her class, she stops and wipes her eyes. Then she 

takes a deep breath and walks in, not even saying goodbye. Oh no she didn't!

Fuming, I head for biology and spend half the class coming up with one-line zingers to greet her with next time I see her: "You better straighten up, missy, or I will turn this thing around!"

That's, uh, the only one I come up with.

Next is U.S. history, with the criminally boring Ms. B. She's so dull I can't even remember what the B stands for. At least I don't have her class after lunch. So many people nod off during that class it's known as History of Naptime.

I flip open my cell and start to text Shannon. That's the one good thing about Ms. B. (Blandish?), she's so oblivious that she never notices people texting during class. I type,


shan i'm sorry i forgot to call,



then I hit the cancel button and flip the phone shut. I just flashed on something Garrett said to one of his jock friends the other day: "Get some balls, man. Did you just hand them over to Reese when you started going out?"

When Ms. B. (Buford?) finally releases us back into the wild, I hurry to English class, figuring I can catch Shannon outside for a minute and make up. It's been two hours. How long are BF-GF fights supposed to last, anyway? Does the duration vary based on the severity of the offense?

As I turn the corner, I see Shannon walk into English. Not 

even waiting for me! Okay, now I'm getting pissed. That shit is not right.

Riley comes up behind me. "S'up, Flake?"

Again with the nicknames. But I call him Viley, so it's fair.

We roll in, and Mr. Hamilton says, "What's up, Riley? Cool shirt, Blake."

I nod at him, then see that he's wearing the same lost in space shirt as me, and I start laughing. He's the only teacher at West Park High who has a modicum of cool. I learned that word from him, by the way, when he told me I had a modicum of comedic talent. He's wrong, of course. I have a maximum of comedic talent.

Shannon goes straight to Moody Corner. That's a big chair in the back of the room reserved especially for premenstrual head cases ... I mean people who feel "sad, mad, or generally unable to deal," according to Mr. Hamilton's sign. But so far I've seen only girls sitting there. Coincidence? I think not.

Mr. Hamilton starts talking about Dracula, the book we're reading. "Okay, so who can tell me what an epistle is?" he asks.

"A piss what?" I say, and everyone laughs.

Score! Two confirmed laughs so far today and it's still early.

"Oh, Blake ... Blake," says Mr. Hamilton, shaking his head. "Never go for the piss joke. Don't just go for the easy laugh. George?"

Oh. Well, that still counts. It would have been bonus points if 

the teacher laughed. I glance over at Shannon, and she's staring out the window, arms crossed, clearly not amused.

But Marissa is smiling. I tally an invisible point in the air, and she rolls her eyes at me.

Marissa and I met last year in intro photography. We were the only ninth-graders in the class, so we kind of huddled together in a clump of freshman nervousness.

I try to pay attention while Mr. Hamilton talks about Dracula, but I keep wondering what I'm supposed to do about Shannon. Are we broken up now? Is that it? Should I try to talk to her after class, or write her a note, or leave her alone, or what? I look over at her a couple of times, but she has her head down, scribbling something.

I wait for Shannon after class, like always. Lunch is next, and we usually eat together. But then Ellie goes over to her. Ellie is Mr. Hamilton's daughter, by the way. Which makes her totally cool by association. But even if she didn't have a tattooed, music-loving English teacher father, Ellie would still be cool. If she decided to start wearing canned vegetables pinned to her clothes, by the end of the week half the girls in the school would be pinning canned veggies to their clothes, too.

Ellie and Shannon whisper.

I lurk.

Shannon glances up at me as if I'm a waiter standing by to take her order. She says flatly, "I'll see you later, okay?"


I stare at her, frozen.

No. She did not just dismiss me! Oooh, she will rue the day!

I don't storm off, but I don't slink away like a bitch-ass punk, either. Just when I get to the door of the room, I hear Ellie say, "Hey, Blake?"

Now my whole exit is busted. I have to stop and turn around. "Yeah."

"If you see Manny, will you tell him I'll be there in a minute?" asks Ellie.

"Yeah."

I don't see Ellie's boyfriend Manny anywhere, but I do see her friend Dez. She's one of the hottest chicks in the whole school, even though she's only in tenth grade, like us. I admire her heart-shaped ass for a couple of seconds, since Shannon isn't around to catch me looking.

If there's one thing I've learned since getting a girlfriend, it's that you don't look at another girl for more than a hyper-second. You learn to take a quick sip, then savor the flavor of the afterimage in your head. About a week or so after Shannon and I became official, she noticed me noticing a girl, waited patiently for a few seconds, then said, "Okay, finish up now."

I said, "What?"

She said, "Finish up checking out the other girl. That's long enough."

Ha! How lucky am I to get a girlfriend with a sense of humor?

Well, most of the time, anyway. I don't know what kind of pod person took over her body this morning. I half expected her to reach up and unzip her forehead so the alien inside could escape, like that Doctor Who episode with the Slitheen (Season One, Episode Four).

I join Marissa in the pizza line. "What's up with Shannon?" she asks.

"I don't know. I guess I forgot to call her for the hundredth time, or something." Then I instantly feel like a traitor. "Nah, we just had a misunderstanding."

Marissa's so easy to talk to, I sometimes wish that we had hooked up. But it's not that way with us. We're always going to be just friends. I still remember our first assignment in intro photo: shoot and print a series of black-and-white portraits of another member of the class.

As the only ninth-graders, Marissa and I were paired up by default. We took the city bus up the hill to Washington Park, where we shyly pointed cameras at each other. Studying her through the lens, I realized that she had the most heartbroken eyes I'd ever seen. You don't notice it most of the time—she's usually smiling. And she's got a little jeweled stud in her nose, so your eyes automatically go to that.

Marissa smiles at me now and says, "Bye. See you in photo." She grabs her pizza and leaves.

Two slices of pepperoni and a large vanilla shake later, I'm 

looking for a place to sit down. I see Manny as I'm heading for the tables. I open my mouth to tell him Ellie will be here in a minute, then I think, What am I? Message boy? HELL no!

Riley and some of the other guys are getting up a game of poker at one of the tables. I make my way over.

"Flake, you in for some Texas hold 'em?"

"Hell yeah, Vile."

I'm juggling my pizza and a pair of aces, and feeling mighty good, when someone touches my arm. Shannon.

"Hi," she says. She gives me a tentative smile.

"Hi," I say.

She stands there looking expectant. I realize that she wants me to leave the game and talk to her. I look down at my pair of aces. Have I ever held a pair of aces before? I could say, "Just let me finish this hand, Shannon," but I'm ninety-seven percent sure that would be the wrong thing.

I lay down my cards, saying, "Fold," and get up to leave.

Riley coughs the word "pussy."

We walk away from the table, and Shannon takes my hand. "Sorry I freaked out," she says. "I was feeling, I don't know—" She struggles to find the right word.

Hormonal? I almost suggest.

"Anyway, Ellie told me I was being stupid." She smiles and shrugs. "Will you forgive me?" After a second she adds, "Baby?"

Whew. She's back. Making a mental note that Ellie is my new 
best friend, I lead Shannon out to the bleachers for a little privacy, where we can forgive each other more thoroughly.

***

I am full of Shannon after lunch. Her sweet, round shoulders and her thin, freckled arms that break out in goose bumps when I stroke them and her ohmygod luscious lips that I could just stay attached to for hours, and man, did I want to get her into the back seat of Garrett's car. But (a) I know Garrett would punish me repeatedly if he found out, and (b) we had to go back to class, and (c) no way would Shannon agree to it.

For some reason, our photo teacher, Mr. Malloy, feels that he must wear a beret on his bald head and a goatee on his receding chin, like some kind of French poser. Seriously? We're too embarrassed on his behalf to even give him shit about it.

"Let me see your series," I say to Marissa.

She hands me her portfolio. Our assignment over the weekend was to shoot a series of color photos featuring monochromatic subjects. Mr. Malloy wanted us to find subjects to photograph that were mostly all one color, or preferably lacking in color, except for one contrasting bright spot that would draw the eye.

Marissa's first photo shows an expanse of green lawn with one yellow dandelion sticking up. "I was lying on the ground for that angle," she says.


The next one is a close-up of a gray stone birdbath with a flock of tiny grayish-brown birds splashing around in it. Her contrast is a blue jay, midflight, swooping down to the birdbath. Some of the tiny birds have already started to take off. She must have been sitting there forever waiting for that shot. "What are those—sparrows? No, they're too little."

"Bushtits," she says.

"Bush-scuse me?"

She giggles. "That's what they're called."

Nice," I say. "Your grandma's backyard?" Marissa lives with her grandma.

"Yeah, and it was really cloudy out," she says, "so the background is gray, too."

Her next shot is an arrangement of milky white vases, all empty except for one holding a red rose. The last photo is an extreme close-up of her black cat, sleeping, with just a glint of its pink tongue showing.

"No people," I say.

She pauses. "Huh. You're right. I never noticed, but I hardly ever shoot people." She frowns a little, then shakes her head. "Whatever. People are hard. Besides, Wizard Kitty is almost like a person."

"Right," I say. "A person covered in fur and claws." She snickers. "Let me see your shots."

I hand her my photos. I took the bus downtown really early Saturday morning, before people and cars were all over the place.
I wanted some lonely shots. My first one is a wide-angle shot of the brick sidewalk on Broadway, stretching out clean and pinkish-red in the early morning light. The contrast is one crushed blue ticket stub. Then I have a close-up of black pavement where someone scattered a bunch of white petals. It made me wonder if some girl was picking the petals, saying, "He loves me ... he loves me not..." or if some guy got stood up by a girl and was ripping up the flowers as he walked away.

My favorite shot is the one that's the most depressing: a woman, dressed all in black and gray, is passed out against the side of a dirty gray building. Even her pale arm looks dirty and gray, with a tattoo of a snake slithering down it. The only color in the shot is a streak of bright purple in her hair.

Marissa grabs that photo and holds it closer to her face. She gasps, a ragged sound that breaks through the murmur of other people. "That's my mom!"


 
CHAPTER THREE


You are hereby forbidden to shoot any scene that could be called a cityscape.

The world doesn't need any more of those. Look for street portraits,

with a subject that cries out to be immortalized

and a surrounding environment that compels the shot.

—Spike McLernon's Laws of Photography



Marissa's hand shakes as she grips the photo. "Where did you take this?" she asks, her voice shaking, too.

"Um, down by Flink's."

"Where by Flink's?" she says, suddenly loud.

People are staring at us. Mr. Malloy heads our way.

"Um, off of Burnside and Third. You know where Flink's is." Flink's is a club in Old Town. Not a month goes by that my dad doesn't do an autopsy on some drug OD from Old Town—or Tweaker Town, as he calls it.

"I mean which street? Exactly which street?" Marissa is nearing meltdown.

"I don't remember! I think it was Burnside."

Mr. Malloy ambles up, cocking his head at us. "What's going on here?"

Marissa drops her eyes. "Nothing."


"Oh," I say. "We were, um, just talking about the homework."

Let's see." He holds out his hand.

Marissa hesitates for a second, then hands him the photo of her ... ohmygod her mom? I hand him the rest of my shots.

"Gritty," Mr. Malloy remarks, glancing through them. He reaches for Marissa's photos and examines them. "Pretty," he says. "You two are predictable. I'm going to call you the Pretty-Gritty Team."

I give him a fake smile. Marissa's gaze fastens on the photo of her mom, and as soon as Mr. Malloy walks away, she takes it out of my hand. "Where on Burnside?" she whispers. "Tell me exactly."

"Marissa, I told you. I don't remember." I stare at her while she stares at the photo. I want to say something, but I can only think of veryveryvery lame phrases. Sorry?

"What day was this?"

Saturday. Early."

Her eyes fill up with tears, and her lips tremble like a little kid's. On a scale of good reasons to cry, Marissa's reason suddenly outranks Shannon's ten to one. I pat her arm a couple of times. She keeps her head down for a while until she gets herself under control.

I have an overwhelming urge to study the photo of the woman passed out against the wall—Marissa's mom?—but I don't want to take it out of her hand. Besides, I can picture it in my head. The 

woman's face was mostly obscured by her straggly mud-colored hair, except for that bright purple streak in it. But the snake tattoo on her arm shows up clearly in the photo. That must be how Marissa recognized her.

Marissa sits for the rest of the hour like she's in a trance. She hardly moves while Mr. Malloy talks about light and shadow. He makes us write down the word "chiaroscuro" and tells us our homework is to look it up and write a paragraph about how to use it. Then, one at a time, he looks at everyone's homework photos. I can hear him murmuring comments to people, like, "Try a slow synchro next time" and "Good depth of field." Since he's already looked at our photos, he doesn't stop by Marissa and me.

When the bell rings, I figure Marissa will want to ask me more questions, but she just grabs her stuff and jets out of the classroom. She still has my photo, but I don't want it now, anyway.

I'm standing at my locker getting out my Spanish book when I see Marissa heading for the door.

"Mariss!" I slam my locker shut and catch up to her. "Where are you going?"

"I have to go down there," she says. She doesn't need to explain where "down there" is.

"But that was two days ago! She won't be there anymore," I say, baffled.

"She might. When she crashes, she sometimes sleeps for days." Her heartbroken eyes bore into mine for a long moment before she turns away.


***

Shannon has soccer practice after school—roughly forty-seven thousand times a week, plus one or two games thrown in to mix it up. But as I'm heading for Ottomans with Riley, she catches up to me.

"Ms. Faraci had some last-minute emergency," she says. "She called off practice for today."

Great!" I say.

"Later," mumbles Riley, dropping his skateboard and stepping on, heavy backpack and all. He pushes off, rolling down the sidewalk.

"She's going to kick our asses at practice tomorrow," says Shannon.

"She said that?"

No!" She giggles.

At Ottomans, the beanbag chair that looks like a giant soccer ball is free. We juggle our milkshakes while we squish in together. Ottomans is a shop near school that sells drinks and snacks. It's not the cheapest place around, but it's ours. Not many adults want to sit on beanbags, footstools, or ottomans. All of the tables are low to the ground, too.

I love the feel of Shannon against me. I love her pretty round kneecaps poking out of her baggy shorts.

I love the way her long hair grazes my arm like feathers. It's 

shiny and soft, and seems to glow with every shade of blond you can think of.

I love her belly laugh. We laugh a lot when we're together.

We met over the summer, both of us working as "coaches" for the kids' day camps at the community center. Mornings we spent doing arts and crafts or playing various ball games with six-year-olds. Tuesday and Thursday afternoons were swim days. I'd seen Shannon around school last year, but she's kind of quiet, so I didn't know her very well. But when I saw her laughing and splashing in the pool in her little black bikini, I had a sudden urge to get to know her very well.

Shannon squirms around in the beanbag, trying not to spill her shake, her hard hipbones moving against me. I'm still getting used to being this close to her. I can practically count the cinnamon sprinkle of freckles across her cheekbones.

Shannon's cell phone rings. She hands me her shake while she pulls the cell out of her pocket. "Dang," she says, checking the display. "It's my mom."

"How does she know you don't have practice?"

"I don't know! She's spooky." She flips open the phone. "Hi, Mom." Pause. "Oh. It was canceled." Shannon widens her eyes at me and pretends to smack her forehead. Apparently her mom didn't know practice was canceled; she just called to leave a message.

"Right now? Why?" says Shannon, shifting her delicious weight 

against me. I feel like groaning. She's practically in my lap. Little Guido is waking up in my boxers. "Oh," she says. "Okay. I will."

She hangs up. Her grandma is in the hospital, and they need to go visit her, blah blah blah. "Sorry, big fella," she says with a little sigh against my neck, then wrestles her way out of the bean-bag. "Do you want us to drop you at home?"

"Uh ... no. I'll call Garrett." Shannon's mom makes me nervous, and besides, I'm not going home yet.

She gathers up her stuff. "I'll call you later." She gives me a quick kiss, and I watch her walk away.

I flip open my cell and hold down 4 until it auto-dials Garrett.

"Studly. What?" he says.

"Can you drive me downtown?" I ask.

"No." I can hear jock talk and metal music in the background.

"Garrett, come on. I need to go downtown."

"Why?"

"It's important."

"Blake, I'm busy," he says.

I sigh. "Fine. And hey, Garrett? Could you make sure to keep crushing my spirit under your boots of indifference?"

A moment of silence. "You've already used that line, man."

Oh. All right, see you later."

I walk to the bus stop. I really don't want to ride the bus downtown for thirty minutes and wander around with this hulking 

backpack weighing me down, but I can't stop thinking about Marissa.

She had to know that she wasn't going to find her mom still passed out on the sidewalk in broad daylight two days later. Even if her mom does sleep for days after she crashes, some policeman would have called the drunk wagon by now.

Oh my God. What if her mom was not just passed out in that photo, but dead? I never stopped to consider that before. What kind of cold, heartless bastard would stand around taking pictures of a body lying on the ground without even checking to see if the person was alive? What if she'd had a seizure or something and just needed an ambulance?

The rest of the way, I worry about being a heartless bastard. I get off the bus at Burnside and start walking. Within two blocks I am offered an assortment of contraband: chiva, jelly, Tina, and ice. Don't ask me—I'm not even sure what they are. I'm kind of surprised no one tries to sell me any plain old weed. On the third block, heading my way, I see a scary-looking woman with bulging eyes and a short skirt. I cross the street. Flink's is on the corner of Third, and I head in that direction. As I pass the public men's room at the edge of Fountain Park, I smell puke. Nice.

I walk around for probably an hour, but I never see Marissa. I stand at the bus stop waiting to go home. It's rush hour now, so people in business suits and students from the culinary college are waiting at the bus stop, too. It's more comforting to have people around when the gutter punks start asking for spare 
change. I give away all of my change except for what I need to ride the bus home. My dad tells me never to give street people money, but sometimes it just seems easier. I know they're ninety-nine percent definitely turning right around and using the money to buy their next hit, but what about that one percent that maybe really does just want to buy food? I know there are missions and places where they can get free meals, but what if they're really in the mood for a bacon cheeseburger?

***

My mom is playing the piano when I get home. It's all heavy downer chords, like we're at a funeral. I swerve away from the living room. She always plays that song when she's in a bad mood. Since my mom is a hospital chaplain, even though she's around living people most of the time, she's frequently with people when they die. It's kind of weird, in a way, that my mom spends time helping people die ... and my dad spends time figuring out how people died. You would think my parents would be the most depressing people on earth. But they're not, they're both pretty cool.

After trolling around downtown for so long, I feel filthy. I head upstairs to take a shower while Mom is pounding on the piano. The Dog Formerly Known as Prince follows me. Even he must be feeling bummed out by the song.

When I finish showering and go downstairs, Mom is sitting at 

the kitchen table doing a crossword puzzle. Something that smells good—like garlic and onions—is simmering on the stove.

"Hi, honey!" she says, perfectly cheerful. "How was your day?"

"Good." I grab a bag of Chex mix and start munching. I love that my mom never says, "Don't eat that now, you'll spoil your dinner." She understands that sometimes you're just starving and you have to eat right then.

Dad comes in the back door, his hair bushed up like Albert Einstein. He ploinks the ear buds out of his ears, and leans over to kiss Mom. "Smells good in here," he says.

"It's just a so-awse," Mom says, putting on her best Bronx accent. She frowns slightly at Dad.

"What?" he says.

"Did you have a stinky decomp today?" asks Mom. A stinky decomp is a corpse that has started, you know, decomposing.

"Ohhh, I did! Sorry, I'll go shower." Dad hands me his iPod. "Check out the new Gingerfred," he says, and lopes away. He prides himself on being all hip to the new music. He doesn't know that he's always about six months behind, God love him.

Suddenly my throat feels tight, like I might cry.

My parents seem like a miracle.



CHAPTER FOUR


When wearing camera on neck strap, avoid entanglements.

—Mitsu ProShot I.S. 5.3 camera guide, 2007



"That chick is not a dog," Garrett says.

"What?" We're Marauding to school, and we just drove into KWST range. A moldy oldie is playing "Lips Like Sugar" by Echo and the Bunnymen, and I'm zoning out, thinking that Shannon's lips are like sugar.

"That chick on the radio," says Garrett. "I saw her yesterday. She's not a dog."

"Oh. See? I told you."

"In fact, she's kind of smokin'."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah. I don't know why. Just—" Garrett lifts his hands from the steering wheel for a second, as if fondling an invisible female. "Something about her."

Thus ends our discussion on women for the day.

"Scrof, what are you doing?" snaps Garrett.
 
"Wha—? Nothing. And what's scrof?"

"Looks like you're getting ready to open that granola bar in my car. Don't." He stops at a red light. "Short for scrofulous. I shouldn't have to explain every damn word to you."

"I'm starving!" I slept through my alarm this morning and didn't have time for breakfast. "I'll be really careful."

"Do not. Eat. In my car."

I shove the granola bar back into my pocket.

***

When I walk into English, I fully expect to see Marissa huddled in the big chair in Moody Corner. But the chair is empty. I turn to look at Marissa's desk. Empty. I walk slowly to my own desk.

"What's wrong?" says Shannon. "You've got a funny look on your face."

Oh, I was wondering if Marissa is okay, is my first response. It gets shot down by Houston, landing harmlessly in my brain's trash can. Am I allowed to worry about other girls? Besides, then I would have to explain why I'm worried, and I don't want to tell Shannon about Marissa's mom. That's nobody's business.

"I was thinking about Dracula," I say.

"What about it?"

"About how, uh, it was like, the first horror story." Lame. I'm not even sure that's true. I wait for her to call me on it.


She doesn't. "Oh. Hey, did you start your journal last night?"

"No. I forgot." In Dracula, they were always writing these long-ass letters to each other, which is how the author advanced the plot. See, I do pay attention in class. Anyway, Mr. Hamilton wants us to keep a journal or write letters—epistles (heh)—in the journal. With a pen instead of on the computer. Come on, man! George even asked yesterday if we could just do blogs or vlogs instead, but Mr. H. wouldn't go for that.

I glance at the door. The bell hasn't rung yet, so Marissa might still show up. I hope everything is okay.

***

Shannon has an appointment with some ass kicking, I mean soccer practice after school, so I head over to Ottomans for a smoothie by myself. Bree, one of Marissa's friends, is standing in line in front of me.

"Hey, Bree," I say.

She turns. "Hey," she says uncertainly. We don't really know each other.

"Have you heard from Marissa?"

What?" Bree stares.

"Just that ... she was absent today, and I was wondering if, you know, she's sick or something." I pause, then add, "We're in photo together. I'm Blake."


"Oh, right. Blake. Yeah, I talked to her last night. She's sick." The line moves forward, and Bree turns away to place her order.

After I order, I join Bree at the waiting-for-your-drink area. "Did she say when she's coming back?" I ask.

Bree studies me, frowning. "No."

Did you know about her mom? I want to ask. Is that why she lives with her grandma?

But maybe Bree didn't know.

We wait for our drinks in awkward silence, then Bree grabs her cup and leaves.

***

No one is home yet at my house, so I save the world from aliens a few times with my Extermination game on the Mindbender. Then I zone in front of the tube, munching a mix of cheese-and-caramel popcorn, my favorite. After channel-surfing through nothing but mind-numbing junk for almost an hour, I realize that I'd rather do my homework than zombie out in front of the TV any longer. My mom is right: we have two-hundred-plus channels of crap available 24/7.

I stare at a blank piece of notebook paper for a long time, trying to think of something to write for Mr. Hamilton's dumb-ass journal assignment.

All I can think to write is, Dear Marissa, I hope you're okay. I hope your mom is okay.


Finally I give up and decide to do my photo homework: "Define the word chiaroscuro, and suggest ways to implement the effect."

I walk over to the desk to look in the dictionary, and I find myself digging through the stack of phone books instead. One of them is for West Park High students. I flip to the F's: Marissa Fairbairn. Her grandma's name is listed below hers: Mary Stan-more. Hey. Mary ... Marissa ... I wonder if she was named after her grandma.

I pick up the phone to dial the number, then just stand there for a long time, trying to figure out what to say. Hey, Marissa, how are you?

What can her answer possibly be except "messed up"? I hang up the phone, put away the phone book, and open the dictionary to C.

***

The next day when I walk into English, the first place I look is Marissa's desk. Empty. The hell? My heart starts tripping a little. Okay, maybe she really is sick. Maybe it's a female thing, really bad cramps or something. Do girls have cramps for days and days?

I go up to Mr. Hamilton, who's in the middle of greeting people. "Hey, Riley. What's up, George? Morning, Yoon. Morning, Dez. Hi, Ellie."

"Hey, Mr. H.," I say.

"Hey. How are you, Blake?"


"Good. I was wondering." I hesitate, then lean closer and lower my voice. "If you, um, know why Marissa is absent."

"No, I don't. Sorry." He gives me an apologetic look.

I spend most of English in a place far, far away. My mind does, anyway. My body sits there like a good dog. Why would Marissa be absent two days in a row unless something was really wrong? A small, sick part of me is starting to wish I'd never taken that photo of her mom passed out on the street.

KWST plays a bunch of head-banging songs during Loud Lunch that annoy the crap out of me, Riley won't shut up about some new Mindbender game, and when I get to photo, Mr. Malloy doesn't know why Marissa is absent, either.

Even Shannon's sugar lips fail to distract me the rest of the day. In fact, I'm kind of glad she has soccer practice today.

I stop at Ottomans for a smoothie, then head for the bus stop. Half a block from the stop, I find myself veering into a phone booth. I flip through the falling-apart phone book till I get to the'S's. Luckily, there are only five Stanmores listed: Gina, John, M, Wm, and Wyatt.

M for Mary. "M. Stanmore" is on 521 Azalea Road. I go back into Ottomans, muttering, "Five two one Azalea." I find an empty WiFi and Google Map the address. It's only about a mile and a half from here.

Feeling sleuthlike, I head for a different bus stop. It's a short ride to the right neighborhood and a two-block walk to Azalea.


As I approach 521 , I see a woman in the front yard. She's kneeling on one of those foam rubber garden things that's supposed to keep your knees from hurting while you work, and there's a pile of weeds next to her. But she's not working; she's just sitting there staring off into space. I check the address on the house against the piece of paper—yep, it's 521 . She looks the right age to be Marissa's grandmother, too.

I walk closer; she still doesn't notice me. Finally I move into her line of vision and say, "Um, Mrs. Stanmore?"

She jumps a little. "Yes?"

"Sorry. I didn't mean to scare you. I was just wondering if Marissa's home."

The woman puts her hands on the metal grips of the garden thing and pushes herself to her feet. "Yes." She takes off her sunglasses, and I see that her eyes have big shadows under them and the same heartbroken look that Marissa's eyes have. Must be hereditary. "Who may I tell her is calling?"

"Oh. My name is Blake. We know each other from school."

Marissa's grandma gives me a small smile. "Hello, Blake. I'm Mary. Nice to meet you." She glances at the front door, as if deciding whether or not to invite me in. Then she nods and walks up the front steps. She opens the screen door, waiting for me to follow her inside.

I stand awkwardly while Marissa's grandma goes into the hallway, calling, "Marissa, honey, there's someone here to see 

you." She turns the corner, and I hear her saying, "His name is Blake."

I wait, afraid Marissa is going to shuffle out, her eyes all red and swollen from crying. Or what if she's all bruised up from getting mugged in Old Town? Maybe that's why she hasn't been to school. Or worse, what if she's really pissed that I tracked her down and just showed up at her house without calling first?

But Marissa comes into the room beaming and glowing. "Hi!" she says. "What are you doing here?"

She looks so happy that I feel stupid saying, "I was worried when you weren't at school."

"Ohhh."

We stand there for a minute while we try to adjust to the weirdness of me standing in her living room; then Marissa says, "Want something to drink?"

"No." Pause. "Well, okay. Just some water." Sleuthing is thirsty work.

She leads the way into the kitchen and pours me a glass of water and herself a glass of iced tea. Then she opens a cupboard and brings out a bag of cookies. "That's so sweet that you were worried."

"Well." I wait for her to sit down. "Last time I saw you, you were kind of..." I let the sentence trail off.

"Oh, right. God, that seems like a year ago. I can't believe it was only three days." She munches a cookie. "I found my mom."

I stare. "You're kidding. Was she ... was she still there?" I'm horrified to picture Marissa's mom passed out in the street for all that time.

"No! Not where you took the picture. But she was in Old Town. I found her." Marissa looks so proud.

"Where is she now?" I glance down the hallway.

"She's in the family room. Do you want to meet her?"

No, I think. "That's okay," I say.

"No, really," she says, straightening up. "In fact, it's thanks to you that I found her. I want her to meet you." I shrug. What if I don't want to meet her?

"Also, it's thanks to you that she's going into rehab."

"What?"

"She was saying she wasn't going to go into rehab. Then I showed her that picture you took. How could anyone look at that picture and say they don't have a problem?"

"Oh." I gulp some water. "That's good."

Marissa stands up. "She's, um, she's having a really hard time right now."

"Okay."

"She's not going to rehab until Saturday. They didn't have a bed open till then. It's a thirty-day program. So she's just having a really hard time."

"You know, I don't have to meet her right now." I stand up, too.

"No, it's okay. I just wanted to warn you."


Oh crap, I really don't want to do this. What was I thinking, stalking Marissa all the way to her house and barging in during the middle of this thing with her mom?! I just wanted to see if she was okay. Now I want to leave.

I follow Marissa down the hall to a big room where there's a TV playing, and two big couches, and shelves full of books and DVDs and games.

"Mom?" she says.

A figure huddled on the couch turns, and I have to force myself not to gasp.
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