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The breeze gusted through the wind chimes. They sang a jarring melody. Overhead a pair of fighter jets howled past, ripping silver across the sky above China Lake.

Kelly Colfax lugged a grocery bag from the trunk of her car. She had twelve things to do in the next two hours and she should have written them down. The desert heat was bad for her memory. Did Scotty say he was coming home early? She unstuck her skirt from the back of her thighs. She had to change and get to the nightclub in time to set up. Tonight she meant to put things right.

She had forgotten her haircut, but that didn’t matter. Gaining twenty pounds in fifteen years mattered, but tonight she could smile and say See? She had a good reason. It wasn’t the pressure. She wasn’t a screw-up. People couldn’t blame her for all the things that had been going wrong. Couldn’t call her the B-Team anymore, or Slacker or Space Cadet. Tonight they would apologize. They would congratulate and envy her. With a little smile forming on her lips, she opened the door and walked into the kitchen.

A stranger was standing by the sink.

She saw short hair, olive skin and eyes that seemed all pupil, deep and black. Dressed in utilities – working blues, like enlisted personnel wore. What was someone from the base doing in her kitchen? The stranger flexed both hands. Kelly saw them peripherally but couldn’t break from that black gaze. A gold aura flared at the corner of her vision.

‘So.’ The stranger’s voice was sharp and high-pitched. ‘First question. Am I here?’

Kelly stared. On the counter were scissors and a funnel and a roll of electrical tape. And her high school yearbook.

‘You think you’re dreaming a sailor girl in your kitchen. You think I’m a nightmare.’

Kelly opened her mouth but couldn’t form words. A girl? This freaky being flexing those weird fingers? Something wrong with them, like doll’s fingers. And her face was expressionless.

‘Question two,’ she said. ‘Can you run?’

Kelly looked at her feet. Fear curled around her chest like a thorny vine. She couldn’t lift them. How could the stranger know that? Was this a nightmare?

‘Also a no.’ The stranger’s lips drew back over her teeth. ‘No flight. No fight.’

The fear pricked sharper. Kelly looked toward the front door. ‘Scotty...’

The stranger reached for the answering machine on the kitchen counter and pressed Play. Kelly heard her husband’s voice.

‘Kell, I’m not going to make the party. I have to pull a double shift. Don’t hate me.’

She dropped the groceries. A bottle broke and milk gushed across the linoleum. Scotty kept talking and Kelly’s legs remained frozen. The stranger’s freaky hands opened the high school yearbook and flipped through it.

‘West. Skinner. Delaney. Colfax. Chang...’ She stopped. ‘Tell me about your classmates. How much do you know?’

Kelly felt saliva pooling in the back of her throat.

‘Well?’

The stranger kept flipping through the yearbook and Kelly felt tears forming. She knew why those hands were freaky. The stranger was wearing latex gloves.

She looked at Kelly. A new voice roared from her throat, deep and booming. ‘Tell me.’

That voice unglued Kelly’s foot. She moved it backward. Now the other. A sound was sliding from her mouth, a moan. This wasn’t a waking nightmare. She had to run. She slid her foot another inch, turned and flung herself toward the door.

The darts from the Taser caught her between the shoulder blades. The electric shock made her drop instantly. Her face smacked the floor. She lay splayed, her arms and legs shivering like jelly. Saliva ran out of her mouth onto the cool tile beneath her cheek.

She saw the stranger walk to the knife rack. The sound of metal rang in the kitchen. The stranger pulled out the carving knife. Kelly felt her skirt turning wet and warm as she peed herself.

The stranger’s boots appeared. She flipped Kelly onto her back as though she were a hunk of meat. The knife shone under the kitchen lights. Outside, the wind chimes rang.

The stranger leaned over and dogtags swung out from beneath her utility shirt. On the chain with the tags was a gnarled piece of metal. That wasn’t Navy. Kelly saw a scar near her collarbone. Tracks, like an animal had mauled her.

‘If you can’t talk about it, we’ll have to take a different tack. Let’s see if you can feel it.’

She put down the knife, grabbed Kelly’s wrist and pulled her toward the refrigerator. Her grip was like a wrench. She took the roll of electrical tape, whipped it around Kelly’s wrists, and wound it around the handle of the refrigerator door, binding her there.

Kelly’s juddering subsided into pins and needles. She could feel her muscles coming back under control, but when she moved her leg, it flailed like a frog jabbed with an electrode in biology lab. She heard the stranger, opening cabinets and pulling things out. She turned her head.

The stranger now held a bottle of Drano crystals. She walked to the spot where Kelly had fallen and poured the drain cleaner on the wet splotch of urine. It hissed and bubbled and filled the air with the caustic stink of lye and ammonia.

Reaching for the carving knife, she knelt and hitched Kelly’s skirt up to her panties, revealing chunky thighs. She held the Drano above Kelly’s leg and pressed the serrated edge of the knife to the inside of her thigh.

‘Let’s start over. Tell me when it hurts.’
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The wind skipped over me. I stood in the parking lot, shielding my eyes from the setting sun. The heat was a wall against my face.

‘This was a bad idea. Let’s get out of here,’ I said.

Out on the highway an eighteen-wheeler rumbled past. Dust spun in the air behind it, blowing across the razor wire that marked the edge of the naval base.

Jesse looked at me as if I’d blown a cylinder. ‘Are you nuts? You can’t back out now.’

I peered over the roof of the Mustang at the strip mall. ‘Nuts isn’t backing out. Nuts is going in there.’

He pulled off his sunglasses. ‘Let me get this straight. Evan Delaney is chickening out of her high school reunion?’

The invitation read China Lake’s brightest nightspot hosts our festive gathering. The nightclub sat between the adult bookstore and the auto wrecking yard. Beyond them stretched a million acres of absence: the Naval Air Warfare Center, where mirages hovered over the desert floor and the horizon flung itself up into mountains, purple and red against a huge sky.

Above the door of the club a banner batted in the wind. BASSETT HIGH 15TH – WELCOME BACK HOUNDS! Music banged through the windows. I could see the crowd packed inside.

‘It’s a set-up,’ I said.

I handed Jesse the invitation, which specified Dress: party casual. In the high Mojave that means shoes optional, but the reunion committee had lied.

‘They’re dressed to the nines. I see sequins.’

‘Damn, I should have gone with the ballgown and stilettos.’

I made a face at him. He looked perfectly presentable in jeans and a white button-down shirt. For that matter, I looked perfectly presentable in jeans and a white button-down shirt. How had I let that happen? God, we’d be voted cutest couple. They’d stick little cardboard crowns on our heads and ask whether we were engaged and why Jesse looked like he’d been smashed over a cliff. I’d say on and off, and because he had been. Then I’d stupidly mention that we were both lawyers, and spend the evening explaining that no, I didn’t practice anymore and yes, their ex really could sue them for pouring sugar in the gas tank of the car. Why the hell had I come?

I pointed at the window. ‘That’s Ceci Lezak handing out nametags. She ran Student Council like it was the Reichstag.’

He looked. ‘Explaining that funny little mustache. Come on, I want to meet her. Plus that guy who set his hair on fire at the talent show, and the girl who turned those four chickens loose, with numbers painted on their backs.’

‘One, two, three and five. That was me.’

‘And your mortal enemy could turn up.’

I groaned. ‘Seeing Valerie is the last thing I need.’

I glanced north at mountains arrayed like saw blades. The Sierras and Panamints, and the Cosos, where Renegade Canyon cut deep through the rocks. One afternoon there, one debacle, had led to four years of rancor.

‘We’ll set up a steel cage and you can settle old scores,’ he said. ‘Grease up with Swedish meatball gravy and go at it.’

I stepped back. ‘You need to cut down on the painkillers. And the satellite TV.’

He drummed his fingers on the trunk of the car. ‘Last winter you fired a clip of ammunition at a homicidal maniac in your own house. You can’t let a few snobs in shiny dresses send you packing.’

I sighed. He took my hand.

‘Besides, don’t you want to see your old boyfriend? What’s his name, Tommy Chong?’

‘Chang.’

He grinned. ‘Thought so.’

He headed up the curb cut and toward the door of the club, nodding at the auto wrecking yard. ‘Stay here and admire that giant heap of old tires. I’m going in.’

I put a hand on my hip. ‘It isn’t your reunion.’

His smile was wicked. ‘Wanna bet?’

He pushed through the door.

Nobody was faster on his feet than Jesse, metaphorically speaking. Anything he thought up, he could undoubtedly pull off, despite being five years younger than everyone else here, and having grown up in Santa Barbara, and the fact that nobody in my graduating class had been anywhere as gifted and good looking, or paraplegic.

‘Dammit.’ I chased after him.

Inside, I found him beneath the strobing disco ball, at the sign-in table. Ceci Lezak was searching through a box of nametags. Her taffeta ruffles covered a build like a furnace. Her hair was sprayed into place with pointilliste exactitude. She looked harried.

‘I can’t seem to find it,’ she said.

Jesse leaned an elbow on the table, smiling at her. ‘Student Council was never better than when you ran it. I remember that cool campaign slogan...’

‘Lift Off With Lezak.’ She stopped hunting and beamed at him. ‘Why don’t I make you a new nametag?’

Oy. I walked up. ‘Hey, Ceci.’

She clapped her hands together. ‘Evan, wow. Look at you, all fit and tan and...’ Eyes on my outfit. ‘Spic and span.’

‘You’re very festive this evening.’

‘And you’re a writer and all.’ She handed me my nametag and a welcome pack. ‘You’re not going to do an exposé about tonight, are you? Reveal our old high school secrets in print?’

‘No. I won’t blow your cover, I promise.’ I stared at Jesse, tapping my index finger against my lips. ‘You look so familiar.’

Ceci smiled. ‘This is Jesse Blackburn. He was our foreign exchange student.’

‘No, that’s not it.’ I snapped my fingers. ‘Of course – Court TV, the trial. When did you make parole?’

The door opened and heat swarmed over us. In the doorway stood a suburban Brunhilde, blonde, ungainly and six feet tall.

‘Oh my hell, you’re really here.’ Abbie Hankins laughed deep in her throat and engulfed me in a hug. ‘I win the bet. Fork it over, Wally.’

Her husband lumbered through the door. He was taller and even rounder than Abbie, a St Bernard in a garish Hawaiian shirt. She passed me to him as if I were a rugby ball. He lugged me against his side, laughing.

‘Thanks for costing me twenty bucks, Delaney.’ He saw Jesse. ‘Dude.’

He grabbed Jesse’s hand and pumped it. At the table Ceci laced her fingers together, smiling expressively.

‘You’re looking debonair tonight, Dr Hankins.’ She ran her gaze over Abbie’s sundress. ‘That’s sweet. Wal-Mart does such fun fashions nowadays.’

A woman strode up wearing a reunion committee nametag and a dress that made her look like a spangled boar. Ceci waved her close, whispering and nodding at Jesse.

‘There’s no welcome pack for him, nothing. And I shouldn’t be handling the table all by myself.’

‘Should we call Kelly?’

‘No. This is the last straw. I bet she had a few belts to loosen up before she came, and now she’s home trying to put her lipstick on without running it up to her ears.’

Realizing that we were listening, they shut up and pasted on Go Team! smiles.

Ceci gestured to Jesse. ‘You remember our exchange student?’

The boar wrinkled her forehead. ‘Sure. Right... So good you could make it.’

They bit their tongues, staring at him. I knew they saw the wheelchair and little else. They hadn’t seen the headline One Killed, One Critical after Hit and Run. They hadn’t watched Jesse spend these last years rebuilding his life. And they couldn’t see that he looked better than he had in a long time. A deranged driver had blown him off his feet, but flashbacks, chronic pain, and grief at losing his best friend in the crash had kept him down. When finally he had sought help, he was diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder. Now, at last, he was on the mend.

Wally was suppressing a smile. ‘How are things back in...’

‘Manitoba. Good.’ Jesse took the nametag from Ceci. ‘And I was a political prisoner.’ He turned and headed into the club.

Ceci held out a welcome pack to Wally. ‘It has your fifteen-year commemorative pin, the Dog Days Update book and coupons for ten percent off at Krause’s Auto Body.’ She handed Abbie her pack. ‘Discounts at Weight Watchers, too.’

Abbie smiled. ‘How’s their program working for you?’

Ceci colored. Abbie and I strolled after Jesse.

‘What’s with her?’ I said.

‘She’s the dental hygienist for Wally’s practice. She’s an anal retentive neat freak who thinks she could run his life much better than a slob like me.’ She pushed her glasses up her nose. ‘She’s been coming on to him for years.’

I managed not to gape. Abbie and Wally had three happy blond children and always seemed to make each other laugh. We should all be so lucky.

Above the bandstand hung strings of red lights shaped like chili peppers. The band was pumping out old pop rock, the jump juice of our youth. People crowded around the buffet table, their plates piled with coleslaw and weenies toothpicked to pineapples. Fusion cuisine, desert-style. The acreage of shiny Spandex on display could have covered the Hindenburg.

I smiled, suddenly glad to be back.

China Lake is the Navy’s top weapons-testing facility. I was thirteen when the US Navy transferred my family here. It was not the California of my dreams, consisting instead of crystal skies, shrieking fighter jets, jackrabbits and blowing sand. When we drove into town my mother, who had weathered transfers from Norfolk to DC to Pearl Harbor, inhaled sharply.

My father, driving with one elbow cocked on the window frame, smiled and said, ‘Welcome home, Angie. Again.’

She smoothed her hair against the wind and peered back at my brother and me. She had on her game face. This is what we do. We’re a Navy family. Chin up. Right then, my stomach hurt. Twenty years later, this place was more or less my hometown.

Abbie stuck by my side. ‘Man, look at Becky O’Keefe. Tell me my butt isn’t that big.’

‘Not by half.’

‘You’re a lousy liar.’

I stopped. ‘Oh, no.’

On the wall behind the buffet hung a display of photos, blown up to poster size. Jesse was parked in front of it, shaking his head.

‘Rock my world. Now I’ve seen everything,’ he said.

The photo showed me standing on the football field at halftime of the Homecoming game, wearing a fake ermine stole and a cockeyed rhinestone tiara. I was clutching the arm of my escort, Tommy Chang, and looking surprised out of my head.

Jesse’s mouth skewed to one side. ‘Evan Delaney, Homecoming Queen.’

‘Can I get a drink before you start in on me?’ I said.

‘And you never told me. All this time I’m thinking of you as the tomboy, the sprinter, the outsider...’

Abbie nodded. ‘Dirt-biker, creative writer, girl gladiator...’

‘He doesn’t need any help,’ I said.

‘Talk about a cover story,’ Jesse said. ‘Did everybody in China Lake live a double life?’

‘Yes. Like you.’ I raised a fist. ‘Fight the power. Free Canada.’

He gazed at the photo again. ‘Who’s that in the background?’

‘Valerie Skinner.’

‘Your mortal enemy?’ He leaned forward. ‘Why does she look blurry?’

‘She lunged and knocked the tiara off.’

‘She looks like a rottweiler. She really held the grudge that hard?’

Abbie grabbed a pineapple weenie. ‘Like a vise grip.’ She looked at the posters. ‘I wish they’d put up the one of you getting the tiara back from her.’

Jesse looked at me.

‘I tackled her,’ I said.

‘You speared her. It was majestic,’ Abbie said.

I glanced around at the crowd.

‘Don’t worry. Last time anybody saw her was graduation. You’re safe.’ Abbie waved to a stout woman across the buffet table. ‘Hey, Becky.’ Under her breath she said, ‘She’s still making those appliqué shirts.’

Indeed, Becky O’Keefe was wearing a pink sweatshirt with bobbles and glitter. Abbie trotted over and hugged her.

Jesse leaned back, shaking his head at the photo. ‘A coup attempt. Wild. Did you have Valerie flogged?’

‘For your information, I made a damn fine Homecoming Queen.’

He laughed. ‘My God. You liked being Queen. It wasn’t an ironic act meant to subvert the high school social order. You actually liked it.’

‘Yes. It was my glorious shining moment.’ I pinched the bridge of my nose. ‘And do not speak of my hair. If you compare me to Jon Bon Jovi I will dump you on your ass before you can shout.’

‘I wouldn’t dare.’ He thought about it. ‘Twisted Sister, maybe.’

I strode to the bar and asked for Chardonnay. He followed, ordered iced tea and sat tapping his thumb against his knee, wearing a cocky look.

‘Tommy Chang isn’t anything like you described him.’

‘Not a word, Jesse. Nada. Zip it.’

He glanced at the photo. ‘I pictured this ultra-cool rebel, Bruce Lee meets Clint Eastwood. But—’

‘Tommy was not that short.’

His smile was dazzling to the point of infuriation. ‘I think it’s sweet. Frodo wins the hand of the queen.’

I took my Chardonnay. ‘Don’t you have cows that need milking back in Manitoba?’

‘Right after the Justice for Blackburn rally at the parole board.’

I drank half my wine in one gulp.

A woman walked up to the bar. ‘Evan?’

I set down my drink and shook her hand. ‘Ms Shepard.’

‘Shepard-Cantwell.’

She was in her early forties and looked ready for Woodstock. Her dress may have come down off the wall at the Guggenheim, considering that it mixed newspaper headlines with fake fur and glass eyeballs. She smiled at Jesse with the over-sweet gleam of the professionally condescending.

‘Sorry that we never met when you were an exchange student.’

His tone was mordant. ‘That’s okay. My English is much better now.’

‘It’s wonderful that you were able to travel all this way, considering.’ She turned back to me with a brittle smile. ‘I hear you’re still writing. It’s great that you found an outlet for your imagination.’

‘Thanks.’ Nitwit.

‘How are your parents?’

‘Good. Divorced.’

‘Oh. Well. That’s a shame.’ She flipped her hair over her shoulder. ‘Your dad had such panache. Even when he was raking us teachers over the coals, we couldn’t help but be impressed. Give him my best, won’t you?’

She swanned away. I downed the rest of my wine. An outlet for my imagination. Birdbrain.

Jesse said, ‘Let me guess. Art teacher?’

‘The art teacher. It was her class where Valerie stole my journal.’

China Lake was a place where you had to make your own entertainment, generally involving sports, garage bands and drinking. My hobby was writing. Valerie’s was revenge.

In high school I scrawled my own world in a journal containing every poem and hissy fit and spasm of lust that spilled from my pubescent soul, and one day when Ms Shepard stepped out of the classroom Valerie took it from my backpack.

She denied it, vociferously. But she spent lunchtime reading sections aloud in the girls’ room, including my fantasies about Tommy Chang and Keanu Reeves, and how I considered her a crude, skankfaced, butt-scratching diva.

‘Ms Shepard asked the student teacher if he’d witnessed it. I can still see him, this prissy little guy going on like a howler monkey, telling her I was jumping to conclusions.’

‘And Ms Shepard thought you had an active imagination?’

Ms Shepard saw surfaces, not subtext. First impressions were her thing, and she had drawn her first impression of me two weeks into my freshman year, the day our class took the field trip to Renegade Canyon.

‘She called me an instigator.’

‘So, on top of everything you were a troublemaker? What else are you hiding in your secret past? Animal sacrifice?’

‘You really want to know?’

I stepped off the school bus that day into the heat, pulling a baseball cap low on my head. We were fifty miles down a deserted road on the far reaches of the naval base, on a field trip to study the petroglyphs, prehistoric art carved into the canyon walls.

Ms Shepard waved to us. ‘Everybody over here. Bring your sketchpads.’

I shielded my eyes against the ferocious light, walking with my head down. The sunblock was hidden in my backpack, beneath my journal and a dog-eared copy of Ender’s Game. Pale skin, pale poetry, science fiction: even I knew I was a geek.

The canyon gashed for miles through black rocks splattered crimson and yellow with lichen. Carvings covered the walls like graffiti. Snakes. Deer. Bighorn sheep. Weird human figures with spirals for faces and shock waves erupting from their heads, rising ghostly and vivid sixty feet above me. The light seemed to hum.

Ms Shepard trudged through the soft sand, waving. ‘Imagine the young hunters hidden among the boulders. Picture the shaman carving these images to bring success to the hunt.’

I stared up at the figure of a horned human with feet like talons. Someone pushed past, knocking my shoulder. Her voice came as small and sharp as a needle.

‘Watch it, Nosebleed.’

My hand shot to my upper lip. Valerie snickered and walked on by.

Ms Shepard frowned. I found a wad of Kleenex in my pocket, but my nose wasn’t bleeding. I felt a zinging sensation along my arms. Valerie had gotten me again.

Ms Shepard twirled in a circle. Her peasant skirt flared and her chandelier earrings danced in the sun. ‘When shamans drew the prey animal, they gave the hunter power. Look. Can’t you see it?’

I’ll say. The walls were covered with bighorn sheep. And hunters spearing sheep, archers shooting sheep, dogs attacking sheep. Plus creepy sheep: two-headed ones, and big ones with little ones inside. It was mayhem.

‘And these symbols. The snake represents fertility. And the spiral is the Mother Earth navel from which man emerged.’

There were snickers and audible icks. And behind me, whispering.

Valerie and Abbie and Tommy were inching back from the group. Shooting a surreptitious glance at Ms Shepard, Valerie slunk between two boulders and took off. Abbie looked around, checking that the coast was clear, and spied me.

She froze. Behind her glasses, her expression said: New girl, don’t rat me out. Then she whispered, ‘Want to come?’

Tommy nodded beside her. He was a wiry kid with powerful brown eyes and a convincing aura of cool, and whenever he looked my way my stomach hollowed. He mouthed Come on and slipped between the rocks. I followed.

Abbie took off like a rocket, blonde hair flying. Tommy and I sprinted behind. He shot me a smile. Exhilarated, I smiled back, thinking I’m in.

The break in the rocks led up a trail. After a hundred yards we caught up with Valerie. She was laughing. Until she saw me.

‘What’s she doing here?’

Valerie had hips and boobs, wore tight tops and her jeans slung low, and smelled of perfume and cigarettes. She was domineering, popular and cruel, and after two weeks of high school she ruled the freshman class like a hegemon. I couldn’t figure a way around her, because wherever I turned she was in front of my face.

Like right now. ‘Why are you tagging along?’

Abbie shoved her glasses up her nose. ‘I said she could come.’

Valerie stepped up, inches from my face, and I felt myself shrinking. She tossed her brown hair over her shoulder. I was slow to recognize the deviousness behind her eyes.

‘You can come on one condition. You answer this riddle.’

‘Okay.’

‘If you didn’t have feet, would you wear shoes?’

‘No.’

‘Then how come you’re wearing a bra?’

I blinked. A hot stone weighed on my stomach. Braying with laughter, Valerie ran ahead.

Abbie yelled, ‘That’s mean!’ Taking my arm, she pulled me along. ‘Come on.’

I complied, legs watery, climbing up the trail through yellow light and a hot breeze. I hid my face from Tommy. Valerie said bra, she made him think about my... oh, God.

He called to her. ‘Where is it?’

‘Just ahead. My dad sets up targets out here.’

We squeezed through a crack between boulders and came out on the side of a hill, overlooking a valley. The sky was blue glass. Sand gleamed in the sun. Below, an access road ran to a complex of cinderblock buildings where Jeeps were parked.

Abbie put her hands on her hips. ‘We came all the way for this? That’s just, like, buildings. Where are the jets? There aren’t even targets set up.’

Valerie scanned the horizon. ‘I thought for sure...’

Soldiers in camouflage appeared outside the buildings. Some hopped into the Jeeps. One was talking on a radio. And one had a pair of binoculars to his eyes, sweeping the hills.

He called to his comrades and pointed. At us.

‘Uh oh,’ I said.

Heads swiveled to stare. They began pointing and shouting. There was a flurry of movement, men running toward the Jeeps or back to the buildings.

‘I don’t think we’re supposed to be here,’ I said.

The flash lit the desert floor. White light wound with orange, fireballs erupting from the buildings. The boom hit us and echoed off the rocks.

Valerie clapped her hands over her ears. Tommy dropped to the ground with his arms over his head. Abbie shouted, ‘Oh, crap.’

Flames poured into the sky. The buildings disappeared, billowing black smoke. One of the Jeeps lay flipped upside down like a turtle, burning.

‘I don’t think that was supposed to happen,’ I said.

Flames and smoke towered into the sky. After a second I caught an acrid whiff. Down on the valley floor, soldiers ran to and fro outside the ring of destruction.

‘Something’s wrong. Did they all get out okay?’ I said.

One of the Jeeps swung around and began driving toward us, flinging up dust. The voice inside my head said, This was secret. You weren’t supposed to see.

‘Oh God.’ Abbie sprinted away, back down the trail.

Tommy jumped up and ran after her. The Jeep lurched over the sandy ground below us and began to climb the incline.

I tugged on Valerie’s arm. ‘Come on.’

I ran. After a few seconds I heard her running behind me.

We pummeled back down the trail. The wind funneled between the rocks, blowing smoke over us. I breathed through my mouth to shut out the smell. The light smeared red and I glanced up to see smoke dimming the sun. And then I saw something worse. Cruising overhead was a military helicopter.

I was so dead. Ms Shepard was going to haul me away by the ear. And she’d call my parents. I streaked down the trail into the canyon, and stopped cold.

The helicopter sat on the ground, rotors blowing sand. Ms Shepard was herding my classmates onto the bus. Soldiers in camouflage had pulled Abbie and Tommy off to one side. Abbie looked ashamed.

Busted.

Valerie pounded into me from behind. She gasped at the sight of the helo. A soldier walked toward us.

We were totally busted. Unless I could talk us out of trouble. And man, was I good at talking.

‘I can explain. I...’

I felt blood running down my nose and over my top lip. I wiped it off and my hand came away bright red. Valerie gulped, looked at Ms Shepard herding kids onto the bus, and pointed at me.

‘Nosebleed said we’d see the best drawings if we followed her.’

My mouth fell open.

Heads turned. The soldier, Ms Shepard and my entire class stared at me. The rock in my stomach began to burn. Valerie hugged herself and started to cry.

‘It’s not my fault.’ She turned to me, lips quivering. ‘Why did you make me do it?’

My fist went into her face.

I swirled the wine in my glass. ‘Valerie blamed me for the face she grew into.’ The one that ended up carrying so much weight. ‘Did I tell you she threatened to get a nose job and sue me to pay for it?’

Jesse looked wry. ‘You could have claimed sovereign immunity.’

A wolf whistle cut through the music. Across the room, a man stood with his hands in his pockets, grinning at me.

‘Here we go,’ Jesse said.

I laughed and waved. ‘Tommy.’

He was still a whippet. He was wearing a bowling shirt, the first time since graduation I had seen him in something besides motocross leathers. His brown eyes gleamed from beneath a ridiculous pork-pie hat. He tipped it back, cool as ever.

He sauntered over, chewing gum, and slapped my hand into a soul shake. ‘Hey, Rocky.’

‘You’re looking smooth,’ I said.

He pulled up his sleeve, revealing a nicotine patch. ‘Dawning of a new era.’

‘The tobacco companies are going to go bankrupt.’ Smiling, I introduced Jesse. ‘Freedom fighter or my boyfriend, depending on your point of view.’

Tommy shook his hand. ‘Cool. What is it you do, exactly?’

‘Take on The Man, mostly. You?’

‘I am The Man.’ He chewed his gum. ‘Detective with the China Lake Police Department.’

Jesse’s face was worth the drive.

At the far end of the club Ceci Lezak climbed up on the bandstand, shushed the band and stepped to the mike. ‘All righty. Before the festivities get too lively, we have a few awards.’

Lively meant the football team was drinking Cuervo shots and we had less than an hour before chairs started flying. Ceci smoothed her ruffles into submission.

‘We want to mark some milestones in our lives. All this is in the Dog Days Update, but I want to make special mention of a few people.’

Tommy leaned toward me. ‘You punched anybody out tonight?’

I laughed. Jesse watched, his face enigmatic. He had nothing to be jealous of. Tommy had always been my crush, not vice versa. He never stuck with a girl for more than a few weeks.

Ceci read from a note card. ‘Four couples have been married for thirteen years, so we had to get down to anniversary dates.’ Her voice sounded tight. ‘Congratulations to the longest married graduates, Wally and Abbie Hankins.’

In the center of the room Abbie whooped and thrust her arms in the air.

Ceci flipped to the next card. ‘The award for the grad with the most children goes to Tommy Chang with five.’

The football team stomped on the floor and slapped their hands on tables, hooting, ‘Yeah!’ I turned to him in surprise.

He popped another stick of gum in his mouth. ‘Two sets of twins. And two ex-wives. You see why I can’t afford to smoke anymore.’

‘The grad who still lives closest to campus is... me.’ Awkward laughter from the crowd. ‘And the award for the classmate who’s come the farthest to the reunion?’

Beside me, I heard, ‘Oh, shit.’

‘Let’s have a round of applause. All the way from Canada, Jesse Blackburn.’

By ten p.m. the pineapple weenies had given way to a cake the size of a sofa, topped with a plastic bassett hound and Gone huntin’ written in green icing. Up on the bandstand a quartet of classmates had slung on electric guitars, and Stace Wilkins and Bo Krause were playing increasingly drunken guitar solos. When they launched into ‘Pissing in the Wind’, Abbie jumped up and pulled Wally onto the dance floor.

Off near the door, Ceci was wrestling a display into place on an easel. My gaze slid past her, but an odd tic of emotion drew my eye back to a woman who had just come in.

She was by herself, and she was sick. She seemed as frail as paper and carried herself with care, as though the slightest touch would bruise her. Under the disco ball her hair shone brassy brown. It was a wig. Her eyes were hot in an alabaster face. She gazed around the room expectantly, but nobody said hello to her.

People sometimes treated Jesse the same way, and few things made me angrier. I headed across the club. I might fumble for words, but that was better than ignoring her.

I extended my hand. ‘Evan Delaney. You’ll have to forgive me for not recognizing you.’

She was so pale that her skin was nearly translucent. I could see blue veins in her temples. Her hand was chilly.

‘Hey, Nosebleed.’

My lips parted, but something had nailed my tongue to the floor of my mouth. I read her nametag. Valerie Skinner.

Her voice was a rasp, slurred at the edges. She pointed to her head. ‘Brain thing. Messes up my speech.’

‘Sorry to hear it,’ I said. ‘Really sorry.’

‘Sure you are. You like my new look?’ Turning her head, she showed me her profile. ‘I’ll send you the bill for the nose job. The weight loss has a downside, but at least I’ll die thin.’

‘You look...’

‘Don’t sweat it. Close your mouth, flies are getting stuck in your teeth.’

Luckily, I had laminated a smile to my face before coming over. Otherwise I would have looked like The Scream.

She gazed around. ‘Time to get a drink and hold court. This is my last chance to get these rubes bowing at my feet.’ Her smile was self-aware. ‘Once a diva, always a diva.’

She walked off with the cautious gait of an octogenarian. I wanted to run straight to a Catholic church and confess my sins to a priest.

Ceci sidled up. At length she said, ‘Is it a tumor?’

I frowned, galled that she would put it so baldly. ‘I didn’t see the x-rays.’

She twisted her hands together. ‘I just thought, you’ve been talking to him all night, maybe he told you what’s wrong.’

‘Say again?’

She nodded across the room at Jesse. ‘The wheelchair – does he have cancer?’

‘Broken back. A car ran him down. Why would you think—’

‘Good.’ She relaxed. ‘We don’t need to add any more names to the list.’

But she continued twisting her hands, gazing at the display she had just set up. It was labeled Hound Heaven.

‘Excuse me, Ceci.’

I walked over to it. Under the caption ‘In Fond Memory’, Ceci had tacked up photos, remembrances and newspaper obituaries. I gazed at them, feeling a tingling in my fingers.

Jesse rolled up beside me. ‘Ev?’

I continued gazing at the display. After a moment he leaned back.

‘Jesus,’ he said. ‘What happened, a sniper in the clock tower?’

Billy D’Amato. Car crash.

Shannon Gruber. Pneumonia.

Teddy Horowitz. Aircraft accident aboard the USS Nimitz.

Linda Garcia. Long illness.

Sharlayne Jackson. Complications of childbirth.

I put a hand to my head.

Marcy Yakulski. Auto accident. Pinned next to Marcy’s photo was an article from the Cincinnati Enquirer: ‘Four Die in Fiery Crash.’

Cancer.

Long illness.

Exposure.

Jesse shot me a look. ‘You may want to think about carrying a good luck charm.’

Light caromed off the disco ball, flickering over the names on the board. I read the last name and felt a sick headache spiraling up.

Dana West, RN. Surgical nurse. Died in a hospital fire.

‘I have to get out of here.’ I rushed for the door, queasy and desperate for fresh air.

The Mustang roared up Highway 395 heading north out of town, headlights swallowing the road. I kept the pedal down.

‘I knew Dana West. The nurse who died,’ I said.

I knew all the other names on the memorial board, but Dana West’s face stayed with me. She had a warm smile, a laugh that cut through the lunch line in the cafeteria, and an ease about comforting anybody who was in pain. She lived three houses down from me. Jesse put his hand on the back of my neck.

‘A hospital fire. She died on duty. This bitch universe, sometimes I...’

I ran the back of my hand across my eyes. Twelve classmates were gone. And Valerie Skinner was going to be next.

The desert night was radically still, the sky a black sail scooped full of stars. The road climbed over open country and, though it had been fifteen years, the rise and the twist in the road presented themselves to me as gifts. I pushed it up to the summit and found the turnout.

We were at the top of a natural amphitheater, looking west toward the Sierras. Far in the distance, the lights of Lone Pine clung to the flat. The silence was complete. I got out and walked around to Jesse’s side.

He opened his door. ‘Give me a hand? I left my hiking gear at home.’

He could walk a bit, but hadn’t brought his crutches. I faced him and when he stood up in the doorway we locked forearms. Even bracing him, I savored the moment; I loved having him tall. He still had the lithe swimmer’s frame that had brought him a couple of national titles and a spot on the US world championship team. He made it the two feet to the back of the car and pulled himself up to sit on the trunk.

The sky was spread with white fire. The dark wall of the Sierras soared above us. I leaned back against him.

‘Dad brought me out here the day after I punched Valerie in the nose.’

I’d thought my life was ruined. I was suspended from school and my parents had grounded me. All I wanted to do was cringe in my room with the covers over my head. Instead, my father ordered me into the car, drove me up to this empty rise, and taught me how to shoot a gun.

Dad was a lean man with an Oklahoma drawl and cropped hair gone the color of ice, and he talked while he set up a row of tin cans and loaded Grandpa’s old shotgun.

‘There’s anger, and then there’s defending yourself. Yesterday was about anger, which is why you’re suffering consequences.’

He showed me how to nestle the stock against my shoulder and to sight the target down the barrel.

‘But don’t ever kowtow to bullies. I’m proud that you stood up for yourself. You just went about it the wrong way. Both eyes open, Kit. And watch out for the kick.’

I aimed at the cans and fired. The sound rattled through my skull. We looked.

‘You killed that cactus. Dead.’ He took the shotgun and reloaded. ‘When you go back to school, don’t be ashamed. Take your licks and move on.’

‘Can’t I just be invisible? I’d settle for that.’

He stopped loading shells. ‘Never settle. Not you, Kit. Not ever.’

Now I stared across the night. Jesse wrapped his arms around my waist.

‘What happened?’ he said.

‘Everything turned around. When my suspension was up I went back to school and nobody messed with me.’ I laughed, weakly. ‘Except for Valerie. But I knew I could stand up to her, and I had friends who stood with me. I didn’t settle for staying out of her way.’

‘Settle isn’t a word I connect with you. Surrender, give up – none of those words either.’

I wrapped my hands around his. Behind us the moon rose, shimmering and huge. Its light ghosted down the slope across the valley and hit the granite wall of the mountains. On the summits, snowcaps luminesced.

His voice went quiet. ‘I know it’s a blow, seeing how many of your classmates have died.’

‘Chance makes me angry.’

‘Nothing can grant you certainty. But I’ll fight to make sure your life never becomes a compromise.’

It was more than reassurance. It was a promise and a dare. And it was closer to a proposal than I was ready to hear. I turned around and laid my hands across his shoulders. His eyes were deep blue in the moonlight.

I gave him a non-answer. I pressed my mouth to his and gave him a kiss.
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