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Chapter 1 The accusation
The camera was gone, and the space where it should have been was doing a remarkable amount of talking.
It said Evan Price had taken it. It said the other students should keep their bags close. It said the two years he had spent carrying equipment for Ms. Melton counted for less than one empty shelf.
Dean stood in the project-room doorway with a cardboard sleeve under his arm. He had come for his final prints. His mother expected him home in twenty minutes to finish packing, and on Thursday the Gabriel family would leave town.
Evan sat on a stool beside the light box. He kept turning a lens cap between his hands.
"It was there when I gave it to him," he said.
Theo Mercer stood at the opposite end of the worktable. He was a senior, tall enough to make the old ceiling pipes look like an inconvenience. Dean had never seen him without something to do with his hands. Today he was pulling at the elastic loop on his key ring.
"And I told you," Theo said, "the case was empty."
Ms. Melton put the clipboard down.
"Then we need to work out what happened between those two statements."
"That's what I've been saying."
Evan aimed the words at Theo. The lens cap jumped from his fingers, clattered across the table and dropped to the floor. Nobody moved to pick it up.
Dean stepped inside.
"Which camera?"
"The loan body," Ms. Melton said. "The one with the fifty-millimeter lens."
Not Dean's camera. His own SLR, his sixteenth-birthday present, was at home in its padded bag. The school camera was older, with a stiff winding lever and a meter that disagreed with the other cameras whenever the sky turned gray. Evan liked it anyway. He said knowing exactly how a thing was broken could be better than trusting a new one.
"The black case?" Dean asked.
Theo nodded. "With the repaired strap. The stitching's coming loose again."
Ms. Melton had not mentioned the strap. Dean looked at him, but Theo was watching Evan.
"I used it Friday morning," Evan said. "I brought it back after lunch. Theo was doing returns."
"He gave me a case."
"With a camera in it."
Ms. Melton raised one hand.
Dean leaned over the clipboard. Evan's name occupied the last completed line. Beside it were the inventory number, the lens description and Friday's date. Under RETURNED, somebody had drawn a long vertical stroke that stopped short of becoming anything useful.
"What's that?"
"My pen died," Evan said. "I asked Theo to finish it."
"I said I'd check it."
"You said it was fine."
Ms. Melton took the clipboard back before Dean could turn it toward Theo.
"Nobody signed the equipment in," she said. "That much we know."
Outside, a chair scraped in the corridor. Two students who had been choosing prints by the window suddenly became interested in their bags.
Evan watched them leave.
"So I have to pay for it."
"I haven't said that."
"The office has."
For the first time Ms. Melton looked tired. "The office asked me to reconcile the inventory by Wednesday. If an item is missing, I have to account for it. If there is evidence it was stolen, that goes further. I am not making either decision this afternoon."
"My name's on the sheet."
"Your name tells me where to start looking. It doesn't tell me where to stop."
Dean liked that. Evan did not seem to hear it.
Theo pushed away from the table. "I've got work. Can I go?"
"I'll need a written account of what you remember. Tomorrow morning."
"Sure."
He went past Dean without looking at him. His shoulder brushed the cardboard sleeve, bending a corner. Dean looked down at it and then through the open doorway. Theo was already at the stairs.
"You should be packing," Ms. Melton said.
"I can help look."
"Your mother phoned about your prints."
"I can look quickly."
Evan gave him the first direct look he had received since entering the room. It was not gratitude. It was closer to a warning.
Ms. Melton unlocked the lower cupboard and moved aside.
"You can check this with me. Nobody searches anybody's bag. Nobody makes announcements. And when we're done, you go home."
Dean set his sleeve on a high shelf and crouched beside her.
There were filters in boxes with split corners, a flash unit without batteries, three scratched lens hoods and a camera body missing its back. Ms. Melton checked each item against the inventory. Evan remained on the stool until Dean rolled the fallen lens cap toward his shoe.
Then he got down to help.
They found six things nobody had missed. They did not find the camera.
At the bottom of the cupboard, under the sign-out clipboard's spare sheets, Dean discovered a cream-colored processing envelope. One side bore the school's name. A small receipt had been stapled to the other.
"Could it be at the lab?"
Ms. Melton took the envelope. "They have one of our rolls. They don't have the camera."
"Did you ask?"
She looked at him. "No. I haven't asked them today."
Evan stopped searching.
The receipt was stamped FRI 3:42. Under the time, in handwriting that sloped hard to the right, somebody had written THEO: COLLECT TUE.
Dean flattened it against the cupboard door.
"You said Theo took the case after lunch."
"He did."
"And you stayed here?"
Evan's hand closed around a filter box.
"For a bit."
"You said all afternoon."
"I was here."
Ms. Melton looked from one to the other.
"Evan?"
He set the box down too carefully.
"I had to go to the store. Mr. Ross said if I wanted the extra shift I had to be there by two."
The clock in the room clicked. Dean had always hated how loudly it did that after everyone stopped talking.
"You left before the project session ended," Ms. Melton said.
"I brought the camera back first."
"Why didn't you tell me?"
"Because I'm not supposed to leave without asking. Because when something goes missing, leaving early looks bad. Pick one."
Dean sat back on his heels. That morning Evan had told him he had worked at the light box until four. He had said it easily, as if it were the least interesting detail in the world.
"You could've told me."
"Would you have believed me?"
"I did believe you."
Evan's face changed, but before he could answer, someone tapped the doorframe.
Leah, one of the students who helped hang the exhibition, stood outside with a ring of display-board keys. She looked at Ms. Melton rather than at either boy.
"I'm sorry. I didn't know you were still here."
"What is it?"
"About the camera. I didn't want to say anything if you'd found it."
Evan stood.
Dean felt the small, unpleasant shift that happened when a room decided which way to look.
"What did you see?" Ms. Melton asked.
Leah twisted the keys around her finger.
"Evan took it out the back stairs. On Friday. After lunch."
"No," Evan said.
"I saw the case."
"I didn't have it."
Leah's eyes filled with the miserable certainty of somebody wishing a true thing were not true.
"I'm sorry," she said. "But I saw you."
Chapter 2 The receipt
On the way home, Evan walked so fast Dean had to lengthen his stride to keep up.
"Slow down."
"Why? You've got packing."
"I'm trying to talk to you."
"Everybody's trying to talk to me. Nobody likes the answers."
At the crossing, Evan pressed the button three times. Across the road, traffic moved past the bus shelter in short, impatient bursts. Dean had photographed the shelter in the rain once. Evan had stood inside it and pretended not to know him until Dean promised to buy him a drink.
That print was in the sleeve under Dean's arm.
"Leah could've made a mistake," he said.
Evan stared at the red crossing light. "You saw her face."
"People can be sure and wrong."
"You weren't sure after I told you about the shift."
Dean had no good answer for that.
The light changed. Halfway across, Evan said, "Don't go telling everybody you know I didn't do it."
"Why not?"
"Because when they don't believe you, you'll get mad. And then it'll be about you being mad."
On the far pavement he turned toward the store. Dean watched him go, then unfolded the photocopy Ms. Melton had made of the lab receipt.
Three forty-two. Nearly two hours after Evan said he had gone to work.
At home, his mother stood among boxes in the living room with a marker in her mouth. She took it out when she saw him.
"Twenty minutes?"
"I know."
"Do you know where your shoes are going to sleep on Thursday?"
Dean looked at the collection by the stairs.
"In the car?"
"In a box. A box you pack."
Dylan was on the floor behind her, applying tape to something that already had more tape than cardboard.
"He's trying to save the world," Dylan said.
"One camera," Dean said.
Mona's expression softened, which somehow made Dean feel worse.
"I heard from Ms. Melton. You can help your friend. You also live here."
She handed him an empty box.
By the time he finished, it was too late to call the lab. He lay awake listening to his father and mother discuss the moving truck downstairs. Numbers, the scrape of a chair, a silence after a number neither of them liked. Eventually Steven said something about the new house, and Mona laughed for the first time all evening.
Dean turned on his bedside lamp and wrote down everything he could remember.
He put LEAH SAW EVAN on one line, stared at it, then crossed out the last word.
LEAH SAW SOMEONE WITH CASE.
In the morning Ms. Melton read his page without smiling.
"You're going to the lab with Evan after the last session," she said. "I've phoned. They know you're coming. Ask about the equipment, not people's private photographs."
"Can we take the envelope?"
"The copy. And bring back the prints they're holding for us."
She wrote an authorization beneath the school letterhead and signed it. Dean tucked it into his notebook. He liked the weight of the permission, the fact that somebody had put her name beside his errand.
Evan was less impressed.
"Now we get to do a delivery. Great."
But he came.
The photo lab occupied half a narrow shop between a dry cleaner and a place that repaired watches. Photographs faded in the window. Inside, a machine made a steady brushing sound behind a partition, and the air smelled warm and faintly chemical.
A woman at the counter took Ms. Melton's letter.
"School collection?"
"And a question," Dean said.
She glanced at the receipt. "Aren't there always."
Her name badge read NINA. She retrieved a packet from a drawer, checked it against the receipt and laid it on the counter.
"This is the roll Theo brought on Friday?"
"That's what the slip says."
"Did he bring a camera?"
Nina looked up. "You missing one?"
Evan leaned forward.
"A black school camera," Dean said. "With silver around the top."
"You'll have to do better than that."
He described the stiff winding lever and the repair on the strap. Nina called through the partition.
A young woman emerged carrying a stack of empty print wallets. Dean recognized her from the project room. She had helped Ms. Melton with the introductory class during the summer.
"It's Alice," she said, when she saw him trying to place her. "You asked whether expired film could make the sky green."
"Did it?" Nina asked.
"He hadn't developed it yet."
Evan made a small noise. Almost a laugh.
Alice examined the photocopy.
"I remember this. Theo was here."
"Did he have the camera?" Dean asked.
"Yes. He rewound the film at the counter. He had trouble getting the leader started on the new roll."
Dean felt his pulse in his hands.
"You're certain it was Friday?"
"I only work here Tuesdays and Fridays. He said he needed these back for the school display. I told him Tuesday afternoon."
She pointed to the writing beneath the timestamp.
"That's mine."
Evan's face had gone still.
"He said he put an empty case in the cupboard after lunch."
Alice looked at Nina.
"I'm telling you what I saw," she said. "I wasn't at school."
Dean opened the notebook. He wrote the time, her name and what she remembered. Then he read it back. Alice corrected him on one detail: she had not loaded the new film. She had shown Theo where to feed it, and he had done it himself.
As they stepped outside with the prints, Evan said, "We've got him."
Dean checked the school envelope was closed.
"We've got something to ask him."
"Don't do that."
"Do what?"
"Make it sound like he's still telling the truth."
Dean looked down at the receipt. An earlier roll, taken out Friday afternoon. A new roll put into the same camera. Whatever was in the new roll was not inside the packet they were carrying.
"I don't think he is."
"Then say it."
A bus sighed at the curb, blocking their view of the road. Evan watched the passengers get off. Dean wondered how many people at school had already heard Leah's story.
They found her putting card mounts into a cupboard near the hall. When she saw Evan, she stood so abruptly that the stack slid off her knee.
He helped pick it up. The gesture seemed to embarrass her more than an accusation would have.
"Where were you when you saw me?" he asked.
"By the back stairs."
"On them?"
"No. At the end of the corridor."
Dean kept his notebook closed.
"Did you see his face?"
Leah put a mount back in the cupboard. "I saw him turn."
"Toward you?"
"Away. But he had the blue jacket. The one with the white paint."
Evan stopped moving.
Dean looked at him.
"The paint down the left sleeve?" Evan asked.
"Yes."
"I lent it to Theo. He was carrying those display boards in from the shed. He said he'd get his sweatshirt filthy."
Leah's mouth opened slightly.
"He still has it," Evan said.
For a moment Dean saw how easy it would be to make her feel as small as she had made Evan feel. He could ask why she had not bothered to look properly. He could demand that she remember the exact minute she had decided a jacket was a person.
Instead he said, "Will you tell Ms. Melton that you didn't see the face?"
Leah nodded. She looked at Evan.
"I really thought..."
"I know."
He said it flatly, but he did not raise his voice.
They found Theo outside the project room with a stack of paper under one arm. Dean noticed that he had no jacket.
"You collected the prints," Theo said.
"Ms. Melton asked us."
"You should've said. I was going."
Evan took a step toward him. Dean put the packet on the nearest table before anybody could knock it down.
"Alice remembers you taking the film out of the camera," he said. "At three forty-two."
Theo looked at the packet. Then at Evan.
"I used another camera."
"Same strap," Evan said. "Same busted lever."
"Lots of cameras have busted levers."
"How many have my jacket around them?"
The papers under Theo's arm slipped. He caught them against his hip.
"Maybe we should check the storage room," he said.
Dean waited.
"The one behind the old stage. Stuff gets put there."
Nobody had mentioned that room.
"We can ask Ms. Melton," Dean said.
Theo looked toward the classroom door. Her voice came through it, speaking to Leah.
"Did they do the other roll?"
"What other roll?"
"The lab."
"We collected what was on the receipt."
Theo bent to straighten his papers, although none had fallen. Evan watched him with an expression Dean had never seen on his face before.
"You know where it is," Evan said.
Theo stood.
"How much do they want?"
"What?"
"For the camera."
Evan said nothing.
Theo pulled his wallet partway from his pocket, then seemed to realize how it looked and pushed it back.
"I could cover it," he said. "Then nobody has to make a thing out of this."
Through the door, Ms. Melton asked Leah to start again from the beginning.
Dean looked at Evan's name on the packet's collection slip.
"And who do they think lost it?" he asked.
Theo had no answer.
Chapter 3 What the picture could do
Evan left before Ms. Melton came out.
He did not slam anything. Somehow that made the departure worse. He put the prints on her desk, told Dean to enjoy his new town and walked away.
Theo watched the stairwell swallow him.
"You can go after him," he said.
"You can give the camera back."
A ball bounced somewhere in the gym. The noise traveled through the corridor in three diminishing knocks.
Theo leaned against the wall. Up close, Dean saw that the skin beside one thumbnail had been bitten raw.
"You don't get it."
"Then tell me."
"Why? So you can write it down?"
Dean looked at the notebook in his hand and closed it.
"The lab saw you. Leah didn't see Evan's face. Ms. Melton's going to ask where the camera went after you put new film in it."
"Maybe it got stolen."
"Did it?"
"Maybe."
Dean nearly walked away. He had promised his mother he would be home on time. His last days in town were supposed to include a pizza with Evan and two other friends. Instead he was standing beside a boy who thought a wallet could make a lie less cruel.
"Does it have something to do with the other roll?"
Theo stopped worrying at his thumb.
The change was small. Dean might have missed it if he had been watching the face he expected Theo to make.
"What's on it?"
"Nothing."
"Then return it."
"It's my mother, okay?"
He said the words quietly enough that Dean had to lean closer to hear them. Then he looked toward the project-room door as if he could pull them back before they traveled.
Dean waited.
Theo shook his head. "Forget it."
"A picture of your mother?"
"Don't say it so loud."
Dean lowered his voice. "What's wrong with that?"
For a while Theo watched dust move in the afternoon light.
"The project was people at work. I did the repair shop. The woman at the laundromat. Stuff like that. I was going home, and I saw her outside the church building."
"The church?"
"The annex. Tuesdays and Fridays they do the food pantry."
Dean knew the building. He had photographed its window because the old glass bent the reflection of passing cars. He had never thought about what happened inside.
"Her hours got cut," Theo said. "She said we'd be fine. She kept saying we'd be fine, then I saw her coming out with a box."
Dean glanced at the closed classroom door.
"You took her picture?"
"She saw the camera and smiled. Like I was there on purpose. I thought I'd give her the print. Just her face. She looked..."
He stopped.
Dean understood wanting to keep an expression before it disappeared. That had happened with his own mother: a sudden laugh while she cooked, the tiredness gone for half a second. By the time he found the camera it had always come back.
"Someone else was there," Theo said. "A kid from school. He saw the box and made a joke. Said it would be a great one for the exhibition."
"Who?"
Theo shook his head.
"Has he seen the picture?"
"Nobody's seen the picture. It's in the camera."
The admission settled between them.
Dean kept his notebook shut.
"Why didn't you rewind it?"
"Because then everybody would ask where the project roll was. There are other pictures on it. I'd already told Melton I'd bring it in. I was going to take the camera home, get the film out, bring it back empty. Then Evan started asking and Leah started talking and..."
He pressed his lips together.
"And you let them think he stole it."
Theo looked away.
For a moment Dean imagined the photograph without seeing it: a woman carrying a box, smiling at her son. What made it dangerous was not inside the frame. It was everything other people could put around it.
He also imagined Evan sitting on the stool while two classmates picked up their bags.
"You have to tell Ms. Melton."
"She'll want the film."
"She might not."
"She'll say she has to check. Everybody has to check. Then it's on the light box and somebody walks in."
Ms. Melton opened the door behind them.
Both boys turned.
She looked at Theo first. "I need your written account before you leave."
"I'll do it."
"Now, please."
She went back inside, leaving the door open.
Theo pushed himself away from the wall. Dean caught his sleeve, then immediately let go when Theo stiffened.
"You don't have to tell everybody."
"You already know."
The words struck harder than Dean expected.
He had wanted an answer. He had not thought about how it would feel to become another person Theo had to fear.
"I won't tell the other students," he said.
"You just told me to tell Melton."
"Because Evan didn't do it. That part can't stay a secret."
Theo went into the room.
Dean stood outside while the clock clicked and a pen scratched. He did not hear what Theo wrote. When Ms. Melton called him in, Theo was gone through the other door.
She had his statement on the desk. Dean could see three lines and a signature.
"Alice phoned me," she said. "And Leah corrected her account. I'll speak to Theo again tomorrow."
Dean looked at the statement.
"What did he say?"
"Enough that I have more questions."
"He has a reason."
Ms. Melton took off her glasses.
"For what?"
Dean felt the trap of his own sentence. If he gave her the reason now, he could make the whole case easier. He could also make the promise he had just given Theo meaningless.
"For not wanting the film developed."
"Did he tell you he has the camera?"
"He told me the picture is still in it."
She was quiet for several seconds.
"If there's a personal photograph involved, that doesn't mean it belongs on the exhibition wall."
"Can you tell him that?"
"I will. But I can't promise you how he'll respond."
Outside the school, Evan sat on the low wall beside the bicycle racks. He had not gone after all.
Dean felt relieved until he saw the set of Evan's shoulders.
"What did he say?"
"There's a picture he doesn't want people to see."
"Of what?"
"It's personal."
Evan gave a short laugh.
"My mom got a call at work. That's personal."
"I know."
"No, you know something about him now. So you've gone all careful."
Dean set his bag down.
"I'm still trying to clear you."
"You were trying to clear me when you thought he was just a liar. Now he's a liar with a reason, so I get to wait."
Cars began filling the pickup lane. Dean recognized Mona's car at the far end. She had come to find him.
"Give it until the inventory tomorrow."
"And then?"
"Then Ms. Melton has to put what she knows in writing."
"Even if he doesn't return it?"
Dean hesitated.
Evan nodded as though he had received the answer he expected.
"You can't promise anything."
"No. I can't."
For a moment they watched a younger student trying to unlock a bicycle with the wrong key. Behind the car windshield, Mona lifted a hand. Dean held up one finger.
"I shouldn't have told you what was happening like it was already solved," he said.
Evan picked at a crack in the wall.
"I just want my mom to get another call."
Dean nodded.
His mother did not ask questions until they were out of the school lane. When she did, he told her enough to explain why he was late. She listened with both hands on the wheel.
"You can care about why someone did something," she said, "and still expect them to fix it."
Dean watched the school diminish in the mirror.
"What if they won't?"
"Then you don't do their fixing for them."
At home he put his notebook on a box and tried to decide whether to phone Evan. Before he could, the house phone rang.
Dylan answered, yelled Dean's name and handed it over with an exaggerated bow.
Theo's voice came down the line.
"Did you tell her?"
"That there's something private on the film. Not what."
"She left a message at home. My mom heard it."
"She needs the camera back."
Theo breathed into the receiver. Somewhere behind him a door shut.
"That's all anybody wants, right? To see the roll."
"No. Listen..."
"I can make sure there's no roll by morning."
The line clicked dead before Dean could answer.
Chapter 4 A different bargain
Dean stood with the receiver against his ear until the dial tone became a sharp, repetitive complaint.
His mother looked up from the kitchen table.
"Dean?"
"I need Ms. Melton's number."
Mona did not ask him to finish packing first.
The teacher returned his call twenty minutes later. Dean told her exactly what Theo had said. It sounded more alarming when repeated in the quiet kitchen.
"Did he say he would damage the camera?"
"No. Just the roll."
"And you haven't told anyone else about the photograph?"
He glanced at Mona.
"My mom knows there's a private picture. She doesn't know what's in it."
"All right. I'll contact his mother. You leave it with me tonight."
"What if he opens the back before you reach him?"
"Then we deal with that. The film isn't the only way to establish what happened."
Dean pictured the camera's back swinging open, the strip of images vanishing in ordinary kitchen light. Faces, a laundromat, a woman with a box. Things that had happened, made impossible to see.
He had treated the film like the answer. But Alice had seen Theo change the rolls. Leah had seen a jacket. Evan had gone to work, where somebody could say when he arrived. None of that would disappear with a photograph.
He thanked Ms. Melton and put the phone down.
Dylan was watching from the doorway.
"Is somebody in trouble?"
"Yeah."
"You?"
"Not currently."
Dylan considered this. "That's new."
Dean threw a dish towel at him. He caught it, pleased with himself, and for a moment the house felt like a house again.
At school the next morning, Evan waited beside the project-room door with his mother. She wore a supermarket name badge clipped to her coat. Dean had met her before. Today she nodded without smiling.
"Thanks for coming," he said, then realized how stupid it sounded. It was her son. Of course she had come.
"I've got until nine," she said.
Theo arrived at eight twenty-five.
He carried the black camera case by its repaired strap.
Dean felt relief so suddenly he nearly laughed. Evan stepped forward. Theo put the case on the table between them.
The clasp clicked.
The case opened.
It was empty.
Evan made a sound through his nose and turned away.
"Seriously?"
Theo looked at Ms. Melton. "I brought that."
"Where is the camera?"
"Here. At school."
"Where?"
"Storage room. Behind the stage."
Dean saw Evan's mother look at the clock.
"Then go get it," Evan said.
Theo shook his head once. "Not with everybody."
Ms. Melton picked up her keys.
"With me. The rest of you stay here."
She followed him into the corridor. Dean heard a second door open, then the distant scrape of something being moved.
Nobody spoke.
The empty case sat on the table like a rehearsal of the earlier argument. Dean could see the indentation where the lens fitted. A frayed white stitch stood up from the strap repair. He had noticed Theo knowing about it, but knowing a strap existed had never proved anything. Alice's memory mattered. The time mattered. The story had become clearer every time he stopped looking for one perfect clue.
Evan's mother touched her son's shoulder. He stood rigidly beneath her hand.
When Ms. Melton returned, Theo carried a blue jacket.
White paint marked the left sleeve.
He laid it on the table and unwrapped the camera.
Ms. Melton turned the body over without opening the back. She compared the engraved school number with the inventory sheet. Then she set it down.
"This is our camera."
Evan stared at it.
"Tell her," he said to Theo.
Theo looked toward the door.
"Tell my mom."
For a moment Dean thought Theo would refuse. Then Theo faced Mrs. Price.
"Evan gave it back to me Friday. The camera was in the case. I took it to the lab and used it again."
She did not help him with a question.
"I brought it back after," he said. "I put it in the storage room. I didn't want the film developed."
"And when my son was asked?"
Theo swallowed.
"I said the case was empty."
The clock clicked above the cupboards.
Mrs. Price nodded once. Her hand was still on Evan's shoulder, but now he leaned toward it.
Ms. Melton placed a second sheet on the table.
"I've spoken to Alice at the lab and to Evan's supervisor. I've recorded Leah's correction. Theo's account and the returned equipment resolve the missing-camera report. Evan didn't steal it."
"Put that last part in the letter," Mrs. Price said.
"I have."
Dean let out a breath he had not known he was holding.
Ms. Melton passed the letter to Mrs. Price. Evan read it over her arm, slowly, as if he expected the words to change halfway down.
Theo remained beside the table.
"What about the film?" he asked.
His voice sounded much younger than it had during the argument.
"Your mother's coming at nine," Ms. Melton said. "We'll speak privately."
"Are you going to look at it?"
"We don't need to exhibit a photograph to establish who had the camera."
"But..."
"The project will need replacement pictures. That's a separate problem."
Mrs. Price put the letter in her bag. She thanked Ms. Melton, then looked at Theo.
"You need to correct this with the people you told."
He nodded.
"Today."
"Yes."
She kissed Evan's forehead before he could duck away and left for work. He watched her through the glass pane in the door until she turned the corner.
Theo reached for the blue jacket.
Evan got there first.
"That's mine."
Theo let go.
There was no fight. No sudden generous gesture. Evan folded the jacket and put it in his bag.
Dean found himself wanting somebody to say it was all right, then hated the thought. It was not all right. It was being corrected. Those were different things.
At nine, Theo's mother came down the corridor carrying a handbag with a broken zip. Dean would not have noticed the zip two days earlier. Now he noticed it and wished he could stop arranging everything he saw around what he knew.
She looked from him to Evan, uncertain.
"Is this the right room?"
"Yes," Dean said. "Ms. Melton's inside."
She thanked him. Before she shut the door, he heard her say Theo's name with more exhaustion than anger.
He and Evan went to the courtyard. Wind lifted a loose corner of an exhibition poster against the window.
"You didn't tell me what the picture was," Evan said.
Dean shook his head.
"Was it bad?"
"It was something he thought people would use against his family."
Evan watched the poster slap the glass.
"They already used something against mine."
"I know."
"He gets to be embarrassed in private. I got called a thief in the project room."
Dean looked at him.
"That isn't fair."
Evan's shoulders lowered a fraction.
For a while they stood without speaking. Through the window, Ms. Melton moved around the table. Theo sat opposite his mother. Dean could not hear them and made himself turn away.
Later, Ms. Melton told him the roll would not be processed. Theo and his mother had agreed to abandon it. The project would use new photographs, and Theo would take responsibility for the cost of replacing the film and the work he had put at risk. The private details belonged in that room.
Theo corrected the story before the morning session ended. He did it haltingly, with Ms. Melton standing nearby. He said Evan had returned the camera and he had lied about what happened afterward.
Nobody applauded. One student looked ashamed. Another asked whether the exhibition would still open on time.
Life was already moving past the part Evan might have to remember longest.
At lunch, Dean found him outside again.
"Pizza tonight?" Dean asked.
Evan picked a loose thread from his sleeve.
"Packing?"
"Mostly done."
"You sure?"
"Enough."
Evan looked at him.
"Would you have done all this if you were staying?"
Dean started to say yes.
Evan lifted a hand.
"Think about it first."
Chapter 5 Before the gates
Dean thought about it while taking the tape off a box he had sealed too soon.
He thought about it while Dylan stood over him, explaining that two model aircraft were not interchangeable simply because both had wings.
He thought about it when his father brought home takeout and apologized for forgetting plates had already been packed.
Would he have helped if he were staying?
Yes. He believed that.
Would he have liked it as much if there were no finish line on Thursday, no chance to leave with everybody remembering him as the person who had fixed something?
That answer was harder.
At seven he met Evan outside the pizza place. The other two friends had already claimed a table inside. Music and hot air came through whenever the door opened.
"I would've helped," Dean said.
Evan looked at him for a moment. "Okay."
"But I liked thinking I could solve it before I left. Like that would make everything easy."
"For who?"
"Me, probably."
Evan pushed his hands into his jacket pockets. The white paint was still on the sleeve.
"I didn't need you to win."
"I know."
"You didn't on Monday."
Dean nodded.
Through the window their friends waved impatiently. One of them held up an empty glass as though they had been waiting for days.
"Your mom got the call?" Dean asked.
"Melton called her supervisor too. Said it was important Mom had the correction before the end of the shift."
"Good."
"Yeah."
Evan opened the door. "You're buying garlic bread."
It was not forgiveness in a speech. Dean was grateful for that.
The next morning they went back to the project room before the family was due to leave. Ms. Melton had given them one uncomplicated job: reshoot the portrait of the school caretaker that had been on the abandoned roll.
The caretaker stood beside a workbench and objected to every instruction Evan gave him.
"Why can't I look at the camera?"
"You can."
"You just told me not to."
"I told you not to stare at the lens like it owes you money."
Dean laughed, and the caretaker looked toward him. Evan pressed the shutter.
"There."
He advanced the film and took another picture. The school camera sounded the same as it always had: a small mechanical certainty, asking to be trusted only for what it could actually do.
Theo was carrying mounts in from the hall when they returned it. He put the stack down and moved aside.
"Thanks for doing the portrait," he said.
Evan recorded the return himself. Ms. Melton checked the camera and signed beside him.
"It was for the project," Evan said.
Theo nodded.
Dean could not improve the exchange by standing in the middle of it. He collected his sleeve of prints from the high shelf. Its bent corner had flattened beneath a book, leaving only a faint crease.
Ms. Melton called him back before he reached the door.
She held out a folded sheet.
"A copy of the correction. Evan said you could have one."
Dean opened it. The inventory number, the returned camera, the corrected accusation. Nothing about a pantry or a photograph of somebody's mother. No details that belonged to a different person's life.
"Keep it with your notebook," she said. "You like records."
"Apparently."
"They only help if you're willing to correct them."
He looked at the crossed-out line about Leah in the notebook.
"I'm learning."
She gave him a quick, firm hug, surprising him. He smelled coffee and the familiar paper dust of the project room.
"Keep taking pictures," she said.
"I will."
"And don't spend the whole time looking through a viewfinder."
Outside, Evan walked him to the car. Mona stood beside the open trunk, rearranging bags to make room for one more thing. There was always one more thing.
"Send me the mountains," Evan said.
"All of them?"
"The decent ones."
Dean held out his hand, felt ridiculous, and let it fall. Evan bumped his shoulder instead.
"Don't get weird."
"You're the one asking for mountains."
They laughed. Then Evan stepped back, and Dean realized the goodbye was happening now. No better sentence was coming to make it less awkward.
"See you," he said.
"Yeah."
On the drive home, Mona asked whether he was all right.
"Mostly."
She accepted that answer.
The moving truck was already outside when they reached the house. His father argued cheerfully with a stubborn strap. Dylan sat on the front step beside a box that would not close.
"It fit last night," Dylan said.
Dean looked inside. Books, aircraft, a rock wrapped in a T-shirt, three objects his brother would probably describe as important even if he could no longer remember where they had come from.
"You added stuff."
"It was my stuff."
Dean knelt. He took the books out, stacked them differently and made a space for the aircraft. Dylan watched with both hands ready to intervene.
"Careful."
"I am being careful."
"The tail..."
"I see it."
They got the lid down together.
Inside the empty house, sounds carried strangely. Mona's footsteps reached Dean from rooms he could no longer picture without the furniture. He had spent weeks wanting to leave and now found himself missing a mark on the wall where the sofa had rubbed the paint.
Steven came in holding the keys to the new place.
"Last chance to remember what we forgot."
"Everything," Dylan said.
"Excellent. We'll travel light."
Mona came out of the kitchen. She looked tired, but the tightness that had lived around her mouth for months had eased.
"A house," she said softly. "A proper place for the center. Actual evenings when we might all eat together."
Steven put his arm around her.
Dean wanted to make fun of the way they looked at each other. He also wanted them to keep doing it.
"Hold on," he said.
His camera was on top of his backpack, packed separately from the school equipment he had returned. He checked the frame counter and lifted it.
Dylan immediately made a face.
"Don't."
"You always say that."
"Because you always do it."
Mona laughed. Steven pulled Dylan under his free arm. Dean took the photograph before anyone arranged themselves properly.
Then he lowered the camera.
"Come here," his mother said.
He joined them in the middle of the empty room. For a moment his father's hand rested at the back of his neck, heavy and warm, and nobody talked about boxes or deadlines or money.
Dean wanted the new place to work. He wanted the promises in the brochure to mean what his parents heard in them. He wanted to be able to leave for college one day without worrying about what would happen at home while he was gone.
Outside, the moving truck started.
He went upstairs one last time, although there was nothing left to get. In his room, a pale rectangle marked the place where a picture had hung. He stood in the doorway until his mother called.
The correction from Ms. Melton fitted inside the back of his notebook. He folded it once more and put the notebook in his bag.
In the car, Dylan settled beside him with a book. Steven adjusted the mirror. Mona turned to check that both boys had their seat belts on, although she could see perfectly well that they did.
"Ready?" she asked.
Dean looked back at the house.
There were things he had not fixed. Evan and Theo would still have to pass each other at school. His friends would find other things to photograph, other places to go for pizza. Leaving did not preserve a moment the way a negative did.
But he had said what he could say. He had helped carry his brother's box. The school camera was on its proper shelf, and the right name was on the right piece of paper.
He faced forward.
"Ready."
His father pulled away from the curb.
As the town loosened around them and the road began to open, Mona found a song they all knew. Dylan complained about it. Steven turned it up.
Dean watched sunlight move across the dashboard. After a while, he started singing too.
The End
Continue the mystery
Dean’s story continues in Secrets Denied, Book One of the paid trilogy. Read Secrets Recovered next, followed by Secrets Exposed.
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Thank you for reading.
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