
Chapter 1
Mystery

My new life began on a Saturday. It was a life that chose me, which shouldn't have been surprising. A real shocker would be gliding through my senior year without one more thing to label my life dysfunctional. Most seventeen-year-olds would have called the events a head-on collision. For me, I was merely sideswiped in the journey to find my missing brother.

Saturday mornings were always my favorite. Dad cooked pancakes for the two of us and that day the vanilla-laden smell wafted up the stairs and tugged at my stomach. I bounded downstairs in my shorts and “Geek Chic” T-shirt, sliding around the slick corner reminiscent of the way Tom Cruise did in Dad’s favorite old movie, Risky Business. And he looked up, spatula in hand, with that same welcoming smile full of comfort and familiarity.

I inhaled deeply. “Yum.” I sat down and picked up my

fork in anticipation. A golden-brown stack waited on the serving platter.

My dad pulled on my ponytail before taking a seat across from me. He stared at the empty chair to my right. I concentrated on my plate.

We both helped ourselves to generous mounds of pancakes, and then I drizzled enough maple syrup to drive me into a sugar coma. The only sound filling the kitchen was the smacking and fork scraping that indicate true culinary delight.

As usual, my eyes were bigger than my stomach. I shook my head woefully at the butter- and syrup-laced masterpiece I was abandoning. I rose and cleared my plate from the table.

“Hold up. You in a hurry?” Dad asked.

“Gotta go get my memory cards out of the cameras outside and see if I got anything recorded,” I answered in between licking my sticky lips.

I slipped on my tennis shoes and went for the door. “Leaving Biscuit here?” Dad looked down. My cairn terrier sat expectantly at Dad’s feet. Biscuit wagged his stubby tail when he heard his name. I grinned at his pitiful face, black button eyes hopeful for a few stray crumbs. “Yeah, I’ll be right back. He can stay with you.” Biscuit looked from Dad to me before settling his chin on his paws.

I ran out the door and hopped into the old golf cart that sat in the garage. Even though I had gotten my license last year, I still preferred the golf cart for these errands. The aging motor started immediately and then I was off. I puttered down the long gravel driveway toward the highway.

The early morning air was crisp, and the sun hadn’t risen high enough to warm the areas beneath the canopy of oak trees. Enjoying my time alone in the woods, I breathed in the fragrant air. The smells of pine and cedar and the sounds of stirring intensified all the green colors of the leaves. But that was how I always saw things. The doctors had diagnosed my older brother as also having synesthesia. They quoted statistics of the number of people who experienced the same condition. And Pete never gave me away.

I wasn't happy about being like Pete. I didn't care if Mozart, Stevie Wonder, Billy Joel, and a lot of other talented people belonged to the synesthesia club. The famous ones had obviously figured out useful talents for the strange way we viewed the world. I didn’t feel gifted. Cursed was more like it. My sensory perception overlapped and hit me like a Mack truck every day.

The words on my homework invited my eyes to revel in their watercolor loveliness. The chalkboard became a living, breathing Matisse canvas. Music class exhausted me in the efforts to appear as bored and sleepy as my classmates. Each note enveloped my senses in vibrant greens, reds, and blues. I wanted sounds to be sounds and not a rush of colors invading my brain like a psychedelic avalanche.

The birds chirped and frissons tingled down my spine. Squirrels stirred the brittle leaves. I concentrated on the task ahead and ignored the symphony. It didn’t take long to drive around and retrieve the memory cards from the outdoor cameras and replace each with a blank card.

I went back inside the house and returned to the sanctuary of my room. The morning light streamed through the window. I sank onto my bed, closing my eyes and breathing deeply of silence and stillness. I huddled beneath a soft cotton pillow over my head. Dark, cool, nothing.

Thirty minutes later, I got out of bed and stuck the first memory card in the slot of my computer. To my surprise, there were a total of forty-five pictures. “Yes!” I pumped my fist. I opened the first file and my photo software displayed a clear picture of two cute raccoons eating from the plot across from the mounted camera. Cool. I’d been prepared to be a little disappointed, but I had already scored.

Scrolling through the rest of the pictures, I made notes in my logbook of the current moon phase. I noted the time lapse and approximate feeding time recorded as well as listing raccoon, deer, and birds as the animal subjects. My photos displayed a virtual Discovery Channel scene down there.

I examined the second memory card marked “b” with a black Sharpie pen to indicate the location. This particular camera had recorded the activity at the waiting booth, my favorite childhood haven, still sitting at the end of the driveway. I inserted it into the card slot and drummed my fingers on the desk. The files opened with fewer pictures recorded by the motion-activated camera. I scrolled through the first three pictures and really couldn’t see anything. Dang.

I wondered what had activated the sensor to begin taking pictures. I hit the arrow key to continue scrolling through the files. Third picture.

Nothing.
Fourth picture.

Nada.
I sighed, already bored and wondering who might be online to chat. I quickly tapped the arrow key several times in quick succession.

“Whoa,” I said and sat forward, nearly slipping off the edge of my seat.

I squinted to make sure I wasn’t seeing things. A guy stood at the right edge of the photo. The image resolution was clear; nevertheless, I zoomed in to take a closer look and could see that there were actually two people. I clicked the forward button to display the next photo.

Nothing.

The twelfth photo was the last on the memory card. I hit the back button. Why in the world was someone near the waiting booth in the middle of the night? I looked again at the photo to see if I recognized the person. I know everyone in Whispering Woods High School. With a school population of three hundred, that was pretty easy. This guy was definitely not someone I knew. He looked like he could be my age or older. Maybe he was a college student. There were literally thousands of students attending Whispering Woods U.

I called Austin. I was glad to have an excuse to call. We hadn’t been speaking since he had blown a fuse because I couldn’t go to GameCon. I didn’t like holding grudges.

“Hi.”

“Hey, I thought you might be mad at me. I shouldn’t have said that about your dad.”

“Forget it. I know you didn’t mean it,” I answered, although I was sure that he did. I rolled my eyes, glad that he couldn’t see me through the phone.

After a silence during which I imagined him thinking of a way to invite himself over, I said, “Listen, I have some pics from the camera down at the booth, and there’s a guy in one. Actually, I think there’re two guys. I think they’re guys…”

Silence hung like a thick fog while Austin absorbed what I had said. Because my dad and I lived on approximately one hundred acres of woods, we rarely happened upon people wandering around on our land. The waiting booth sat at the end of the long drive near the public road, but that still didn’t explain the presence of a person in the middle of the night.

“You’re messing with me, right? Chainsaw murderers hanging out at the waiting booth?” Austin then started humming the music from the Friday the 13th movies. “I’m coming over. Don’t go down there without me.”

I smiled because he couldn’t be mad if he was ordering me around. “Sure, Austin. I’ve been down to the camera already to get the memory card. I mean, you know that they’re long gone.”

“I’m on my way,” Austin said in an excited voice.

The call clicked off.

I looked back at my computer screen. “My dad is fine,” I said to the machine when I remembered Austin’s last comments to me when we had talked last night. I had known that he would be aggravated, but he had crossed the line in dissing my dad. “Maybe you’re the one who should get a girlfriend,” I said as if Austin could hear me.

The problem was that I think he wanted me to be that person. Ever since Austin had awkwardly tried to kiss me about a week ago, I had been weirded out. I’d turned my head so his lips had met my cheek, but I sensed that he’d planned the kiss differently. I shook my head to shake the image.

The mid-morning light in my room was bright, and I closed the blinds to see images on the screen clearer. The profile of the guy in the picture would be difficult for Austin to identify. The camera took infrared photos, everything in black and white.

Wearing jeans and a jacket, the first person looked like half of the people my age in Whispering Woods. Actually, the weather was too warm for a jacket at this time of year, so that told me that he wasn’t from around here or he was dressing that way to look cute for somebody. Either way, he didn’t have good sense. Arkansas was hot in September and wearing those clothes would make you melt like a toddler’s ice cream cone.

The picture was a side profile shot. I started doodling notes on my pad: 1. medium length dark hair, 2. taller than the second person, 3. carrying something. He probably didn’t even realize that his picture had been taken. The second person was partially blocked, so there wasn’t even enough to scribble a note about him or her.

The thought of someone lurking at the end of my road made a shiver of cold dance along my spine. Jeepers creepers. Had I looked in the garage to see if thieves had taken something? No, of course I hadn’t. Maybe they’d been driving around and for some reason had gotten out of their car.

Fifteen minutes later, the doorbell rang. I yelled,

“Coming,” as I ran down the stairs. I could see my dad opening the door.

“Hi, Mr. Taylor. Mia here?” Austin entered without waiting to be invited in.

My dad stepped aside and looked up at me expectantly as I was taking the last few steps. I hoped that Austin wouldn’t breathe a word about what was on the pictures. I sure didn’t want my dad to be paranoid about leaving me alone during the week while he worked out of town.

“Dad, Austin’s helping me with my science project.

Come on up.”

My dad had always liked Austin. If he ever found out that Austin had hit on me, that would change in a heartbeat. For crying out loud, I even thought about Austin like he was a brother. That he’d tried to kiss me sent the ick factor into the stratosphere.

We bounded up the stairs as quickly as possible without alerting my dad to some urgency in the air. I closed the door behind Austin and proceeded to move my computer mouse to bring the screen back in view.

Austin looked at the picture as he sat at my desk chair. “And this was the one at the end of your driveway?”

“Yeah,” I answered, hoping he would tell me he knew the guy, and he wasn’t some ax murderer roaming my woods.

“Pretty good pic,” Austin muttered. He clicked to zoom in on the face. “Still…it’s hard to make him out.”

“Do you recognize him or not?”

“Nope. Can’t say I know him. It’s not like I know everybody. It’s a big school. And he might not even be a college student. I can barely tell anything about the second person.” Austin clicked the forward and back buttons in the photo software program. “Why are they only in one frame?”

“I guess they’re really fast. I have the timer set to take a picture every six seconds after motion activation.”

He nodded. “Let’s go down and take a gander. Maybe they dropped something. Or maybe we can figure out why they were down there.”

Austin led the way out of my room while I covertly studied him. If I tried to forget that he was like a brother to me, I could see that he was good-looking. He was a little on the lanky side, and that made him look younger to most people. His dark hair always hung into his eyes, which made him seem a little derelict. His new sword tattoo covered about two inches of his right forearm. I had tried to talk him out of it, but he had grinned and said that I’d want one exactly like it.

He looked back at me as I stood there and smiled a I just caught you checking me out grin. I wasn’t really looking at him like that, but I felt myself blush and quickly found something else to focus on as I followed him out the door.

We left the house and took Austin’s car to the waiting booth. He drove an old black Jeep that was still minus the shell since the weather was warm enough. We jumped out to examine the area. On the same side of the drive as the wooden structure, saplings tangled with briars and brush as far as the eye could see. In the years before I was able to drive myself to school, my dad had kept the area fairly clean and bare with the aid of a tractor. Now, this area had become overgrown and weedy.

In the middle of the stalks of high grass, a circle of flattened brush marked where the people in the photo had been standing. “Holy cow, you’d really have to be dragging something heavy to make this dent in the ground.” I gasped, suspecting that the marks were new and the people in the photo had created them.

Austin walked around the flattened circle. “This is too weird. See how the grass swirls in a pattern? Maybe that dude had set something down here.”

“He wasn’t dragging anything in the picture. Maybe I need to look at it again.” I estimated the diameter of the circle to be about five feet across. I caught my breath as I felt a reverberating tickle pluck my spine like a tightly wound cello string. Avoiding the circle, I walked into the brush past it to see if I could find more evidence of the intruders. Nothing.

The weather had been fairly dry with no rain this month, but I bent to look for footprints. I started feeling silly, because even if I found footprints, I wouldn’t be able to tell anything from them. I shivered, trying to rid myself of the willies.

“They walked this way.” Austin pointed at a place the brush was parted in a small area.

Wow. I was impressed. I rose to follow him, relieved to leave behind the vibrating sound that filled my ears and set my nerves on edge. Austin seemed oblivious to my discomfort.

“Cool. I didn’t know you were such a Boy Scout.” I said with genuine admiration.

“Babe, I have skills you don’t even know about,” he said. I could see his head swelling.

“Oh, really, Boy Scout… Lead on,” I said with a smile. “And Austin, don’t call me babe.”

Austin stumbled over some low-lying brambles that had caught his shoe. I followed as he made his way through the gap that seemed to be obvious now that he had discovered it. I carefully walked past a briar bush that threatened to snag at my legs, bare below shorts. Austin had on jeans and tennis shoes, so he stomped through trying to enlarge the path for me.

The thicket suddenly opened to a small clearing.

Looking down, Austin nodded and pointed at the ground. “Tire tracks.” The thin tire marks in the soft ground ran parallel and led eastward.

“Motorcycles?” I asked as I looked at Austin for confirmation. “I knew they didn’t walk in. But why would they hide them?” I said to myself as much as to Austin.

Austin was staring at me. “You’re not telling your dad, are you.” A statement, not a question. We both knew that my dad would freak out if he thought someone had even been on our land without his permission. My dad worked as a computer security analyst and had recently taken on a new government contract. The more successful he became, the more he had to leave our house.

“No way.”

After Pete had disappeared, Dad had become protective though Pete had been labeled a runaway. We knew that wasn’t true. My dad had spent over two years searching online and through nearby cities for a clue to Pete’s whereabouts.

“I was kind of freaked out earlier, but it’s not a big deal,” I continued. “I have the alarm system on the house, and it’s probably nothing.”

“I don’t like it,” Austin set both his hands on my shoulders and looked me in the eyes. “I want you to call me if anything spooks you.”

I disengaged myself from his hold. “You know I will.” I steadied my emotions and took a deep breath. I didn’t like being told what to do, even by my friends. “They probably stole the bikes and hid them here until they could come back for them. Or something like that.”

I didn’t even believe that story, but I really had no reasonable explanation that would put Austin’s mind at rest. “Come on, I need to look at the rest of the memory cards and work on my project,” I said. “You can hang for a little while if you want to. My dad won’t care.”

We drove back to the house in silence. I tried to come up with plausible explanations for the guys in my woods and the motorcycle tracks. The more I thought about it, the better my fabricated explanation sounded.

Austin spent the morning on my desk computer while I browsed through the rest of the photos on my laptop. Periodically, he would glance over to see what photos had been taken as if half expecting the two mysterious strangers to show up in some more footage. I logged my results with satisfaction, copied the photos onto my hard drive, and formatted the cards to replace the next ones I switched out to view.

Finished with my tasks for my science project, I lay across my bed and tucked a pillow under my chin to watch Austin play Quest of Zion. Ignoring me, his attention to the screen was intense as he maneuvered his avatar across the wooded terrain of the playing environment.

A beep alerted me that a text had arrived on my cell. “What u doin?” said Em.

“Hangin out with Austin. Wanna come over?” I replied with the speed that comes with hours of texting.

“B there in half hour.”

Austin leaned back in my computer chair, his socked feet resting on the edge of my bed, and studied my face. “Listen, about GameCon. I was outta line saying that about your dad. I really wanted you to go.”

“Yeah, I know. And I think I was in a funk yesterday. I’ve started thinking about Pete a lot. It’s been a while since I let that get me down.”

He hesitated as if choosing his words carefully, “I miss your brother, too, but you can’t be sad every time you think about him. I have to believe that he’s fine. You should think like that too or it’s gonna eat you up, you know?”

“I wasn’t sad. I just remembered how much I miss him. The booth does that to me.”

“That bench down there?”

“I can remember sitting down there with Pete waiting on the bus.” I smiled. “Pete would get into a fight with me over something stupid and then he would make up with me by giving me the cookies from his lunch.”

My throat tightened, but I would not cry. I wouldn’t. I sat up and hugged the pillow to my chest.

“I’m glad you can talk about it. I remember when you wouldn’t.” He sat on the bed beside me. Because my throat was tight, I couldn’t say a word in fear that the floodgate of tears would open. He tugged the pillow from my arms and settled a comforting arm around me, which was the worst thing he could do. I extended my hand to push his chest away and stop him from comforting me.

“Knock, knock.” My dad opened the door.

I pushed away from Austin quickly. My cheeks flushed, and Austin scurried back to the desk chair. He was grinning uncomfortably as though he realized how bad we looked. I wanted to literally shove him back into that chair.

This was the last thing I needed. My dad had never been leery of Austin hanging out at our house all the time.

Dad cleared his throat, “How’s the science project going?” He sounded calm.

I tried to act casual. Austin grinned like an idiot, and I contemplated how to deflect the situation. Wow, this looked bad.

“Dad, could you not come busting in my room unannounced?” I asked.

The grin disappeared from Austin’s face. Uh-oh.

Dad shook his head, and his mouth formed a straight parental line. “Mia, when you turn thirty, you can lock that door. For now, I’ll ask that you act like you expect me to enter at any time.”

“Sure, Dad. Austin was just giving me a hug to cheer me up. We were talking about Pete.” And that last sentence changed my dad’s face. I wasn’t manipulating my dad. I knew that the truth was best.

“OK, kids,” he answered with relief. Apparently I wasn’t the only one who didn’t want to think of Austin as boyfriend material. “Listen, I wanted to tell you that I’m making homemade pizza for lunch. Austin, you’re going to stay, right?”

The doorbell rang, and my dad nodded reassuringly at Austin as if to say, Everything is cool with us.
“That’s probably Em. I forgot all about her,” I said as I exited the room and ran down the stairs.

Em stood in the doorway holding her laptop and a brown paper bag. It had to be the usual bag of candy from the Gas-Up Quik Stop. She’d braided her long hair into pigtails, copying her fave teen models. I thought she looked like a mischievous kid. As I neared, she opened the screen door, peeking her head into the room.

I waved at her to hurry.

“Hey you. My favorite friend who always knows just what to bring when she comes over.” I took the bag out of her hands.

Dad, who’d followed me down the stairs, tugged Em’s pigtail. I groaned in embarrassment for Em since he had basically told her that her hairstyle was probably closer to a five-year-old’s.

“Hi, Mr. Taylor,” Em murmured.

“I am so glad you’re here, Emily. You can chaperone up there so I won’t have to walk in on a make out session again,” my dad said.

Em’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped. So gullible.

“Oh, Em,” I was a little irritated. “He’s kidding.”

“Pizza in an hour.” My dad walked toward the kitchen. He tended to cook a lot on the weekends. I didn’t know if he did it because he liked cooking or he was making up for the lack of home-cooked meals throughout the week.

Austin stood in my bedroom doorway. “Em, you gotta see Mia’s pictures from her camera. We caught some dudes hangin’ out in the woods.”

“Really? How scary,” Em shrilled, the energy of her voice pulsing in like a pink frisson around her.

I pushed the sensation down. “Shhh…” I closed the door swiftly. “I’m trying to make sure my dad doesn’t know and freak out. He’ll rearrange his work schedule, and he’s been traveling this month.”

Austin was searching the memory card files in an attempt to view the picture.

Em leaned over to look at the picture as he found the correct one and enlarged it. “Wow. I mean it’s so clear. Scoot over Austin, I wanna mess with it.” Em was totally comfortable with me and Austin but was a little bit of an introvert with other people our age. And of the three of us, Emily was actually more of a techie, so Austin immediately did what she asked.

Em opened some photo software. “I’m going to add some fill light and sharpen. I won’t change your original, but we may be able to see their faces better.”

She zoomed in to focus on the people in the photo, then clicked the mouse swiftly, executing photo editing that would put the professionals to shame. She sat back in satisfaction and grinned. “He’s cute, Mia. No wonder you’ve been hiding him here.”

“Very funny,” I replied.

Austin rolled his eyes with a sour look. “Zoom in on the second person… Good job, Em, I can see that this one’s for sure a dude. I thought this was a shadow, but I think he needs to shave.” He pointed at the darkened profile.

“He doesn’t look too bad either, Mia.” Em continued her teasing, oblivious to Austin's reaction.

“We found motorcycle tracks and a clearing where they had hidden them,” I said.

Em's dimples appeared with an impish grin. “Cool, love a guy on a motorcycle.”

“Cool? If my dad catches them on our land, he’s likely to go ballistic.”

“If I catch ’em, there’s gonna be hell to pay,” Austin grumbled.

Em and I exchanged a knowing look. Guys have to feel that they are big and bad. I guess it’s harmless to let men have their delusions. I would have bet Emily a month’s allowance that Austin had never even been in a fight.

“Yeah,” I said, trying to keep a serious face. “We’ll count them lucky. I think that the motorcycles were stolen, and they’re long gone.” 

* * *

My dad called us down for lunch, and we stuffed ourselves with his “everything but the kitchen sink” pizza. I sat on the bar stool across from my friends and laughed at Austin’s stories about his summer senior trip with the guys. While some people collected hats or mugs, Austin collected stories. He seemed to have a bottomless well of tall tales that always made me smile. I didn’t care if the stories were true or not. They were always funny.

We spent the rest of the afternoon in my room listening to music and talking. Em informed us that her parents had definitely said “no” to a trip alone with Austin. I wasn’t surprised to hear it.

Austin’s appearance tended to scare some parents, and although my dad knew that he was harmless, others weren’t sure. Austin had developed a look with his haircut, or lack of, and clothes that said, “Don’t mess with me.” I really thought he was all bark and no bite. The latest addition of the tattoo was the final touch to his rebel appearance. Lots of kids were getting tattoos these days as soon as they were of age. People in Whispering Woods were old-fashioned. But even my grandfather has a massive dragon tattoo he got during his years in the service.

Although Austin really wanted us to go to GameCon, he didn’t seem too upset at me and for that, I was glad.

After Em and Austin left, I spent the rest of my Saturday night watching movies with my dad. The peaceful hum of the ceiling fan whirred and filled my mind with white wispy feathers of comfort. He fell asleep in his recliner, and I spread a sofa blanket over him before turning off the lamps and tiptoeing away. I closed and locked the doors, turned on the alarm system, and went upstairs with Biscuit.


