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            We dug a hole. Our white hair warmed around the thing, we asked, is this a genesis?

            No, we agreed, the thing was not a genesis. A genesis is when he sweeps across the water.

            We nodded. It rustled. We stood closer to each other, we asked, what is this, a stillness?

            We watched it from a distance, we agreed, the thing was not a stillness.

            SABRINA ORAH MARK

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Epigraph

                  	1 

                  	2 

                  	3 

                  	4 

                  	5 

                  	Hazel 

                  	6 

                  	Britney 

                  	7 

                  	8 

                  	9 

                  	10 

                  	11 

                  	Leila 

                  	12 

                  	Isabel 

                  	13 

                  	Christian 

                  	14 

                  	15 

                  	16 

                  	Jody 

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	About the Author 

                  	Copyright

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
            1

         

         ‘Where is she?’

         We imagine her mother asking first. She will say it once, quietly, standing in Sammy’s bedroom doorway. She will see the flat bed. The quivering screen, ripped back from the window. The second time she asks her voice will shake, and the third time it will rise and turn ragged.

         Her father will run to the room and he will ask the question, too. ‘Where is she?’ At first, his voice will be small, like our little sisters’ voices when they come to crawl into our beds, when their dreams will not let them loose. The second time he asks it will be demanding, like the room is a person refusing to tell him what it knows. The third time he will be on the phone, and his voice will have settled into the one he uses to preach in church, a respectful voice, a calm voice, even when he describes the devil and all the details of hell.

         The question will spread through the phone lines and cause men to move from their chairs and into their cars.

         Sammy’s mother will call her mother, and the women she trusts around town, and though they will not repeat the question back to her, they will hang up and call others, or they will even run and knock on neighbours’ doors because the question is impatient, it cannot wait for the whining of rings. We imagine the question rippling out of Sammy’s house, out of Falls Landing, leaking onto the highway, over the ruins of the construction site, spreading up our apartment towers. Even the lake seems to bristle, the question tickling its surface as it moves like a first, threatening wind.

         Night stains the sky slowly, then all at once.

         We watch like we have always watched.

         Soon we see the blue streaks of sirens. Cop cars wind down the highway, one after the other. We watch them twirl down the exit ramp and speed around the right shore of the lake. They thread through the Falls Landing gate and disappear. We can see the roof of Sammy’s house beyond the white walls, strobing from darkness to blue, darkness to blue. We imagine the cops moving toward her door, their heavy hands knocking, and the twisted faces of her parents, as her mother clutches her father, and her father clutches the frame of the door. We imagine the neighbours’ children waking to see alien illuminations on their bedroom walls, blue messages that seem to summon their parents, who rush to check that the children are safely breathing in their beds.

         Our hands shiver and our binoculars shake. We force ourselves to focus.

         Figures begin to drift out of the Falls Landing gate. Some are alone, others huddle in groups. They are not women we know, but we recognise them, like women we have seen in the background of movies, or our dreams. They are built for church, in skirt-shorts and pastel-coloured sweaters. They have flashlights strapped to their foreheads so we cannot make out their features. Their faces are circles of light, like unfinished pictures. They march across the construction site and toward the lake as though they plan to conquer it. Some scrape at the dirt with long metal poles. Others have shovels and pitchforks. They poke and stab and spike our ground. They walk as far as the lip of the lake, and some hold their instruments above its surface, but we are satisfied that not one of them dares to disturb the stillness of the water. The lake is dark, indivisible from the low, starless sky, illuminated occasionally by the theme parks’ swerving spotlights. A small moon leaks across the water, vague as a pool light.

         We track the paths of the women. They do not hesitate, they walk smoothly. They do not seem afraid and we resent this in strangers. They cluster on the construction site, prising up the foundations of the unbuilt houses, peering under forgotten tarps and rotting planks and pallets. They knock their way into the single finished show home, their noses wrinkled, their flashlight beams passing swiftly across the needles, the wine bottles, the stained mattress. Since the roof blew off in a hurricane and the workers left, the show home is a well-known place for love. After it was abandoned, someone dragged in a mattress and strung a tent above it with jumper cables to protect it from the rain. The tent is thin and we have looked down on the shapes and shadows of bodies meeting there for years, watching as they come together and peel apart. Like guardian angels, we watch politely from our windows, but the searching women do not seem to want to bless the place. There is judgement in every move they make. They scrape the surfaces with their flashlight beams, find nothing and leave the door rudely open.

         Two women march further, keeping to the lake’s edge, past our apartments and toward the wild place lot, the place even we do not dare to go. We swing our binoculars to the left to follow them. The round glare of a flashlight reveals the warning sign on the wire fence that surrounds the wild place, the electrocuted man with crosses for eyes and sparks for hair. The tall grass beyond the fence is thick as a wall. We watch one of the women lick her thumb and test a diamond of wire. Her hand jerks. We laugh silently. We can almost see the electric jolt minnow its way through her big, disbelieving bones.

         Their search is determined and choreographed, and watching them, it is like we can hear their thoughts, loud as a chant. ‘Where is she?’ ‘Where is she?’ ‘Where is she?’ They are toneless and militant and sure.

         We track the women carefully, but soon the night closes round so tightly that we begin to lose them. We chase their flashlights. In the quick, lit circles, we see a stray cat baring its teeth, the end of a snake tail, the glint of Eddie’s abandoned ladder, but the scene is like a dark screen with the occasional burst of clear pixels.

         We resist sleep but it tugs our eyes down, the same way it does when we vow to stay up all night at sleepovers, but coffee and scary movies just give us bad stomachs and strange dreams. We sit cross-legged at our windows, our heavy heads slumped against the glass. The action starts to skew. The bright, faceless women rise into the air like space walkers. Ladders hang loose, caught on the fabric of the sky. The  women leap up to grab the rungs. They open their mouths as if to speak to us, but we only hear the screeching of the stray cats, fighting their nightly battles between our apartment blocks.

         When we wake up, the sun has just appeared, a thick red muscle bleeding low across the lake. We rub our eyes and stare. The women have returned to the ground. The hot air blurs around them. They seem deflated and move slowly through the morning’s pink haze. They have abandoned their instruments and seem to be calling her name over and over. They look desperate, their determination lost. We giggle. We focus our binoculars on their mouths, the lowering and widening of their pleading jaws. ‘Sam-my, Sam-my, Sam-my.’ We can hear more sirens on the highway, and the faint noise of tourists let loose from the hotels and into the theme parks across the lake.

         
             

         

         Our mothers lean over us in our beds, and we let our eyes flutter beneath their cool hands. We like the smell of their hangovers, the tang of liquor and limes.

         ‘Something’s happened,’ they say.

         ‘What?’ we whisper.

         ‘The preacher’s daughter. That little girlfriend of Eddie’s. They can’t find her.’

         We keep our eyes closed. Little girlfriend. We roll our eyes behind our lids.

         ‘The one with the short hair. What’s her name?’

         The one with the short hair! Our mothers are so innocent. They don’t know anything about our fierce attachments, our hatching hearts.

         ‘Sammy,’ we say. We try to keep our voices still.

         ‘We’ve made coffee,’ they say.

         ‘We’ll explain everything,’ they say.

         We nod and shoo them to the door.

         We return to our windows as soon as the door clicks shut. The construction site below has transformed into a carnival. Tents have been raised up around the show home. Plastic trash buckets full of ice and bottled water are positioned along the Falls Landing wall. Trucks are parked up along the road to the highway, their beds a tangle of metal detectors, walking sticks, paper and tape. The women remain, not as many as we thought, only a dozen or so, new pink t-shirts donned as a uniform. They look bright and shapeless, sprung from a multipack. They squat in front of the flaps of their tents, warming coffee over campfires or brushing their teeth, rinsing and spitting over distressed grass. We see the sheriff parked up by the Falls Landing gate, clutching his hand radio like a kid told to stay in the corner. Even through the glass of our windows, we can hear faint voices we recognise, voices from other apartments, our mothers and grandmothers on the balconies. Some balance phones to their ears with one shoulder, a trick they learned when we were babies and always wanted to be held. Some shout across to their neighbours. We can’t make out the words but we know they are saying, ‘Where is she?’ Or they are using other words but this is what they mean. We know which mothers are praying, which mothers are offering dirty explanations, which mothers are already crying, which mothers are asking too many questions. We know every type of mother.

         
             

         

         We go into our kitchens, the linoleum-lined corners that set off the kitchens from the brown carpet of the main rooms. We pour our coffee from the pot. We add French Vanilla creamer. Three sugars. The television plays in the background on mute. We see the usual stories, the nightly fires that have been set around town all summer, small enough that they burn themselves out, leaving only smashed glass and scorch marks. The workers are still striking outside the ringed fence of the fertiliser factory, slouched on crates, angel wings of sweat sprouting between their shoulder blades. They show pictures of the little girl who got her leg chewed off by an alligator near the golf course lake, some new footage of her mother taking selfies minutes before. Then a photo of  Sammy appears, a recent photograph with her shaved head, a new piercing large in the whorl of her left ear. The word BREAKING appears at the bottom of the screen, and the anchors shuffle their papers faster. Then there is a shot of her father at one of his rallies, his large hands pressed together and raised.

         Our mothers reach over and extinguish the screen.

         We sit and signal for them to begin.

         ‘We don’t know all the details,’ they say. ‘Still daylight and she was gone. Nothing taken with her, everything exactly the same except the screen was torn in her bedroom window.’

         We nod, blow on our coffee. We understand what our mothers are saying. Sometimes when we wait for them to pay in the grocery store, we leave them and look at the notice board, with all the posters of missing people. Some have been gone for years. We look at the kids from every county, their sticky smiles and their parents’ pleas. We pay particular attention to the girls. They look so familiar, and yet they have gone to a place our mothers will never describe to us. We do our own research, and we hear stories full of dirt, stories that make us nauseous, though somehow we also know them, we have just been told them by our mothers using different words. We realise the woods are not woods, and the wolves are not wolves. In these stories, the ones that once sent us to sleep, the mothers are always banished or cursed or dead.

         ‘Are you okay?’ our mothers ask. ‘The whole town’s out looking for her, so don’t worry.’

         We look at them.

         ‘Don’t let your minds run away with you,’ they say. ‘She probably just went for a sleepover.’

         They bare their teeth at us. Their teeth are the colour of our coffee, from an alternating diet of cigarettes and tooth-whitening strips.

         
             

         

         We dress carefully. We want to look our best but we don’t want anyone to notice our efforts. We want to look lazy and gorgeous and innocent. Our beds are smothered by our discarded outfits.

         Leila wears her gym shorts and a black hoodie her dad left behind. Britney wears a baby-blue polo shirt, butterfly clips in her hair and a pair of white denim shorts we all want. Jody wears flip-flops with rhinestones glued onto the bands. Hazel wears Jody’s old red swimsuit tucked into her shorts, stuffed with tissue to make it tight. Isabel wears a peasant skirt and a long string of plastic pearls. Christian wears a pinstripe waistcoat and eyeliner he applies three times. We stare hard at ourselves in the mirror. Sammy is gone, we think, and our faces do not falter. We give nothing away. We smear eyeshadow up to our eyebrows. We colour and shine our lips with gloss. We smile. We shimmer. We feel like we do not exist.

         
             

         

         We find each other outside and slow down to escape our mothers. We hover behind them and walk around the lake. Eddie’s ladder lies in the grass near the dock. We hopscotch between each square of it, the same way we step on every crack in the sidewalk.

         ‘My mom says she’s probably just testing her mom.’

         ‘My mom says if they don’t find her, then no one has a shot in hell.’

         ‘My mom thinks it’s weird her dad’s calling her an angel on the news, like it makes it sound like she’s dead.’

         We laugh at that one. Dead!

         We only think about death when we think about Britney’s dad.

         We are careful never to think about Britney’s dad.

         Leila’s stolen a pack of her mother’s cigarettes, the kind we like the most with the silver band around the end. We crouch on the steps of the show home, Leila on the top step, the rest of us huddled below her like a human pyramid. Leila reaches behind her and slams the door firmly shut.

         ‘Got a pen?’ she says.

         We empty our pockets. We only have Christian’s eyeliner. Leila writes KEEP OUT on the door with a little heart. She returns the eyeliner. Christian looks at it sadly before stuffing it into his back jeans pocket.

         ‘We’ll split up,’ says Leila. ‘We’ll split up and listen to everyone.’

         We shrug and nod and chew on our cigarettes. We don’t like to split up. We like to stay close, link arms, nod our heads on each other’s shoulders, lie across each other’s laps. But we do what Leila tells us to.

         We walk around. We hover near clusters of women. Younger kids are glitter glueing angel wings onto the backs of pink t-shirts emblazoned with Sammy’s face. There are posters stuck on every telephone pole, blanketing the show home’s flimsy frame, hyphenated along the white wall. They are using an old photo of Sammy, a different one than from the news. Her hair is long and her teeth are unbraced. It is like everyone is looking for a different Sammy than the girl we watch on the wall, flying down the ladder to meet Eddie every night.

         Poles and black lights and shovels wink in the white sunlight. Everything looks illuminated from the inside. Our heads hurt.

         ‘Please do not share evidence,’ a church woman shouts over a megaphone. ‘Give it to us and it will be passed on to the correct authorities.’

         ‘Did she say titties?’ says a boy. Another boy snorts and a woman hits their heads with a rolled-up poster.

         We keep glancing back at the lake, but it is still as always. The lake never moves, but we find its stillness hard to believe. It seems to be tricking us, and we swear if we look quickly enough just once we will catch it, squish the truth it is hiding like a fly in our fists. Across the water, the fertiliser factory bruises the sky with smoke. An orange and blue roller coaster releases a round of screaming hostages. The billboard for the Arabian Nights Dinner Show Experience glitters in the light, the two belly dancers undulating around the mantra of Kids Eat Free.

         Our mothers stand a little way off, smoking and attracting dirty looks. We check in from time to time, nuzzling into their armpits. They smell sweet now, liquor edged with body wash. They always buy us the strongest scents for the shower. Tangerine. Zesty Lime. Vanilla Brown Sugar.

         ‘Something must be up. They wouldn’t get this crowd out for nothing.’

         ‘She climbed out the window yesterday?’

         ‘You’re kidding me.’

         ‘Our girls wouldn’t get these numbers.’

         ‘Well, you didn’t marry a preacher.’

         ‘You can say that again.’

         They laugh, and then pretend to cough when the church women stare at them.

         ‘Hey, we came to help like everybody else,’ they whisper. They scatter to cleave the earth with the heels of their wedge sandals.

         
             

         

         Someone brings out a coffee urn and sets it up on a plastic table. Someone else brings beer. We can see the brown and green bottles poking out between the bottles of water in the trash cans. We steal one and regroup by the show home steps. We like beer, especially when it’s cold. Britney belches beautifully and we laugh.

         We can hear the women’s voices easily. No one is whispering anymore. The search is starting to seem like any other party. No one has found anything.

         ‘You think she ran off?’

         ‘Girls do, especially her age.’

         ‘Girls get taken, too.’

         ‘Don’t say that.’

         ‘You know this girl shaved her hair off with her dad’s razor?’

         ‘You think he had something to do with it?’

         ‘They do make her wear that wetsuit around the pool.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Scared of her showing skin.’

         ‘I’d put my girl in a wetsuit if I thought she’d fit in one.’

         ‘You’d get a cat in easier.’

         ‘And less scratches!’

         ‘Maybe she got spooked because of the audition?’

         ‘What about that pretty boyfriend of hers?’

         ‘He says he doesn’t know anything.’

         ‘You trust him?’

         ‘You think she ran off?’

         ‘Girls do, especially her age.’

         We hear them sucking their iced coffee through their straws, pulling down swallows of beer. The sun seems to wipe their brains clean so they can start all over again. We finish the beer and Britney throws the bottle through the show home’s empty window frame. It hits the back wall and smashes all over the mattress.

         ‘Brit,’ says Leila, ‘that’s not cool. People make love there.’

         Britney bites her thumbnail. Some of us giggle and some of us shake our heads, but we do not like to disagree so we forget it. We peer around the walls of the show home. Kids from the apartments get dragged along by their mothers, told to quit asking questions and just look. The smaller kids look crazy with the summer’s heat, their hair matted and alive. Older kids stand around, snapping gum, still and bored as cows. Someone’s gone to the big store to get snacks. We know the plastic dome containers, the sandwiches, the pale sprinkle cookies. There are a couple of rotisserie chickens to tear apart. A boy offers a girl the end of a bag of chips, and she tips her neck back to let the crumbs rain down her throat. Mothers chew, their faces softening. Boys take huge bites and girls nibble. Little kids dissect sandwiches suspiciously for things they have decided not to like. We see mouths, mouths, and more mouths, chewing orange chicken, turkey mayonnaise, refrigerated brownie bites. Saliva curls between lips. Seeds burst in simultaneous blasts from rounds of tomatoes. Veins of fat swing loose. Wisps of lettuce hang limp. Mysterious specks burrow between large white teeth.

         We look at each other. ‘Nothing,’ says Leila. ‘They’ve got nothing.’

         ‘Like always,’ says Britney, and this time we all laugh.

      

   


   
      
         
            2

         

         The first time we really noticed Sammy Liu-Lou was one year ago. She started eighth grade when we started seventh. We did not know much about her then, only that she lived in one of the big white houses on the other side of the wall around Falls Landing. We knew her dad was a famous TV preacher who travelled the world doing revivals. Sometimes he spoke at our church on Sunday, and we noticed Sammy and her mother sitting in the front row, their long, dark hair hanging in sheets over their faces, their hands clasped tight. When Sammy’s dad preached, especially after we failed a school eye test or had diarrhoea, our mothers made us go up at the end to let him rest his big hands on either side of our heads, like he was trying to squeeze something out of us. We submitted to this, and sometimes Britney pretended to faint or talk in tongues, but we did not find it very interesting. We didn’t care about men, and we didn’t believe in miracles. We always thought Sammy was weird, but in a way we understood. She wore big sweaters and was always alone in the library, and once she’d yelled at a gang of girls at lunch for saying, ‘Oh my God.’ Her voice was high and squeaky as she told them to stop using God’s name in vain, taut with belief. We all thought she’d cry when everyone laughed at her but she didn’t. She stared at the girl who said it, and for a second the cafeteria was silent, almost afraid. We swore she seemed about to levitate. Then the bell rang, and she returned to being invisible, ignored. We forgot about her completely.

         But then she had a birthday party.

         She was turning fourteen, too old to invite her whole class to a birthday party, but Sammy invited every girl in the grade. She was indiscriminate. No one was left out for the fun of it. She spent a whole day handing out invitations, threw one down on every girl’s desk, scattered them like dollars in a music video, flung them across her table in the cafeteria. Later that night, we gathered on the apartments’ playground and listened to the eighth-grade girls as they sat around on the slide, throwing Sammy’s invitations in the air and shouting, ‘Girls only’ in an impression of her squeaky voice.

         ‘Who does she think she is, anyway?’

         ‘I don’t even wanna go if there’s no guys.’

         ‘Girls only!’

         ‘You know she’s got warts in her throat?’

         ‘Her vocal cords.’

         ‘Whatever.’

         ‘She sounds like a freaking dog toy.’

         ‘She has to get them shaved off every three years with a laser.’

         ‘How do you know?’

         ‘I asked her!’

         ‘You just asked her?’

         ‘That’s so mean!’

         ‘You’re crazy.’

         The girls laughed, but we liked Sammy’s voice, the crackle that made it sound like she was telling secrets no matter what she said.

         We couldn’t wait any longer.

         ‘Let us see it! Let us see it!’ we pleaded.

         The girls rolled their eyes and passed us their invitations. The paper in our palms was warm and thick, like cream cheese frosting. We unravelled the invitations and specks of paper confetti fell out. We caught them on the pads of our fingers. We squinted and saw they were in the shape of little birds.

         ‘Let’s burn them,’ said Kayla, Leila’s big sister. She loved to burn anything, especially beautiful things. She liked to watch cheap earrings curl on the sidewalk, pink bougainvillaea flowers from the pool shrink and blacken, the ends of her prettiest friend’s hair vanish. We immediately put the tiny perfect birds on our tongues to save them. They dissolved like sugar paper. They even tasted sweet. The big girls made a small fire of their invitations and dared each other to stamp it out with bare feet. Leila was the first one to try but she cried when the soles of her feet met the flames.

         
             

         

         Still, on the day of the party they were all lined up. Every eighth-grade girl waited outside their block for Leila and Kayla’s mom. Her boyfriend worked at the used car dealership and had got her a deal on a Volvo, and she could fit five girls on the backseat if everyone half sat on the lap of the next. We all knew the measures of our thighs exactly, knew them at their best (when we sucked in and stood tall in front of the mirror until we saw a gap) and at their worst (when we sat on the school bus and our skin swamped out like boxed mashed potato when we added the water). All the eighth-grade girls were dressed up. They wore their best denim shorts, every plastic bracelet and bangle they owned on one wrist, t-shirts cut just below their bras or scalloped round the neck so the sleeves dropped off their shoulders. Their hair was braided or gelled or straightened, and their lips were all the same brown from removing and reapplying a dozen shades of colour. When they smiled, we saw scraps of tissue paper stuck between the bands of their braces, fluttering with their excited breath.

         It was a Saturday and we had nothing to do like every other day of our lives. None of our usual routines seemed appealing. Normally, we spent our time making snacks. We were obsessed with the microwave. We warmed up pink milk, put whatever we could find in tortillas and blasted them until they were crisp and melted and delicious. We talked about boys and agreed to never like the same one. We wrote our phone numbers on scraps of paper and left them in cereal boxes at the grocery store. We waited for someone to call us. No one ever did. We played MASH over and over and never got bored, it never got less funny that one of us was going to have to marry our PE teacher, live in a trash bag and clean gas station bathrooms, even though some of our moms were cleaners so it wasn’t that funny.

         But that day we were restless. Every time one of us suggested something to do, we shrieked, ‘Boring!’ until she hushed. The big girls were gone and we sensed something was being hidden from us. Far away we could see a storm, a creeping shadow interrupting the baby-blue sky. We could see the distant white forks of lightning spiking and shutting down the roller coasters in the distant parks. We loved storm time, loved to push it with our mothers by staying in the pool even when they shouted at us to get out. The rule was that when there were seven seconds between thunder and lightning, we had to move, because storms could move fast and if we were in the water when the lightning hit, well, we didn’t know anyone who it had happened to, but we could imagine it. We’d be sizzled like the tortillas in the microwave, crisp and dark and smoking. When we talked about our favourite way to die, we always chose this fate, better, we decided, than freezing or drowning or being shot. Leila had once plugged in her fridge and a blue flame snuck out of the socket. She said she felt the flame go through her whole body. ‘Like it licked me,’ she said, and she showed us her arm where the black hair grew in swirls. ‘These all stood up,’ she said, and our mouths watered. This was before we started waxing our arms.

         ‘Let’s follow the Volvo,’ said Leila.

         We ran as fast as we could, down the apartment stairs, through the red bark chips on the playground, along the hot road between our blocks, squealing as the tarmac stung our bare feet, relieved when we reached the cool grass and sand of the construction site. We could see the Volvo pause ahead of us at the Falls Landing lights. We ducked round the show home, hopped the beams of the construction site, and we sprinted the final stretch, the white wall leering over us. It was so tall that it made the beautiful Falls Landing entrance look stupid and miniature, like the rides we disdained in the theme parks with no height restrictions. We crept around the corner to see the Volvo slide through the black-spiked gates. We snuck close to the glass gate house. There were two orange trees on either side of it, their fruit perfect and palm-sized. A fountain cascaded over the roof of the gate house and into two glittering pools at its sides. We knew that fat and gorgeous goldfish swam in the pools but we had never gotten close enough to see them before the gate man chased us away. We loved the gate man even though he hated us. We loved his uniform with the black and gold brocade trim, and we dreamed about living in his little glass house with a mini-TV and some pet fish.

         The gate man saw us and ran out of his booth, clapping his hands at us. We growled and hissed and yowled back, playing our part. One of us darted forward, but when he got close, another of us would tap him on the shoulder and run when he whirled around. We shook our bangled wrists and swore like Isabel’s mamaie had taught us in Romanian. We didn’t know what it meant but later we learned it went something like, your mom made you on sunflower seeds.

         We tortured the gate man until he said he would call the cops, and then we fled back to the construction site. We looked in the window of the show home but no one was ever there during the day. There was half of a cherry pie on the counter, shimmering with roaches. Maybe the day before we would have dared someone to stick a finger in and lick it, but that day we felt too old. We kicked at the rotting wood beams, watched the bugs run out and squashed a few, and then felt bad about it. We were in the mood where nothing was going to make us happy. Every happiness held its own ruin inside it, like a glass we were about to smash.

         The construction site had been abandoned for so many years that in our minds it was a finished place. We couldn’t imagine anything else being built there. A few rooms were outlined with concrete, hole-pocked tarps flapping uselessly over them, the show home strange and tall in the centre. We remembered when the roof flew off in hurricane season. We’d watched it happen from Christian’s window, as our mothers partied by candlelight in the living room. We laughed when we saw chunks of the roof lift off and bounce over toward the highway, until there was a hole we could easily see through from our bedroom windows, right to the grassy ground. There was a billboard next to the show home, as tall as the white wall, showing the original vision for the site: a row of identical brown townhouses, the same squares of grass by the front doors, a blond couple blown up into giants in the foreground, clutching a large golden key. We couldn’t tell if they were happy or sad about their future, because their features had been drawn on by so many kids, adding moustaches and unibrows, that their faces were two black holes.

         We listened. We could hear the noise of Sammy’s party beyond the wall.

         We stared at the billboard faces for guidance. They seemed to give Leila an idea. We watched, enchanted, as she started to climb one of the flaking billboard legs. Only two of us could follow her, because the bottom of the billboard was too thin for us all to sit on. We clutched to the ropy wood legs, heads shoved up near each other’s asses, and Hazel had to stay on the ground, whining, ‘What do you see? What do you see?’

         Leila stood up, clinging to one side of the board, and, swinging dangerously, one foot balanced, she stretched her neck to look over the wall. ‘I can see the yard,’ she said.

         The girls were having water balloon fights. The sprinklers were switched on and the air was filled with rainbow shrapnel. The girls crouched together in Sammy’s yard, strategising, hiding behind the thin palms, collecting piles of grenades and assigning guards. When supplies had dwindled through waves of attack, Leila told us that one girl stuffed two balloons down the front of her bikini top, and soon all the girls were running around with large, wobbling breasts. Then they started body-slamming each other to explode them.

         There was a clap of thunder. The lightning struck close. We saw it spike the highway and all the car headlights brightened obediently. The air around us felt tight.

         Then the girls at the party went quiet.

         ‘What’s happening?’ we called to Leila. Our voices were scared and she was powerful. She was suddenly no longer a part of us, and we knew she held her secret a second longer because she could. When she did speak, her voice was lowered to a whisper.

         ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘They’re all looking up at something.’

         She stood on her tiptoes. Her eyes widened, her face glowed.

         ‘It’s Sammy,’ she said. ‘She’s cut off all her hair. Like, all of it.’

         No one said anything. We did not know what to say. Isabel stood up on the other side of the billboard to look, wobbled, then immediately sat down again.

         ‘She’s on the balcony with some blonde girl,’ Isabel said.

         ‘Who?’

         ‘How short?’

         ‘Shorter than short,’ said Leila. ‘It’s all gone.’

         Then the rain began and we were afraid we’d fall off the billboard, and now we had something to live for, something to talk about. We were no longer bored. We slid down the billboard posts, cutting our palms on the rungs and the nails, and we ran screaming like we always did in the rain. When we got beneath the shelter of the first block, we shook ourselves free of the water like dogs. We raced up the stairs and lay on the hard concrete that split Christian’s and Britney’s apartments on the top floor. We dried ourselves and we thought.

         
             

         

         No girl we knew had short hair. No one even had a bob. In summer, we all had the same hair, as long as we could coax it, half dead and raggedy by August from a combination of SunIn, pulling, and chlorine. We thought of our hair like our magic trick. At night, when we met up on the playground after dinner, we let our hair down like a show, sprung it out of our ponytails and buns, let our braids fall over our eyes like a beaded curtain we could coyly peek through. We hid our faces because we were certain that someday, someone else would reveal them back to us, tuck our hair behind our ears and tell us how beautiful we were, had been all along, in secret. None of us could believe Sammy had hacked off her curtain, revealed herself by choice.

         We were smart girls. We read the bible and fairy tales and watched the news, and our mothers had raised us not to be stupid. We knew nothing in this world came easy. We knew love took practice and we vowed to put in the hours. We knew metamorphosis took danger and, most likely, pain.

         We started to use the Internet more. We took photos of Leila with her hair tied back and a hoodie up so she looked like a beautiful boy. We made her a blog where we wrote poems about rain and the colour grey, and girls from all over  America fell in love with her within a week. Then we took photos of Leila pretending to make out with Isabel. They didn’t  really kiss, they just sucked each other’s thumbs. We wanted to break some soft girl hearts. Leila posted the photos and wrote, Stop telling me how much you love me! I’m taken! Then she deleted the blog. ‘They probably think you’re dead!’ We laughed, and then we pretended to cry like girls who weren’t like us, because they were alone and we didn’t love them.

         We were scared of being alone. Sometimes we’d pick one of us and play a game. We taunted her, showed her how easily she could be left behind. We’d forget to invite her to the grocery store or to the mall or to the pool, and then we’d talk about it after, look at her and say, ‘Oops!’ If she cried, we left her. If she said, ‘Fuck you!’ we let her stay. And the crying ones we allowed back in after a while, too, because they were desperate and we could make them do anything. We’d make her steal nail polish, or we’d make her run across the highway to the median, or we’d get her to tell her mother she was a bitch. Then we’d all make up and stroke each other’s hair and tell each other we loved each other and that we would be friends forever. We stuck our thumbs with needles and held the bubble of blood to the light before we played thumb wars. We weren’t always mean. We weren’t always nice. We worked hard to surprise ourselves.

         It was hard to love Sammy because we only saw her at school, always with the blonde girl. We watched them to -gether at lunch time, caught glimpses of them in the hallways, their arms loosely linked. We crept close behind them as they ascended the school bus, before they disappeared to the back row, where we were not welcome. We risked some glances from time to time, saw their legs intertwined on the backseat like they were lying down across it. We copied and lay down, too. We looked at the shapes in the dirty roof and pretended we could see the future in them. Sometimes we were kind, maybe if Sammy smiled at us. We painted gorgeous futures for ourselves. Other times, ignored for days, we picked the weakest of us and said we saw her mother dying tomorrow. We were joking but then Leila’s mother almost did die, she had cancer, so we felt bad and only hurt the fathers after that. No one cared about them, we could practically have them drop dead without anyone crying, even after what happened with Britney’s dad.

         Sometimes we almost forgot about Sammy. Isabel, the last one of us with a dad, learned that her parents were getting divorced. We hated the whole process. They held hands when they told her, there was no fighting, just a love gone listless, and they still all got together at Thanksgiving without a voice raised. It was only Isabel who screamed appropriately and tipped over the sweet potatoes. We refused to be cordial. We would not be born out of sweetness, we were born out of rage, we felt it in our bones. Then Hazel and Jody’s dog died. We all loved the dog. He was the size of a chihuahua but had the face of a wolf. Jody had found him stuffed in the trash chute, yapping to hell with his claws clamped to the door. We all wept at the funeral. We all said a few words. We collaged a coffin out of a shoebox, decorated it with snapshots, hearts, infinity signs, and when the time came, Jody let Hazel throw it into the cool dark of the lake. All our mothers teared up at our grace. The truth was, we were pretending, and later we stole Britney’s mom’s vodka, mixed it with orange juice and Jody told us the true story as we sipped. She told us how the dog’s kidneys had given out so he couldn’t stop shitting. Hazel sniffled, but we ignored her. Jody had demanded to be at the vet when the death shot was delivered. We were excited by this, because the vet said the dog could kick or moan as he passed over, but Jody sipped her vodka straight from the bottle and told us how the dog went limp, then let out a spiralling fart that made the vet smirk and the student nurse leave the room. It was disgusting to us, that a good dog should exhibit such an undignified death, and we tipped our plastic cups to each other and winced as the vodka whistled down our throats. We felt we understood things more, but we did not want to. Drinking helped. It loosened our laughs, toughened us, made us wild again. We were relieved by this trick and stole more liquor from our mothers. They noticed and hid the bottles, but we always found them again.

         They tried to distract us with cheap hobbies, tempting us to make burnt brownies, copy their makeup tutorials, and paint their nails. But it was only when Britney’s mom got dumped by a committed bird watcher, leaving behind his weekend bag of tools as he snuck out of the house in a hurry, that we showed any interest in their suggestions.

         ‘Take it,’ said Britney’s mom. ‘Burn it. Just quit taking my tequila.’

         We took the boyfriend’s bag down to the dock. We removed his books, his whistles, his camouflage shirts. The smell in the bag was sweaty and ancient. We took out a variety of curious tools. We sat around our pile in a cross-legged circle. Leila picked up a pair of binoculars and pointed them immediately toward Falls Landing. We took turns. We turned the lenses until all we could see was the blurry whiteness of the wall, a grainy bright screen, like we’d entered a cheap movie set of heaven.

          

         After the birthday party, we hunted for the blonde girl. We didn’t have to hunt long. She was suddenly everywhere. We saw her and her mom on every bench and billboard in town, their hair and teeth the colour of peroxide, her mom’s candy-pink lips blowing a speech bubble, Have you got what it takes to be a star? Call Star Search today! 

         ‘Who’s that?’ we asked our mothers.

         ‘Mrs Halliday? She just took over the dance school.’

         ‘No! The girl.’

         ‘Oh, her daughter, I don’t remember, honey. Mia, I think? Yeah. Mia Halliday.’

         ‘Mia Halliday,’ we said.

         ‘Pretty name,’ said our mothers.

         We shrugged.

         ‘It’s okay,’ we said.

         
             

         

         We only got to go to Star Search on Tuesdays when Britney’s mom taught a dance class. Other days the classes were more expensive. If you paid to do six months of classes with Mia’s mother, you got to do an audition at the mall for a casting agent and Stone. Stone ran all the Star Search schools in Florida. He used to be a photographer and he took the headshots everyone wanted, where girls didn’t smile and looked so over it all. Sometimes he came by to watch the dance classes, and we noticed how our mothers, watching us, tightened up as soon as he slid in the door. We hardly ever heard him speak. He watched. Very rarely, we heard him shout at our mothers, and though it was rare, we remembered each raised word. Late payments, a door left unlocked, a dirty streak on the mirror. We copied his style when we fought with our mothers, and it always made them cry. We wished they would fight back and beat us, but when we acted like men we always won.
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