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Chapter 1: The Last Good Day






The summer had been long and easy, the kind you only get when you’re fourteen and have nowhere to be. Ruthie Halverson understood this. She felt it as she moved through the house that morning, slow and deliberate, not wanting to waste any of what was left. Two weeks remained before school started again, and she wasn’t about to spend any of it inside.

She lingered at the bathroom mirror, checking the tan line on her shoulders and pressing a finger to the freckles on her nose that had darkened since June. The yellow two-piece still fit. She turned sideways, satisfied, then heard Donna calling from outside and grabbed her beach bag from the hook by the door.

Donna Pasternak sprawled across the front steps in a way that showed she’d been there a while and was comfortable. One sneaker was untied, as usual. It had stayed that way since the first day of seventh grade, and no one had ever seen her fix it. Ruthie once asked about it, and Donna said she’d tie it when she got where she was going, but she never did. After a while, it just became one of those things you accepted about her, like how she was funny without trying and always had a spare piece of gum when you needed one.

Carol Stanton stood at the curb, watching a robin search the grass in the Halverson yard. She watched it the way she watched most things: quietly and completely, giving it her full attention without showing much reaction. People who didn’t know Carol thought she was shy. Those who did knew she just didn’t speak unless she had something to say, and the rest of the time she was simply paying close attention to the world, which was its own kind of conversation.

"You ready?" Ruthie called, coming down the steps.

Carol looked up from the robin. "He found something. A worm, I think."

Donna tilted her head to look at the bird. "Good for him."

They packed their bikes with the easy rhythm of girls who had done this trip many times that summer. Ruthie brought her beach towel, sunscreen, and the small transistor radio she got for her birthday. Donna carried sandwiches and two peeled oranges wrapped in wax paper. Carol had a full bottle of water, another she’d frozen the night before to keep it cold, and her copy of "To Kill a Mockingbird," which she’d already read twice and started again because, she said, some books needed more than one read to give you everything.

Ruthie had never read a book twice. She found this habit of Carol’s both puzzling and quietly admirable.

They pedaled down Main Street in the bright, flat heat of mid-August, passing the Dairy Barn with its flickering neon sign that had said OPEN 7 AYS A WEEK for as long as Ruthie could remember. They went by the Methodist church, where the marquee changed every Wednesday; this week it read BE THE PERSON YOUR NEIGHBOR NEEDS, but none of them commented on it. They also passed the hardware store with the green awning, where Carol’s father worked behind the counter.








