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	Why this is hell, nor am I out of it:
Think’st thou that I, who saw the face of God
And tasted the eternal joys of Heaven,
Am not tormented with ten thousand hells
In being deprived of everlasting bliss?

	 

	Mephistopheles (Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus)

	 

	
ONE

	Virginia curled her fingers and toes, settled more snugly under her blanket, and waited for the video to load. Her cat, Felix, stretched himself out by her side. Finally, the black of Virginia’s laptop gave way to a dark bedroom much like her own, gave way to another girl. The girl on the screen was older, her skin darker, features sharper, but her eyes were sad. Virginia’s gaze lit up as she watched.

	“My name is Minerva King,” said the girl on the screen. She had been crying, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue, wiping at her nose with her sleeve. “My therapist said it might be good to talk about what I’m feeling, so I thought, why not include everybody? So, here we are. I’m twenty-one years old. I live in Oakland, California. I just got out of college. I’ve been modeling—” She paused and broke into nervous laughter. “God, what am I doing? No one’s even watching this.”

	Virginia waited, locking onto the sad eyes through the grainy resolution of the webcam. The girl, Minerva, drew a breath. She looked off at something out of view of the camera, maybe off into the distance of a window. Virginia liked to think she was looking out towards the dark ocean, the nighttime sky. They were free out there in California, after all. They lived in a world of boundless possibility.

	“My dad died,” Minerva went on. “Not recently. When I was a lot younger. It’s been almost ten years, and it still bothers me sometimes. I dream about him, and it’s scary because sometimes, he looks different. His face isn’t what I see in the pictures. He’s shorter, or he’s taller. Maybe his hair’s a different color. People say, he’s still with you, he’s in your heart, but obviously, he’s not. It’s not my dad—it’s just a video reel, and the film’s giving out. Getting old.

	“Anyway”—she cleared her throat—“this isn’t supposed to be about my dad. It’s more like, what happens if these things don’t go away? What happens if they stay with you? That’s what keeps me up. Like, twenty years from now, am I gonna be over it? Or am I just gonna think I’m over it? That’s really it. I guess, leave a comment and let me know what you think. And if you want me to make another video, let me know that, too.”

	She smiled briefly, even the tiniest flicker of her lips seeming to brighten up the dark room, and then the video ended. Virginia sat there afterwards and scrolled the comments. Two years had passed since the video was published, and messages still poured in:

	It’s gonna be ok

	Too real babe! Love from PA

	Very resonating

	youre gorgeous! don’t be sad

	Thank you. I lost my mom recently and really needed this. You put everything I couldn’t say into words.

	Somewhere in that list was Virginia’s own comment, already a year old now:

	im so sorry, i cant imagine. my dad didnt die. he just ran away. and my moms still crying about it. but you didnt turn into a monster like she did. you became an angel. just look at all the people watching you.

	That impromptu video had started it all. Thousands and then millions of viewers flocked to the “minerva queen” channel over the two years that followed, and over time, Minerva’s videos transformed from nighttime confessionals and therapeutic talks to cooking tutorials, fit checks, and modeling Q&As. She started streaming modeling gigs, auditions for commercials, and nights out with her housemates, Michelle and Sue, and her other friends. They were all beautiful, of course, but none of them at the level of Minerva, whose olive skin and picturesque face set her apart. Virginia hadn’t been able to resist the emotional vulnerability of the early videos and the array of neon-bright bars and pure-white beaches that followed. She perused religiously the forums dedicated to Minerva and maintained her own private collection of memes and images. She became one of the “goddess’s worshippers,” as the most devoted fans called themselves. She didn’t follow any other streams, and why would she? Minerva had it all. More than that, she was happy. She had a place in the world. She had people. Despite the things that had happened in her past, despite the challenges she faced, she stayed calm, stayed strong. She shone like a fire, serving as a beacon to light the way for everyone else stuck in the dark.

	Virginia closed her laptop. Darkness overtook her room, but she wasn’t afraid. She lay back, pulled Felix against her, and closed her eyes, knowing that somewhere out there, Minerva had wrestled with the same fears and won. Virginia fell asleep, her dreams a refuge of brightly colored streets and a majestic, cerulean sea.

	 

	
TWO

	Two days later, after a week of scouring the woods with flashlights and shouting her name, they found Suzanne. She had gone far, like an animal limping into the underbrush. The rope had snapped, and her body lay in the moss and dirt, riddled with insects, already rotting.

	When the news reached her family, Virginia’s mother scoffed, and her sister wailed. For her part, Virginia wasn’t sure what to feel. It didn’t seem real, but at the same time, Suzanne was always taking off, always disappearing for a day or two at a time. She had always been looking for an out—always talking about leaving, about starting down the highway and never looking back. Anywhere but here, she always said.

	One would think a small, Central Texas town like theirs to be quaint, but Oasis was the opposite of its namesake: overcast and somber, dense with dark forestry. The highlights on the main street were the partly condemned theater and an ancient ice cream shop. Time had stopped for the town, which was the last thing Suzanne would have ever wanted: being frozen in place, stuck in a routine she couldn’t get out of. It was easy to say the town had killed her, but Suzanne made the call, hadn’t she? Instead of running away, she’d opted for the rope. Honestly, if Virginia felt anything, it was anger. It was classic Suzanne to talk big about running away and then choose the option that would definitely be more dramatic, that would get everyone to see her as a victim.

	Maybe Virginia would go to Hell for thinking that, but screw it. Suzanne had been a bitch by the end, always insulting her and making fun of her own goal of leaving, as if Virginia wasn’t good enough for it but Suzanne somehow was. And when Virginia tried to introduce Suzanne to Minerva, to get her to watch even one of the videos, Suzanne had laughed in her face and said it was stupid to follow some dumb wannabe model. It hadn’t been long afterwards that Suzanne became even more depressed than usual, even more withdrawn and quiet. Then she disappeared. Then they found her.

	Well, Virginia wouldn’t end up like Suzanne. She’d make it out of Oasis, and she knew where she would go: California, where Minerva was. Maybe she hadn’t actually met Minerva, but she knew her. Minerva wasn’t some random girl, not some wannabe model—she brought people together and inspired them. What had Suzanne done but complain and bring others down?

	“Minerva makes me feel good,” Virginia whispered to Felix, the glow of the laptop on her face. “She makes me feel safe. That’s more than Suzanne ever did.”

	With Suzanne gone, Virginia wouldn’t have to tolerate the long silences anymore. She wouldn’t have to hear about how gray everything was, how colorless and soundless. She wouldn’t have to deal with the constant frowning and the complaining and the negativity. She wouldn’t have to deal with being associated with a “freak” or a “loser.” Her life no longer revolved around Suzanne Grayson. She was free!

	She did, on occasion, think back to one of the last things she said to Suzanne: “If it’s so bad, then just die.” But any regret or worry or grief was quickly solved by turning on the laptop and watching Minerva. If Virginia had watched the stream obsessively before Suzanne’s death, she doubled down afterwards. Every moment of her free time outside of school was devoted to the blue skies and glimmering studios of Minerva’s life. And as Virginia watched, she planned and imagined what her own future in California would look like.

	In the meantime, regular, boring life continued.

	At dinner, her sister, Janine, broke down again. “I just can’t believe it. She sat at this table! She ate with us!”

	Virginia had to stifle her laugh. Her sister seemed to get more hysterical as she got more pregnant.

	“She was a smart kid,” remarked Davy, Janine’s husband, as he piled his plate with potatoes. As usual, he seemed about ready to fall asleep over his food.

	Janine turned to Virginia. “Did she ever say anything to you? Did you have any idea?”

	Yeah, Virginia almost said. When wasn’t Suzanne talking about leaving?

	“Oh, quiet down, Janine,” said their mother. She sat at the head of the table, her flabby, varicose-veined arms swinging as she topped her plate. “The girl’s dead. No use crying about it.”

	“Mama, how can you say that? She was like Ginny’s sister—”

	“She wasn’t her sister. And no spineless fool like that’s ever gonna be associated with this family.” Mother Blue snapped off a drumstick from the cooked chicken at the center of the table. “That girl always looked like death. Just a matter of time before something happened.”

	No one said anything else. Janine sniffled, dabbing at her nose with a napkin. Davy busied himself with his food. Virginia watched the pale folds of her mother’s jowls, the sags of her cheeks. Mother Blue was foul, vulgar, cruel, but in this case, Virginia agreed with her. Suzanne was always headed this way. Why was everyone freaking out over it?

	It won’t happen to me, she thought. I’ll get out of here. I’ll make it to California.

	After dinner, she hurried to her bedroom. Suzanne was dead, just like her mother said. This wasn’t Victorian England, as she learned in school, when one wore black for months and swore off smiling. She lay in the dark, snuggling comfortably against her pillows, and balanced her laptop on her knees. With Minerva, there was no reason to be unhappy, no reason to cry or complain as Suzanne often did. As Virginia logged onto the stream, the screen bright with the clear sky and crystalline ocean of the Oakland coast, all thoughts of Suzanne disappeared.

	Virginia was rarely able to catch Minerva live, but she made a point to always catch the recorded streams in the evening before bedtime. Today, Minerva had taken to the beach in a turquoise two-piece, chatting with beachgoers, dipping her toes in the water. Virginia watched her cocoa-colored skin speckled with sand, her hazel eyes glowing bright with the afternoon sun. Minerva’s ombré curls grew richer and more golden as the sunlight waned. At night, as Minerva enjoyed frozen margaritas with her girlfriends, Virginia closed her eyes and imagined herself among their number: older, wiser, prettier, sexier, confident, no longer a virgin, no longer afraid.

	When the stream was over, Virginia shut her laptop and sat still in the dark. She clung to the warm sunlight, the salty air, the chilled glass. I’m there, she thought. I’m there. But inevitably, the sensations, already only half-real, eroded. She taxed her imagination, exhausted her creativity, but the beach melted into the black formlessness of her bedroom. Try as she might, she was not one of Minerva’s girlfriends. She was just lame, unremarkable, run-of-the-mill Virginia Blue, not even old enough to drink. She was chunky-cheeked and small-framed, neither attractive nor unattractive. Her gray eyes did not catch the light but rather clouded and turned opaque. She was pale and ghastly, so much that if she disappeared into wisps of smoke, no one would be surprised. The sun did not shine on the likes of Virginia—or Suzanne for that matter.

	She rolled over. Suzanne again. Suzanne always. Why? Why couldn’t Suzanne just leave her alone? Why did she have to kill herself and make everything about her forever, as if it wasn’t enough that she complained and cried every minute while she was alive? It didn’t make sense to hate life so much but want all the attention all the time. What right did she have? Or maybe this was her revenge—what better way to spite all of them than make herself impossible to forget?

	“I was there for you,” Virginia said into the dark. “I was there for everything. Your dad drinking. Your mom’s drugs. And it still wasn’t enough. You still wanted to run away. You still needed every single other person to care. Well, now you have everything you want. Now you can finally be happy.”

	She waited, half-expecting Suzanne to rise up out of the darkness and answer back. But of course, she didn’t. It didn’t matter how many people talked about her or for how long. She was dead, and dead people couldn’t be happy or sad. They were gone. Just turned into dust no matter what the Bible said.

	She cradled Felix and scratched behind his ears, his purrs reverberating through her arms. “It won’t take long,” Virginia told him. “Everyone will forget about her. And then we won’t have to worry about her anymore.”

	 

	
THREE

	In the morning, she found the family in the kitchen. Janine sat at the table mending socks. Davy waited for the coffee to finish. They were meek in their respective pale gown and shabby suit, especially in the proximity of Mother Blue. She dominated the room, both in size and presence, situated at the head of the table like an enormous sentry. Despite the newspaper she scanned with her dark, pinched eyes, Virginia knew she overlooked nothing.

	“I’m going to school,” Virginia said.

	Her mother wrinkled her nose and flipped to another page of the newspaper. “We’re going to evening Mass, so you better be back early.”

	“Yes, Mama. I will.”

	“You try getting out of it again, and I’ll take that computer of yours. I swear it.”

	“She knows, Mama,” said Janine. “Ginny—”

	“I’m talking to Virginia, not you,” interrupted their mother. Those pinched eyes rose from the newspaper. “Spending all your time on that damned thing. Skipping Mass. Next you’ll say it’s because of Suzanne.”

	Virginia shook her head. “No, Mama. I’ll be home for Mass.”

	There was nothing else from her mother, just the crinkle of the paper as she flipped pages again. Janine smiled at Virginia and winked. She was shrill and weepy, thin as a stick apart from her bulging belly, with baggy eyes and a nasally tone. Most of the time, Virginia found her sister annoying, but in light of Mother Blue’s fury, Janine was almost saintly, a port in a whirling storm.

	Virginia walked down the cracked, overgrown walkway from their front porch, past sun-bleached, wind-torn Texan and American flags. Their neighborhood was only a couple of blocks from the main street of Oasis. The town was practically prehistoric, stuck in time, and Mother Blue seemed to Virginia much the same. Janine had once shown her pictures of a young woman, thin and beautiful with waist-length hair the color of chocolate, but Virginia still couldn’t believe that was their mother in her youth. No, Mother Blue had always been Mother Blue, huge and eternal and unchanging. She was there at the beginning, all fists and screams, and she would be there at the end, long after they were all dead, laughing at them and calling them weak for dying—even if she was the one who killed them. Janine had told Virginia how she’d had to set her shoulder when she was a teen, how she’d have to hide her bruises with long sleeves and turtlenecks. It was a wonder to Virginia that thin, fragile Janine hadn’t broken a long time ago (in every sense), but magically, once the clock struck midnight on Virginia’s eleventh birthday, the fists came for her instead. It was kind of like a sick rite of passage. Janine was going to be a mother—she’d made it to adulthood. But now it was Virginia’s turn to take her share.

	Over time, she’d learned the triggers, the words and actions that would attract her mother’s rage. The rare punch still landed, usually on the late nights when Mother Blue groped for the whiskey, but for the most part, Virginia lived in an icy truce with her mother. If she behaved, spoke only when spoken to, went to church, and did her chores, she was largely safe. Maybe when Virginia left, Mother Blue would turn her anger once again on Janine and potentially even her baby, but that was the price Virginia would have to pay. The baby didn’t deserve what Mother Blue would do to it, but Virginia couldn’t save her family. She could only save herself.

	Once at school, she shuffled to her locker, sneakers dragging on bruised tile, face hidden by her unruly thicket of hair. Clumps of students dispersed to grant her passage, as though she repelled them by an innate magnetism. “There’s Ginny,” she heard one girl say, and the chatter quieted to whispers as she passed.

	Even with Suzanne gone, they still avoided her. Virginia raised her cuff and took a whiff—there was just the faint vanilla of her body cream, but she thought briefly that Suzanne’s dead smell clung to her. That stink had been like a cloud around Suzanne, reeking of rotten fish and sour milk. She glanced down the hall at Suzanne’s locker, and its entire radius was empty, as if that smell remained and drove everyone away. Had it always clung to Suzanne? Had there been a time when she had been clean and clear, or had she been marked from the beginning, doomed to her fate?

	Virginia’s classes that day dragged on, but besides doodling, she would rest her head on her hand and stare out the dusty windows and daydream. The life of John Adams went in one ear, and the formula for sodium chloride floated out the other. Minerva’s sunny adventures took up most of Virginia’s headspace, and she sketched herself in the margins of her notebook, embellishing her bosom, polka-dotting a tiny bikini of black ink, using her blackened eraser to color in a graphite tan. But these mental escapes were foiled again and again. The hint of that sour smell wrinkled her nose, and she’d look up invariably towards Suzanne’s empty desk with annoyance. Give it up, she thought. Haven’t you had enough?

	But Suzanne stuck around. At Mass that evening, wedged between the girth of her mother and the frailty of her sister, Virginia had to listen to the priest drone on and on about the senseless tragedy of Suzanne’s death, about the mystery of so much despair at such a young age when there was so much love surrounding her. Right, Virginia thought. The alcoholic father, depressed mother, and bullies were full of so much love. She could say nothing, of course, unless she wanted to suffer the wrath of Mother Blue, who fanned herself with a crumpled program and licked the perspiration from her fuzzy lips. Instead, Virginia sat quietly and mumbled along with her prayers. Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, mother of God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death. Amen. Amen. Amen.

	She did the same at the rosary and then the funeral. Both were closed-casket—the most she saw of Suzanne was a photo outdated by two or three years, one of the rare instances when Suzanne was caught on camera smiling. Virginia watched as the townspeople paid their respects to Suzanne’s red-eyed, mournful parents at the front pew. They were crying, getting pity just like Suzanne was, but they were part of the reason she was dead. It’s sick, Virginia thought. Nobody gets what they deserve. And when you try to care for someone instead, when you try to be there for them, it just gets thrown away. It makes more sense to be cruel. Makes more sense to ignore.

	The one person who shed no tears was Mother Blue, who sat beside her at the rear of the church, fanning herself again and complaining about the heat. She refused to even pretend to grieve for such a spineless child—her words—and had only gone to the rosary to put an end to Janine’s begging. As usual, Virginia said little, keeping her thoughts to herself and simply playing the role of bereaved best friend—only friend. When it was all over, the casket in the ground, the services concluded, everyone returned home, she lay in bed with Felix across her knees and the glow of her laptop, the glow of Minerva, awash upon her face. As long as Minerva’s light was over her, the shadow of Suzanne had nowhere to hang.

	 

	
FOUR

	One weekend morning, as Virginia caught up on an old stream, there was a rap at her door. “Ginny,” came her sister’s nasally voice, “Ginny, can I come in?” Of course, Virginia didn’t hear her, didn’t even see her until Janine was at her bedside, fingers poised gingerly (threateningly) on the rim of the laptop monitor.

	Virginia’s eyes snapped up to her. “What?”

	“I’ve been calling you.” Janine smiled. “You want to come for a walk?”

	“I’m busy right now.”

	“Come on. It won’t be long. Besides, you shouldn’t spend so much time on the computer.” When Virginia still didn’t budge, Janine placed her fingers atop the computer again. “You want to show Mama you’re good, don’t you? Don’t want to make her worry?”

	They walked laps around the block, stepping carefully over cracks in the decades-old cement, ducking adeptly under low-hanging branches. Janine looked funny to Virginia, so slender apart from the enormous mound leading her around. She was constantly bent forward, cradling her belly, wincing every so often from some invisible pain, drawing careful, protracted breaths the way a runner in a marathon would.

	“She’s kicking a lot now,” Janine said. “Won’t be long.”

	Virginia gave her a sideways glance, hanging a little behind in her torn jeans, playing with her overlong sleeves. “Why even put yourself through that?”

	Janine laughed. “Don’t tell Mama, but we didn’t plan it. Me and Davy talked about a kid, but maybe not for a while, you know? This just happened.”

	“I won’t ever get pregnant. Looks awful.”

	“You say that, but just wait, there’ll be a boy—” Janine paused. “Do you even like boys?”

	Virginia scoffed. “I’m not gay, Janine!”

	“Okay. Just occurred to me we never talked about it. Never talked about anything, really.”

	She stopped and leaned against a tree to catch her breath. “I know I haven’t been a good sister. Haven’t been around the way I probably should’ve been. But I’m around now. You ever need to talk—about boys—about Suzanne—I’m around. I’m here.”

	“Everybody keeps going on about Suzanne,” Virginia said. “She got what she wanted. What’s so bad about that?”

	“Don’t say that, Ginny! You know it’s a sin to take your own life.”

	Virginia shrugged. “Maybe she just thought Hell’s better than this.”

	Back in her room, she lay across her bed, swinging her socked feet behind her, watching Felix arch his back and curl into a new position to sleep. She reached out and stroked his fur. “No one gets it. Not Janine. Not Mama. Suzanne’s the past now.”

	And the future? That was easy—Minerva was the future. Minerva could do anything, be anyone. She wouldn’t mope around because of some dead girl. There wasn’t time at all for that. Not with so much possibility.

	The following weeks saw the residual effects of Suzanne’s death slowly, but finally, fade away. Suddenly, Janine was no longer crying but fretting once again about the baby and the oncoming due date. Mother Blue resumed her critiques of the government, the liberals, and whomever else she thought responsible for destroying the country. Virginia lost herself in Minerva’s streams, her fan sites, gradually going to sleep later and later, sometimes forgetting to refresh Felix’s food or empty his litter. “Virginia Blue,” her mother roared, “you let this cat stink up the house one more time, and I will make sure he never comes in again!” Slowly, her grades slumped, too. She dozed off in class, had trouble keeping track of lectures. This led to another instance of Mother Blue’s fury one night. “Getting called in the middle of the day while I’m working, slaving away,” she growled. “You know how embarrassing that is? Knowing your daughter is making a fool of herself and this family?”

	“She knows, Mama,” Janine said breathlessly. “She knows—”

	“Hush, Janine. Don’t make excuses for her. Virginia! You look at me when I’m speaking to you.”

	Virginia raised her eyes to her mother. Mother Blue’s face contorted. Her nostrils flared. Her beady eyes narrowed further.

	“You watch how you look at me. You think I’m wrong to be embarrassed? You think it’s funny? Or you mean to do it? You mean to make us all look like fools?”

	“No, Mama. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

	“What’s that?”

	“It won’t happen again.”

	“It better not.” Mother Blue turned away, snatched her cigarettes from the table, and lumbered onto the porch. “That computer of yours is the problem. I don’t care if you earned it with God’s own money—I’ll wreck it.”

	The screen door banged behind her. Davy continued reading his magazine as though nothing had happened. Janine refused to even chance a glance over her crocheting. Virginia stood simmering, staring after her mother’s form in the deep blue pall of the evening. She rushed to her room and slammed the door. “She’s a mean, fat bitch,” she whispered to Felix, pulling him into a hug. “It’s not my fault. I didn’t send Daddy away.”

	She flipped open her laptop. As usual, Minerva would light the way to something better.

	One late afternoon, Mother Blue summoned Virginia from her bedroom. “They need me at the store,” she announced. “Your sister’s hung up, and Davy’s working late, too.”

	“Okay, Mama.”

	Mother Blue had hardly taken two steps out of the house before Virginia returned to her bedroom and unpaused the latest stream. Minerva and her friends were sampling hot sauces, alternating between bites of chicken wings and spoonfuls of ice cream. It almost didn’t matter what they were doing—in fact, it didn’t matter at all. All that mattered was that Minerva was on screen, smiling, laughing, living. Virginia watched and watched. She could have stopped breathing and wouldn’t have noticed.

	Meanwhile, Janine cried out. She collapsed against the kitchen table, her legs drenched, her face flushed and strained. Her screams left her as if delayed, erupting from her throat long after her mouth had warbled. She latched onto the leg of a chair, but no amount of struggle could get her to her feet.

	Virginia heard nothing through her headphones. She didn’t notice Felix’s head snap up or his ears flatten. She might as well have not been in her bedroom at all, instead trying on dresses with Minerva, instead cracking open crawfish and sampling wines. Maybe minutes passed, maybe hours, possibly even days, and then her door flew open. Mother Blue charged inside. Pure red, with an incongruous, incredible speed, she wrenched Virginia from the bed by her hair.

	“Mama!” the girl shrieked, dropped on the floor in a heap, her headphones torn away, her laptop hoisted over her head.

	“You been in here this whole time,” her mother snarled, staring at the laptop screen with disgust and confusion, “watching this trash while your sister was out there losing her baby! Your niece! My granddaughter!”

	“I didn’t know, Mama! I’m sorry!”

	“You’d have known if you were good for something! No better than that damn Grayson girl!”

	She raised the laptop higher.

	“Mama! Please! I’m sorry!”

	The laptop crashed down in an explosion of glass shards, plastic keys, and silicon circuits. Both mother and daughter looked upon the mangled machinery, the mauled motherboard. Mother Blue’s jowls quivered, heralding another rage, but she only turned and marched out of the room, snatching Virginia’s phone along the way. Virginia remained frozen in shock, eyeing the shattered screen and exposed circuitry in disbelief. Felix, head low, tail between his legs, emerged tentatively from beneath the bed. When he sniffed her hand, Virginia took him into her arms and sobbed into his midnight-black fur.

	It was dark and starless outside when Davy nudged open her door. “Ginny,” he whispered into the darkness, “you want to meet your niece?”

	She rode silently in his truck past the fleeting glow of gas stations and corner stores, walked wordlessly into the fluorescent light of the hospital. From behind a window, they looked over the newborns in the nursery. Davy pointed out a baby in the front row. “There she is,” he said, his voice welling with a mixture of pride and nervousness. “Her name’s Coral.”

	Virginia stared at the infant swaddled in pink, the baby so still she would have thought it dead if not for the chest lightly rising and falling. She turned to Davy, speaking in little more than a hoarse whisper. “Janine?”

	Janine slept softly in a nearby room, paler than Virginia had ever seen her and somehow even frailer. Davy stroked her arm. “I brought Ginny, baby,” he said, kissing her brow.

	Janine roused, her eyes fluttering open. She saw her sister and smiled. “Ginny. You made it. Did you see her? Isn’t she beautiful?”

	Virginia approached the bedside. She eyed Janine from sweaty hair to sallow lips, from ashen skin to bleary eyes, and then the shock holding together her quivering lips and watering eyes broke.

	Janine held her as she cried. “It’s okay, sweetie. Everybody’s safe. Everything’s okay.”

	Back in the darkness of her room, Virginia clutched Felix to her chest and conjured with all the force she could muster the California sunshine and Pacific spray. She willed what she could of Minerva’s hazel eyes and infectious smile. But all the images quickly faded, and there was Janine again, near death in that hospital bed. There was Suzanne, shuffling down the corridors of their school and lounging lifelessly on her bed. There was Suzanne curled up in the forest, reeking of that awful dead smell.

	Days passed. Janine and the baby remained in the hospital. Virginia evaded her mother as best she could, sleepwalking through her classes, so silent and negligible that no one even glanced at her. She hadn’t realized how much the gray sky of Oasis seemed to press down without the sugary blue of Oakland to counter it, nor had she realized how suffocating the air was, how rife with Suzanne’s dead smell. Maybe it really wasn’t Suzanne, after all, but indeed the town, indeed the stagnant ground rotten with generations of bodies. The only thing separating Virginia from Suzanne had been Minerva—without the streams, without the comfort of Minerva’s teary-eyed authenticity, without her contagious, carefree joy, how would Virginia last? Every day, she felt more sluggish, more tired. She couldn’t sleep, hearing the rustle of bugs somewhere in the walls, dreaming about wading in black tar and stumbling through dense fog. “I’m not sorry,” she whispered. “I won’t be sorry. You left me. You don’t deserve me crying for you. So just leave me alone. You hear me, Suzanne? Just leave me alone!” 

	But no matter how much she pleaded or begged, how much anger she threw out into the dark, the smell only got worse, her nightmares only more vivid. It was like Suzanne’s death had been the first domino to fall, and now things were just getting worse and worse. She found herself scratching at her neck and under her sleeves, imagining things crawling over her. If only she could sleep. If only she could find a way to see Minerva again, to rest and recover and forget about all this other stuff.

	Then, coming home on an especially overcast day, stinking and teetering from exhaustion, Virginia stopped in her tracks before reaching the driveway.

	Lying in the street, motionless, was the vague, dark shape of an animal. She knew immediately it was Felix. The face was contorted agonizingly in mid-wail. The black fur was streaked with muddy blood. Her heart like a stone in her gut, Virginia scooped up the rigid carcass and sat on the porch, plucking and smoothing out the intractable fur. Now, the awful dead smell shrouded Felix, too.

	“Oh, Jesus, Ginny,” a dark-eyed, long-faced Davy moaned to her. “I just wanted him to go out for a bit. You know, it’s Janine who brings him in. Ah, Christ. Fuck—”

	She said nothing to him, didn’t even look at him. Even when her mother’s enormous shadow enveloped her, when the great mouth spat its invectives, she didn’t budge at all. But when Mother Blue seized Virginia’s arm to pry free the dead animal, Virginia resisted. She hardened against her mother’s strength, pulling her arms closer together, entombing the broken mass of fur, flesh, and bone against her chest, behind her knees. Her face tightened. Her mouth solidified into an unbreakable line. Another pull, harder than the first, and still she held, her hair falling over her face, the first tears prickling her eyes. A third tug elicited an indignant whimper. At last, a fourth and final jerk freed the animal and threw Virginia onto her stomach.

	“Get a bag and throw this out,” Mother Blue commanded Davy, and as he scampered away, Virginia rose, snarling as though feral, baring her teenaged mouth in a display of primal rage. She hissed and shrieked and pounced, but the wide arc of Mother Blue’s palm sent her sprawling against the wooden floor of the porch.

	“If you weren’t my daughter—and I wish you weren’t—I’d do worse,” said Mother Blue. She balled her hand into a trembling, thick-veined fist. “You care more about some damn cat than you do your own sister, your own niece.” She seemed about to say more but simply shook her head and walked into the house.

	Quietly, Davy reappeared and bagged the dead animal before retreating inside. Virginia didn’t stir from the floor, her eyes and nostrils burning from that awful, reeking smell, from the sensation of bugs crawling over her tongue.

	She sat in the utter blackness of her room, feeling legs over her skin, hearing chittering in the walls and in her head. Her tears dried in sticky clumps on her cheeks, and she had to try hard to control her erratic breathing. Then, as if a switch went off, she moved. It was late, past midnight, when she emerged from her bedroom in her ratty black parka, her backpack slung over her shoulder. As Mother Blue and Davy snored in their respective rooms, she went about quietly selecting cans of rice and beans, jars of fruit preserves, an assortment of granola bars. She folded away the money Janine kept wadded up in an old coffee pot. She fingered Davy’s key ring and unhooked his pocket knife and truck keys. Her pictures of Felix—him as a kitten, him asleep in flower pots and on her windowsill, his head poking out from under her covers—she kept safely tucked underneath a quilt Janine had made her when she turned twelve.

	As she backed out Davy’s truck and turned onto the road, the headlight beams disappearing into the misty distance, she had only one thought: Suzanne had been right. Any place was better than here.

	 

	
FIVE

	She drove over an hour before the low-gas indicator chimed on in dull amber. Fuck—she had forgotten all about gas. The truck trundled on a few more miles before grinding to a halt on the long, desolate stretch of highway. Virginia sat with clammy hands on the steering wheel, peering past the headlight beams at the empty road, the endless fields, the dark expanse of sky and its handful of scattered stars. After a long, steadying breath, she cut off the engine and started into the night with her bag, a weak flashlight guiding the way.

	She tried not to think of Felix, but he came to her in fits. Him as a kitten, scrounging through her dolls and pawing at a cast-aside sock. His blood-caked fur between her fingers. Her dressing him in T-shirts, posing him with sunglasses. His body sluggish and loose upon her knees, as though he were mud or putty. The excited swish of his tail and the flare of his green eyes as she filled his food bowl. The rigid mask of anguish that dressed his dead face.

	No conjuring of Minerva helped. Felix kept coming back, and with him, her mother, Janine, Davy, and yes, even Suzanne. She didn’t want to think of them—she’d never see any of them again, anyway. And so what? She was better off without them. Janine was pathetic. Mother Blue was a monstrous bitch. Davy was a careless piece of shit, and it was his fault that Felix was dead. Suzanne was a coward who had run away from her. They’d all worked together to make her life in Oasis an absolute pile of shit from day one. But what about Coral? She felt a pang at the thought of the little baby in pink, but the baby wasn’t blameless, either. She was a trap, an anchor designed to pull Virginia back into the mess she was leaving behind. She wasn’t about to feel guilty, and she wasn’t going to sacrifice herself to protect some little human she didn’t even know. Flesh-and-blood family hadn’t amounted to much, and some baby wouldn’t change that.

	They’re the past now, she told herself. The future’s out there, with Minerva, with the sun and the water and the dresses and the drinks. You can be yourself out there. You can be whoever you want to be.

	She kept telling herself that, repeating it in her mind like a chant, as much to convince herself as to keep her mind off the cold, off the ache of her already throbbing feet, off the nagging anxiety bristling at the back of her head. The sound of an oncoming car made her heart leap, and she turned to see lights rising behind her. She ducked into the nearby brush, clutching Janine’s quilt tight around her shoulders, struggling to keep her jaw from shaking. She waited for the sound of the wheels crunching on the asphalt to churn into the distance until only the chirps of the crickets and the rustle of branches remained. She continued on, avoiding the road, keeping to the thicket, the cold and pain and anxiety all the stronger for the break in momentum. You can’t get caught, she thought. Then it’ll be for nothing. Mama hurting you will be for nothing. Felix dying will be for nothing.

	But the exhaustion weighed, and not long after she broke from the road, her legs gave out on her. She sat against a tree, hugging her knees, rubbing her arms. Beyond the cold and the fatigue, there was fear: fear of the dark and the things that roamed out here. Virginia had been scared of the dark as a kid, desperate for a nightlight and denied one every time she asked. “Ain’t nothing there,” Mother Blue told her. “It’s what’s in your head that’s coming out. And a good little girl wouldn’t have anything bad in her head, would she? She’d only have Jesus.”

	Except Jesus never made her feel any better. She’d had to learn how to deal with the dark and everything it hid away on her own. How to tolerate it and wait patiently for the light to return.

	It dawned on her for the first time what she was doing, the material things she was leaving behind. Food. Shelter. Electricity. No nightlight would help out here even if she had one. But it was worth it to get away from Mama’s constant anger and Janine’s nasally voice and Davy’s cringe commentary. She just had to square up and find courage. Minerva did it—she’d come out the other side of her father dying. Virginia had sat with her in the middle of the night, listening to her talk about the car accident that claimed her father, how she had dealt with therapists, how she had suffered night terrors and sleep paralysis as a result. My dad’s also gone, Virginia had thought, tears icing her cheeks. Only he wasn’t dead, of course—just a deadbeat who ran off. Her problems were nothing compared to Minerva’s, but Virginia liked to think they were connected in a way, both survivors, heroes of their own stories. And look at what Minerva had accomplished, navigating the modeling world, making videos for millions of people and inspiring them to come together and be better. Her father’s death hadn’t stopped her. The night terrors hadn’t held her back. She’d been brave, no matter how painful the loss, no matter how scary the dark.
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