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THE QUESTION


For the last ten years, the small town of West Wilmer has been struggling to answer one question: on the night of the crash that killed his sister, why did it take Grant Dean twenty-seven minutes to call for help? If he’d called sooner, Phoebe might still be alive.


THE SECRET


As the anniversary of Phoebe’s death approaches, Grant is consumed by his memories and the secret that’s been suffocating him for years. But he and Phoebe weren’t the only ones in the car that night. Becca was there too – she’s the only other person who knows what really happened. Or is she?


THE TRUTH


Everyone remembers Phoebe, but local girl June also lost someone that night. Her brother Wyatt has been missing for ten years and, now that her mother is dead, June has no one left – no family, no friends. Until someone appears at her door. Someone who knows what really happened that night. And they are ready to tell the truth.









To Agatha and Archer, everything is for you.











No one ever told me that grief felt so like fear.


I am not afraid, but the sensation is like being afraid.


C.S. LEWIS












PROLOGUE


She was too young to die.


She was too young and too beautiful and too good to die. And yet none of that mattered, because in that moment she was lying awkwardly on her back, starting to convulse, gaping at the dark night sky, dying. The pouring rain mixed with the blood from her body, gathering beside her on the bridge in hurried torrents.


Her ribs were broken, snapped like dry tinder; her lungs punctured and emptied of air. Her legs and right arm and the right side of her face, crushed beyond recognition. They’d have to use her dental records officially, although unofficially everyone would know it was her because it was a small town, and in a small town everyone knew everyone else.


But they didn’t know everything.


She was interesting and kind; she demanded truth and trust and loyalty. She would have hated knowing that over time she would become everyone’s shadow. Forever a lingering presence, never there but always there; slipping into moments without warning—at the dinner table, on a walk by the bridge, when the leaves started to turn.


The rain continued to pour but the pain that had been white-hot and angry was starting to fade; she knew this was a bad sign. She willed the pain back desperately because it was better than the fear that had taken root in its place, that flooded her perfect young body, that replaced the blood in her veins, pumping outwardly to her four remaining functioning organs—now three.


Now two.


She willed her last thoughts to be profound—a crystallized understanding of the world she was leaving behind or the tragedy of her life ending this way or what she might have accomplished. She wanted her last thoughts to be worthy of this moment but she was too cold and too terrified to think straight.


Should she think of her mother? Of her brother, Grant? What this would do to them, to him? This was ending her life; how would it alter theirs?


Nothing profound came. To her horror her thoughts turned to how she might look lying there; she wondered if her jacket was still intact, wondered if it was still pretty. Thoughts she couldn’t bear to have, but who was she to argue with death? Could you still tell it was real leather and expensive? Had she expected too much of him? Had she been wrong about him? The jacket had cost her four months of mindless babysitting jobs but had made her feel grown-up. And feeling grown-up had meant that she was closer to leaving this small town, that she was closer to having more.


We’ll leave together, they’d whispered, clutching hands, dreaming the same dream. But they were only children really, not yet sculpted into the imperfect people they’d become. We’ll be okay.


The distillation of her life into her many awards and accomplishments—so impressive for someone so young, they’d all say with tears in their eyes—would be front-page news in the small local paper for an entire week. And then a halfpage, and then, after a month, sinking to a footnote for the sake of her family. For her mother and Grant. To help them get through this, to help them move on, to help them heal. Although of course they’d never do any one of those things.


If an ambulance had been called right away she would have survived, with some scarring and residual aching in her shoulder and right thigh, and the near-death experience would have infected her with even more drive—feverish, obsessive now. First, a scholarship to a good college in a faraway city; then, a warm, successful husband, and three children who would grow up taking for granted the one thing she’d always craved: choice.


But the ambulance was called too late—twenty-seven minutes too late. Something that would weigh on him forever.


She lay unseeing at the harsh night sky, half of her jaw exposed with its stark white beautiful bone, and as her oxygen ran out and her heart stopped beating—and five miles away her mother bolted straight up in bed—and as she closed her eyes, or maybe they were already closed, she wondered who would be the first to tell the truth of what had happened that night.


She was so special she glowed.


This is what they’ll think when they think of her. When they think of young Phoebe Dean. Because over time all of her flaws will become slightly blurred, slightly vague, and without her around to age or mature or correct them, the complicated girl will fade away until all that is left is the girl that they just remember. The special one. The perfect one. The one who died in a tragic accident as it rained, on a bridge, over the river; even if the truth is a little more nuanced.


But the truth, it will come out. Nothing can keep the truth buried; it will always unfurl itself, lay itself bare. It is unstoppable—like the tide, or a storm, or a ghost.


It will hunt you down.









TEN YEARS LATER









THREE DAYS BEFORE THE
PHOEBE DEAN MEMORIAL









JUNE


June shoved the soggy tissue in her pocket and stared at the fresh dirt at her feet. The oval hill of soil was larger than she’d expected it to be. She looked around, worry blooming in the pit of her stomach. Should she ask someone about this? A groundskeeper? That unhelpful woman on the phone who’d slotted her in at dawn? Would this mound of loose dirt wash away the next time it rained, fully exposing her mother’s cheap wooden casket, allowing her to climb out and roam free?


“Well, June, I think this is just lovely.” Her elderly neighbor, Evelyn Lloyd, patted her briskly on the arm. June tried to smile, but the jerk of her mouth let more tears spill out. “Oh, there, there,” Evelyn clucked. “She’s at rest now. No more suffering. Your poor mother is finally at peace.”


June opened her mouth to speak but a watery cough silenced her. Evelyn took a small step backward, as if June’s grief might be contagious and seize the old woman. Evelyn clucked again sympathetically, but her eyes were glassy. Evelyn was bored.


June wasn’t a fool; she knew Evelyn had only come out of obligation because she lived down the road. Just like she’d bring the obligatory banana muffins every Thursday afternoon, rain or shine.


That old bag should mind her damn business, June’s mother would caw from the couch if she were sober enough to notice they’d had a visitor. She’s just coming so she can gossip about us. Now they care about us? Now they’re checking in? Vultures, all of them, June. Never forget what they did to your brother and us, promise me.


“Thank you for coming, Mrs. Lloyd,” June mumbled to Evelyn. “My mom would have appreciated it—that someone came.”


“Oh dear—everyone must have just got the details mixed up, or are still in shock after Rosie Wilson’s accident. Ninety-three years old and blind as a damn bat! She had no sense to be driving at night, no sense at all.” Evelyn sighed. “But I’m sure they’ll wish they’d come, the whole town. Every last one of them.” She brought her coat up around her loose turkey neck. “I’ll leave you alone then, to say goodbye. It’s a fresh start for you, June, no more demons.”


Demons? June nodded curtly, hoping Evelyn would notice the change in her demeanor and think twice about passing judgment on her family when she knew. She knew all of it. Evelyn lived far down the road, but she’d still have been able to hear the shouting and the dishes being thrown against the walls when June’s father and brother were fighting. But then her brother had taken off, and her father a year later, and the silence had probably been just as noticeable; more so.


Evelyn shuffled off on her cane, and June stared at the dark hump again. She knew there were no guarantees that her mother’s body was actually down there, but she could feel a slight tug coming from below all the same.


“I’ll miss you,” June said, tears drying on her throat like cold fingers. “I’ll come back soon to visit.”


June found the overgrown narrow path back to the main part of the cemetery, where the plots were large and meticulously cared for, with real flowers and lit candles in glass lanterns and sprinklers on timers so the grass was always green. The small cemetery had been deserted when she arrived, but now there was an older woman kneeling at a marble headstone gripping fresh-cut roses. June startled, not having expected to see anyone she knew. She slid her sunglasses on so she wouldn’t be recognized or have to make small talk, especially not with that woman, especially not today.


As she neared the front gates, she spotted a crew digging a fresh grave—three tired-looking men leaning on their shovels, smoking, talking quietly. June walked by quickly, not wanting to know who would be filling that new hole or whether the body could expect a large funeral with real tears and kindness and support, but none of the men noticed her or even looked her way. June was invisible to them, something she had long grown accustomed to.









GRANT


Grant was still heavy with sleep, slumped in his chair at the breakfast table. He yawned and then noticed the newspaper tucked neatly under his mug. He caught a sliver of headline: TOWN MEETING CALLED TO VOTE ON BRIDGE REMOVAL.


He stood up quickly, to distance himself from what he’d just read. He rubbed his eyes and stared unblinking at the letters until they bled together and his mother dropped a plate in front of him. It clattered and he flinched, praying nothing would spill, praying that his breakfast would remain securely on the plate and not slop onto the table, giving her another reason to resent him. Wide awake now and on edge, he sat back down carefully, his eyes shooting again to the front page: WEST WILMER BRIDGE CLAIMS SECOND LIFE.


The kitchen was too warm all of a sudden. Had his mother read the paper? She never folded it like that for him. She never did anything for him except feed him—anything else would be more than she could bear. Had she put it there for him to see? Grant’s eyes darted nervously around the kitchen, landing on the gardening shears by the sink, crusted earthy green. Maybe she’d been to the cemetery that morning, something she did occasionally around this time of year.


With the memorial in just a few days, the memorial he’d do anything to have her cancel, things were already bad. And now this. Attention back on the fucking bridge. He clutched his fork in one hand, his knife in the other; a foolish way to fight off what he feared could barrel down on him. He considered climbing the stairs back to his room, to hide under the covers, to start the morning over again. Instead he turned slowly in his seat. Over his mother’s hunched shoulders, out of the large window in their kitchen, the wind was rattling the wooden frame, and overnight the leaves had started to turn.


“Damn old woman fell asleep at the wheel.” His mother spoke with her back to him. “Not wearing her glasses either. She shouldn’t have been driving over that dangerous thing in the dark.”


Grant cleared his throat and unclenched his jaw. He avoided looking at his mother, the local town paper, the sharp shears. He stared harder out the window. The leaves outside were a premonitory yellow. Fall. It was usually the worst season of the year for him. For them. His mother and him. When that night could still blow in and settle like frost, delicate and cryptic. Resentment, blame. But rarely mentioned aloud.


And now another accident on the bridge, another life taken, drawing everyone’s attention back there, to the deep river, to the rickety danger hanging above it. What did a bridge removal involve? How deep were the posts in the water? The town claimed to love his sister still; would they dare disturb the place she took her last breath?


He couldn’t have this. He couldn’t have the spotlight turned back on and everyone feeling like they had permission to talk about it, to split open the wound that for him had barely healed in the first place.


“It should be taken down—that old thing.” His mother spoke quietly while flipping an egg in a pan on the stove. “Should have taken it down years ago, after . . .”


She trailed off but Grant could swear he’d just heard soft footsteps on the stairs, and he was now paralyzed in his chair. He gripped the utensils in both fists even tighter. He exhaled loudly, a forced hiss, felt his bad leg bob under the table on its own, his eyes burning from staring out the window so as to avoid the shadowed hallway and that strange, fleeting thought that he’d heard her coming down the stairs, had even smelled her before she walked through the doorway. Rose water. Toothpaste.


“Oh,” his mother said and then stopped. Grant waited. “I’ve been looking through some of her things for Sunday.”


She stopped again and he waited again, barely breathing; there was nothing to say and so he didn’t speak. Silence shrouded the warm kitchen, morning shadows skittered and danced.


“I’m looking for those bracelets she loved. And her necklace.”


Grant stopped chewing. He rubbed his leg to stop the bobbing. He tried to remember if he’d taken his pain meds that morning but couldn’t.


“Grant—have you seen them?”


“No. What necklace?”


“The gold one with the locket. I want to have it cleaned.”


“No,” he repeated. “I haven’t seen it.”


“I’ll look again, then. Probably just missed them. Or maybe they’ve crawled off to join your father’s watch.”


Grant touched his bare wrist; let his hand slip away, clammy. “Maybe.”


“Eat up, can’t be late again. That Dean charm’ll wear off one of these days.” She jerked around to smile briefly, a vestigial maternal afterthought, but her eyes were pointed and cold. He returned the smile mechanically until she went back to the stove and he could relax his face. Why bother trying at all? he wanted to ask her. Maybe things would be better if they were just honest with each other—that she hated him, that he deserved it. But he never said it, because the subject of his sister and her accident was taboo, which suited him fine; better.


Grant scooped baked beans onto his fork even though he’d lost his appetite. His harried pulse vibrated below the surface of his skin; he could see his nerves gliding through his bloodstream, like ripples. Like rushing black water, like the river. He closed his eyes as he shoveled the forkful down. When he finished he stood slowly, pushed his chair back gently—no sudden movements to draw attention to himself—and gingerly placed the plate in the sink while his mother’s rounded back was still to him. This is what he saw most of and had for nearly ten years: the back of her. He still lived at home but could go weeks without seeing her face; sometimes he could forget what she looked like.


His mother moved from the stove to stand in front of the large paper calendar on the wall. It was new, and the first thing that she had hung in their kitchen in years. Everything else had been taken down long ago. All of the colorful art they’d created in junior school, all of the family photos. Their happy unknowing faces too hard to witness first thing each morning.


Grant heard a creak above him and looked up. He shook his head, feeling foolish. Phoebe couldn’t be upstairs. He heard the creak again and covered his mouth to stifle the sound his body wanted to make—a scream or a wail, something tortured. He saw the river again, the rain that pounded relentlessly onto it, the water so angry it churned and frothed white, violent.


But that was ten years ago. What he’d lost that night was gone forever. And she wasn’t upstairs. She wasn’t upstairs and she wasn’t about to come flying into the kitchen with her toothbrush in her mouth, foam in the corners, smiling because she knew he’d cover for her. She’d have snuck out again to study all night in the old barn at the edge of the field; she had SATs coming up and was so determined she was practically manic. The barn calmed her, she’d say, like when they were young. Just another couple of months, she’d say, grinning at him about their plan, the one they’d had since they were kids. The one she’d made him promise he’d keep. That they would leave together when his scholarship was clinched. That he would focus, that he wouldn’t let her down. Phoebe would graduate early; they’d rent a cheap apartment with the money he’d been saving up, who cared if it had rats or roaches, they’d have everything; they’d be together and they’d be free. Just us, we’ll be okay. All of the years spent smothered in their small house in their small town, by their stagnant widowed mother, could be left behind and eventually forgotten.


The creak came again. Why was his chest so tight? Why was it so bloody hot in the kitchen this morning? What had she known before she died? Would she have forgiven him in time? He’d caught her in the days leading up to that night trying to pick the lock of his bedroom, and the fear of what she might have found made it hard for him to breathe.


What are you keeping from me? she’d asked, backing away from him, eyes wide, to her own bedroom. I will not let you ruin this for us. You promised me.


Grant blinked the sweat from his eyes, refocused on his mother standing at the wall, at the small hole in the elbow of her sweater, because he hadn’t heard a creak, he hadn’t heard anything. Phoebe was not about to walk into the kitchen with a playful wink and those big dark eyes shining. Because he hadn’t heard her moving around, set to burst through the kitchen doorway to start the day with her bright light, to try to keep him on track—because Phoebe was dead.









TEN YEARS AGO


8:45 A.M.


Grant Dean sensed her standing there before he was even awake—his lurking judgmental shadow lately.


“What is it?” His throat was so dry it felt raw. He cracked an eye open but there was no water on his messy bedside table—that would have taken foresight, which he lacked—just a lamp that hadn’t worked in weeks and empty beer bottles that he could now smell. He grabbed his watch, slid it on, the familiar weight causing a lump in his throat that he swallowed away. It was just a watch. It was just a watch that had belonged to a father he had no memory of, that was worth more money than he’d make in a year. He screwed his eyes shut, and huffed loudly to the ceiling of his bedroom so he wouldn’t yell at his little sister, who was a real self-righteous pain in the ass to come in here and treat him like a child.


What did she really know about the things he had going on? She wasn’t the only one who was under immense pressure, was she.


From behind his closed eyes he sensed Phoebe frown. The feeling of her disappointment caused him to bolt straight up in bed. “I said, what is it, Phoebe? Why are you in my room? It’s too early for your lectures.”


“But it’s not. Early.” Phoebe strode to the window, drew the curtain loudly; he shielded his eyes from the burning morning sun. “You’re going to be late for school—again. Coach’ll bench you, you know he will. And you have that big math test, the important one, the one you said you were going to study for last night. You promised me you’d take it seriously. These things matter, so I know I didn’t hear you come stumbling home at two a.m. I know I must have dreamt that because you wouldn’t lie to me.”


Grant felt the slow stir of movement beside him, drew the covers to his chin to try to muffle it. Phoebe’s head shot back to his face and then her eyes slid down to the bed. She looked away quickly, but he caught her biting her lip.


“Okay, okay, I’m sorry.” He raised his hands in mock surrender. “I’m getting up right now, I’m hurrying, I promise I studied for that test, I’m ready. Thank you for waking me so I won’t be late for school.”


Phoebe rolled her eyes and balled her small hands into tight fists, and he wondered if she’d dare throw the blankets off to make a point. He braced himself for it:


You have practice, Grant.


No distractions, Grant.


I will not let you lose everything, Grant.


You promised me.


If she only knew, he thought, his pulse thumping the longer he watched the worry on her pretty face. A tongue was out now, licking his hip bone, and he tried his very best to smile at his little sister.


“It really is late,” Phoebe repeated, but she didn’t come any closer, so he tried to relax. “It’s almost nine, I’ll drive you. I made you oatmeal but it’s probably cold—I can warm it up.”


“Don’t you dare touch my truck. You’re a terrible driver.” He tried to sound light but there was hot breath under the blankets, a finger running down the inside of his thigh. He flicked it away under the covers, locked eyes with his sister, grinned at her, so she wouldn’t see the movement.


Phoebe nodded, satisfied, throwing her long black hair into a ponytail. “Smells in here.” She opened the window and looked around the room again. His mind raced, trying to remember getting home last night, fumbling up the stairs, whispering and ripping off clothes, and he prayed there was nothing left out in the open that Phoebe could see, regretted that he’d been too wasted to lock his bedroom door. This whole scene could have been avoided if only he’d been smarter.


“See you downstairs. You’ll be happy to know that Mom’s already left for work.”


“Okay.”


Grant waited until he heard Phoebe on her way down to the kitchen and then flung his legs over the side of the bed. “Just stay in here until we’re gone. We’ll talk later.” He stood, speaking over his shoulder to the pile of sheets and a secret Phoebe could never find out about: “Whatever you do, don’t let her see you. You know she’d lose her mind.”









BECCA


Becca used her pretty gold-handled scissors to cut the front page neatly along the crease. She smoothed the paper carefully on the kitchen counter beside the sink. She’d splurged on the scissors for exactly this reason, but now they were a bit dusty because it had been a very long time since their bridge was written about. She had kept all the articles about the accident back then; there had been twelve. And now they were voting on taking it down? Gone forever? The timing—it was heartless, wasn’t it? Or was it poetic maybe? She wasn’t sure. But certainly, old-as-dirt Mrs. Rosie Wilson shouldn’t have been driving at night without her glasses on. Who could have let her do such a reckless thing?


Of course, Becca would keep the page, a small inflection of pain so she’d never forget. Survivor’s guilt, her therapist would call it—something she struggled with still. Grief never went away, it just lurked and sometimes hibernated. So she’d definitely keep the page in her box, along with her many other treasures and a notarized copy of the affidavit she’d signed nearly ten years ago to the day, her hand trembling, bandaged, three fingers broken, swearing officially that Grant’s truck had hit a deer and spun out of control in the dark and the teeming rain, that poor Phoebe in the passenger seat without her seatbelt on had taken the brunt of the impact when they slid headfirst into the guardrail. That in every way it was the single worst night of her life; that she’d lost so much more than anyone could possibly know.


Becca looked out of the window above her sink. The leaves were turning and she felt the prick of tears in the corners of her eyes. The guilt rushed in without warning sometimes, but other times she could sense it was coming, about to claw at her. Yes—Becca nodded to herself in her empty kitchen—the timing of this accident was indeed heartless. Unfair. She had a right mind to drive herself to the Best Rest Retirement Home to yell at Darryl Wilson for letting his ninety-three-year-old senile wife get in her car and drive over their bridge, mere days before the memorial for Phoebe Dean; had no one any decency left when it came to what had happened there?


The bridge was already a thorn in people’s sides. It was old and rickety and ugly, and many thought it should have been taken down years ago. Becca expected this vote next week would turn everyone in town into irritating little bees, flitting around, buzzing loudly about something that really had nothing to do with them.


Becca tried to turn her attention back to what she’d been doing before she caught sight of the paper just now. She stared down at her phone on the counter and the unanswered calls stared back. She shook out her arm, listened to the soft chime of silver, a lovely gift from Grant that usually made her feel better, but not today. She chewed on her cheek, to stop herself from counting how many times over the last couple of weeks she’d called him, only to get his voicemail—until his voicemail had filled up and she couldn’t even leave a message.


But Grant was probably still asleep. Or on his way to work and couldn’t pick up. It was actually better that he hadn’t picked up; she didn’t want him driving recklessly and getting in an accident. Another accident. The rumors still floated around—that he’d waited to call the ambulance on purpose, that he’d been driving blackout drunk—but she’d been there and knew that neither of those things was true, and she had the affidavit in her box to prove it. They’d never even been officially questioned, which they would have been if anyone had suspected anything more than it being just a terrible, awful accident! And look, another terrible, awful accident had just occurred in the same exact spot. If anything, old Rosie Wilson’s crash should help people see how innocent Grant really was.


Becca sighed. They’d connect when Grant was ready, she just had to be patient. He’d come around—he always did. He was a great man; if only everyone could see what she saw, or knew what she knew. How far he was willing to go for those he loved; how good and caring and dependable he really was.


Tears came again and this time they stung. She rubbed one away angrily. Why couldn’t she even think about how wonderful Grant was without feeling wracked with guilt? Without it bringing up awful memories of that night? No one knew the burden she carried every day; what she’d had to give up, and what she had to continue to keep to herself.


Becca sighed and swiped to an app, but the digital graph just worsened her already terrible mood. The flashing red line looked like a frown, horribly disappointed in her for the twenty minutes of REM sleep she’d managed last night. She slammed her phone down on the counter. She wanted to delete the app altogether, but it was new and her mother had paid for the whole year’s subscription in advance, as she told her every chance she got, and Becca suspected her mother had found a way to track Becca’s problematic sleep patterns herself.


She’d already ignored three calls from her mother because she had to hurry or she’d be late for work, and with Rusty’s new clocking-in system, which she knew he’d implemented because of her, now she had to work a full—full! Like her seniority didn’t matter for anything!—eight hours before she could clock off from her job at Kramer’s, the grocery store in town. She had her AA meeting tonight, and walking into those late was worse than getting reprimanded at work. She’d found a group a couple of weeks ago, when things began to feel dire. It was big, so she could sit in the rusting foldout chair with her scalding coffee and be more or less invisible, which was the whole point because she wasn’t an alcoholic, she just went to learn about them so she would know how worried to be about Grant.


Becca was thoughtful like that—what she did for him on her own time, during the periods that he wasn’t willing to talk. Sometimes they lasted weeks and sometimes months; once it was a whole year. She called them his dark spots, and she accepted them and she was patient, even if it was hard. But she loved him and they didn’t need to talk all the time; their bond was unbreakable after what they’d been through together. And they’d been through so much more than anyone knew. Unbreakable, Grant would say. Solid as a rock. But we have to keep it to ourselves.


Becca picked up the phone to call Grant, maybe just one more time, but then threw it down; he’d call her when he was free. He’d need her, he would.


She stretched out her neck and breathed deeply, like she’d been taught. She touched her beating heart; she was dreadfully worried about him, he was drinking too much lately, spending every night the last couple of weeks in Reggie Nash’s garage, which made Reggie Nash nothing but an enabler. When Reg’s wife, Heather, got fed up, they’d slink off to Flo’s, the local bar, where she’d heard Grant had been yelled at last week by someone who’d had one too many and dared to think they could bring that night up with him. That they could flip a switch and it was suddenly okay to talk so openly about what had happened. This person, this nosy prick, had been so drunk on cheap whiskey that he’d accused Grant of monstrous things. Of lies. Said Grant was jealous of his sister and wanted to hold her back. That he was probably glad she was dead. That drinking and driving was a scourge on society, and that had Grant not been on the football team, the sheriff would have charged him for the accident. That he was lucky he wasn’t rotting in jail.


If the rumors still hadn’t faded away, would they ever? And now another deadly car accident on the same bridge.


Becca saw the headlights cutting through sheets of rain, felt Phoebe’s head in her lap, heard the sickly sound of her wet breathing. She gripped the edge of the sink until her fingers stung. These memories were like waves that rose up from time to time, knocking her flat and leaving her winded. She scratched at the raised scars on her chest. The kitchen walls tightened.


Becca forced a smile at her reflection in the window. She thought of Grant, his big brown eyes, how they lit up his whole face. She knew she had her work cut out for her this time; Grant was clearly so depressed that he was having trouble returning her calls.


It certainly couldn’t help that his wicked mother was hosting a memorial at their home. Not that Becca was terribly surprised. Ellen Dean didn’t seem to care for her son—never had. Ellen may have pulled the wool over the townspeople’s eyes, playing the part of long-suffering widow and mother, but Becca knew the truth. That Grant had never stood a chance, that living in the shadow of his perfect little sister was hard enough when she was alive, and impossible now that she was dead.


But still, they were family, and so over the last few weeks a small part of Becca had hoped Mrs. Dean would come to her senses and cancel it. It was downright cruel to shove Grant’s face in it after ten years—as if he hadn’t suffered enough! It had been a car accident. Rumors or not, insidious gossip or not, there’d never been any charges laid because Becca had seen the deer despite the rain; it had stood frozen there in the headlights of the truck, too big to avoid hitting it. That’s what they said, for god’s sake: deer caught in the headlights, it was like a metaphor or whatever. No, she didn’t need a lawyer back then, of course she’d swear to those events to keep Grant out of jail; she’d do anything for him. She’d loved him then and she loved him still. Nothing could ever change that.


“A memorial? But—why?” Becca asked, appalled, when Mrs. Kilsworth mentioned it at the grocery store. “Are you sure about that? In their house?”


“It is the decennial, so it’s lovely to remember Phoebe finally. Officially. Of course, we all understood that Ellen couldn’t bear to hold something when it first happened, when that darling girl was ripped away from us . . .” Mrs. Kilsworth, their ancient English teacher, sighed long and hard, and Becca found herself souring despite it being very early in the morning. “It’s still such a loss—for the whole town! She would’ve put West Wilmer on the map, no doubt. She was my best student. No one has even come close, but then she was just robbed—” Mrs. Kilsworth dabbed at her baggy eyes with a handkerchief, gripped by a grief she had no claim to. Becca was disgusted by the woman’s fat crocodile tears and imagined unhinging her mouth to tell her what Phoebe was really like, see how special Mrs. Kilsworth thought Phoebe was then, but of course she didn’t. She’d kept a lot to herself for the last ten years, and she wasn’t about to let it slip now.


“It’s a nice gesture, although it will be hard to attend, very emotional, as these things always are.” Mrs. Kilsworth’s reedy voice shook, which made Becca’s skin hot. “That darling Phoebe always had a smile for everyone, and all those awards! I chaperoned the spelling bees you know. To see her at work was like magic in a way. Just such a good, smart girl. I heard her mother kept an entire room in their house for her awards. So . . .” The old woman glanced at Becca indifferently. “Will you be going then, dear? To the Dean house on Sunday?”


“What?” The question caught Becca off guard. Was this old woman going senile and forgot she’d been there that night? “Of course I’m going. Of course I’ll be there. It will be difficult for me, but how could I miss it? Grant will want me there for support.”


Mrs. Kilsworth frowned and Becca threw her hand up to stop whatever it was the old woman was about to say, whatever complaints she’d dredge up, whatever rumors she’d hiss out of her hideous mouth. Becca straightened up at the cash register and smiled bigger, but it took effort. Did this woman know how hard her life was? That living with the burden of that terrible night sometimes felt like she was drowning?


“Mrs. Kilsworth.” Becca cleared her throat. “I shouldn’t have to remind you that I was in the truck that night! My goodness!” She leaned across the register and tugged on her scarf so the old woman could see the scars that ran crisscross from her neck to her chest. “These are from the impact. The seatbelt nearly took my head clean off. You know, sometimes when I wake up I forget that it even happened, and then I have to relive it all over again. It’s like a never-ending nightmare.” Becca wiped one eye and then the other with the back of her sleeve. She watched the wet marks slowly bleed out from the cuff until the urge to scream at the old woman had passed. “Shoot, look at me! But it’s been hard, with people bringing it up again, like it’s nothing more than idle gossip.” Becca smiled wider. “No offense, I know you mean well and that she was in your English class—and so was I!—but that whole stages-of-grief thing? It’s not true. There are no stages and so it never really goes away. Complicated grief is a very real disease.”


“Yes.” Mrs. Kilsworth pursed her thin lips. “Well—thank goodness you were wearing your seatbelt when poor Phoebe, only seventeen years old with all of that potential—”


“I was knocked unconscious.” Becca glared at the woman. “Fully blacked out. Horrible concussion. The truck nearly flew into the river, so it’s a miracle that I’m alive, standing here listening to you gossip about Phoebe Dean.”


“How are you holding up then, dear?” Mrs. Kilsworth gave her a tired look and Becca bristled. She knew Mrs. Kilsworth didn’t care to hear how she was holding up. Even after ten years, the only person they cared about was Phoebe. Always Phoebe.


“Some days are still hard, even after this long, Mrs. Kilsworth,” Becca answered curtly. “I try to keep busy, so I don’t slide backward. I was in the hospital for eighteen days you know, and then I had years of therapy to try to heal from the trauma—”


“I simply cannot imagine what her poor mother is going through right now.” Mrs. Kilsworth interrupted her. “Leading up to her own daughter’s memorial—”


Becca sighed loudly, frustrated. What about her grief? Her suffering? “Well, I can tell you from experience that sometimes it feels like it just happened yesterday, and what I wouldn’t give to go back to that awful night and take back what happened, so that Grant and I could still—” Becca clicked her jaw shut, flashed a tight smile. “Just listen to me rambling on. The memorial is bringing it all back up, it’s been hard.”


Mrs. Kilsworth raised a bushy white eyebrow before collecting her small bag of groceries. “I’ll see you in a few weeks then I suppose, Rebecca. You take care of yourself.”


Becca looked down at the kitchen counter as her phone rang for the fourth time that morning. But it wasn’t Grant. And so she closed her eyes, bracing herself to answer.









JUNE


June wiped the sweat from her forehead and rubbed her sore eyes. She stopped on the side of the road to catch her breath. The walk from the cemetery had gone by in a blur of jumbled thoughts and moving legs, and it took her a long minute to orient herself. She looked back over her shoulder but there was nothing but open fields and long empty highway behind her; no markers to ground her. She looked ahead, squinting into the bright sun until she was sure she could make out the edge of the McCrays’ old property, which meant she’d been walking for nearly two hours and was almost home. June was exhausted, but she took a deep breath and kept going.


As she neared her turn, passing by the McCrays’ weather-beaten farmhouse with brittle brown ivy creeping up the siding and three cars on cinderblocks guarding the front, June saw a table set off to the side of the highway, with two pink balloons and two young girls behind it.


June wondered if this was a mirage. She rubbed her eyes again. Was she imagining the lawn chairs and pretty balloons and swinging, carefree legs? Because she couldn’t quite believe that people had lives continuing to spin on normally when hers had just been shattered. Again.


June continued on her way. The girls waved, and up close she recognized them as her neighbors who lived a mile away—AJ and Linda Hill’s nine-year-old twins. AJ had known her older brother, Wyatt. June hesitated on the dirt road. Wyatt. She tried her best not to think about him, but he was creeping in lately; she’d thought of him just this morning.


June forced herself to keep walking but she was shaken, the ground below her feeling increasingly uneven and rutted, and she wished desperately to avoid these girls and their lovely pink balloons and whatever it was they were doing on the side of the deserted road so early in the day.


“Morning, Miss June,” the slightly taller one said with an eager smile. “We’re sorry to hear about your mom passing on. Our parents told us about it. We’re to draw you a card and leave it on your front porch to cheer you up.”


“And did you know about Mrs. Wilson?” the shorter twin asked. “She was very old but it’s still sad she died.”


“Because every passing is a loss, Pastor Paul says,” the other twin added. “Are you doing okay without your mom now, Miss June? Must be lonesome on your own even though your house is so small.”


“Thank you, I’m fine,” June said, facing up to the expanse of stark morning sky, unable to stomach their hollow words and that they had each other and two living parents with jobs and two cars and a newly paved driveway. “But I do have to get home—good luck out here with this.”


The twins smiled a practiced smile. “Actually, Miss June, we’re out here this morning raising money for the Phoebe Dean memorial this weekend—for Mrs. Dean? We’re doing it on behalf of our church youth group, so anything you have will help, even a dollar or two for soda. It’s to remember—”


“Commemorate, Livvy—”


“To commemorate the tragic accident that happened on the bridge—”


“The first tragic accident on the bridge, Livvy—”


“Yes, I know,” June interrupted. “It’s been in the paper all week.” She thought again of her brother without wanting to, but he had always loved running on that bridge, despite it being so high and narrow and frowned upon. Dangerous, her mother would fret. Fucking stupid, her father would scream.


“I had a brother once, you know,” June said to the sky. “Have. I have a brother. Your dad knew him—they ran track together in high school. But then he left, ran away, the same night as that car accident you’re raising money for, so it’s been a decade for him too I guess.” June smiled at them quickly. These girls weren’t even born when Phoebe Dean died, and yet here they were, out on the side of the road in her memory, when there was certainly no attention being paid to June’s mother, or her brother for that matter.


June was used to being unseen, but this morning she was so done in that it overwhelmed her more than she already was. She sighed loudly, unable to keep it in. The twins’ smiles inched wider on their young faces but their eyes narrowed; one started chewing on her thumbnail. June knew she was making them uncomfortable as she watched the girls exchange a quick sidelong glance.


“Why’d your brother run away?” one finally asked.


“Wyatt.” June ignored the question. “His name is Wyatt.”


The twins pursed their small pink mouths in unison and then nodded at her gravely, dismissing her. “Sorry for your loss. Have a nice day, Miss June.”


June set her shoulders firmly in the direction of her house, a lump burning her throat as she neared her driveway and turned down it at a jog.


She took the four crumbling steps to stand at her front door, noticing for the first time that the knob was about to break off. She bent to pick up the local paper, could feel the sun hot on her back. VOTE ON BRIDGE REMOVAL—she shoved the paper under her arm. Tearing down the bridge was something that the town could fight over, but she had other things to worry about, like cleaning and keeping the electricity from being shut off.


“I’m fine.” June spoke to the peeling knocker that resembled a disfigured face. “Fine.” She reached for the handle and saw that her palm was chapped and bright red from rubbing it along her thigh; a nervous habit she’d had in childhood. She thought the habit had long died. She opened and closed her fist, which made her palm ache. June cleared the tickle in her throat; she wasn’t fine, she was very far from fine.


She pushed on the door, swinging it open to reveal the cramped living room. After nearly a week, the smell of alcohol was faint now, finally overpowered by bleach and that fake pine scent of neon liquid cleaner.


Cleaning kept her body moving so she couldn’t sink to the floor and drown on the linoleum or the threadbare rug in the hallway. It made the days push on. On her hands and knees, scrubbing, sweating into her eyes until they stung—it was the only thing that emptied her mind.


June still hesitated in the open doorway. Was she ready for this? Her mother was really gone, buried in the ground now, seven miles away. Shouldn’t she feel a small weight lifted? Wasn’t that what people felt?


She’d put her life on hold for years to care for her mother, who hadn’t wanted to be cared for and had made that clear every chance she got—in looks of resentment, in refusing to eat for days, in tears and screaming that the child she wanted to come back never did.


Why, June? her mother would ask, and June would shake her head because there was no proper answer to give. Why hasn’t he come home?


And June would reply: I’m sure he will. Soon.


But where Wyatt had been for the last ten years, after running away the night of a terrible fight with their father, June didn’t know. The help they needed from the sheriff to look for Wyatt, to find wherever he’d slunk off to and then drag him home, as they had done several times before, hadn’t been available because of that car accident. Their town was too small for more than one problem, she supposed, and they’d chosen her. Phoebe Dean. She’d drained all of the resources and air and sympathy, and all that June’s family was left with was an empty chair at their table and a steady stream of questions that would never be answered.


June took a deep breath, crossing the threshold and then closing the door behind her. She wouldn’t think of the memorial on Sunday, of how everyone was thinking about Phoebe Dean again, caring about her again. June looked around; the threadbare pillows were still on the couch, the fraying curtains were still drawn and tied, and she could see the sun streaming into the kitchen in fat panels on the polished tile floor. She didn’t remember cleaning the floor, but she was quite pleased that it had been done. She nodded to herself, and then bit her lip because it was trembling. She thought of the twins on the side of the road and the river and the bridge, and fresh tears came to her eyes. The familiar feeling of nausea rose, and the fear of the endless day ahead reached for her as she opened the closet for her cleaning supplies. The bathroom needed to be done.


But you can’t clean forever. A noiseless whisper from the house, a threat, tickling the soft hairs on the back of her neck.


“I know,” June snapped aloud to the empty living room, the walls breathing around her. She had felt lately that the house was closing in like a cocoon—a chrysalis perhaps—with milky filaments something she could almost see.
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