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PART ONE: 
DAY




	
		

			
EIGHT

			All the early mornings look like this: The distant hills are shrouded by a dull gray murk. The trees are frozen in their stark stances. The sky is so thick and ash-colored that it’s impossible to tell what kinds of birds soar silently by until they let out their small, distinguishable cries. When the sun finally hauls itself up and over the zigzag horizon, its weak light is tissue-paper pink.

			Is this beautiful or not?

			Case rolls down the window to get a better view of those shrouded, distant hills and is immediately hit with the smell of a trash fire. She jolts back in her seat. The scent of smoldering wood alongside the sharp reek of melting plastic is so fresh and familiar. Someone is always burning something out here, even though the county has banned fires. 

			Case catches the concerned look of the driver in the rearview mirror. “It’s the air,” she says.

			“Hmm.” The man crinkles his nose. “I’ve never been down this road.”

			The driver is maybe only five years older than Case, but he has a row of pictures of his family taped up on his dashboard. There’s a toddler girl seated on a red tricycle, and an older boy in ready position next to a T-ball stand. Several times during this drive, forty miles westward from Fort Worth, Case has noticed him reaching out to tap the faces on those photos with the fingers of his right hand. He does it again, right now. Is it some kind of good luck tic? Are his kids somewhere far away and he has convinced himself that touching their frozen faces will bring them closer? Or maybe any amount of time away from them feels too long, and his fingers always itch to touch their skin.

			“Before I came to pick you up, I double-checked the address to make sure,” the driver says. “Even if you look at the satellite, there’s nothing but trees.”

			“I did the same thing,” Case replies, rolling up her window. “Looked at the satellite, I mean.”

			When someone grows up in a rural county, they know all the roads, even the ones they’ve never gone down. And since this is the county in which Case grew up, she knew this road was here, but she had always assumed it led to some long-collapsed farmhouse or dead-ended into a riverbank. At the turnoff, there wasn’t a sign or street numbers, or even a mailbox. There was fencing, but it had clearly been neglected for a long time. The wire was snapped and bright with rust. The wood posts were split and slanted.

			But the directions in Andrea’s letter were as clear as they could be, and typical for a house tucked deep into the woods: Turn right at the first road after you cross the north fork of the river. Go down farther than you think. The trees will get thicker. The road will get narrower. Keep going. There’s a curve. The house is green.

			As the trees get thicker and the road gets narrower, the driver shifts forward in his seat, his chest hovering an inch from the steering wheel. The road starts to feel like it’s dissolving into the oaks and dying cedars, but then, finally, it curves—just as Andrea had said it would—and the house comes into view.

			“Oh,” the driver says, straightening up suddenly. “This is it? Are you sure this is it? Someone lives here?”

			Case doesn’t reply. She was expecting the house to be green because of paint, but that’s not right. It’s green because it’s covered in ivy. The sides of the old house might be bricked or covered in long strips of siding, but from a distance, it’s impossible to tell. Most of the windows—both on the first and second story—are almost completely obscured by leaves and vines. Wooden steps that lead up to the front door are cracked in half, as if someone had gone and smashed them with a bat. At some point, bricks came loose from the chimney—dislodged probably by that creeping ivy—and they have been left in the driveway where they fell. The whole house looks off-kilter, kicked to an angle.

			“This is it,” Case tells the driver, even though she’s not totally convinced.

			Case glances down to the letter in her hand, the most recent one from Andrea, the one with the specific-vague directions. It’s postmarked just over two weeks ago. Case’s hand is trembling slightly, causing the paper to flutter. Her gaze snags on one sentence in particular: I can’t wait to see you.

			There are more of Andrea’s letters in the duffel bag Case packed for this trip, all tucked into their torn-open envelopes and tied together with a length of gray yarn in a thick bundle. It was important for Case to bring them, to show her friend that she’d read every word of every letter over and over.

			The car rolls to a stop, and the front door of the house swings open. A girl appears. She doesn’t step out and over the broken steps but, instead, leans against the doorframe. The first thing Case notices is the color of the girl’s hair, dark blond, like a bale of hay. It’s woven into a long braid and swept over her shoulder. The girl is wearing a denim apron over a light-colored button-up shirt and rolled-up jeans. She’s roughly wiping her hands on a once-white, now-grayish-and-stained kitchen towel. She looks weirdly wholesome, like she belongs on a label for something like butter or bleach.

			“Oh, there’s your friend!” the driver exclaims, clearly relieved. He throws the car into park and then immediately launches outside to grab Case’s bag from the trunk.

			The girl standing in the door, however, isn’t Andrea, and the bland expression on her face isn’t friendly. She must be one of the roommates. In her letters, Andrea mentioned she’d been sharing the house with three other kids she’d been at boarding school with, but she only ever described one of them—not this one, though. A different one, the boy.

			Imagine my surprise, Drea had written, when Troy told me his family owned a house in Palo Pinto—just a couple miles from the junior high!

			After taking one last glance at the pictures of the dashboard family, Case climbs out of the car. She takes her bag from the driver’s outstretched hand and lifts her gaze to search the house’s second-story windows. Andrea could appear any moment, shaken from sleep by the sounds of car doors and the trunk slamming shut. Any moment now, Andrea could be there, grinning and waving.

			“Pick you up same time tomorrow?” the driver asks.

			“Uh, yeah.” Case spins around. She digs into the front pocket of her jeans to pull out two crumpled twenties for tip. “Yes.”

			She’d paid for the two rides, twenty-four hours apart, in advance—the first from Fort Worth to here, and the second, from here to Fort Worth. Andrea had told Case she could stay at the house, but not for more than a day and a night. Her roommates, she said, wouldn’t like anything longer than that.

			“I’ll be standing right here,” Case adds, passing the cash to the driver.

			Case waits until the car swings around the curve and disappears down the tree-choked lane before turning back to face the house. Again, she peers up to the second-floor windows. The nail on her pointer finger scratches across the paper she’s holding in her still-quaking hand, right across that sentence, I can’t wait to see you. The stink of burning wood and trash still hangs in the air, but there’s a layer of something else now. It’s coming straight from the house: the stonelike scent of bread baking.

			“I’m here for Drea,” Case says. She holds out her letter and steps forward.

			The girl in the doorway doesn’t respond, but she looks down, frowning when she sees the way Case’s hand shakes. Case tries to peer over the girl’s shoulder, but can’t make out anything except the darkened depths of the house.

			“She asked me to come today,” Case clarifies.

			“Are you Case?” the girl asks.

			Case grins, buoyed by the simple joy of having been mentioned. “I am. Yeah.”

			“Andrea’s not here,” the girl says flatly. “She’s not here right now.”

			Another girl, slightly younger, maybe thirteen, emerges from around the far side of the house. She’s running, holding a wide-brimmed straw hat onto her head with one hand and carrying a wicker basket lined with cloth in the other. When she sees Case, she stops so suddenly she nearly trips over her own feet.

			“Is that a letter?” the older girl in the doorway asks. “Like, a letter on paper? Who still writes letters?”

			“Andrea still writes letters.” Case attempts another smile, but this one gets stuck. She extends the envelope out farther. “See? This is her handwriting.”

			All Case gets in response is the girl’s indifferent stare, which makes her feel stupid for even attempting to be cheery. She drops her hand to her side. The envelope slaps against her leg.

			“Where did you come from?” the younger girl asks, approaching Case. She also has hair the color of straw, Case notices, as the girl pulls her own braid over her shoulder and starts to tug at its ends.

			“Not that far,” Case replies. “Fort Worth.”

			“I like Fort Worth!” The younger girl looks to the doorway. “Kendall, remember when we used to—”

			“Steph,” the older girl warns. “Stop.”

			The smell of the baking bread is stronger now, tangy and bright, like sourdough. The older girl—Kendall—lifts her nose to sniff the air. Her expression is still neutral to the point of bored, but Case notices the hard way she grips her dirty towel in her hands, causing her knuckles to pale. There’s dough crusted around the girl’s nail beds, and dried in spots on her palm and the pad of her thumb.

			“You’re late.” Kendall extends her arm toward the younger girl—Steph. “I need the eggs.”

			Steph hands over the basket, and Kendall turns, disappearing into the house.

			Case listens to the long screech of a cicada—a needle-­sharp sound she’ll recognize as long as she lives—and then looks helplessly to the younger girl.

			“Um . . . hey,” Case offers.

			Steph smiles, bright and true, like sun on glass.

			“It’s almost time for breakfast,” the girl says. “Come inside if you’re hungry.”

			If Kendall had walked off a label for butter, then the boy sitting across from Case at the kitchen table could be from a billboard for watches or cuff links or cologne. He is too clean. His white shirt is too white. It’s not breezy linen, but a cotton button-up pressed into offensively hard angles. The sleeves of that shirt are rolled up, and he has his elbows resting on a wooden table that looks at least a hundred years old. The table is covered in nicks and crumbs, but not the boy. He is . . . Case thinks for a moment. He is pristine. Case can smell his soap—a pure white bar. 

			Just when she thinks she might be staring at him too long, the boy gifts Case with a grin. He tosses a toothpick into his mouth, grinds and swivels it around with his teeth. Case looks away. She hates when people chew on toothpicks.

			Kendall is at the kitchen counter rolling out a disc of dough with a wooden pin that looks as old and worn as the table. Right beside where Kendall stands is a metal stove—a squat cast-iron beast of a thing. Over on one of the gas burners, bacon is frying in a skillet, creating a little symphony of meat and grease. Steph is standing next to Kendall at the counter, sorting her eggs into a carton. No one is talking, and Case gets the sense she’s entered a scene that plays out the same way every single morning.

			But then the boy—the pristine boy—pushes a French press across the table toward Case.

			“Have some coffee,” he says, “before it gets cold.”

			Case grabs a cup from a stack in the center of the table and pours. The sip she takes is bitter and burns her tongue, but she doesn’t hiss or make a face. She may not be able to hide the tremors that often plague her hands, but she’s good at hiding her reactions to the things she finds painful or unpleasant.

			“You’re Troy,” Case says, forcing down another sip. “This is your house.”

			“My family’s house, actually.” Troy sits back in his chair. “We’re from California—Manhattan Beach, near LA.” He pauses, as if granting Case time to process that information. “But my grandparents bought this place a few years ago as an investment property.”

			Case snorts out a laugh before she realizes that wasn’t a joke.

			“An investment property,” Case repeats. “For real? Out here?”

			“Not so much the house,” Troy says. “But the land, yeah.”

			“You know Drea’s originally from just down the road,” Case adds. “Me too.”

			“I know,” Troy says. “Small world, right?”

			There’s a creak above, in the ceiling. Case’s gaze snaps up at the sound—a footstep, maybe.

			“It’s no one,” Troy says, as if reading her thoughts. “The house is old. It makes sounds.”

			“How do you know about Troy?” Steph asks from across the room. “Did Andrea write to you about him?”

			Case looks to the girl. She hasn’t cleaned up since being outside. An exposed patch of skin at her bare throat is caked with a mix of dirt and sweat. There’s a smear of something—mud or chicken shit—across her wrist. Stuck to that smear is the tiniest feather.

			“She did, actually,” Case replies.

			Troy is the roommate Case knows about. He is the boy. Case knows, for example, that Drea and Troy met two years ago, when they were sophomores, in fall semester Ethics class. He was brilliant, Andrea wrote, knew so much about all kinds of things, but he was also kind and generous. She could hardly believe when, during the first signs of the eruption, Troy had grabbed her by the elbow in the hallway, hustled her out the door and into Abby’s car, offering to let her—the scholarship kid from the sticks—tag along with his WASPy gang of friends and stay at his country house, halfway across the state, for the whole spring and summer, maybe even longer if their school reopening was delayed.

			In her more recent letters, Andrea mentioned how, on some mornings, she and Troy would wade into the Brazos River together and try half-heartedly to catch fish. When they were alone, ankle-deep in the cold, muddy water, Troy would smile as wide as a sunrise. His green eyes would shine. Andrea said she swore she could feel the riverbed shift.

			Case looks into Troy’s dark eyes—dark like the water of the river after it hasn’t rained for weeks, when it’s flat and full of mud, not a flattering shade of green at all. She doesn’t see anything magical. For sure, the ground beneath her doesn’t move.

			“Did Andrea write about me?” Kendall asks, slapping her rolling pin against the dough. “Steph, get a dish towel, would you? Drain the bacon.” 

			“She did not,” Case says. She sets her coffee cup on its saucer with a clang. “So. Where’s Drea?”

			“I’ve never heard anyone call her that before. Dray-ah.” Kendall draws out the syllables so that they sound distorted and ugly. She whacks the pin down again and pushes it roughly across the dough, causing the whole counter to shake.

			“She went to Millsap, probably,” Troy says. “To see her mom. She does that sometimes.”

			“So she drove?” Case asks. The small town of Millsap is close but not that close—at least a couple hours’ walk, if not more. “Is there a car here?” 

			“Only Abby uses the car,” Steph says.

			Case watches the younger girl peel the strips of cooked bacon from the skillet with her shit-smeared fingers and then press them between two layers of dish towels. When she thinks no one is looking, Steph leans in, rips off a piece of the meat, and pops it into her mouth.

			Case thinks: This girl is sort of wonderful.

			“Abby also lives here,” Troy finally offers.

			“I gathered that, yeah,” Case replies. “Someone came and picked Drea up, then?”

			Troy grunts in response and then nudges at the French press again, silently urging Case to refill her cup. She doesn’t want to. Not just because it’s bad coffee, but because Case is beginning to feel sick. The tremors in her hand are getting worse, and are now starting to ripple into her wrist, to her elbow, to her shoulder and into the cords of her throat, up to the outside corner of her right eye. It always happens so fast: the activation, the escalation. If she doesn’t fix this soon, she’ll get a headache. It’ll start as an annoying throb, then evolve into a glowing crown of pain that will last for hours.

			“The thing is, she told me to come today,” Case says. “She told me to come this morning. I don’t know why she’d do that and not be here.”

			Kendall pauses in her abuse of the dough to open the door of the oven. Using a kitchen towel, she pulls out a loaf of bread and then spins around quickly to plunk it in the middle of the table.

			“Wait,” she commands, tossing the towel to Troy. “I know you won’t, but you should. It’s still too hot.”

			Troy swivels his toothpick in his mouth and, using the same towel Kendall just had in her hands, grabs the bread and breaks it right down the middle. It’s still very hot. Steam rises from its center. The most glorious smell of yeast and earth and stone hits Case full in the face.

			“Are you sure she said today?” Troy asks. He tears off a smaller piece of bread and sets it aside to cool.

			Case opens the letter to check, which she doesn’t have to do, because she’s checked a hundred times. This is the right date, the right time, the right house. She holds up the piece of paper so Troy can read for himself.

			“I don’t know what to tell you,” Troy replies, his eyes still scanning the letter. “You’re welcome to wait here as long as you want, though. There’s not much to do, but after we eat, you can maybe walk down to the river.”

			Kendall grunts in disapproval.

			“I can show you the paths if you want,” Steph offers.

			Frustrated, Case pushes back from her seat, crosses the kitchen to where she dropped her duffel, and crouches to search for her phone. Once she finds it, she unlocks the screen and huffs out a breath. Last night, she fell asleep before remembering to connect it to the charger, so now the battery is down to 4 percent. She finds Andrea’s name in her old sent messages, fires off a text, then immediately places a call. She lets the phone ring while at the same time listening to the house, trying to locate the twin ring from within. While she listens, Case finds an outlet near the sink and plugs in her phone. The digital pulse in her ear starts to sound increasingly like a fuzzy echo, getting distant, quieter as it rings and rings.

			“Calls don’t really connect out here,” Kendall says.

			In her heart, Case knows that’s true. It’s always been hard to get bars around here. Yes, there are cell towers and satellites, but there are also trees and hills and, lately, low-slung clouds that block signals.

			Kendall throws her dough into a large glass bowl, tosses a towel on top, and then slides it to the back of the counter, where it’ll rest for a while to rise. She then grabs the plate of drained bacon, a crock of butter, and some honeydew melon that’s been sliced into perfect crescents, and pivots to set everything out on the table. She wipes her hands on her apron, clearly so proud of herself, pulls out a chair, and takes a seat.

			“Are you nervous?” Kendall asks, as she pours herself a cup of coffee. 

			Case finally ends the call and turns around. 

			“You look like you’re nervous,” Kendall says. “Your hand is shaking.”

			“That’s not why my hand is shaking,” Case says. The yellow sliver at the top corner of her phone screen now shows a whopping 11 percent. 

			“I’m going to the river,” she says. Steph makes a move to follow, but Case waves her off. “I’ll find the way myself. When Drea gets back, tell her where I went, okay?”

			On her way past the table, Case leans over to tear off a piece of the hot bread. Her shoulder bumps Kendall’s head.

			“That was rude,” Kendall mutters.

			Case doesn’t reply. She hustles out of the kitchen and into the main entryway of the house.

			The kitchen was painted pale lemon yellow and punctuated by sad streaks of sun, but the empty entryway is bright gray. Above, there’s a skylight embedded in the slanted roof, and, as she passes through, Case looks up to see the quick shadow of a bird flying by. She pushes open the front door, practically running, barely remembering to leap over the broken steps. Outside, the air still stinks like trash.

			Clutched in her hand, along with the wedge of hot bread, is a pill that Case managed to snatch from the small medication bottle that was buried alongside her phone and charger in the depths of her duffel bag. Case jogs around the side of the house, tilts her head back to the drab morning clouds, and swallows the tiny round disc dry.

		

	
		

			
NINE

			Who still writes letters?

			Kendall had asked the question like the very idea was absurd.

			All Andrea ever did was write—on paper, on her hand, on the inside of her locker, in Word docs, in Google Docs, in notes on her phone, in pencil, in marker, in pen.

			Case thinks of Andrea’s letters—the ones in her duffel in the kitchen, the ones all stacked up and tied together in a bundle.

			Case wrote Andrea back only one time. One letter. And it wasn’t particularly heartfelt. Case didn’t spill her guts, because she didn’t think she was the type of person who had guts to spill. No one had ever described her as deep. She was a simple person.

			The one letter—Case’s letter—was about her new school in Fort Worth and how she’d somehow managed to shed the grimy layer of a country person and successfully blend in with the rest of the city kids. Her grades, combined with her “minority status,” combined with her “hardships,” were good enough to earn Case a scholarship to the University of Oregon, which she’d chosen in part because it was far, far away from the Brazos River. Her freshman year would start at the end of this month—in just a couple of weeks. Case was thrilled.

			And that was pretty much it. That was the extent of Case’s letter: half a page written in handwriting she thought looked like it belonged to an unfocused third grader, put in a real envelope and sealed with spit. No stamp, though, because Andrea said mail didn’t get delivered out to the house.

			And last night, Case had placed her one letter on top of all of Andrea’s letters and tied everything together. She was planning on giving them to her friend today, this morning. That plan, however, was already snarled up.

			“Drea!” she calls out once she bursts through the tree line and reaches the water’s edge. Maybe her friend didn’t leave. Maybe she’s out here in the woods, a few minutes’ walk from the house, waiting to be found. “Drea!”

			The name soars, bends with the river, bangs against the low clouds.

			Barely a river. Lately, more like muddy bank and rock than anything else. The water is a thin rope winding through a shallow valley. In one direction, that rope runs west, toward the scaffolded highway bridge in the far-off distance. In the other direction, it extends a little ways, then bends southward and out of sight.

			There’s nothing to it—this little trickle. Case can’t help but be moved by the sight, though. She spent so much of her childhood in this water. She waded in it, swam in it when the levels were higher, had been thrown into it, had her first kiss and more in it, soaked for hours in it. Even now, she can close her eyes and picture different stretches of it, and what those stretches looked like in all the seasons of the year. On a frosted winter morning, on a spring day in the cool and sparkling sun, and during the wild whipping winds that come before tornadoes. She knows the smells—mostly bright, like fish and sand, though at times, the trash fires and the exhaust from cars on the highway leave a harsh and lingering tang.

			Now, after six months’ worth of ash in the air, the leaves on some of the trees have prematurely faded from green to sunset yellow. The water level has dropped, drying out the banks, revealing roots of the trees that line it. Case wonders how many fish have died—millions, probably. There are unsightly streaks of black and gray on the banks. But still, barely filled and partially ruined, the river is home.

			Strange that all she wanted—wants—is to be far away from this place, but now that she’s back it feels almost like her bones fit together better in her body.

			Case calls out to her friend again, and again gets no reply. She bends into a crouch and grabs a long, sturdy stick to jam in the soft earth to serve as a place marker. She then picks a direction at random—away from the bridge—and starts walking, staying close to the trees and following the curve of water. 

			In a letter Drea had sent at the beginning of the summer, she told Case about a camp she’d made on the banks, with a woven hammock she was forced to shake out every day because of the spiders and their overnight webs. Drea said she had an Igloo cooler she used for storage—not for food or drinks, but for books and paper, and for a battery-­powered lantern she would use in case she got stuck out in the dark. Case wishes she could remember if there were any details in that letter that would help her find her friend’s hideaway, like the description of a wiggle in the water or a particularly crooked tree.

			As she walks, she scans the woods on this bank and on the far one, looking for something unnatural, even though unnatural things aren’t actually that rare. This isn’t untouched country. People own this land and have for centuries. And where there are people, there is trash. In a short span of time, Case comes across an abandoned freezer, on its side with its lid gaping open and hanging from only one hinge; the rusted half of an oil drum; a once-yellow Frisbee coated in mold; a pair of sunglasses with one of the lenses missing; at least six sun-bleached aluminum cans; and three discarded aerosol cans.

			Through the occasional breaks in the trees and past the hazy clouds, Case can see the hills, including the one the locals call White Sky—the tallest and the widest, the most distant of the distant. There’s a story about White Sky, and, of course, Case knows it: A girl, four or five years old, ran off to chase a fox and never came home. For three days, her family searched alongside volunteers from around the county, and on the third morning the girl was found, unharmed, walking barefoot down the sandy north bank of the Brazos. The girl wasn’t thirsty. She wasn’t hungry. She was wearing a crown of braided ivy in her tangled black hair. She told the police and her parents that an older girl had found her early on and had taken care of her. Together, they’d eaten mint pulled from the ground, figs from a wild tree, and, one night, a rabbit caught with a lucky snare. They’d spent most of their time singing songs, but the little girl couldn’t really remember how any of them went—neither the rhythm nor the words—just that in one they sang ’round, ’round, ’round while holding hands and spinning in a circle as fast as they could until they both dropped, dizzy, to the ground.

			When she was asked to describe the older girl, all the little girl could say was that she had very long blond hair— so blond it was almost white—and dark eyes. Then the little girl laughed, in a weird pitch that those who knew her had never heard before.

			This story was meant to scare children, and its simple lesson was something like this: There are strangers everywhere. They will find you before you find them. If they find you, they will change you.

			Kids heard the story of the lost girl on White Sky and shuddered, but not Case. As a girl growing up poor in the shadow of these hills, Case had always hoped a stranger would come out of the trees and find her and take her away. She wasn’t afraid of change. She wanted to be transformed, to become unrecognizable, to be a little queen in a crown of leaves.

			All around Case are hills and trees and trash and rocks, but nowhere is there a tidy camp, a hammock strung up between two thick trees, or a lantern sitting atop a cooler full of books and paper. There is no girl thin enough to disappear in that hammock if it weren’t for the waves of dark hair that would spill out the sides.

			“Drea!” calls Case again, cupping her mouth with her hands.

			Again, her voice bounces off the banks. Case waits, peering into the trees and downriver the same way she peered into the dark windows of the house when she first arrived. Never has she wanted to see anyone so badly. What she wouldn’t give to snap her fingers and have her friend appear right then and there.

			Her fingers. Her fingers have stopped shaking. Just thinking about the pill dissolving into her blood, working its way to her misfiring nerves, makes her shake out her shoulders, makes everything better.

			Case stops, is about to turn to head back to the house, when she hears a gunshot. The sound is so loud and close that Case yelps. Her knees give out, and, on instinct, she smacks both palms flat against her ears. Out here, it’s hard to tell where a shot is coming from, even when it’s close, because of the way the sound echoes off the rocky terrain. Case straightens up and spins around, looking for smoke, puffs of powder rising from a barrel. There’s nothing, but that might be because the thick clouds and tree branches have absorbed it all.

			“Hello?” Case calls. She waits, then whispers, “Shit.”

			Case releases a loud breath, then rakes her fingers through her hair, trying to convince herself she was only slightly startled, not truly scared. There are all kinds of reasons people shoot guns out here: target practice, boredom, to kill an invading creature like a rabid dog or a rattlesnake. If a person owns enough acreage, the law says they don’t need a reason. On its own, the sound of a shot isn’t necessarily anything to fear.

			As she makes her way down the bank, though, toward where she left the stick lodged into the mud as a marker, Case’s breaths are uneven. She’s hustling, fighting the urge to look over her shoulder. She’s bracing herself for more shots, but none come. It was just the one—that solitary, echoing boom.

			There’s no one left in the kitchen when Case returns and tries calling Andrea again. Her phone’s charged to 42 percent, but the call she places disconnects right after the first ring. Case unplugs her phone, leaving the charger dangling from the outlet, then hustles outside and down the gravel lane in an attempt to see if she can get more bars outside. She sends Drea a text, which fails to go through, then another, which also fails to go through.

			“Oh, come on,” she mumbles.

			Case stops in the middle of the lane. She knows the number to Andrea’s old house in Millsap by heart and starts typing it in. Maybe the roommates were right. Maybe Drea got her days messed up and went home to visit her mom. Finally, Case hears ringing and lets out a squeak of joy. Then she hears something else—fuzzy, like music forcing its way through a bad antenna—and assumes it’s coming from behind the house. The music gets louder, and Case puts a hand over her ear to muffle the sound. She drops to a crouch, as if making herself smaller will help her hear better. Case is too full of hope, too distracted by the possibility of a call to Andrea actually connecting, to notice the car that’s coming around the bend, heading straight toward her.

			What happens next isn’t graceful: Case cries out, drops the phone, falls straight down, tries to back away, and is somehow able to kick up her right leg just in time for her foot to not get run over. The heel of her boot thuds awkwardly against the driver’s-side door of the car, the rubber of the sole squealing and leaving a long black streak against the white paint. Case’s ankle jolts on impact, but she manages to scoot back farther, right into a nest of brambles at the edge of the lane.

			She cries out again—in surprise more than pain—and the car stops. The driver’s-side door flies open, and a girl jumps out. She’s a blur of white: ultra-blond hair, white T-shirt, and white slip-on sneakers, all set against a white car and a sun that’s fighting its way toward brightness. From the car radio blares that fuzzy music, a song punctuated by people talking, stations cutting out and overlapping.

			“Oh my god,” the girl gasps. She doesn’t know what to do with her hands. They’re opening, closing, then reaching out, then pulling back. “Oh man. Are you okay? I didn’t see you—no one’s ever out here. I’m so sorry.” Again, the girl reaches toward Case. Again, she stops. “Seriously, are you okay? Your shirt’s ripped. I think you’re bleeding.”
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