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For my wife, Kristyn, who stepped into a 


room and took my breath away. 


Look at this life we’ve made together.


 


And for my father, Jacques, who 


generously allows me to use the details 


of his Los Angeles youth in my fiction.










An Afternoon in Spring


They rode together up the hill. Blur of trees and sky outside, groan of brakes, a current between them. With each curve of the road, the press of one bare shoulder against another, until the bus slowed and stopped.


The doors folded open, they stepped out to the street. Armstrong Drive dead-ended there—a parking lot, a ranger’s station, the entrance to the woods. Sara unzipped her backpack and pulled out a thermos, unscrewed the lid and sipped. Their fingers touched as Annie took it, and Sara watched Annie press her mouth against its metal rim and drink.


It struck Sara every time—the way the air changed as she entered the forest. Cool, wet, fresh dirt, even bright days like this one dimming and softening. “Should we get a map?” Annie asked, but Sara shook her head. She knew the woods well, had no trouble getting lost or finding her way back. 


She took Annie’s hand and led her past the station. A group of tourists brushed by them, their faces upturned. It felt good to feel small. That’s why her mother had taken her here when she was a little girl, why Sara kept coming after her mother died. 


They cut onto Sara’s favorite trail—the steepest, the quietest—and hiked until they were breathless, eye level with the ancient redwoods’ branches, as close as they could be to the sky.


“Over there?” Annie asked.


Sara followed her gaze to a grove off the trail. She nodded, her heart quickened. They stepped as carefully as they could across the forest floor to a ring of young redwoods with a hollowed trunk at its center. There, they unzipped their backpacks, pulled out a blanket and a couple sweaters, and laid them over the pine needles.


The forest was quiet. Everyone else was far away.


“Can I kiss you now?” Sara asked.


“Not yet,” Annie said. She pulled her T-shirt up over her head. She unfastened her bra.


“Now?”


Annie shook her head. “Your turn.” So Sara took off her shirt, too, and Annie rushed to kiss her before Sara could ask again.


The relief of it, after the hours of waiting.


The thrill of it: two fourteen-year-olds, secretly in love.


Sara sank to the blanket, Annie atop her. They kissed the curves of necks and collarbones. Cupped breasts with their palms. Smiled, blushed, kissed deeper.


After a time, they rested together, Annie’s head in the crook of Sara’s neck.


“Look,” Annie whispered, and Sara saw a banana slug, bright yellow, emerging from a fern. It made its way to Sara and she flinched at the strange, cold slickness of it, tried not to laugh. The slug made its way across her pale stomach, and then to Annie’s. It took an eternity. They were three creatures in the forest. The girls held very still. The slug left a glittering trail of slime on their skin.


In its wake, a wave of grief: the tiny diamonds of a hospital gown. The flamingo-pink polish Sara had applied to her mother’s nails in careful strokes. Yellowed eyes, cracked white lips. The nurses’ concerned expressions and Sara’s little brother’s tantrums and how their father had stood in corners when he visited, his hands clasped behind his back. Throughout the weeks in the hospital—the sensation that Sara was hovering over an abyss. And then her mother was gone and she plunged into it.


“Hey,” Annie murmured, and Sara was back in the redwood grove, her heart pounding. “What are you thinking about?”


“Nothing really.”


A breeze stirred the branches above them.


“Tell me something I don’t know yet,” Annie said. “About you.”


Her voice was close to Sara’s ear, her body soft, pressed against Sara’s skin. What could Sara say that would please her? Not anything from the last two years, not the months before either. Nothing from school because though it felt sometimes like they’d just met, they’d sat in classrooms together since they were small. She’d need to go further back . . . and then she found it.


“My family used to play a game together. A drawing game. We’d sit around the table and one of us would start, usually my dad. He’d draw a street or a train or a mountain. And then the next person would add something else to it. People or cars or the sky. Whoever was last would complete it, and by then the whole page would be full. I loved it so much. Waiting to see what they’d draw, thinking of something to surprise them. We’d do it for hours sometimes.”


She hoped it was enough, felt Annie pull her closer.


The sun was low in the sky by then, and they were due back—Annie to her twin and their parents, Sara to her little brother to make sure he was fed. He was probably mounting his bicycle, leaving his friend’s place now, heading home. Maybe their father would be there tonight. Maybe not. Either way, Sara would need to catch the bus back to town before the sun set over the ramshackle cabins and the rustic vacation homes and the wide, muddy river. Over the Appaloosa Bar and Wishes & Secrets Hair Salon and Lily’s father’s white steepled church.


But just another few minutes here, first, she thought.


Another kiss.


Another bird high above.


Another breeze cooling her skin.


How easy it was to forget the rest when they were small and safe in the woods.


At the other end of California, Emilie pressed a new green plant into the dirt of her Catholic school’s garden. Its leaves were familiar. She looked around and yes—there was more of it, spilling over the retaining wall.


“Same plant, right?” she asked, and Mrs. Santos nodded.


“If you see a bare place in a garden, look at what’s already growing. Good chance you can take a little from what’s there.”


School had cleared out a few hours ago. Now it was just the three of them—Emilie, her friend Pablo, and Pablo’s mother—tending to the small plot that separated the school from the street. Mrs. Santos had volunteered to make it both beautiful and useful. Some flowers, mostly herbs.


“What’s it called?” Emilie asked. She’d been learning the names of the plants but had missed this one somehow, growing in the shade.


“Yerba buena.”


“Funny,” Emilie said. “That’s the name of my parents’ favorite restaurant. Pablo, remember? That place on Sunset we went to?”


“The fancy one?”


“Yeah.”


Pablo dropped the weeds he’d pulled into a bucket and joined her in front of the plant. He plucked a stem, dangled it in front of Emilie’s face. “Here’s a sprig of mint. Give me all your money.”


They laughed, Mrs. Santos, too.


“So is it a kind of mint?” Emilie asked, rubbing a leaf between her fingers.


“Yes, it’s good in tea,” Mrs. Santos said. “Most of these plants are. A tea garden is an easy thing to keep. Tisane, technically. Small plants. Unfussy. I’ll gather some for you. See what you like.”


Verbena. Spearmint. Chamomile. Sage. Yerba buena.


“It’s a bouquet,” Emilie said when Mrs. Santos handed it to her.


“Use them fresh. Try some while you do homework tonight.”


They gathered their things and started the walk to their houses, across the street from each other, six blocks from the school. “How’s Colette?” Mrs. Santos asked.


“She’s okay. She’s teaching me guitar. Feel my fingers.”


Mrs. Santos touched her calluses. “You’ve been practicing.”


“Feel,” Emilie said to Pablo as they waited at a crosswalk.


“Whoa.”


The light changed and they crossed, and Emilie thought of Colette positioning her fingers, telling her when to switch chords. The two of them on Colette’s bed, learning songs. More often, though, these past couple weeks, Emilie had been practicing alone in her room while her sister stayed, alone, in hers. The scene from a couple nights ago came back—Colette screaming at her, slamming her door shut.


They were almost to their houses now. “Tell me what you think of the tea,” Mrs. Santos was saying. “Just hot water and a few leaves. Honey, too, if you want it.”


Emilie waved as she climbed her front steps. “See you tomorrow.”


“Come over and give me the algebra answers later,” Pablo called after her, and Mrs. Santos play-scolded him, and Emilie found her front door unlocked and let herself in.


No one was around so she sliced some cheese to eat with an apple and took her plate outside to the deck. Just a few months ago, her father, Bas, and his two cousins had taken apart the old deck and invited Emilie and Colette out to help them build a new one.


“Family tradition,” Bas had said. “We helped our fathers build houses and decks and all kinds of things.”


“And back in New Orleans,” said Rudy, the eldest of the cousins, the only one of them born before the families moved to Los Angeles, “our fathers helped their fathers.”


Colette rolled her eyes. She’d just finished high school, but barely, her second semester transcripts so bleak that the college she’d planned to attend withdrew its acceptance. “My friends are waiting for me at the beach,” she said. But it looked exciting to Emilie. The piles of wood, the cousins they rarely saw even though they lived in neighboring cities.


“Come on, sister,” Emilie said. “It’ll be fun.”


Colette leaned against the house. She was almost otherworldly to Emilie with her extra three years and two inches of height. Her hair was longer than Emilie’s, and her jean shorts were shorter, and she cocked her head and kept them all waiting. And then she shrugged and said, “Why not?”


Colette helped for about an hour before saying she had to go. But Emilie spent all day out there with them, listening to their stories, smiling along with their jokes even when she didn’t understand, hammering the nails where they told her to. They taught her to use the electric sander and she’d donned a mask and goggles and worked the guardrails until they were smooth.


She leaned on the rail now, looking over a bare patch of garden where a rosebush had died and never been replaced. Maybe she could transplant a cluster of lavender. Or maybe start her own tea garden. She saw a movement through the sliding door—someone must be home. Her parents didn’t keep regular work hours. Bas was a contractor, Lauren an entertainment lawyer. They came and they went and they let their daughters do the same.


Tea, Emilie thought. Not lavender. She would ask Mrs. Santos to help her get started. And then she heard a pounding from inside, boots down the stairs, heard Bas’s shout for help.


“Call 911. It’s your sister.”


She grabbed the phone and dialed, followed him upstairs as it rang and the operator asked her to state her emergency, but Bas was blocking the bathroom door.


“Don’t look, honey. Tell them to send an ambulance now. Tell them an overdose, say come right now. Don’t look, Em, wait at the door for them.”


So Emilie went back down and the ambulance approached, quietly, without sirens, and parked out front. Two paramedics rushed into her house and she pointed at the stairs, and then Lauren was home, too, and there was nothing for Emilie to do as the paramedics carried her sister, unconscious but alive, out the door and into the back of the ambulance, Bas climbing in behind them. 


Lauren grabbed the car keys.


“I’m following them to the hospital,” she told Emilie.


“I’ll come, too.”


“No, no, you stay.” Lauren took Emilie’s face in her hands. “My steady daughter, my good girl. You stay right here while we’re gone.”


Emilie watched out the window as the ambulance rolled away, her mother after it, all of them somehow unnoticed by the rest of the world. A few minutes later, across the street at the Santoses’ house, the lights turned on. She could have crossed, told them everything, eaten dinner at their table. But she didn’t. She stayed alone in the house as the night wore on. Stared at her homework, forgot to eat. The herbs from the school garden wilted on the countertop. She tucked herself into bed, held her body as still as she could. She would stay right here until it was over.










Paradise


Two years later, Sara woke to the sound of her bedroom door opening.


“The phone kept ringing,” Spencer said from the doorway, his hair matted on one side, his eyes tired. “It’s Annie’s brother.”


Sara reached for the phone, pressed it against her ear. “Dave?”


“Is Annie with you?”


“No.” She saw that it was one thirty in the morning, and her heart began to pound. Spencer sat next to her and pressed his cheek against hers to listen.


“You’re sure she isn’t with you?” Dave was asking.


“Of course I’m sure,” Sara said.


“When was the last time you saw her?”


“When school got out. When I said goodbye to both of you. Then I went to work, and then I came home.”


“My parents need the phone. I’m hanging up. I’ll call you if we find out anything.”


Sara nodded, unable to speak, cradling the phone in her hands until Spencer took it from her and set it by the bed.


“Wait,” Spencer said. “Shouldn’t he be able to figure it out? Like if he closes his eyes and concentrates?”


“What are you talking about?” Sara asked.


“I thought twins could do that,” Spencer said.


“Oh.” Sara took his smaller hand in hers. “I don’t think it works that way.”


In the morning, Sara made their usual scrambled eggs for Spencer, though she felt too sick to eat.


She took down their mother’s plates, chipped at the rims now, their floral patterns fading. After a time, she’d climbed her way out of grief, but now Annie was missing, and she felt it closing in again. The terrible weightlessness, something cavernous below.


Spencer slid into the breakfast nook. When she carried his plate over, she saw a blank page and a pencil on the table. Their drawing game, just for two now.


“You start,” Sara said, so Spencer began to draw.


She sat across from him, light through the gingham curtains, pan cooling in the yellowed sink, the family drawing from years ago hanging on the wall by the window.


Spencer was sketching a cloudy sky, blending the pencil marks with his fingers. He passed it to her when he finished. She drew the tops of trees. “We have to go,” she said. “Can we fill in the rest later?”


“Okay,” he said, and stuck it to the refrigerator with a magnet. “Or maybe Dad will.”


“Maybe,” she said.


Together, on the porch, they put on their shoes before heading in opposite directions to their schools.


Sara kept her backpack light in case she’d be heading straight out again. Stepping off the bus across the street from campus, she hoped to see Annie out front—her curly brown hair and jean jacket, her bad-girl posture undone by the sweetness of her face. You scared me, Sara would yell, and Annie would grab her around her waist, and they would try to look like just friends. Sara imagined tugging at Annie’s belt loop. Don’t disappear again, she’d say. Promise me.


I promise, Annie would answer.


But she saw Dave and Lily huddled by the entrance with Crystal and Jimmy. Annie wasn’t there.


“What should we do?” Crystal was asking.


“Leave,” Dave said. “Split up and look for her. It’s bullshit that my parents dropped me off here.”


“I’ll look in town,” Crystal said. “But I’m kind of freaked out. Shouldn’t we double up?”


Jimmy nodded. “I’ll go with you.”


“You two can look together,” Sara told Dave and Lily. “I’m fine by myself.”


“You sure?” Lily asked, and Sara said yes.


“I have my car. We can go to Monte Rio,” Lily told Dave, and Dave agreed.


Sara felt her backpack’s lightness, felt a fierce and desperate hope.


“I have to be at work at four. If anyone finds her, call the motel, okay?” Her friends nodded. “I’m going to the woods.”


 


She rode the bus up Armstrong Drive alone, rushed past the ranger’s station and to their trail. She trusted the woods. All those afternoons they spent in it. But still. She braced herself for the moment she’d find Annie, hurt or unconscious, bleeding or broken. Or worse. It was foggy and cold. She called Annie’s name but was met with silence. She climbed higher and higher and off the trail, found their grove. No one was there. She hiked down to the main path, discovered other trails.


Sara would find her—she was certain of it. She searched for more than six hours, and to calm herself she imagined Annie appearing cross-legged, leaning against the soft wood of a tree trunk, smiling at the sight of her. She imagined their kiss, Annie’s singsong voice as she asked Sara what was wrong. There Annie would be, perfectly fine, and the world would be right again, and she would not lose another person she loved.


And then her watch read three o’clock. She would have to leave the woods to make it to work on time. So she told herself that the phone would be ringing when she reached the office of the Vista Motel. It would be Dave, and he’d say they’d found her. She left the shade of the forest and waited in the sun for the bus to take her to Monte Rio.


The Vista Motel was one town over, no better or worse than the others. Its main office had a supply room off the back. All the buildings—twenty single rooms and three suites with mini kitchens—were one story. Visitors could drive right up to their room doors. And behind the rooms was a private lawn for motel guests with access to the river. They’d sit in lounge chairs under white umbrellas and sip whatever beverages they’d brought with them, and when the weather was warm enough they’d walk down the stairs to the rocky beach and swim.


“Did anyone call for me?” Sara asked Maureen when she got there.


Maureen, working a crossword, shook her head without looking up.


“You’re sure?”


“Been right here since 8:00 a.m. ‘Parakeet,’ ” she said, and filled in the letters. Then she took a clipboard and handed it to Sara. Only six room numbers were checked, the peak season over now.


“I’m waiting on a call. It’s important. If it comes while I’m cleaning, will you come get me?”


Maureen nodded.


In the supply room, Sara pulled on a pair of latex gloves. She found the rolling garbage bin without a busted wheel. Grabbed a bucket of Windex and sponges and cleaner and garbage bags and balanced a roll of paper towels on top. She pushed everything out the back door and into Room 5. Off came the sheets and the blanket. She emptied the trash from the bathroom and beside the bed. She grabbed empty beer bottles from the dresser and newspaper pages from the floor. Annie had always suggested they sneak into a room one day, use it for just a few hours. “Doesn’t it sound good?” she had whispered into Sara’s ear. “A locked door? A bed.”


“Believe me,” Sara had told her. “There is nothing appealing about any of those beds.”


“Why not?”


“They’re gross.”


“It’s only people,” Annie had said. “Only bodies. What’s the big deal?”


So, just a couple of weeks ago, on the afternoon of Annie’s sixteenth birthday, Sara had cleaned Room 12—one of the nicer rooms that overlooked the lawn—as thoroughly as she could. She bought six candles from the drugstore and carefully peeled off the pictures of Jesus and the Virgin Mary before setting them up: one on each of the bedside tables, three on the dresser, one on the TV stand. She brought her boom box from home with Alicia Keys’s latest album because Annie always nodded and swayed when “No One” came on.


That night, Annie met her a few blocks away for ice cream, and when they were finished, Sara said, “I forgot something at work. Come with me?”


As soon as they were off the street and out of sight, Sara grabbed her hand. “Are you ready for your present?” she asked.


Annie blushed.


Maureen had already given her the room key, so Sara took Annie straight to the door and let her in. She lit the candles. She started the music. She opened the mini fridge, where the half bottle of pink wine that a couple had abandoned in their suite that morning awaited them and divided the wine between the two plastic stemmed glasses that the motel supplied to guests. Then she turned to see Annie watching her, eyes shining, and Sara was overwhelmed. To be looked at in that way. To be loved by this beautiful girl. She might have lost her composure had Annie not stepped forward right then, put her hands through Sara’s hair, and kissed her.


The night was perfect. Well—almost. There was the moment Sara went to kiss the inside of Annie’s elbow and saw a mark there. Felt light-headed for a moment, close to tears, until she told herself it was nothing. Not the stuff of her father or his friends, nothing like her mother. It was a scratch, maybe. It didn’t mean anything.


Where was she? She ran the vacuum across the room. Dave must have heard something by now. She would dump the trash and then go check in with Maureen. Maybe the call had come when she was busy with a guest. Or maybe Maureen hadn’t taken her seriously when she’d said it was important. She rounded the corner to the Dumpster and startled. A boy was there—just a couple years older than she was, standing knee-deep in trash.


He froze, eyed her warily. He had greasy hair that fell into his eyes. His clothes were grungy, but that was the style, after all, so it didn’t tell her much about him.


“Hey,” he said.


“Gross,” she said.


He grinned, relaxed now. She noticed a small chip in the corner of his right front tooth. “These are perfectly good magazines,” he said, showing her what he’d found.


She rolled her eyes and dumped the contents of her bin. He started toward the new trash. “Nothing good in this one,” she said, and went to wheel the bin back around the corner.


“Hey, wait,” he called. She turned, impatient, as he hoisted himself out of the Dumpster. “I was wondering . . . any chance I could take a shower in one of the rooms you haven’t cleaned yet? I’ll be quick.”


At first she thought she’d say no, but she saw hope in his face, and it sparked her own. She would let him use the shower. She would wait outside the door. And while she did this good deed, while she helped someone who needed it, Dave would call to say he found her.


But even though she did it, and the boy thanked her afterward, his hair wet and his face clean, Dave didn’t call. And he still hadn’t called when she checked back after an hour. When the sheets were drying and she went in again, Maureen walked around to the other side of the counter.


“Honey,” she said. “I know you. You wouldn’t tell me something was important if it wasn’t. If anyone calls for you, I’ll be out this door yelling your name before they’re finished saying hello. Understand?”


“Okay,” Sara said.


“Anything you want to talk about?”


“No,” she said. “But thanks.”


She couldn’t give words to it. Not yet. She wanted to keep Maureen the way she was—her dyed black hair and her low-cut shirts, all business and kindness, the kind of boss who just two weeks ago had handed her the key to Room 12 with no questions asked. She didn’t want to hear what Maureen thought or see her face grow concerned. She just wanted the waiting to be over. She wanted the fear out of her body.


So when she saw the boy again from the window of Room 20, this time brazenly on one of the lawn chairs under a white umbrella, flipping the pages of a magazine, she told herself that once she was finished making the last of the beds, if he hadn’t left by then, she would go out there and sit with him.


When she approached, he lifted his hand in a wave.


“What are you doing?”


He shrugged. “Isn’t this what people are supposed to do here?”


“If you’re a paying guest, yeah.”


“Are you here to kick me out?”


She shook her head.


“Then join me.”


She sat on the chair next to his, but not before scooting it a few inches away. She was blond and pretty. Tall like her father. She was used to keeping her guard up so that boys and men didn’t get the wrong idea. But there was something about this boy that told her he was okay.


“This is a nice place,” he said. “I can’t believe people actually live here. It’s like paradise.”


“Not quite.”


“Are you kidding? I mean, look at it.”


“No, I know,” she said. “It’s gorgeous. I know.” She understood why people came and sat where the two of them were sitting. The river, the redwoods—they amazed her, too. “What are you even doing here?” she asked.


“I’m headed to LA, but I need new spark plugs.”


“There’s a garage a couple blocks away.”


“Yeah. They said they could fix it in an hour, but I’m a little short on cash at the moment. Any ideas where I could get a short-term job? It’s just a Civic. It’s cheap to fix.”


Sara shrugged. “Not really.”


“Well, here,” he said. He wrote something on the corner of a magazine page and then ripped it out and folded it. “If you hear about anything, call me?”


“Okay.” She rolled her eyes, slipped the paper into her pocket.


She didn’t know how to feel when she saw the cars out front. Whether another dinnertime with just her and Spencer would be better, or if the loud voices of her father and his friends might drown out her dread.


Even though they were in the living room when she walked in, there was a hush to the house. The TV played the local news, its volume turned down low.


Two guys, brothers whose names she couldn’t keep straight, sat in the window playing cards. They glanced up when she walked in but then back to their hands. They never talked to her. But Eugene was on the sofa.


“Hey,” he said. “Hey, Sara. Come sit.”


He patted the cushion next to him and Sara sank into it, noticed how tired her body was from the searching and the cleaning. She leaned forward, cradled her head in her hands.


“I barely see you anymore. Growing up and getting too busy for me now?”


She’d known Eugene all her life. Her mother and his wife had been best friends, but then her mother died, and Eugene’s wife left him.


“My friend is missing,” Sara said, head still buried, eyes still closed.


“Missing,” Eugene said. “Huh.”


The room was quiet again, taut with something, but it didn’t have anything to do with Sara. She was too exhausted to care. “We’ve looked everywhere.”


She felt a shifting of weight on the sofa. When she opened her eyes he was still there, a new beer in his hand. “Well.” He sipped. “She’ll turn up.” Another moment passed. “You know you can come to me if you ever need anything, right?”


She looked up at him. She nodded.


“Good,” he said. He patted her back.


Just then the lights of a police cruiser flashed across the wall.


“Fucking Larry,” one of the card players said from the window. She listened to the car door shut and Larry’s footsteps come up the walk. The men tensed the way they always did when he came by. They’d grown up together, but Larry’s uniform divided them.


Sara’s dad opened the door, didn’t invite him in. “What can I do for you?”


“Hey, Jack. We’re looking for a friend of your daughter’s. I have a couple questions for her.”


“For Sara?”


“She here?”


Her father stepped to the side to make room for her in the doorway.


Sara answered the officer’s questions—the last time she saw Annie, if she remembered what clothes Annie had on. She remembered everything, of course, still couldn’t keep her eyes off her, even after more than two years of being together. If Larry had asked a question about their relationship she would have told him the truth. She didn’t know why they were hiding it, exactly. A few kids were out in school and it wasn’t terrible for them. But secrecy had become what she and Annie were used to. A sacred thing, between them. They wanted to keep it close.


“Are you aware of any risky activities Annie might have been involved in?”


Annie in the candlelight, the mark on her arm. Maybe she should tell him. But it might have been nothing, and Sara had no way of knowing for sure. “No,” she said, and hoped that Jack would believe it.


“Any drugs?”


It had been nothing. Sara shook her head.


Larry turned to Jack. “You have a reason to know any different?”


Her father’s face, impassive. His tone steady like it always was. “Now why the fuck would I know anything about that?”


“Just making sure.”


Larry left and her father and Eugene and the other guys opened another round of beers. Sara checked on Spencer down the hall, sound asleep in his bed. She grabbed the spare keys from the kitchen drawer and stopped in the living room.


“I need the truck for a little while. Okay?”


Her father gave her a single nod. “Careful out there,” he said.


She drove a mile through the dark to The Pink Elephant. They were too young to get in, but they met there anyway most nights under the neon glow of the sign. She would show up and wait and her friends would have news and everything would be okay again.


As she neared, she saw that Dave was sitting on the curb, his forehead on his knees. Lily’s arm was around him, and Jimmy was talking and talking the way he always did when he was nervous.


“They’re gonna drag the river,” Dave said when Sara reached them.


First, all that registered were his swollen eyes, how sick he looked, the way a person could waste away over the course of so few hours. And then: his mouth, the same shape as Annie’s and just as soft. Sara thought maybe she could close her eyes and kiss him, open her eyes and find him transformed into his sister.


And then she said, “What?” and he said again, “They’re going to drag the river.”


She pressed her hands against her eyes until it hurt too much. There they all were, still, under the pink neon light of the sign. “I don’t understand,” she said.


“It seems too soon, doesn’t it?” Jimmy said. He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “She hasn’t even been missing for that long. I don’t know why they’d do it so soon. I think it’s probably a mistake? I mean, why jump to the worst-case scenario? Are you sure the hospitals aren’t wrong?”


“They’re going to drag the river,” Sara repeated.


Lily wiped her eyes and looked at Sara. She nodded, solemn.


Jimmy said again, “It has to be a mistake. How can everyone be so sure she isn’t in a hospital somewhere?”


“Because we’re fucking sure, okay, Jimmy?” Dave said. “We’ve called every single hospital. We’ve looked everywhere. We are 100 percent fucking sure.”


“Sorry,” Jimmy said. “Okay. Sorry.”


Lily clasped her hands together and lowered her head in prayer.


 


After Sara’s mother died, they returned to the house, three of them now. A little boy, hardly more than a toddler, who could not be consoled after the tiniest sadness: milk gone curdled and dumped out of the glass, a hole in his sock, a missing toy. A man who joked and laughed with his friends but howled in his bedroom at night so fiercely he woke his children. A twelve-year-old girl, every part of her tender and ragged. It hurt to eat and it hurt to be hungry. To be awake was to be in despair, but her muscles grew sore from inertia.


Then Spencer came in one night and scooted his body against hers. She was used to being close to him, to smoothing his hair when he cried, to kissing his forehead. But this night it was different. He nestled his face between her shoulder blades. She felt his belly rise and fall against her back. Felt the synchronous beating of their hearts.


He needs me. He needs me. He needs me.


I need him. I need him. I need him.


He brought her back to life.


Back home from the Pink Elephant parking lot, her father’s friends gone, she went to Spencer’s room and climbed into his bed.


“Hey,” he mumbled.


“Can I sleep here?” she asked. The river. She couldn’t get it out of her head.


He nodded, and she turned over. She scooted her body until she felt his stomach against her back. She waited for his breathing. She waited for his heartbeat. She hoped he might still possess the power to heal her. But her fear was a wild, dangerous thing. Her body shook with it. Spencer didn’t notice. As soon as he was sleeping again, she went back to her room.


Diamond-print hospital gown. Pink polish. The slug and the redwoods. How it felt to be held, and how it felt after. Hope, turning hollow.


The panic was so powerful she thought she might double over from it, didn’t know how to be still. Her room felt too big for her, full of too much air. She needed to be contained. She took some boxes out of her closet to make room, carried her blankets in. She slid the door shut and screamed into her pillow. She lay in the dark, shirts and dresses she’d outgrown dangling above her. She wanted to stay, felt safer, but she heard a knock at her bedroom door.


She found her father waiting. He looked past her into the room: her bare bed, her blankets spilling from the closet.


“You’re sleeping in there?” he asked.


She was raw with fear and here was her father and she wanted to tell the truth.


“I’m scared,” she said. He placed a hand on her shoulder. He hadn’t touched her in a long time. She felt the tremor of memory, something long ago buried—a time before Spencer, before death, when she was a little girl who laughed with her parents in the bright sunshine on the bank of a river.


A time before she knew the river could swallow a person whole.


She said, “They’re going to drag the river in the morning.”


When she looked at him again, his cheeks were wet and his eyes were closed.


“Dad,” she said. “Let’s go look for her, okay? Let’s go driving and find her.”


She felt the warmth of his hand, knew he could help her. And then he squeezed her shoulder and let go. “Listen,” he said. “Girls your age—they don’t just disappear. She’s gone and that’s the end of it.”


“Not Annie.”


He sucked in a breath, cast his gaze down the darkened hallway. She wanted him to face her instead. Felt like she might disappear while he wasn’t looking. Stay with me, she wanted to say. Help me get through this.


“I’ve lived in this town for a long time,” he said. “I’ve lost friends of my own. You keep going. You’ll learn.”


But Annie’s mouth, kissing hers. Annie’s head in the crook of her neck.


“We’re more than friends,” she said, and his eyes darted back to her in surprise.


She tried again. “Help me find her.”


He turned away and walked to the front of the house. She told herself he was finding his keys. Maybe fixing coffee to keep them awake during the ride. He was getting his shoes, and he’d come back and say, Let’s go. She waited, imagining it—how it would feel to not be alone.


She used the bathroom, returned to her room, certain she’d find him waiting for her and ready to go. But he wasn’t there. He wasn’t in the living room either.


He was gone.


She went to flick off the light in the kitchen and saw something familiar on the table. Spencer’s smudged clouds, Sara’s redwoods. And now a river, too, with a girl—Annie—floating facedown in the water. Sara gasped, dropped the drawing, didn’t want to look. But the image stayed with her anyway. Annie’s curly hair, her jean jacket, all her father’s careful lines.


She returned to her closet and closed herself in.


Early the next morning they gathered on Annie’s deck—Sara and Dave and Crystal and Jimmy and Lily. The boat started in Monte Rio, made its way slowly forward. None of them had slept. There was nothing to say.


They had seen this done before. Every summer tourists poured in, most of them college kids with rafts and inner tubes and too much alcohol. The tourists crowded their streets, left trash on their beaches, and every couple of years, one of them drowned. Sara had seen bodies lifted by hooks out of the muddy water, but never the body of someone she knew.


Lily sat next to Dave, holding his hand. Crystal and Jimmy huddled together, sharing a blanket. Sara stood behind the others, biting her nails until she bled. And then the boat appeared in the distance, casting down its hook, lifting it back. Dave and Annie’s parents were on the boat and Sara didn’t know which would be worse—straining her eyes to see or having it all too close.


They waited for the boat to pass them but it didn’t. It stopped the length of several houses away, close enough for them to see the people gathered on one side of it, looking overboard at something below.


The giant hook lowered and Dave moaned, started rocking back and forth. Lily said Shhhh, it’s all right, it’s all right. Cries came off the boat, traveled the distance between them, and the hook lifted Annie out of the water.


The faces of her friends, red and wet and swollen. The panic in Dave’s eyes, the blankness in Crystal’s. How hard Jimmy and Lily tried to soothe the others before Jimmy rushed to the side of the deck to throw up and Lily went in to call home but forgot her own number. Sara stood still as it all swarmed around her. The sobs that carried across the river. The arc of Annie’s dangling body, water pouring from her clothing and her hair.


She tasted blood, realized she was biting her finger again, shoved it in her pocket.


Inside, against her fingertips, a paper, folded in two. She took it out, unfolded it. Saw the boy’s name for the first time: Grant.


Grant with his car in need of repair. The car that could take her away from here. From Lily’s father’s voice, here now and praying. From Dave’s gasps for air, each of them a stab at her heart. From the abyss that would swallow her the way it did when she lost her mother.


She saw her father, gaze cast down the dark hallway.


The drawing he’d left for her to find—too horrible to comprehend.


She couldn’t stay. Not here, in this town that stole people away.


She made it through the house to the door.


It was still the early morning. She rode the bus to the motel. She spotted a Honda Civic by the side of the road, and when she got close enough to see in, she exhaled. He was there, still asleep, his legs bent in like a paper doll’s, his mouth open.


She knocked on the window. He startled, saw her, sat up.


“I was getting my beauty rest.”


“I’m going with you,” she said. “We need to leave today.”


She waited on the sidewalk with her backpack while Grant talked to the mechanic. “They have to finish a job first, so it’ll be a few hours,” he said when he came out. She didn’t have a few hours, felt the need to go now, but she’d promised him money and they had to go get it. At first, she’d thought of Maureen. She knew her boss would give her the money if she needed it, but she also knew Maureen would try to make her stay. Lily always had a little cash from working at the church, but Sara couldn’t bear to see her friends again so soon, their tearstained faces, her own heartbreak, reflected. It was possible, she thought, that she’d never be able to look at them again.


So that was it, then. Only one person left.


She led Grant down the main street and onto a narrow one. It had been a long time since she’d walked to Eugene’s house. She hoped he’d meant it when he said he’d help her.


When Sara was a kid her family spent weekends over there, her parents drinking beers on Eugene’s deck overlooking the river, Sara holding Spencer’s hand as she guided him down the wooden steps from Eugene’s house to the pebbled shore. Even before Spencer was born, sometimes Sara and her mother would lie out on Eugene’s dock, the sun warming their skin.


She remembered it all as she approached the house—the snack trays Eugene’s ex-wife would set out for them, chips and slices of melon—and wondered where she went after Sara’s mother died, why she hadn’t remained a part of their lives. They were almost to the river now, and Sara didn’t want to look. She was glad she could barely see it behind the trees.


The door swung open and there was Eugene, alone, just as she’d hoped.


“Sara.” He narrowed his eyes.


“I need help,” Sara said.


“Come in,” he said. “You, too, whoever you are.”


They walked in and Eugene shut the door. The redwood walls, the shag carpet, the sliding glass doors to the deck. Sara knew it would be familiar, but this was more than that. She could almost hear her mother’s voice. She could have doubled over from it.


“Now tell me. What’s going on?”


“I need to get away. I’m leaving today and I need money.”


“Leaving for where?”


“It doesn’t matter. I just need some money to get there. Whatever you can spare. I’ll get a job and I’ll send it back.”


He leaned against the closed door and looked them over.


What happened in that moment? What particular stillness, what particular light? The dust rose from the carpet when Sara shifted her weight, glittered, dispersed. She watched as Eugene’s gaze left her body and settled on Grant’s. The edges of the room rose, floors tilting downward to the center. Almost imperceptible, but Sara felt it.


And then, yes, here it was.


“Money’s something that’s got to be earned, Sara.”


He was looking at her body again, wasn’t trying to hide it. She was used to men looking at her that way, but didn’t expect it from Eugene. He locked eyes with her and unfastened his belt. Turned to Grant and snaked it out, loop by loop.
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