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      “Part mystery, part road novel, part family saga, The Sisters Chase had me riveted from the first secret to the last revelation. Mary Chase is a force of nature and a truly unforgettable heroine.”

      — LISA LUTZ,  

      author of The Passenger and How to Start a Fire

       

      “A beautifully written family drama with a mystery at its core, The Sisters Chase is a layered and lovely book about the bonds of love crashing up against the rocky shore of the world. Mary Chase is thorny and fractured and fascinating, and I will not forget her or her struggle to bring her sister to a place of peace and safety that she only half believes in. Sarah Healy’s novel, wise and fierce and bittersweet, broke my heart in all the best ways. This is one you’ll want to pass along.”

      — JOSHILYN JACKSON, 

      author of The Opposite of Everyone and gods in Alabama

       

      “The Sisters Chase hits all the right marks. Wonderful characters, so believable that it still surprises me they aren’t real people, a heart-wrenching story about love, loyalty, the bonds that can’t be broken, and the true nature of survival. This is the kind of book that you read late into the night, eyes heavy, and wake up thinking about until you’ve finally finished the last page.”

      — CHEVY STEVENS,  

      author of Never Let You Go and Still Missing

       

      “Sarah Healy’s The Sisters Chase is the deeply moving and thrilling portrayal of three women driven by love, loss, and the deep desire to make things right. This is a story that stayed with me long after I turned the last page.”

      — CARLA BUCKLEY,  

      author of The Things That Keep Us Here and 

      The Deepest Secret 

       

      “The Sisters Chase is a deliciously compulsive read, a miniature mystery of love, survival, and sisterhood written on the scale of the human heart. Deceptively simple, gracefully realized, and occasionally wicked, it lingers like a summer dream after the last page is turned.”

      — AMY GENTRY,  

      author of Good as Gone

       

      “The Chase girls, aptly named, are always, it seems, on the run, chasing a better life, a place where they’ll be at home, be safe, and where the secrets of their past won’t come crashing down on them. Sarah Healy has created, in Mare and Bunny, characters so real and flawed my heart ached for them, and I so, so wanted them to find that safe place called home. The Sisters Chase is exquisitely written and full of surprises, love, and loss; it is clearly the work of a writer at the top of her game.”

      — JENNIFER MCMAHON,  

      author of The Night Sister

       

      “Sarah Healy’s The Sisters Chase will stay with me for a long time. It’s a heart-rending tale of survival filled with deftly revealed surprises and twists. In less skillful hands, Healy’s deeply flawed young protagonist, Mary, might have been unlikable, but here she’s redeemed by her love and compassion for her younger sister, Hannah. In fact, I ached for Mary as her plans to save herself and Hannah fall apart and tension builds. Each chapter ends on a note of suspense and surprise that demands you turn the page. An exciting read!”

      — DIANE CHAMBERLAIN,  

      author of Pretending to Dance and The Silent Sister
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      Sarah Healy is the author of Can I Get an Amen? and House of Wonder. She lives in Vermont with her husband and three sons.
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      I was in the grocery store the other night waiting to be checked out, and in the line next to me were these two girls. They were nineteen, maybe twenty years old. And as they stood there leaning on their cart, they let their heels slide out of the backs of their clogs and picked at their chipping nail polish. One flipped through a gossip magazine while the other looked on. When they straightened up, you could see the indentation of their belly buttons through their T-shirts. They were just girls, Mare. And I wondered if you ever got to be a girl like that. 

      Then a song came on. It’s big right now; you would know it. And as soon as they heard it, these two girls look at each other, and without a word, they let their heads drop back and they opened their mouths and you should have heard the voices that came out. You should have heard how beautifully these girls sang. Now everyone was looking at them, not just me. And for a second, I could have sworn you were there. That you had come up quietly behind me. Listen to them, Bunny, you’d say. I’d turn and you’d be smiling, your lips apple red, the hood of your sweatshirt pulled up like a cloak.

      It happens like that. I’ll be in the grocery store or waiting for the train or out on a run. And suddenly you come into my mind and it’s like I’m underwater. Like the rest of the world is above me and I’m watching it through the ripples and shimmers of the surface. And I’ll remember how on those days when the ocean was calm, you’d take me into the water and we’d sink down to the bottom and stay there for as long as we could. My need for breath always sent me bursting to the surface, but it seemed like you could stay down there forever, your black hair swirling around like smoke. 

      I don’t tell many people about you, Mare. Or at least I don’t tell them much. But I framed some of your drawings and put them up around the house. And sometimes Daniel and I will have friends over, and I’ll see someone staring at one. Who did this? they’ll ask, not looking away, their nose near the glass.

      My sister, Mary, I’ll say.
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      It had been a day and a half since the baby was born, and still she did not have a name. Diane stared down at her, a dim yellow light illuminating the hospital room. A tiny fist escaped the swaddling blankets, and Diane gently spread it open with her thumb as if she were unfurling the frond of a fern. Looking at the wrinkled palm, at the translucent crescents of fingernails, she brought the little hand to her face and inhaled the child in, inhaled her newness, her purity. She was worth it, of course; she was worth everything that had been and would be sacrificed. “Sweet girl,” Diane whispered.

      The maternity ward was without sound that night, and Diane felt as though they were sheltered in the belly of a boat as it drifted across a still black sea. Mary stood at the hospital room’s single window, her forehead resting against the cool glass, her eyebrows tensed as she peered into the night. Even at fourteen, Mary’s beauty had a ferocity to it, an elegant savagery. Diane let her head loll against the blue vinyl chair as she stared at her daughter’s back, at her reflection in the window.

      “How ya doin’, Mary, honey?” she asked.

      But Mary was silent.

      Diane looked back down at the baby, feeling the warmth of her in her arms. She hadn’t wanted her, had mourned her coming birth. When she learned with certainty that there was, in fact, a baby, she cried for two days, pacing around the motel and muttering about how stupid she was. How she, of all people, should have known better. How this was going to ruin their lives. But that was all incomprehensible now. Their family was now three: she, Mary, and the baby.

      She and Mary had left Sandy Bank, New Jersey, and their home at the Water’s Edge Motel in September. It was usually only the summer people who left then. Even though the motel closed soon after Labor Day, Mary and her mother always stayed through those months of churning gray seas and empty streets with the rest of the locals. Mary hadn’t wanted to go. There was a boy, of course. Someone Mary would have to leave, though she wouldn’t say who. And so she subjected Diane to terrifying acts of rebellion intermixed with frigid weeks of silence before their departure, but Diane insisted that this baby had to be born elsewhere. That she had to be born in a place without winters. So Diane pulled Mary out of school and they drove south, migrating slowly through small towns where people spoke with languid words until they reached their destination.

      Bardavista, Florida, was a small city on the Gulf of Mexico whose business was shrimp and the United States Navy. And during that winter, Diane and Mary stayed on the barrier island of Bardavista Beach, which then had only a smattering of motels and beach cottages. Together they walked in silence over sugar-white sand from their cottage up to Ft. Rillieux. The fort was an enormous structure occupying one end of the narrow semibarren island. When they first visited, Diane found Mary reading a placard about Geronimo, who had been held there for a year of his life.

      Diane read over her daughter’s shoulder. “Geronimo,” she said. “Isn’t that something?”

      Mary was quiet for a moment. “One of his wives died here.”

      “In Bardavista?”

      “She’s buried in the big cemetery. Over the bridge.”

      Diane and Mary kept to themselves in Bardavista and people let them. At thirty-four, Diane was still young. She liked to think that people assumed she and Mary were sisters. Maybe even two young naval wives walking together on the sand while their husbands donned uniforms and defended the nation.

      Diane worried about Mary during those months. Worried that she was supplanting the needs of one child for another. Worried that something essential was being drained from her wild, lovely daughter. Mary used to sit alone on that beach that winter, a sheet of paper resting atop the phone book in her lap. She’d draw creatures rising up out of the sea, pelagic dragons, their massive bellies turned skyward as they breached the white crests of waves. Mary had always been an exceptional artist.

      Diane had been twenty when Mary was born. It was she and her father at the Water’s Edge then. Vietnam was about to become the event horizon for a generation of young men, and so, perhaps sensing the inevitability of that conflict, boys began crisscrossing the country like creatures at once pursued and in pursuit. They would show up every so often at the Water’s Edge with an undirected hunger in their eyes, searching for something for which to long. And one day a boy with thick dark hair and a tall broad body parked his motorcycle in the lot of the motel and came in, addressing Mr. Chase as “sir” and asking for a room.

      Mr. Chase looked down through his glasses as he took the boy’s name and where he was from.

      “Vincent Drake,” he said. “From Bardavista, Florida.”

      Mr. Chase gave a murmur of recognition. “I hear it’s beautiful down there.”

      And as Mr. Chase filled out the paperwork in his slow, careful script, Vincent Drake looked out the window behind the front desk at the pretty girl who was shooing away seagulls from the Dumpster as she heaved in another overstuffed trash bag.

      After shutting the lid, Diane came back into the office, eyes and mind elsewhere as she started to say, “Daddy, the…” Then she noticed Vincent Drake and her words slowed a bit. “Dumpster is full.” And the boy found something for which to long.

      Diane didn’t have the opportunity to tell Vincent Drake that she was pregnant. Her father spent months calling town clerks’ offices, but they never did find a young man with that name near Bardavista. And though mother and daughter walked those beaches together for weeks, Diane never told Mary why she had chosen there, of all places, to wait out the arrival of another child. Diane wasn’t even sure if she herself knew.

      Sometimes during that winter, Diane would look at her daughter as if remembering the man who said his name was Vincent. Mary resembled him physically, but where his presence was most apparent was in Mary’s boldness. In her opportunistic charm. In the way she could tell wild, outrageous lies with a steady-eyed calm.

      Mary had a similar expression on her face now as she stared out of the window of the hospital room. Diane shifted, feeling the fatigue in her body reach down to her bones.

      “Mary, honey,” Diane said. “Can you hold the baby for a minute?”

      Mary didn’t move. Diane shifted slightly in her seat, suddenly feeling the enormity of raising another child on her own. She was going to need Mary, she knew. She was going to need her girl.

      “Mary,” she said, her tone sapped of patience, her words lingering and long. “I need you to hold your sister.”

      Mary’s eyes found her mother’s in the window’s black glass, all that was unspoken passing in a look.

      “Why?” asked Mary.

      Diane held her daughter’s gaze. “Because I have to go to the bathroom, Mary.”

      Mary turned slowly and looked at the baby, her arms at her sides. Diane struggled up, cradling the infant in one arm while pushing herself up with the other. “Mare…,” she said, keeping her awkward hold. “Can you?” She felt herself slip slightly, fall back against the chair, and the baby let out a mewling cry.

      And to Diane it looked like reflex, like some primal need to protect the being with whom she shared blood – a tribal sense of duty. But Mary darted forward, sliding her arms beneath the baby and pulling her into her chest. Diane watched them for a moment, watched as Mary started to sway, calming the child.

      “I’ll be right back,” she said, but Mary was still looking at the baby, some internal battle silently being waged.

      In the bathroom, Diane turned on the water and sat on the toilet, letting it run and run, letting it drown out everything else. She wasn’t sure how long she stayed in there. It could have been five minutes. It could have been twenty. And when she opened the door, Mary was sitting in the blue vinyl chair, the baby still in her arms. Diane watched them for a moment.

      “So,” Diane said. And Mary started slightly, as if she hadn’t heard her leave the bathroom. “What are we going to name her?”

      “Name her whatever you want,” Mary replied, though she couldn’t quite look away from the baby’s small face.

      “She’s going to need you, Mary,” said Diane. It was something Diane knew without understanding how. “Do you know that?”

      Diane walked over and sat on the edge of the hospital bed facing her daughter. Diane waited, knowing that Mary was a girl whose loyalty was fierce and rare and absolute. Knowing that Mary was deciding, right at this moment, whether or not to love this child, whether or not to give herself to her entirely. The baby squirmed in Mary’s arms and the expression on Mary’s face slackened and at that moment Diane knew it was done. Raising her chin, Mary looked at her mother, and said simply, “Let’s call her Hannah.” And with those words, it was as if Mary had slashed the palm of her hand and offered her blood as oath.

      Soon the three of them would return to Sandy Bank, and the whispers and gossip would rise like a tide and then eventually recede. The father of Diane’s second baby, it was said, had swept in and out of her life in much the same way as the father of her first. Another Vincent Drake had come to the Water’s Edge, laid Diane down on a sand dune, and given her a child but nothing more.
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      In the dark, Mary felt the presence of the small light-limbed body next to her. She and her little sister lay with their heads on the same pillow, Mary’s dark hair mingling with Hannah’s light. Hannah had inched in as close as she could and wrapped both of her arms around one of Mary’s as the story Mary was telling grew almost unbearably climactic for a four-year-old.

      “Princess Hannah and Princess Mary raced as fast as they could through the forest, the briars ripping the skirts of their gowns and scratching their hands and faces,” said Mary, skillfully riding the wave of her tale. “Because behind them… they heard the wolves.”

      Hannah gasped. “The evil queen’s wolves?” she asked, as she hugged Mary’s arm tighter.

      “The evil queen’s wolves,” confirmed Mary.

      Mary could spin masterful stories and often transformed the room she and Hannah shared at the Water’s Edge into a land of beauty and magic and danger. A land where they were princesses, always running, always pursued. A land where no one was to be trusted except each other.

      “And just as they reached the edge of the Black Woods” – Mary’s voice built as if she were giving a speech from a grandstand – “a wolf came leaping out of the dark, its mouth open, its fangs bared. But Princess Mary drew her sword and plunged it into the beast.”

      “Does that mean she killed it?” asked Hannah, the words coming out as an urgent breath.

      Mary smiled at her sister and nodded, relishing Hannah’s utter absorption, her lack of disbelief. “Then Princess Mary pulled Princess Hannah onto her back, and together they ran out of the Black Woods, falling out of the forest just as the rest of the pack reached its edge.”

      “So they were safe?” asked Hannah, desperate for confirmation. “The wolves didn’t get them?”

      “They were safe.” Mary leaned over to kiss her sister on the line where her hair met the skin of her forehead. “Don’t worry, Bunny. The wolves can’t leave the Black Woods.”

       

      Diane didn’t like the stories that Mary told Hannah. “They’re too much for her,” she’d said one morning, piling a plate high with the powdered sugar donuts that they set out for the motel’s guests. “She doesn’t understand that they’re not real.”

      Mary looked at her mother, her gaze sharp. Mary bristled when her judgment regarding Hannah was called into question. “She likes them,” she answered, taking a donut from the stack. It was past Labor Day, so only a handful of the rooms at the motel were occupied, but Diane was a believer in customs.

      “Yeah, well,” started Diane. She let her head drop back as she rubbed her eyes. “I like a lot of things that aren’t good for me, too.” Diane had grown heavier since Hannah was born, her stomach and thighs thickening until her figure, once so girlish, was now matronly. Everyone assumed it was baby weight, but Diane blamed her schedule and never having time to eat a proper meal or get a full night’s sleep. Since her father had died, she ran the Water’s Edge alone, taking a second job as a cocktail waitress at one of the casinos down in Atlantic City to make ends meet during the off-season. “So listen,” she said, letting her hand drop to the counter. “Mrs. Pool is going to make you girls some dinner tonight. I had to pick up Tina’s shift so I won’t be home.” Diane looked at her daughter. “Can you watch the front desk when you get home from school?”

      “Yeah,” said Mary, brushing her dark hair over her shoulder. “Sure.”

      Diane’s eyes remained wide as she looked at her daughter, as if to communicate both her distrust and concern. “Because someone needs to be here from three o’clock on. Mrs. Pool can cover until then.” Mrs. Pool lived next door to the Water’s Edge, which was, incidentally, not on the water’s edge but several blocks away. Having sympathy for the woman who was raising two children alone, Mrs. Pool often helped Diane with both the girls and the motel. “And when I say here,” Diane said, slapping her open palm on the laminate wood countertop for emphasis, “I mean right here.”

      “I got it, Mom.”

      Diane continued to stare for a moment, then looked away, grabbing the now empty donut bag and crumpling it against her chest. “Alright,” she said. “Okay.” Mary looked coolly at her mother until Diane changed the subject. “So school is starting off good this year?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” said Mary, leaning in and draping her slender arms over the counter. “I talked to Mr. Alvetto about options. For college.” At eighteen years old, Mary should have graduated from high school this past June, but her and her mother’s winter in Florida had put her behind, and she would now be graduating with a younger class. Intelligent without effort but often disrespectful in the classroom, Mary maddened teachers who didn’t know exactly what to do with the bright, beautiful girl who was so free with her disdain. Rumors flew around about Mary and certain administrators, perhaps as a way to explain the girl who was generally considered to be a problem but tolerated nonetheless.

      “Good girl,” said Diane.

      That afternoon, Mary got a ride home from school with one of the handsome younger boys. Barely acknowledging him as she lifted her bag from the floor, she pushed open the door to his Dodge Omni and shut it with her hip, heading toward the yellow single-story structure that was the Water’s Edge. Walking over the crushed-oyster-shell parking lot, Mary pushed open the glass door to the wood-paneled office, where a soap opera flickered on an old television set and Mrs. Pool sat reading Woman’s World.

      At the jingle of the door, Mrs. Pool glanced up from her magazine. “She’s sleeping, honey,” she said, knowing that all Mary wanted was Hannah. That was all she ever wanted.

      “What time did she go down?” asked Mary, setting her backpack down.

      Mrs. Pool glanced up to the clock. “About one.”

      “I’m going to go wake her up,” said Mary. Then softening her face beseechingly, she asked, “Can you stay a little longer, Mrs. Pool? I want to take her to the beach.”

      Mrs. Pool’s husband ran fishing charters out of Sandy Bank, often leaving before sunrise and not returning until well after sunset. She was rarely in a rush to get home. “Take your time,” she said, then she turned back to her article on satisfying and inexpensive meal solutions. Everything about Mrs. Pool was yielding.

      Mary hurried back outside over the concrete walkway to the room next to the office, the room she shared with Hannah. She pulled a bright orange coiled cord off of her wrist, then sunk the key it held into the lock. As she pushed the door open gently, the dim room flooded with light. “Hey, Bunny,” she said.

      Hannah took a sharp breath, sitting up in bed, her eyes still closed, her hair wild.

      “It’s time to wake up,” said Mary, who slipped off her shoes and walked over the permanently sandy carpet to Hannah, sliding into bed beside her. Their room had two double beds, but many nights they slept together in Mary’s, sinking down under the comforter that always felt slightly damp.

      “Are you home?” asked Hannah, repositioning herself to rest her head on Mary’s chest, her face still puffy with sleep.

      “I am,” answered Mary, as she stroked her sister’s hair. “I was thinking that we could go down to the beach.”

      With her eyes still closed, Hannah answered. “Mmmkay.”

      Mary let Hannah wake up, then helped her go to the bathroom and put on her sandals. She hoisted Hannah onto her back and, with Hannah’s arms wrapped around her neck, began to walk over the sandswept road to the beach.

      They left their shoes at the beginning of the narrow path that cut between the dunes and led to the ocean. Mary took Hannah’s hand, and they walked together down to the stretch of shore where the waves made their rapid advances then their defeated withdrawals. Mary dug her hands into the sand and came up with tiny translucent sand crabs tunneling furiously to return themselves to the safety of depth. She’d put them into Hannah’s palm, and Hannah would shriek as she felt their tiny legs against her skin. And all the while Mary kept a watchful eye on the man who was casting his fishing line into the surf, his legs covered with sand to the knees. He was one of the guests at the Water’s Edge, staying in room 108.

      When he appeared finished and ready to return to the motel, rod and tackle box in hand, Mary turned to Hannah. “Okay, Bunny,” she said. “We should head back. Mrs. Pool’s waiting for us.”

      With Hannah again on her back, Mary kept a respectful distance from their guest as she followed him back to the motel. And when they arrived at the Water’s Edge, Mary watched him set his rod and tackle box down outside his door, then head inside his room. Pushing open the glass door to the office, she set Hannah down and scooted her inside. “Mrs. Pool,” she said, her body still outside the office, her head leaning in, “can you watch Hannah for one more sec? I’ve just got to go to the bathroom.”

      Mary walked around the back of the building to the rear of room 108, not hiding the sound of her footsteps, her hands sunk easily into her pockets. Passing the window, she listened to make sure the water was running. She knew it would be; the man would want to get the sand off of his legs. Mary then slipped back around to the front of the building, pulled another key chain off of her wrist, and carefully opened the door. Only her eyes moved as she scanned the room. The man’s shorts had been dropped on the floor in front of the television. From the bathroom came his mumblings and the spatter of the shower. Mary moved no faster than she needed to. She picked up the shorts and coaxed a wallet from their pocket. Quickly counting four twenty-dollar bills, she took two of them. Then she returned the wallet to its place and was out of room 108 just as quickly as she had come, the water in the bathroom turning off just as the door clicked shut.

      Sliding the forty dollars into the pocket of her cutoffs, she walked back to the office and stepped inside as Mrs. Pool picked up the ringing phone.

      “Water’s Edge Motel,” said Mrs. Pool, her voice gentle and agreeable as always.

      There was a stretch of silence while Mrs. Pool listened. Hannah sat on the floor, playing with a naked Barbie doll.

      “No, this is Alice Pool,” she said, the concern already spreading on her face. “I’m a friend of the family.”

      Then Mrs. Pool’s trembling hand shot up to cover her mouth. “Oh, my Lord,” she said, her eyes finding Mary’s, the soft skin underneath her chin quivering. “Where is she?” And at that moment, as Mrs. Pool looked at her, Mary knew what had happened, if not how. Mary knew right down to her bones.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            Four
          

          
            
              
              1981
            

          

        

      

      The television babbled away in the background, but Mary still heard the click when Mrs. Pool put the handset back into its cradle. Her hand hovered there while the other covered her mouth, her fingertips jailing her words. Mrs. Pool then took a breath, her shoulder slumping with her exhalation, as if something vital had been drawn from her lungs.

      “Alice,” said Mary. It was the first time Mary had ever called her by her first name.

      Mrs. Pool turned to Mary, her eyes like chasms. “Mary,” she said. “Your mother.”

      Hannah was now looking up from her Barbie, her hands still holding it upright, keeping it standing.

      Mary felt her body leaden. “What happened?”

      Mrs. Pool’s face rounded. “There was an accident,” she said.

       

      It was Mrs. Pool who drove to the hospital. She shook and prayed in the front seat, honking the horn at a car that was slow to react at a green light, then jumping at the sound of it. Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with you. Over and over, she made the sign of the cross. Mary sat in the back with Hannah, stroking her hair as Hannah laid her head in her lap. Mary just stared straight ahead and breathed in and out, forcing herself to remain still.

      Hannah looked up at her. “What was the accident?”

      Mary’s hand stilled on Hannah’s head. “It was a car accident,” she said, her words not sliding easily from her throat.

      Hannah’s eyes went to the near distance, then she looked at Mary once again. “Did Mom get hurt?”

      Mary stared at her sister’s face, at the eyes that looked up at her as if she were a deity, then she nodded. “Yeah, Bunny. She did.”

      Diane was dead by the time they arrived, having sustained massive internal injuries when her car slammed into a telephone pole on Route 73. The doctor addressed Mrs. Pool when communicating Diane’s passing, speaking in hushed, quiet words. Mary stood with her back to them, looking out of the window at the parking lot with Hannah gripping her leg. The sky was flat blue and faded, making everything outside look as though it were already of the past. And Mary remembered sitting with her mother and Mrs. Pool as they watched the royal wedding in the office of the Water’s Edge not so long ago. Diane had gasped when she first saw Diana, her dress filling that horse-flanked carriage. You kind of look like her, Mom, Mary had said.

      Hannah cried and rubbed her face against Mary’s thigh, not fully understanding what had happened, what any of this meant. Not understanding the way Mary did. “It’s gonna be okay, Bunny,” Mary whispered. “You’ve got me. You’ve got Mary.”

      The police investigation would determine that Diane Chase had fallen asleep at the wheel. Witnesses would describe the Ford Fiesta drifting off the road in a smooth arc until it hit the pole head-on. The casino had been slow so she had left work early that day. She had told a coworker that she was going to go home to take a nap.

      When Mary, Hannah, and Mrs. Pool returned to the Water’s Edge that night, Mary lay down with Hannah in their room and told her a story in which the two princesses encountered a magical pool in the forest, the water from which could turn a person to stone with one sip. Princess Mary had just filled a vial with the water when there was a knock on the door.

      “It’s Alice,” said Mrs. Pool. “And Stan.”

      It was with great effort that Mary hoisted her sister onto her hip and opened the door for their neighbors. Mr. Pool held his baseball cap to his chest. Mrs. Pool carried a bucket of fried chicken.

      “I’m so sorry, Mary,” said Mr. Pool. His eyes were water-blue and earnest, and his skin was brick brown. His bowlegs made him an inch or so shorter than he might otherwise have been.

      Mary nodded.

      “We thought maybe you girls should eat something,” said Mrs. Pool, nodding toward Hannah.

      Mary looked at her sister. Am I hungry? Hannah seemed to ask. Do I need to eat?

      “Yeah, Bunny,” Mary answered, her words coming out slowly, as if there were just a few drops of them left. “You should eat something.” And Mary followed the Pools to the office, where they sat on the couch with a bucket of fried chicken and a bag of biscuits on the coffee table. The Pools looked nervously at the girls. Mary picked up a drumstick so that Hannah would, but Hannah just watched until Mary took a bite. Mary swallowed without chewing, feeling the meat slide slowly down her throat. Hannah followed suit, her eyes not leaving Mary.

      They sat there in silence until the drumsticks were done. Until Mary finally looked at the Pools. “I should get Hannah to bed,” she said.

      Mr. Pool rose quickly, extending a hand to Mrs. Pool as she strained to rise. “Course,” he said, his hat again at his chest.

      Mrs. Pool looked at Mary, her eyes warm and wet. “I’ll be back first thing.”

      Mary watched the Pools walk across the parking lot to their home, Mr. Pool’s hand on Mrs. Pool’s back, their heads hung low. I just don’t know what they’re going to do, Stan, Alice would be saying. She would be crying freely now, her sobs soft and feeble things. I just don’t know what those poor girls are going to do.

      From beside her, Mary heard Hannah’s small voice. “Are you sad?”

      Mary’s hand found the curve at the back of Hannah’s head. “I am, Bunny.”

      “Because of Mom?”

      Mary nodded, her brain above her left eye pounding, feeling as if it were knocking on her skull.

      “What happened?”

      Mary closed her eyes, feeling the pain in her head and color and pulses and light. “She had to go away.”

      “Is she going to come home?” asked Hannah.

      But Mary said nothing. And Hannah let her face drop against Mary’s thigh, where she rubbed her tears away, back and forth.

      When Hannah’s eyes started to slip shut, Mary finally carried her from the office. She lifted her up, her head rolling back against Mary’s forearms. Mary felt weak, as if her knees might buckle, as if her arms might give.

      She set Hannah in bed and pulled up the covers, not bothering to change her clothes. Then she went to the bathroom, closed the door, and stuck her pointer finger down her throat, feeling her fingernail cut the soft tissue at the back. When she leaned over the toilet and wretched the Pool’s chicken into the bowl, she tasted blood.

       

      It wasn’t long after her mother’s death that Mary learned there was no money. That Diane Chase’s estate – if it could even be called that – was in the red.

      “The motel owes a significant amount in back taxes,” an attorney in a brown suit told her, his elbows resting on his laminate wood desk.

      “What does that mean?” Mary asked sharply. But Mary knew what it meant. It meant that the only inheritance Diane Chase had for Mary and Hannah was the Water’s Edge. And it would be like a stone tied to their necks, pulling them slowly down through the depths.

      “It means that the debts owed by the Water’s Edge are likely to exceed the value of the business, including the property itself.”

      He took his glasses off and looked at Mary. “It’s quite an unusual situation,” he said. “To have so much responsibility at your age. You’re only eighteen.” And Mary hated him. She hated that his plump fingers had run over their mother’s private documents and papers. She hated the way he looked at her now, with leering curiosity. Because it wasn’t just the Water’s Edge that belonged to her: it was Hannah. In the eyes of the law and everyone else, Mary was Hannah’s guardian.

      “Well, this has been incredibly useful,” said Mary, standing abruptly. “Just incredibly fucking useful.”

      That night, while Hannah lay sleeping, Mary stood in front of the utility sink and stared at the steady stream of water coming from the faucet, slowly grinding her jaw from side to side. The laundry room at the Water’s Edge was tiny and down to one working fluorescent bulb, but Mary had taken to going there since Diane died, sitting on the concrete floor and leaning against the washing machine as it worked, feeling somehow steadied by its rhythmic motions.

      When the water was near scalding and its steam thickened the air, Mary pulled an old plastic bucket from one of the makeshift wooden shelves and stuck it into the sink, letting it fill. She grabbed a scrub brush and a container of Comet, and marched out into the cold night, the hot water sloshing onto the ground as she walked. Then she pushed open the door to a vacant guest room, went to the bathroom, and dropped to her knees. She plunged the scrub brush into the water and let her hands linger there, thinking of nothing quite as satisfying at that moment than the shocking temperature, than the heat against her skin.

      She went to a new room each night and scrubbed it clean. She cleaned until her heart would pound and strands of her hair would stick to her neck and her forehead. She cleaned until the skin of her fingers would pucker, then crack. And when she ran out of rooms, she started over again. So it was on the floors and the tubs and the sinks that some of Mary’s ferocity and fear was unleashed.

      It was after another such evening that she returned to her and Hannah’s room to find Hannah awake, lying limp on the bed with a terrible cough. “Bunny,” Mary said, rushing to her sister. And that night, Mary sat in the bathroom with Hannah on her lap, steam filling the air and calming Hannah’s breath. When she fell asleep again, Mary held her still, watching her chest rise and fall, tensing as her body quaked with its periodic coughs. Mary was late to homeroom the next morning; Hannah hadn’t wanted to go to Mrs. Pool’s.

      “Nooooooo,” she whined, her arms wrapped around Mary’s neck as Mrs. Pool tried to pull her away. “I want to stay with yooouuuuu.”

      “You can’t, Bunny,” whispered Mary into her hair. She kissed the top of her head. “I have to get to school.”

      And when Mary had walked into Mrs. Violette’s classroom and the squat, dowdy teacher asked for a note, Mary went right past her and sat at her desk, acknowledging neither the teacher nor her request.

      “I asked for a note, Miss Chase,” repeated Mrs. Violette. Mrs. Violette hated Mary. Hated her beauty and her insolence. Hated her mind. Mrs. Violette, unlike many of the teachers at Bergen Shores, was entirely unmoved by Mary’s recent loss.

      Mary rested her feet against the chair in front of her. “I don’t have a note,” she spat.

      “Then get back up,” began Mrs. Violette, relishing her words, overenunciating each of them. “Go to the main office and get one.”

      Mary stared at her for a moment, then made a noise of disgust. “Stupid bitch,” she muttered, shaking her head.

      Without another word, Mrs. Violette marched out of the room, and Mary took down her pony tail, shaking her long brown hair loose over her shoulders and looking out of the window as the class began to buzz and pulse with her defiance. Did you hear that shit?

      Mrs. Violette returned with Mr. Alvetto who said – all stern and somber – “Miss Chase, please come with me.”

      With her arms crossed, Mary walked behind Mr. Alvetto through the school’s silent hallways into the main office. He nodded once at Bonnie, who sat at the front desk, and Bonnie smiled. All the women who worked at the school thought Mr. Alvetto was handsome. Mary followed him into his office, and he turned and closed the door behind her, and it clicked shut.

      When he looked back at Mary, her face was in her hands. “I know I shouldn’t have said it,” she said, her voice muffled and wet with emotion. “I’ve just had such a short fuse lately.”

      “Mary, please, sit down,” he said, but instead of sitting, Mary rushed him, burying her head into his chest and letting out a quiet sob that could break your heart. “I know what you’re going through has been very difficult,” started Mr. Alvetto, gently laying a paternal hand on her back, as if thinking this were a moment he would soon be proud of: one when he would deftly handle the behavioral difficulties of a grief-stricken girl. “And all of us here at Bergen Shores are here for you.”

      Mary took a deep breath, the sort a mournful girl might take to steady herself, but as her chest filled, it pressed against Mr. Alvetto’s. “I know,” she said.

      “But the language you used toward Mrs. Violette cannot be tolerated.”

      Mary lifted her chin and looked at Mr. Alvetto with big wet eyes, then made the slightest adjustment of her hips. “I’m sorry,” she said, letting her gaze drop as she took another breast-expanding breath. She felt his hand drop down just a fraction of an inch lower on her back. “I feel terrible.”

      She shifted her weight just a bit more, pushing her hips ever so slightly forward. So subtle were her motions that no one except Mary herself would be able to recognize their artful deliberateness. Mr. Alvetto backed up suddenly, red faced and flustered.

      “You shouldn’t blame yourself, Mary,” he sputtered, while trying to hide the bottom half of his body behind his desk. “I think you need to take a little more time to cope with what’s happened. Why don’t you take the rest of the day, and we’ll start fresh tomorrow?”

      And Mary almost laughed. Sometimes she just couldn’t believe how easy it was. But instead she made her face look tortured and let her gaze drop down to her feet, thinking only of her pleasure at the thought of Mrs. Violette learning that she had been given the afternoon off. “Okay, Mr. Alvetto.”

      “I’ll handle everything with Mrs. Violette.”

      Mary nodded, still trying to look ashamed and remorseful. “Thank you.”

      So Mary went home, picked Hannah up from Mrs. Pool’s, and took her to McDonald’s for lunch.

      “When’s my birthday?” asked Hannah, as she took a bite of her cheeseburger.

      “On February fourteenth,” answered Mary. “Valentine’s Day.”

      “I’m going to be five.”

      Mary made herself smile. “You are.”

      They got back to the Water’s Edge just as the mail truck was pulling away, leaving a fresh crop of sympathy cards. There was a thick one on the top from her mother’s cousin, Gail. Their Christmas card always included a photograph, and Mary recalled the way her mother had always studied it when it came. In the last, she was posed with her husband and son on a cream-colored couch, a large abstract painting hanging in the background. Mary had heard her mother make enough comments to know that Gail and her husband had money – he was an entrepreneur and had recently been elected to the state senate. They think they’re God’s gift.

      After Mary put Hannah to bed that night, she filled another bucket with water and carried it – sloshing and steaming – into another guest room. And that night as she cleaned, she pictured Gail’s husband, with his tanned skin and dirty blond hair. She pictured Mr. Alvetto blushing and hiding behind his desk. She pictured the lawyer with his shabby suit and fat fingers.

      Her hands were red and raw, her skin thin from the water and the cleansers, but Mary scrubbed and scrubbed and scrubbed. She knew that she wouldn’t raise Hannah in Sandy Bank. Sandy Bank was where people died. Her grandmother had died during childbirth, bleeding to death on the delivery table. Her grandfather had lingered for only three months after his diagnosis. And her mother had driven her car into a telephone pole, her organs pulverized. Even the town itself died every winter.

      No, she and Hannah wouldn’t stay in Sandy Bank. They would leave. They would disappear, two princesses escaping in the night, running through the Black Woods with wolves at their heels. It was the two of them now, the last of their house. They would be deceitful when they had to, they would use the powers they were granted, and they would make their way back to the one person Mary always knew she would once again find. And that evening, as the knees of Mary’s jeans grew stiff and wet, as her hands went back and forth, she devised her plan.
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