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11 JULY



I’ve always felt relaxed in airports.


I don’t know why, but the chaos that eats away at everyone else’s well-being creates a dome of serenity around me. I guess that’s a terrible thing to say, but it’s true. In airports, I’m compact. Boiled down to the few items I’ve chosen to take with me. I know where I’m going, I know what I have with me, and I don’t need anything else.


Airports used to be my favourite place to write. The solitude that I feel when I’m completely surrounded by strangers is better than uppers. I have a notebook hidden in my coat pocket, but I don’t take it out. I don’t have time, anyway. My grandparents are already at the airport, driving around so they don’t have to park. I poke my head out between other seekers and find them.


Always there’s that jolt – that moment when you put all the features together, and a stranger becomes your relative. Makes you wonder how big of a difference there actually is between the people you’ve known your whole life and someone you’ve never met. I wave, and they pull over.


Hugs first, and then, ‘You got so thin!’ from my grandma.


‘I haven’t lost a pound,’ I say, shrugging. ‘They weigh you every morning.’


My grandfather shrinks away from me, and from the unfortunate circumstances that have brought me to stay with them for the summer. And, possibly, forever. But he soldiers on, tacitly letting me know we will not talk about it. Not even if I need to.


‘Let’s get your bags in the car,’ Grandpa says cheerfully. ‘Where are the rest?’


‘This is it,’ I tell him, wheeling my carry-on to the back of their Range Rover.


‘But, you’re staying for the whole summer, right?’ Grandma asks, confused now. She’s the type of woman who changes her clothes for every new part of the day. Morning frock. Gardening ensemble, complete with wicker hat and mud clogs, and she still dresses for dinner. Always wears jewellery to the table. Nothing ostentatious, but enough so you notice.


My grandfather tries to help me with my bag, but I won’t let him. ‘I got it, Grandpa,’ I say with a smile, and then I hoist it into the trunk easily.


‘You pack light,’ Grandma says while I settle into the back seat and put my seat belt on.


‘Summer clothes,’ I say. ‘If I remember right, it gets hot out here when it isn’t raining.’


Trust the weather to soothe their Waspy souls. Grandma and Grandpa eagerly launch into a diatribe about the weather in the temperate rainforests of the Pacific Northwest. They have all their descriptive adjectives honed. Every simile has been carefully chosen. They lavish the never-ending rains of western Washington State with all the fiery contempt of true love. The weather is their solace. As a topic of conversation, it safely delivers us back to their summer home on the edge of the forest.


It’s not the largest house set back from the street. There are other big constructions dotting the fringes of the wild, but my grandparents’ Tudor revival place has a cosy storybook feel to it. And it’s buried the deepest, tucked right in between the ocean and the forest, which are the two things that make this a summer destination for the stupid wealthy. The working-class people who live in this town year-round would never have a house right here. They couldn’t afford it. We go down their long drive, and the updated two-storey springs into view among the tangle of trees and moss.


‘Your garden is lovely, Grandma,’ I say. It looks almost wild, except for the artfully placed splashes of colour and the perfectly tiered native ferns and perennials.


‘I could use some help with the vegetables out back,’ Grandma offers, making it clear that the flowers in the front are hers. That suits me.


‘I’d be happy to help,’ I say.


My grandmother punches a long code into the alarm panel, and we go inside. We have Long Island Iced Teas in the salon. Mine is virgin. Theirs definitely aren’t. My grandparents hold firm to their inalienable right to cocktail hour, like it’s written somewhere in the Constitution.


I look around at the Chippendale furniture, Great-Grandma’s collection of Fabergé eggs, and . . . oh yes, the Degas that hangs so casually on the far wall in its hermetically sealed protective frame as I listen to my grandparents talk. They’re thinking of selling after this season and buying a new summer home in Santa Barbara.


‘The area’s changed a lot . . . That reminds me. I’ll have to give you the code for the door,’ Grandma says primly. ‘It’s not like it used to be when we summered here with your mother, or even when you were younger, and you used to spend July with us.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ I tell them. ‘Everyone says Santa Barbara is lovely, though,’ I add. It’s bad manners to linger on depressing things. In my family, you are expected to change the subject as soon as anyone says anything unpleasant.


When I’ve finished my refreshment, I take myself to the guest room I used the last time I stayed with them four summers ago. As soon as I open the door, I’m immediately transported back to my thirteen-year-old self.


I laugh under my breath at the frilly bedspread and the smell of powdery, girlish perfume that still emanates from a neon bottle left on top of the vanity. I was so determined to make it my signature scent back then that even the walls soaked it in.


All the furniture is white. The wallpaper is thick, alternating pink and white stripes. It’s not a tacky room. My grandparents would never allow me to choose tacky furniture. But how strange that this used to be me. Or the me I wanted to be, I suppose.


‘There are still some clothes in the dresser,’ my grandmother says quietly. ‘And a lot of pretty sundresses in the closet that you could still wear.’


I open the closet at Grandma’s urging and notice that, yes, it is stocked with very pretty sundresses. They’re young-looking, but they’d still fit. I grew up not out as I got older, and most of that length was in my legs.


‘Everything is perfect,’ I say. ‘Thank you for keeping it just as I left it.’


Her eyes shoot over to the writing desk, tucked snugly into the dormer window, betraying her misgivings about leaving it.


‘Did they give you a schedule for your medication?’ she asks quietly.


I smile reassuringly. ‘I take all of them once in the morning. It’s not like it was when Mom was my age.’


She looks relieved, but still troubled. ‘She had to take so many . . .’ Grandma breaks off and smiles back at me suddenly. ‘Come down when you’re ready, Magdalena. We’ll play cards tonight after dinner.’


‘Great.’


Grandma finally leaves me. I take my phone out of my bag and plug it into the wall, but I don’t bother to turn it on. Nothing to check, anyway. I deleted my social media accounts months ago, and I have no friends any more.


I sit on the bed and think about being thirteen. I’m not going to change anything about this room, I decide. I’ll let it stay frozen on the inside. Like me.




15 JULY



I sleep a lot.


It’s the pills. They knock me out. That is what they’re designed to do, I guess. I’m also getting more exercise than I’ve ever had before, so I need the rest. I garden in the late morning with Grandma, and after lunch I usually go for long hikes in the woods.


I’m not super outdoorsy or anything, but it’s hard not to get swept up in the magic of this place. Every day, I pack up one of those picnic blankets with the water-repellent bottoms, some books and a canteen, and I hike up into the hilly rainforest. My grandparents’ property is right next to the edge of a lovely trail. Of course. Why buy a summer home that’s so far away from the trail, you’re too exhausted to hike it once you’ve got there?


I’ve got a few set paths I usually take, but today I go left instead of right, thinking about that Robert Frost poem.


And I find it.


A stream cuts its way downhill. A small, flat bank fans out to the side of the tiny waterfall, creating a shelf of green oxalis among the moss-covered Sitka spruces. Perfect for a picnic blanket. I wade through the little stream and spread out my blanket on the soft bank. The hill raises sheer behind me to nearly a seven-foot drop, and the waterfall sluices down the rocky face of it pleasantly. I nestle into this little cove of green and listen to the water.


I take out Walden by Henry David Thoreau and think about what it means to ‘live deliberately’, as he’d intended when he moved into the woods. I’m not really reading. I don’t know if it’s because I don’t like transcendental philosophy or because Thoreau is boring as hell, but I wish I liked this book better. I wish I had the sort of mind that could slog through the dull bits and follow along with the navel-gazing of a philosopher.


But I don’t. I need plot. So I’m just letting my eyes pick out phrases here and there to mull over. Things like ‘to suck out all the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and Spartan-like as to put to rout all that was not life’. I like how high-minded Thoreau is. How deeply he believes in the innate goodness of conscious individuals. I like to pretend I agree with him.


I try to read, but it’s page after page of this guy obsessing about the beans he’s growing in his garden. I skim for a pithy quote to think about, but I’ve lost the thread.


There’s always my notebook. I take it with me wherever I go out of habit, but I haven’t written in it since it served its final purpose. I have to admit, it scares me. It scares everyone around me. But that’s so silly. They’re words, not bullets. I could just jot down a few lines about this place. I only want to see if I can describe it accurately. I pick up my pen and hold it over the page.


The dappled sunlight and the sound of falling water overtake me. I sleep.


When I wake, all I can remember of my dream is a sense of fellowship. I’m smiling while I pack up my things and head back to my grandparents’ house.


I see an unfamiliar car parked in the drive. I don’t know a lot about cars, but I know it’s a Porsche. I have no idea what year it is or anything like that. I saw it in an eighties movie once, I think. Top Gun.


‘You’re finally back,’ my grandma calls. I take off my hiking sandals and join her in the living room. A young man stands and turns to face me. ‘Do you remember Robert Claybolt?’ Grandma asks. ‘His family has summered down on the beach for years.’


I smile at him as I enter the room and join my grandmother. ‘Hi. Wow. Robert.’


He laughs, rolling his eyes. ‘You don’t remember me,’ he teases.


‘I do,’ I say defensively.


Huge blush because I don’t remember his face, but the name is familiar. Whoever he used to be, he didn’t used to be this good-looking, or I definitely would have paid more attention to him. That and the meds I’ve been taking for a year have left gigantic gaps in my memory. I barely remember who I am most days, let alone some random guy I haven’t seen since puberty.


‘But it’s been years, and you’ve . . . filled out,’ I say, trying to turn my faux pas into a compliment. That seems to please him.


‘You never come here any more,’ he says, letting me off the hook. He already has a tan, and his teeth are white and straight as he grins at me. ‘I guess New York City is tough to leave.’


I’m nodding a lot. Too much. I must look like a bobble head.


‘You want to get coffee?’ he asks.


‘Yeah, but I think we’re about to have dinner,’ I say, turning to my grandma.


‘Oh, there’s plenty of time,’ Grandma says, pushing me towards Robert. ‘You go and enjoy yourself.’


She’s awfully eager. ‘Ah, OK,’ I say. I look down at what I’m wearing. Frayed shorts and a dirty T-shirt. ‘Let me wash up real quick? I was hiking.’


‘Hiking?’ Robert makes a face. ‘I still haven’t figured out why people do that.’


Something clicks in my head. ‘Rob! That’s right! You’re the kid who refused to go camping with all of us because you hate the woods. You always wanted to do something on the beach.’


He rolls his eyes. ‘Finally.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I say sheepishly. ‘You’ve changed a lot.’


‘You haven’t.’ His eyes warm. He definitely means that as a compliment. Oh boy.


‘I’ll be right back,’ I say, bolting up the stairs before the silence can get any more fraught.


I strip down and rinse off, holding my long brown hair out of the shower spray as I turn a few times under it, and then I quickly towel off. It’s warm out, so I opt for one of my old sundresses. It’s a little tight around the bust and a little short along the hemline, but not egregiously so. I slip into flat sandals before I run out of my room. As I’m going downstairs, I feel a long-forgotten tube of lipstick in the pocket of my dress. On a whim, I swipe a bit of it over my lips. It’s the first time I’ve worn any kind of make-up in months.


Rob is sitting and talking with both my grandparents in a comfortable way. He looks up at me and grins. His eyes crinkle up when he does that.


‘I remember that dress,’ he says. ‘Fourth of July.’


I look down at the blue dress with the red whales embroidered on it. I have no idea what he’s talking about, but I go along with it anyway.


‘I’ll be back in an hour,’ I tell my grandparents.


‘No rush,’ says Grandpa. ‘You two should catch up. Don’t worry about dinner.’


‘OK,’ I say uncertainly. ‘Bye.’


I’m frowning as we walk to Rob’s car. He opens my door for me, but I don’t get in just yet.


‘Did my grandparents call you and ask you to take me out?’ I ask.


‘Yes,’ Rob answers. I turn away from him and make for the house. He grabs my arm to stop me. ‘And I almost crashed my car twice, I was so excited to see you again.’


I breathe out a surprised laugh, and he laughs with me.


‘Yeah, so, that’s pretty much all my cards on the table,’ he mumbles. He realizes he’s still holding my bare arm and lets go.


‘What did they tell you when they called?’ I press.


His brow creases with concern. ‘They told me your parents are going through a brutal divorce, and you’re having a really hard time with it.’


I widen my eyes at him, urging him to continue.


‘And that you got into some trouble at school.’


‘Is that it?’


He shifts uncomfortably. ‘Is there more?’ I don’t respond, so he makes a frustrated sound and runs a hand through his hair. ‘Look, I’m not here to do a good deed and comfort the sad girl with asshole parents,’ he says, making me laugh again. ‘I’m here because I want to see you.’


I smile and look down. ‘OK,’ I say.


‘OK.’ He gestures to the open car door. ‘Let’s get something greasy to eat.’


Rob takes me to a little place by the ocean called the Snack Shack. We sit outside. The sun takes forever to go down while we eat French fries and drink iced tea. He tells me about his parents’ split when he was thirteen. He shows me a photo he has in his wallet. Most guys would just keep a picture in their phone, but he went to the trouble to make an actual print. Something he can hold in his hands. He’s a tactile guy. I notice he takes good care of his nails as he shows me the photo. Buffed, but low shine. Still masculine.


‘This is the last picture of all three of us,’ Rob says.


‘Your mom’s gorgeous,’ I say, because she is. Long brown hair like mine. His dad is handsome, too. Strong jaw, charismatic eyes. ‘You look just like your dad now,’ I say, although the Rob in the picture is an awkward kid.


‘When was this taken?’ I ask.


‘Five years ago? You and I met this same summer,’ he tells me.


Now I really remember him. He was always one of us ‘summer’ kids, as opposed to the ‘year-rounders’ who weren’t what I’d consider dating material back then. Meaning: he came from money, but he had no style. He was a good kid, but I wasn’t interested in that. I went for Liam. The cute boy who wore all the right clothes.


‘My parents split up a few months later.’ Rob looks one last time at the photo before putting it away. ‘I don’t know what was worse. The screaming or the silence after.’


I nod and hold his gaze, offering what little comfort I can by listening.


‘My dad took our place out here, and my mom is at the Seattle estate. I go between them because my mom is alone, but I prefer it here. Anyway,’ he says, shaking his head and sighing. ‘We were supposed to be talking about you. I’m usually the shoulder to cry on, and here I am spilling my guts.’


‘It’s good. I’m tired of my story. I’d rather hear someone else’s.’


He leans forward, nodding understandingly. ‘I bet you’ve talked about it a lot with all your friends in New York.’


‘No.’


He gives me a disbelieving look. ‘Come on. You’re probably the most popular girl in your school. I bet you throw friends away.’


It’s a little cruel of him to say, but I can’t contradict him. ‘I used to,’ I admit. ‘I don’t have friends any more.’


He realizes I’m telling the truth. ‘What happened?’


I look out at the sun that just won’t set. ‘I told a very big lie,’ I say. I look back at him. ‘And I got caught.’


His eyes pop with intrigue. ‘You have to explain that.’


I shake my head and poke at the ice in my glass with my straw. ‘Some other time, maybe.’


He doesn’t push. Instead, he keeps talking. Filling the silence with information about the town of Pinedale, our current home. We finish our tea, and he pays. I offer, but he shrugs me off with a ‘Next time’, and then he walks me to the car and opens the door for me.


‘Tomorrow I’ll take you to a barbecue so you can get to know everyone again,’ he says, climbing into the driver’s seat.


‘Tomorrow?’ I ask, raising an eyebrow. ‘We’re going out again tomorrow?’


‘Definitely.’ He starts the engine and backs out with a smile. Like he’s daring me to contradict him.


He walks me to my door, even though it’s a little silly and completely awkward. I put a lot of space between us, just in case.


‘Give me your number,’ he says, pulling out his phone. We exchange digits, and he pockets his phone again. ‘Tomorrow,’ he says firmly. His eyes dart down to my lips, like he’s thinking about kissing me. I turn away from him to unlock the door.


‘Maybe,’ I reply, pushing my way inside.




16 JULY. MORNING



I used to be really popular.


But the problem with having a packed social schedule is that you can’t always go where you say you’re going to go. You make promises to acquaintances, to parents, to guys, and you mean to follow through, but then things happen. And before you know it, someone is hurt or angry or disappointed.


It’s hard to be perfect and popular. When everyone wants something from you, eventually you reach a breaking point. Someone is going to be let down. But I thought I was so clever. I thought I came up with the perfect solution. Actually, it wasn’t just me, but that doesn’t matter any more. I’m the one who took the fall.


‘Are you going for another hike today?’ Grandma asks, interrupting my reverie. ‘By yourself?’


‘Do you need me to stay here and help you with something?’ I ask.


‘No, it’s not that,’ she says through a forced smile. I notice she looks fluttery and anxious, like she either skipped one of her pills this morning or took one too many. ‘You spend so much time alone. Aren’t you going to see your friend?’


It takes me a moment to understand. ‘Oh, you mean Rob? I think he’s taking me to a barbecue tonight,’ I say, threading my arms through the straps on my backpack.


Her face relaxes. ‘How nice,’ she says. ‘Well, enjoy your hike.’ In her mind, as long as I’m social, as long as I’m ‘getting out there’, then she needn’t worry.


‘Thanks, Gram,’ I say, because there’s no point in trying to explain to her that some of the sickest people I’ve ever known were also some of the most social. And I put me, as I was a year ago, at the top of that list.


It’s not her fault. My grandparents take everything at face value. The scary part is, I don’t think they realize how shallow that makes them. That sounds mean, I know, but it’s true. They only go so deep, and asking for more from them is pointless. They’re easy to live with, as long as I fit into their picture-perfect idea of what life should be like. As long as I seem happy, they’ll be happy to have me here.


So I play along. I smile, I joke, I follow their rules – which is easy to do because they don’t ask much. When I came here, I knew what kind of contract I was signing. Only perfect and pleasant will be tolerated. Just like my dad. Don’t make it hard, or you have to go.


I hike back to the place by the river with the flat green bank and the little waterfall. I don’t have a name for it. I just think of it as there in my mind, and I picture it rather than name it. I don’t feel like I have the right to name it, actually, because it doesn’t belong to me.


I think the whole way, which is a terrible mistake.


I set up in my spot and take out my books. Walden is not happening right now. Neither is the Longfellow I’ve brought. My eyes keep scanning the words ‘This is the forest primeval’, but they can’t seem to get to the next line in the poem.


I look at my notebook.


I hear a pounding sound, and I startle.


It’s coming from behind me, so I twist around and look up the sheer wall that drops about seven feet to where I’m lying.


The pounding stops, and a deer comes flying over the edge. I scream and duck and cover my head as a few hundred pounds of terrified animal lands on my picnic blanket and narrowly misses crushing me to death.


‘Oh, shit!’ I hear. And then something big and heavy lands on top of me. I realize it’s a large, dirty boy.


He rolls, keeping his weight off me as we tumble across the blanket. The deer struggles to get her legs under her. She kicks and makes an almost human sound as she screams. The boy drags me as far away from her thrashing hooves as he can and protects me with his body until the deer hauls herself up and trots off with a laboured, uneven gait.


I’m too stunned to speak.


‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry,’ the boy keeps repeating.


‘What the hell?’ I manage to choke out.


‘Are you OK? Did I hurt you?’ he asks, and he starts inspecting my head and upper arms.


‘I’m fine. I mean, I’m not fine, but I’m not hurt,’ I say, pushing on his bare chest. Wow. He’s really solid.


He looks down at my hands, touching him. He shakes and pulls back. Then he jumps off me as if stung. He sits back on his heels and nervously starts handing my books to me although that makes no sense.


‘I got it,’ I say, gesturing for him to stop. I look at my blanket. It’s streaked with mud and blood. ‘What are you doing out here?’


‘I live here,’ he says with a shrug. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘I was reading,’ I say, gesturing to my books.


He looks at Walden and scoffs. ‘Wasting your time is more like it. You know Thoreau left the woods every Sunday to have dinner with his mom?’


I did not know that. I stare at him. ‘Well. Doesn’t that just kill all the romance?’ I say drily.


He stands, and I see a brace of arrows is strapped across his back. There’s a huge knife tied to his thigh over a pair of worn camouflage pants. I look at his face. He’s about my age, maybe older. I can’t really tell what he looks like because of all the mud on his face, but his eyes are two bright blue-grey discs. He turns the way the deer went and then back at me anxiously.


‘Are you sure you’re OK? That deer’s injured and in pain. I can’t leave her like that,’ he says.


‘Oh, right,’ I say, frowning at the thought of that poor animal. ‘I’m fine. Go kill the suffering deer.’


But he hasn’t waited around to hear the catty ending to my response. He’s already running off yelling, ‘Sorry!’


In moments, he’s disappeared in the underbrush. I stare after him, my mouth hanging open. I look down at myself and realize I’m filthy. There’s blood everywhere. I should be disgusted, but I’m not. I’m definitely feeling something, which is remarkable, but it isn’t disgust. My heart takes forever to stop pounding.


I rinse off as best as I can in the river and pack my things up while they’re still a little damp. Luckily, these water-repellent blankets also repel a fair share of blood. The scent lingers. Musky and metallic.


On the walk back to my grandparents’ house, I can’t stop wondering about the wildboy. He was out here, hunting I guess, with no rifle and no one to help him. He just had a bow and some arrows and a giant knife. How would he even carry a dead deer back to wherever it is that he lives by himself?


I mean, seriously. Who is this guy? Slaying deer with his bare hands by day and reading philosophy by night . . . Who does that? Not that I’m into the whole Tarzan thing – or the smarter-than-thou philosopher thing, either.


I mean, it’s nice to know a guy is tough enough to chase down a deer. And that he’s smart enough to do more than just hit things with rocks. And the way he shook when I touched him . . .


It’s dark by the time I get back to my grandparents’ house. I see Rob’s car in the driveway and mentally kick myself. The barbecue.


‘Sorry!’ I call out as soon as I open the front door. ‘I fell asleep! I’ll be right down.’


I go straight up the stairs and run to my room. I hear Grandma calling after me, but I don’t reply. My clothes are irreparably stained with blood. I take them off and throw them into the very back of my closet. I’ll have to get rid of them when my grandparents aren’t around.


I rush through a shower and quickly dab on lipstick, and then I’m down the stairs again wearing another one of my old dresses.


I can’t apologize enough as I enter the living room. ‘Rob, I’m so sorry,’ I say as he stands to greet me.


He looks me over. I’ve twisted my damp hair on top of my head in a bun, and the dress I’m wearing has a low neckline, showcasing my long neck and toned arms.


‘Worth it,’ he says, making me and my grandparents laugh.


We chat with my grandparents for a little before we head out the door. I don’t know why I don’t say anything about the deer and the wildboy. I don’t feel like trying to explain it, I guess. I can’t really explain it to myself, let alone anyone else.


Wildboy said he lived there. Does that mean he lives in the woods? It’s illegal to live on public land. He must have meant in town. For all I know, he’ll be at the barbecue, and then I’ll have him there to explain it to everyone else, because I don’t even know where to start. A deer fell on me, and then a guy did? My grandmother is anxious enough as it is. No. This I’m going to keep to myself until I get a little more information from Wildboy. If I ever see him again, that is.


When we get in Rob’s car, I see him check his watch. It’s a Patek Philippe, I’m sure of that, but it’s got an obscure complication I’ve never seen before. It must be very rare.


I apologize again for being late and ask, ‘Did we miss it?’


‘No,’ he replies, but I can tell he’s annoyed. ‘It’s not that late. It’s just a little rude.’


He lets the word hang there. I realize he’s implying I’m rude. He’s either expecting me to insist that I’m not rude or he’s expecting an apology. But I already apologized. Come to think of it, I don’t think I ever actually agreed to come out with him in the first place.


I’m starting to think up a convenient bellyache, maybe a migraine. I’m contemplating going for the gold by saying I have massive period cramps so I can have him bring me home, when he completely changes the subject.


‘So, you fell asleep?’ he asks. ‘Were you writing?’


‘Reading,’ I reply, shaking my head.


‘What were you reading?’


‘Evangeline.’ I cringe at how pretentious I sound.


‘This is the forest primeval,’ he quotes in a stage baritone, ‘with the murmuring pines and the hemlocks.’ He looks over at me as he stops at a sign. ‘Very fitting.’


‘I’m impressed,’ I say. ‘And, yes, I do realize that I am a giant cliché.’


‘You don’t believe that,’ he says like a statement, not a reassurance. And he’s right.


‘No. I don’t,’ I reply. ‘Nothing about me is a cliché.’


He’s quiet for a moment. His eyes are on the road. ‘That’s why we’re both still here.’


I don’t quite get what he’s saying. I can feel an undercurrent to his words, something deep and murky, but I don’t know him well enough to take any guesses about what it is.


‘Who’s going to be at the barbecue?’ I ask him.


He smiles to himself. ‘Don’t worry.’ He looks at me. ‘Whoever they are, they’ll love you. Everyone loves you.’


I’m not going to argue with Rob, although I know from the expectant way he’s glancing at me that he’s waiting for me to.


Here’s how this normally pans out. If I were to say something like, ‘No they don’t,’ he would accuse me of false modesty. Or if I accept it and say, ‘OK, yes, most people love me,’ his next move would be to accuse me of vanity. Either way, it would lead to him taking me down a peg.


If I were to skip a step and simply point out that there is no way for me to answer a loaded statement like that, all he has to do is say something like, ‘I was just teasing. Can’t you take a joke?’ or some such passive-aggressive nonsense, when we both know there’s no way for any girl to win an argument like this. And that’s why guys start them. So they can win.


See, I’ve had this argument before. Many times. Usually with guys who know I’m not that interested in them. They’re looking for a way to get in my head. Call a girl rude or phoney or vain, and she’ll do anything to prove to you she isn’t. By my count, Rob has implied all three of these things in less than a minute. I get it. He’s offended I think so little of him, and he wants to punish me. If he were wrong about any of the things he’s implied, I’d think he was a dick.


But he’s not wrong. I think he’s kind of hit the nail on the head here. In fact, I know I am far worse than rude or phoney or vain.


Instead of getting into all that, I look out the window.




16 JULY. NIGHT



I was not the most popular girl in school.


That was Jinka Pritchett. Jinka was the one everyone wanted to be close to. It wasn’t just that she was beautiful with light brown skin, hair for days, and an impossible figure. It wasn’t even that she was valedictorian-smart, or unfailingly funny. No. Everyone wanted to be close to Jinka because she was, hands-down, one of the nicest people you’ll ever meet.


In my school, there was none of that mean girl bully shit you see in teen movies from the nineties. Not with Jinka around. She would defend any geek to any jock, and vice versa. She was patient with even the most annoying, socially awkward kids who invariably say something that they shouldn’t and make everyone uncomfortable. She included even the most forgotten members of our graduating class in at least two parties a year, and she genuinely tried to get to know them.


Jinka reached out to everyone. Jinka cared about other people. Jinka made everyone around her be the best versions of themselves because she wouldn’t tolerate gossip, cruelty, or petty gripes. And Jinka was almost my best friend. I say almost because, with someone like Jinka, everyone wants the best-friend job, and I was just one of the select few who was in on the rotation.


The thing about Jinka was that while she was all of those lovely things I said, she was also incredibly shrewd.


There were five of us. Five beautiful, smart, funny, sweet girls who did everything together: Jinka Pritchett, Scarlet Simpson, Olive Wentworth, Ivy O’Bannon, and me. Jinka was the lynchpin, and the rest of us subbed in as her best friend in a sort of round robin, depending on how uppity any one of us was getting.


For example, if I was rising high and mighty, Jinka would schedule in some one-on-one time with Scarlet and leave me out. I’d get the hint pretty fast. Scroll back your ego or get replaced.


Jinka was the centre because she kept the rest of us a tiny bit off balance. We had no choice but to spin in her orbit, but we didn’t care because having Jinka for a sometimes-best-friend felt better than anything.


But it wasn’t just Jinka. It was the Five of us. Having friends like that was more important than any guy or any teacher or any parent, and we didn’t really care what anybody else thought. Because we were perfect.


And perfect is hard to do. Impossible, in fact.


Rob and I arrive at the barbecue fashionably late. His charm offensive begins as soon as we pull up to the Craftsman-style house. A college-age guy is chatting up a younger girl on the wide front porch.


‘Tay-dog,’ Rob calls out to him.


Tay-dog lifts his beer and starts to howl at Rob in greeting. ‘There he is! Robert the Bruce!’


Rob looks at the girl and waves politely, but he doesn’t seem to recognize her. He introduces me to Taylor, or Tay-dog as Rob had called him, and he leads us into the house and through to the back deck. There’s a great view of the ocean and coolers of beer between the comfortable but not expensive deck furniture. The grill is still going, but the burgers and dogs on it are all charcoal.


There’s a mix of teens and college-age kids here, but there’s no more than three or four years of an age difference among them. It’s obvious that the core of this group has known each other for many summers. These are the vacation friends I gave up for the Hamptons set.


Olive’s family has a house in Southampton, and by the time we were freshmen, the Five of us couldn’t bear to be separated for a whole month. I traded my grandparents and this woodsier West Coast clique for the posh and polished teenaged spawn of the rich and famous on the East Coast. I traded micro-brew beer for mimosas, and real hugs for air-kisses. I never even thought to think about it.


I don’t know Taylor from the old days, or at least I don’t think I do. He’s one of the year-rounders, and I didn’t meet many of them back in the day. But the next guy they introduce me to I do remember.


‘Liam?’ I say to the tall, blond guy in a button-down shirt and swimming trunks. It’s an odd look, but he’s got an amazing body, so he can pull it off.


He turns and faces me, and there’s a blank moment that is quickly replaced with disbelief. ‘Magda,’ he breathes. ‘You’re back?’


Liam gives me a hug, and we both laugh. We had a thing the last summer I was here. We were only thirteen, so it never progressed past handholding and a few regrettably limp-lipped kisses that promptly ended my interest in him, but he was a nice guy. Can’t remember how we lost touch. I probably just never texted him back.


‘It’s good to see you,’ I say. ‘You look great.’


‘You look amazing,’ Liam replies, and I notice a touch of disappointment.


‘OK, OK, break it up,’ Rob says laughingly. He takes my hand. ‘You’ve got a girlfriend,’ he reminds Liam.


Liam looks away, and an awkward moment passes between him and Rob. Liam turns to me. ‘Did you ever meet Mila?’ he asks.


I’ve got an unreliable memory at the best of times lately, but I’m still good at reading other people. A quick glance at Rob tells me that he knows I haven’t met her.


‘No. I’d love to, though.’


I know who she is before we join the group of girls chatting over a tin bucket full of iced and fruited Blue Moons. She glances at me, and I almost call out the wrong name. They aren’t dead ringers by any means, but the essence of them is the same. Mila ticks off every box – impossible body, flawless skin, and a luscious mane of hair, although hers is a natural lemon blonde. Her sandals are Prada, her earrings are Tiffany’s, and the way she dresses is five minutes more stylish than the other girls around her. They all tilt towards her slightly, even when she isn’t talking. They all want to be her.


Mila is their Jinka. The way she stands, the way she listens, the way she smiles . . . the way she is . . . the resemblance is almost overwhelming.


She looks right at me before Liam interrupts the group and introduces me. I compliment her, so she knows I’m not going to be any trouble. She does the same, calling my dress a ‘throwback’ but with genuine appreciation. The other girls’ names flash past, and I smile and nod. A curvaceous little Earth Mother hippie named Aura-Blue, probably a year-rounder, asks me if I want something to drink.


‘I can get you water,’ Rob offers, gesturing back inside the house.


‘You know, I’ll go with you. I need to use the Ladies,’ I say, and then make a swift getaway.


Rob takes my hand again as he leads me through the crowded house. ‘That was masterful,’ he says with a raised eyebrow. ‘Already eluding your competition?’


‘I’m no competition for her,’ I say, shaking my head.


‘No,’ Rob says, coming to a stop in front of the bathroom. He regards me thoughtfully. ‘She’s no competition for you.’


‘I appreciate that,’ I say. I untangle my hand from his. ‘But this isn’t a competition. And I don’t want anything she has.’


‘Including Liam?’


‘Rob,’ I warn, ‘I don’t play like that.’ And I close the door between us.


Rob spends the rest of the night showing me off. He tells everyone stories about things he remembers ‘the old gang’ doing. I don’t remember half of the memories he recounts, but that’s my new normal since I started taking the meds. He talks about how I was the centre of everything.


His stories are hilarious, and since I’m past caring what anyone thinks of me, I don’t mind that he tells a story about me getting drunk at the country club and puking in a senator’s golf cart. I don’t remember it, and I’ve done way worse since. Things I do remember. And wish I didn’t.


I laugh along with everyone and ask if the senator was a Democrat or a Republican. That gets another laugh and an appreciative smile from Rob. I’m playing along. His dutiful backup singer, making him sound great.


At the end of the night, Rob takes me home. There’re a few moments of silence when I can feel him gearing up to say something before he sighs heavily and jumps in.


‘Look, about earlier this evening,’ he says. He glances over at me and gets specific. ‘When I picked you up and acted like a jackass?’


He really is a funny, charming guy. I laugh, and he smiles and reaches for my hand.


‘I guess I was feeling insecure because, let’s face it, you like me, but I’m way more into you,’ he continues, rolling his eyes self-deprecatingly. ‘But next time if I’m upset with you about something, like being late, I’ll just talk with you about it, rather than try to make you feel bad. I’m sorry I acted like that.’


‘I get it,’ I tell him, because I do. ‘And I appreciate the apology.’


I let Rob kiss me on my grandparents’ doorstep. I keep it short, but not because I’m not enjoying it. He’s a good kisser. Practised. But for some strange reason, I’m thinking about the wildboy and how his bare chest felt under my hand. How he shook when he realized I was touching him.


I say goodnight to Rob and go to bed, thinking about Wildboy chasing deer.
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I go there again the next afternoon.


I lay out my blanket and wait, although I tell myself I’m not waiting. I’m just here to read and enjoy the sound of falling water. It rains. I pretend that sitting in the rain was part of my plan all along. I’m not waiting for Wildboy.


Wildboy doesn’t show.


I’m not disappointed, I tell myself. And why would he come back on the off chance that I would too, anyway? It’s not like I impressed him with my philosophy-lite reading choices or my pretentious poetry. We didn’t even tell each other our names.


When I get back to my grandparents’ house, there are two cars in the driveway. One is Rob’s and the other is a black Mercedes coupé I don’t recognize, but that just screams Liam to me.


I’m not wrong. I go inside and find Rob, Liam, Taylor, Mila, and Aura-Blue chatting with Grandma and Grandpa and drinking lemonade. Apparently, showing up at my house is now a thing.


‘Hi,’ I say, waving a desultory hand. ‘Did we make plans?’


‘We just stopped by to see if you wanted to come out with us,’ Mila says. She’s got such a sweet smile, I find myself smiling back at her.


‘I didn’t hear from you all day,’ Rob says, annoyed.


‘I was just hiking,’ I reply.


‘I love to hike,’ Mila croons. ‘We should go together someday.’


I pretend I didn’t hear her while I say, ‘I’m all sweaty. I’d have to clean up.’


‘We’ll wait,’ Liam says.


I look around for a way out and see Grandma’s eyes flash with worry that I’ll turn them down. I have no choice but to say, ‘Great! I’ll be right down.’


Another rushed shower, another sundress with a swipe of lipstick, and I hurry to join my uninvited guests.


‘Have fun,’ Grandma and Grandpa call out from the doorstep as Rob holds open the passenger door for me.


Rob gets in the car to avoid the faint drizzle that is left after the rain, but he doesn’t start the engine right away. He waits for my grandparents to go back inside and for Liam, Mila, Taylor, and Aura-Blue to pull out before he turns to face me.


‘Not even one text?’ he asks. He looks hurt.


‘I . . .’ I stammer, but he’s not done.


‘I thought after that kiss last night, you’d at least answer the phone and talk to me, but I would have settled for a text.’ He sits back and runs his hands through his hair. ‘There are a lot of girls who actually take my calls, you know.’


‘Rob, you’re a catch. I can see that. I’m a mess. Save yourself,’ I say through a laugh. Despite himself, Rob laughs with me.


‘Are you this hard on every guy who’s crazy about you?’ He taps the steering wheel in agitation. ‘I promised you I’d talk with you when something bothered me, rather than play head games, but are you just playing with me? You saw that I called, didn’t you?’


‘No. I usually switch off my phone unless I’m going to use it. Half the time, I don’t take it with me at all when I go hiking.’


He looks utterly baffled. The thought of being separated from technology is unthinkable. ‘Why?’


I don’t have to give him an explanation, but I decide he deserves one anyway. He’s really trying to be straight with me. I respect that. I respect him, I realize, because he’s earning it.


‘A year ago, I was getting a lot of nasty phone calls, and I had to change the way I live. It has nothing to do with you. And I apologize that I left you hanging. I’m not playing with you.’


‘Why were you getting a lot of nasty calls?’ he asks. All his frustration is gone now, and he looks concerned.


I shake my head, refusing to answer.


He sighs and stares at me for a long time. ‘God, you’re beautiful,’ he says quietly.


I smile. ‘You realize that’s the worst reason to be interested in someone, right?’


He starts the car. ‘So I’m learning,’ he says ruefully as he pulls out.


The rain stops, so we play mini-golf. It’s silly and fun and it works great because there are three guys and three girls, and everyone can pair up. We joke around for a while, taking selfies and saying ridiculous stuff, but it’s clear this is an intelligent group of people. The conversation inevitably turns to more serious things.


‘Did you hear about the woman who was mauled?’ Mila says.


‘No. Where?’ I ask.


‘The woods,’ Rob says with a shrug, stepping up to the tee. ‘You know, where you love to read or write or hike or whatever it is you’re doing.’


I’m stunned. ‘But I’ve never seen a bear.’


‘Just because you don’t see them doesn’t mean they’re not there,’ Rob says, putting his ball between the whirling blades of a windmill. ‘You all tease me for never going into the woods, but there are no bears in the ocean. No Lyme disease, either.’


‘What happened?’ I ask. I turn to Aura-Blue, who seems to know what’s going on. ‘Who was she?’


‘Some hunter from out of state,’ Aura-Blue says sadly. ‘They found her rifle first by the side of the river. She’d discharged it a few times, and the authorities think she must have made a bear angry. I mean, what did she think was going to happen? Bears have a right to defend themselves. They live in the woods; we don’t. We’re the intruders.’


Liam, Taylor, and Mila share a knowing look. They’re obviously used to Aura-Blue’s earthy-crunchy indignation.


‘You know, she was found partially eaten,’ Taylor says, revelling in that gory detail.


The thought makes me sick. ‘No way,’ I reply, covering my mouth.


‘Taylor,’ Mila chides. She turns to me. ‘She was found in the river.’


‘Yeah. Partially eaten,’ Taylor insists, and both Aura-Blue and Mila smack one of his arms. ‘Ow!’ he says, rubbing his big bicep.


Everyone is ready to change the subject at this point, but I can’t let it go. ‘When did she die?’ I ask.


‘Yesterday, they think,’ Rob answers. ‘They found her this morning.’


I’m thinking about Wildboy. If that woman couldn’t stop a bear with a rifle, how could he defend himself with a bow and arrow?


‘Magda?’ Rob touches my arm. ‘Are you OK?’


‘Yeah.’ I shake myself at how maudlin I’m acting. I don’t know Wildboy. I’m not invested. ‘It’s just sad.’


‘Hunting is sad,’ Aura-Blue insists. ‘Murdering animals with guns is sad.’


Liam leans in conspiratorially. ‘She’s vegan, if you hadn’t guessed.’


We talk about hunting and then slide into a lively debate about gun laws. Taylor is adamant about his Second Amendment rights.


‘No one’s going to take my guns,’ he says. That’s when I know he has never read the Second Amendment.


Aura-Blue rolls her eyes. ‘It takes months of classes and two separate tests to get a driver’s licence because cars can kill. Don’t you think we should at least have the same set-up for something that is specifically designed to kill?’


‘I don’t kill people with my guns,’ Taylor grumbles without answering Aura-Blue’s question.

OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
WHEN THERE'S
YOU LOSE ONLY
YOURSELF TRUTH IN

IN LIES THE DARK

JOSEPHINE ANGELINI

BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF STARCROSSED





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/title.jpg





