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  THE END




  Our lives are made up of choices. Big ones, small ones, strung together by the thin air of good intentions; a line of dominoes, ready to fall. Which shirt to wear on a cold

  winter’s morning, what crappy junk food to eat for lunch. It starts out so innocently, you don’t even notice: go to this party or that movie, listen to this song, or read that book, and

  then, somehow, you’ve chosen your college and career; your boyfriend or wife.




  So many choices, we stop counting after a while. They blur into an endless stream, leading seamlessly to the next question, the next decision – yes, no, no, yes. The line of dominoes

  falling one by one. Click, click, click, they tumble faster until you can only see the two that really mattered:




  The beginning, and this, the end.




  Oliver, and Ethan, and I.




  “What are you doing, baby brother?” Oliver takes half a step towards us. “You’re scaring Chloe.” He looks from me to Ethan and back again, and I can see him trying

  to assess the scene, his brain ticking quickly behind those sharp blue eyes. “Just calm down.”




  “I am calm!”




  “We can talk about this.” Oliver tries to soothe him.




  “No!” Ethan insists, his voice a hoarse yell. The sound sends shivers of fear through me. I’ve never seen him like this before, so wild and erratic. Out of control.

  “I’m not listening to your lies anymore. It’s all bullshit, every word of it. You can’t talk your way out of this!”




  “I’m sorry,” I whisper, crumpled in the corner. “I’m so, so sorry. I never meant . . . I never meant to hurt you.”




  “It’s too late for that!” Ethan screams.




  I flinch back, shaking, looking desperately for some escape. But I’m trapped with Ethan standing between me and the door. Oliver is closer, he could go and get help; I catch his eye,

  trying to gesture, but instead of leaving, he just inches towards us.




  “Shh, Ethan, it’s OK.” Oliver holds his hands up, a sign of submission. “We won’t talk, we don’t have to do anything. Just put the knife down.”




  Ethan looks at the blade in his hand, like he’d forgotten it was there. The steel glints, bright in the candlelight, so pretty I could almost forget what ugly truths it could write.




  “Ethan, please,” I beg. “Don’t hurt us.”




 


  




  

    

      DISPATCH: Nine one one, what’s your emergency?




      CALLER: Please, you have to send someone. An ambulance, please, he’s bleeding!




      DISPATCH: OK, we’ll send help. Just calm down, and tell me where you are.




      CALLER: I . . . I don’t know what to do. There’s so much blood, I can’t make it stop.




      DISPATCH: Where are you, honey? What happened?




      CALLER: Up by Echo Point, by the lake. I tried to get him out, and now . . . (sobbing) Please, he’s not moving!




      DISPATCH: I’m sending an ambulance now. Tell me what happened, where is he hurt?


    


  




  (Silence)




  

    

      DISPATCH: Honey? Are you there? Talk to me.


    


  




  (Silence)




  

    

      CALLER: It’s burning. Everything’s on fire.


    


  




  





  THE BEGINNING




  It was three weeks until the end of summer, and I was counting down, the way I always used to as a kid. Then, the countdown was to keep fall at bay; measuring every precious

  moment of summer, as if somehow charting the days out in neat red marks in my journal would give them weight enough to make them real, anchor them steady in my life instead of letting them drift,

  aimlessly by, into the front porch popsicle haze that was already gone.




  Now, I counted towards the end of summer because I couldn’t wait for school to start. Marking out the weeks in an afternoon lull at the diner, day by day, planning my escape.




  Three weeks until freshman orientation. Three weeks until I could be done with Haverford, Indiana, for good: the single-stoplight Main Street, the shuttered stores on the outskirts of town, and

  the house that stood too quiet – filled with torn photographs and the ticking time-bomb that was my mother. Three weeks until my real life could finally begin.




  “Can I grab a drop of that refill, sweetheart?”




  I looked up from my paper napkin calendar with a start. Sheriff Weber was in his usual booth by the windows, nursing a cup of coffee as he leafed slowly through the local paper, chewing absently

  on the end of a ballpoint pen. Most afternoons, he would be there, flipping through paperwork or settled in with his word puzzles. He often would say – yawning, stretching – leave the

  chasing down criminals to the younger deputies; people knew where they could find him.




  “Sure, sorry.” I rounded the counter and poured him more, glimpsing the scribbles on his crossword page.




  “Thanks. You know a five-letter word for discordant, on edge?”




  I paused, seeing the letters take shape in my mind. “Sharp?”




  Weber nodded slowly, writing in the answer along the edge of the box.




  “Why don’t you fill it in?” I asked, curious. Now that I was up close, I saw he had almost the whole page covered with notes, but nothing written in the grid itself.




  “I like to wait until I’ve got it all figured out.” Weber gave me a conspiratorial smile, his weathered face drooping above the crisp blue of his uniform; a dark, basset hound

  face. “Saves going back and making a mess with the crossings out.”




  I lingered by the cherry-red booth. The diner was quiet, it always was this time of day: a haven of sunshine and pie displays, and swinging Sixties pop on the old-school jukebox. Now that most

  of the summer crowds had decamped from their lakeshore vacation homes, Haverford seemed in limbo, the streets empty where only days ago, they’d bustled with the busy throngs of day-trippers

  and summer kids, tracking sand across the floors, dripping melted ice cream across the cracked vinyl seats for me to clean.




  “You’ll be off soon?” Weber asked. I’d known him for ever. His daughter was my best friend and this year, I’d spent more time than was polite over at their house

  under the guise of studying and after-school hang-outs.




  I nodded. “I leave a few days after Alisha, I think.”




  “It’s too soon. Although, don’t let her know her old dad said that.” Weber gave me a rueful smile. “She says we’re acting like it’s the end of the

  world, not college. I expect your folks are the same.”




  I tensed at the mention of my parents. “Something like that,” I answered vaguely, but Weber must have realized his mistake, because he coughed, awkward.




  “Say, what’s the pie today?” He changed the subject.




  “Blueberry.” I smiled quickly. “It’s good, you want a slice?”




  “Sure, why not? I’ve got some time before dinner.”




  “Coming right up.”




  I headed back behind the counter. One thing I wouldn’t be missing about this town was the way everybody knew everyone’s business – even if they pretended like they

  didn’t. Nobody had said a word to me about the events of this spring, but I’d caught the curious glances around town, and overheard snatched murmurs of gossip in line at the store.

  “No, they never knew . . . Yup, out in San Diego, due in the fall.”




  I slammed the coffee pot back under the drip, swallowing down the anger that bubbled, treacherous, every time I let my thoughts wander.




  Three weeks. Just three more weeks to go.




  “Wow, what did that coffee pot ever do to you?”




  I spun around. The boy was back, walking over from the front door and slinging himself down on one of the stools by the counter, the same way he had done every day so far that week.




  “Oh, hey.” I swallowed, looking away. “What can I get you?”




  The boy reached over and slid a menu closer, glancing over the peeling laminate sheet even though I already knew what he’d be ordering.




  “Tuna melt, mustard, mayo, pickle on the side.” The boy gave me an easy smile, a flash of white against his tanned face and sandy-brown hair. His eyes were blue: kind eyes,

  guileless, and today his gaze drifted past me, up to the specials board hung overhead. “Throw in one of those root beer floats.”




  “You sure?” I raised an eyebrow. We kept all the old-fashioned soda shop specials written up on the chalkboard, but nobody ever ordered them. They all knew better.




  “What can I say, I’m a dare-devil,” the boy grinned. “A risk-taker. I live life on the edge.”




  “Really?”




  “Nope.” The boy laughed. “But it sounds good, doesn’t it?”




  “I’ll get you a milkshake,” I decided, placing his order on the back bar and hitting the bell to call José back from his not-so-secret cigarette break. “Chocolate

  OK?”




  “Yes ma’am.”




  I took my time fixing the drink, scooping the ice cream and running the blender on loud as I snuck a glance back to him. He waited at the counter, perfectly at ease. He didn’t bring a book

  or a paper, I noticed, or endlessly scroll through his phone like the other regulars who came in alone. He just sat, calm and still, watching the occasional pedestrian stroll past outside the

  windows.




  “Here you go.” I delivered his shake, served in a tall glass with whipped cream spiraling into a snowy peak.




  His eyes widened at the sight. “Damn, that’s something. You think I should drink it or scale the thing?”




  “Up to you,” I laughed. I pulled out the bottles of ketchup and began setting them on end, filling old containers with the new. “I’ll send a search party if you’re

  not back by dawn.”




  The boy grinned. “I’m Ethan, by the way. I figure, since I’ve been in every day . . .” He looked awkward for a moment, waiting for my reply.




  “Hey.” I reached to shake his outstretched hand. “Chloe.”




  “Good to meet you, Chloe.” Ethan took a slurp of his shake. “You’re officially my first friend in Haverford.”




  “Welcome to town.”




  He smiled again, easy. “We just moved here. Dad’s developing the tract out past Echo Point.”




  I nodded. Kids from high school would head out there to get high and drink cheap beer, blowing off steam with their fathers’ guns. I’d never been invited, I didn’t run in those

  crowds, but I’d see the debris when I went out running around the lake sometimes, the ashes from the campfire and the twists of empty cans.




  “It’s going to be four luxury properties,” Ethan continued. “Rustic cabin style, but all the mod-cons. Fifteen hundred square foot a piece.” He stopped, looking

  bashful. “Sorry, construction talk.”




  “You’re working on the site?” I asked, studying him. His plaid shirt was crisp, and his face was more cleanly shaven than some of the construction guys who stopped by for

  breaks, all scruffy beards and dirty nails.




  He nodded. “Kind of, more the office for now. Learning the ropes. I graduated this summer and went straight into the job. Suddenly, I’m supposed to be an adult, just because

  I’m earning a paycheck.” He gave me a rueful grin and I nodded.




  “It’s strange, isn’t it? They give you a diploma and then you’re supposed to magically know what you’re doing. I’m leaving for college soon,” I

  added.




  “Shame,” Ethan said. “Not the college part, but . . .” He coughed, looking bashful. “Who’ll keep me in tuna melts?”




  “I don’t make them.” I felt myself blush.




  “But you do cut the crusts off for me,” Ethan grinned, a teasing glint in his eyes.




  I turned to straighten up the back counter, shielding my face from him for a moment. I’d been thinking of him as “the boy” all week, but he was more than that, I realized.

  Eighteen, nineteen – Ethan was a man. It shouldn’t have seemed like such a foreign discovery, but it was. This was the year it had changed: my classmates suddenly filling out from

  gangly boys to broad-shouldered, solid-chested guys with a new certainty to their stride, a sense of physicality, occupying their space in the world with ease.




  Ethan was one of them: tall and solid, and watching me with a blatant interest in his eyes I couldn’t ignore; an interest that felt thrilling and uneasy all the same. The boys in school

  never looked at me like that, they knew better; that I wasn’t one of the girls who partied by the lake, or hooked up in a basement on a Friday night. I was careful, determined that nothing

  would distract me from my future plans.




  But Ethan didn’t know that. He didn’t know anything about me at all – and still, he looked at me like I was someone worth watching.




  José slid his order through the hatch and I busied myself slicing off the crusts and folding a paper napkin before bracing myself and turning back to the counter. I placed the food in

  front of Ethan and his eyes flicked down to my chest for the briefest of split-seconds before locking eyes with me again.




  “Thanks. So when do you head out?”




  I blinked a moment. “Oh, end of the month.”




  “Whereabouts?”




  “Connecticut,” I replied. “Mills.”




  “Wow.” Ethan bit off a corner of his sandwich and chewed. “You must be smart.”




  I paused. I never knew what to say to that. Often, it sounded like an insult coming from guys, as if I was supposed to back-track and stutter, no, no, I wasn’t smart at all.




  “Chloe?” Weber’s voice came. I turned, remembering. “The pie! I’m sorry.”




  “Don’t worry about it, I’ve got to get going.” He tucked away his phone and rose out of the booth, shrugging on his jacket. “Damn kids spray-painting at the

  Seven-Eleven again. Broad daylight.” He shook his head with a sigh. “What do I owe you?”




  “On the house.” I waved it away.




  Weber shook his head and placed a five-dollar bill down on the table. “You take care,” he said. “And come over for dinner sometime this week. We should have a goodbye with you

  girls before you leave.”




  “I will.” I moved to wipe down his table. He’d left the newspaper, so I checked the crossword: filled in, every box marked with neat black lettering.




  “Friendly town.” Ethan spoke up when I returned to my spot behind the counter. “We’ve been moving around so much, I forgot places like this existed.”




  “I guess . . .” I nodded. “I’ve never been anywhere else. Not yet.”




  “You’re lucky. Last place we lived, I never saw our neighbors once. Except the time they tossed dead wood over the fence into our backyard, nearly knocked my brains out,” Ethan

  added.




  I thought of the world out there waiting for me, filled with cities where I wouldn’t know a soul and could lose myself on streets I didn’t know by heart. It sounded like bliss to me,

  but I knew that if I said so, Ethan would only ask why, so I busied myself with wiping down the rest of the tables instead, daydreaming in the warm, bright diner until he finished his sandwich and

  the afternoon rush (which was more of a trickle these days) started up, and I had to deal with the cluster of junior high kids all ordering bottomless dollar sodas and single portions of fries,

  cluttering the booths with their vibrant sling of bags and jackets and the breathless buzz of their cellphones.




  “Hey, Chloe?” Ethan lingered awkwardly by the door as I delivered a tray of drinks, trying not to spill. “You, umm, maybe want to go out sometime?”




  I stopped, taken by surprise. Behind me, I could hear a table of teenage girls burst into excited whispers, but I wavered, unsure, clutching my empty tray to my chest.




  “I don’t know . . . I’m leaving in a few weeks.”




  “So you’re busy every night until then?” Ethan teased.




  I smiled. “No, but . . .” I trailed off, not sure how to explain that I didn’t want to put down any more roots in this town, not when I couldn’t wait to cut my last ties

  loose.




  “Look, the way I see it, you can’t lose.” Ethan grinned.




  “Really?” I had to laugh at his confidence.




  “Sure, it’s zero risk,” Ethan explained. “If it turns out you can’t stand the sight of me, you won’t have to. You’ll be hundreds of miles away. What do

  you say, dinner and a movie?”




  My mind raced. He looked good, standing there, backlit by the afternoon sun, gold in his hair and a hopeful smile on his face. Solid and easy.




  But I was already a hundred miles away.




  “I can’t,” I mumbled, looking down. “But, thanks.”




  He blinked, his face falling. “Well, here, take my number.” He grabbed a napkin and scribbled it down. “In case you change your mind.” I took the paper, slowly folding it

  into my pocket. “See you around.”




  I watched him go, back out on to the sidewalk and across the street to where a brand-new blue pick-up truck sat waiting. He was unhurried and sure in the sunlight. I wondered if I’d made a

  mistake.




  But the red marks on my calendar were counting down, closer to the life that was waiting for me in Connecticut. Men wearing thick cable-knit sweaters and parka coats, fall leaves, freshman

  dorms. I had weeks to kill here, sure, but what was the point in starting something new when part of me was already gone?




  





  NOW




  You can never really know someone.




  Maybe you think that sounds trite, or perhaps you already learned it a long time ago. But me, I didn’t really grasp it until now: huddled in the corner of the ambulance, watching the

  medics try to shock life back into a motionless body.




  The sirens are blaring, but everything drifts away from me. The noise and the blood, the hands tugging at my body; the light they shine in my eyes and the shock of pure oxygen from the mask

  strapped over my face.




  We’re all strangers, in the end.




  I remember something, from a book Oliver gave me months ago. It said that we’re all irrevocably trapped inside our own minds: just as it’s impossible for anyone to truly know us, we

  can’t begin to hope to know anyone else.




  I understand it now.




  You can be a part of someone’s life for years, your parent or brother or friend, and then one day they turn around and do something so unconscionable, a crime so great, that suddenly,

  they’re a stranger to you. You think that their goodness is innate, embedded in their DNA, so you take it for granted, right up until the terrible moment when everything changes. Only then do

  you realize, those good deeds were actions. Actions that can stop, change on a dime at any time.




  You don’t know what’s behind that smile. You can’t imagine who someone will turn out to be. We assume the sun will rise every morning just because it has done every other day,

  but what happens when you wake up to darkness? When you open your eyes and find, today is the one different day?




  I watch them fix the paddles in place on his chest, yell out, and stand clear. I watch the shock jerk through him, the flatline stretching on and on and on.




  You can never know anyone at all.




  





  THEN




  I cycled home from the diner, looping slowly through the quiet streets of the neighborhood. Our house was at the end of the block, sitting in the shadow of one of the old maple

  trees that slanted more precariously every year. My father had always threatened to get it taken down, lest another storm send it crashing through their roof, but me and Mom would protest about

  history and preservation until he let the subject drop. It was ironic that, in the end, he’d been the one to wreak destruction, more thoroughly than any freak storm could have managed.




  The car was still in the drive, not moved an inch from when I left that morning.




  I felt it hit me all at once: the heavy resignation, and bitterness too. I took a breath and braced myself as I unlocked the door and stepped into the house.




  It was silent.




  On the good days – the days I hadn’t even realized were good, until they were gone – the house had echoed with sound. The moment I arrived home from school, I would step into

  bustle and warmth, my mother in the kitchen keeping one eye on the stove, talking on the phone or singing along to country music on the radio. Now I could only hope for the sound of the TV, if any

  hint of life at all.




  “Mom?” I called out, walking slowly down the hall, checking the living room. Nothing. “I’m home.”




  The house was still, my cereal bowl still in the sink and the trash I’d bagged by the back door, waiting to be taken out.




  I climbed the stairs, then paused outside my mother’s bedroom door. “Mom?” I tapped lightly.




  No reply.




  I longed to keep walking, down the hall to my room. I would make dinner and spend the night watching TV, pretending as if I was really alone in the house instead of just alone in every way that

  really mattered.




  But the door had been closed that morning, and all of the day before.




  I pushed it open and stepped into the room.




  The drapes were drawn, heavy. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dim. There were spaces on the dresser and bookshelves where Dad’s things had been, the closet door open, half

  empty.




  And Mom, curled under the covers, staring blankly at the wall.




  “Are you hungry?” I strode over to the windows, my voice ringing out, bright and false. I yanked back the drapes, even though it would be dark in an hour. Clothing was scattered on

  the floor, so I picked it up, dropping it in the laundry hamper. “I can fix you something for dinner. Some soup, we’re running low on everything else. Maybe you can run to the store

  tomorrow?”




  Still, silence.




  I felt fear bloom in my chest, the metallic edge I’d been keeping at bay all summer long.




  “Mom?” My voice wavered, cracking. Mom finally turned her head, as if it took all the effort she could muster.




  “I’m not hungry, sweetie.”




  “You need to eat.”




  “I’m fine.” Mom turned her head again, slowly closing her eyes. “I’m just tired, that’s all. You make whatever you want.”




  She lay there, motionless. The conversation was over.




  I slipped out of the room, walking slowly down the hall to my room. I sat on the very edge of my bed and took a breath. My hands were shaking, and I clenched them into two small fists, looking

  around the room. I’d started packing already, as if that would make the time pass faster. My books were in boxes, my favorites carefully selected to make the trip out to the East Coast.

  I’d deliberated for hours, weighing each of my collection like favored children, leaving the remainders stacked, lonely on the shelf.




  It looked like my mother’s room now. Like the whole fucking house. Abandoned.




  What would she do once I was at college?




  Fear drove me to pick up my cellphone and make the call I’d been avoiding.




  It took eight rings for Dad to answer. I almost hung up, when suddenly, his voice came, flustered on the other end of the line. “Pumpkin, hi – just give me a moment.”




  There was silence, muffled voices in the background and then he was there again. “Sorry, we’re just heading out the door.”




  I felt the ache in my chest tighten. “I can call back later.”




  “No, no, I’ve got time. I’m glad you called. What’s up?”




  I took a breath. “It’s Mom,” I said carefully. “I’m . . . worried about her.”




  It felt wrong, to talk about her like this, behind her back, but I didn’t know what else to do. All summer, I’d been telling myself it would pass, this depression, but instead, Mom

  was sinking lower, disappearing from sight into that bundle of bedcovers and listless grief. “She’s not doing so good, Daddy.” My voice caught, but I pressed on. “I’m

  really worried.”




  “Chloe . . .” Dad’s voice changed, impatience replacing his earlier enthusiasm. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know what you expect me to do. Your mother’s her

  own woman, she has to make her own choices now.”




  “But . . .” My protest died on my lips.




  “I know this hasn’t been easy for her,” Dad sighed. “And with you going off to college now . . .”




  I froze. “Are you saying this is my fault?”




  “No, of course not, sweetie,” he replied quickly. “Nobody’s to blame. We’re all just trying to make the best of the situation.”




  I let the words sit there, too tired to even be angry. I often wondered, could he hear himself? Or did he believe the lies, even now?




  He told me first.




  That was the one thing I couldn’t forgive him for, even as it all unfolded, one unforgivable crime after the next. He’d sat down to dinner one night, splitting a pizza with me while

  Mom worked late at the hospital, and he’d told me, his eyes fixed on some point just beyond my head. He was leaving. There was a woman in California, they’d met on a business trip.

  They’d fallen in love. He was leaving to be with her.




  “I was going to wait until you left for college,” he’d said apologetically, as if the timing was the problem, and not the fact of his betrayal. “But it’s not fair

  on Rochelle, to keep going on like this. I can’t pretend anymore.”




  I sat there, sick to my stomach with guilt. Because he’d made a liar of me too. For those next few awful hours, Mom was out there, oblivious. She was processing paperwork and going to get

  coffee; chatting with her co-workers on a break. And all the while, her life was about to fall apart, and I was the one who knew it. I was complicit in my father’s crimes now, and oh, how I

  hated him for it.




  After that, there were tears and yelling and recrimination, back and forth for days on end. Mom, furious then wretched then terrified, and my father, strangely resolute. I closed the door on

  them, not sure which disgusted me most: the unwavering insistence of Dad that he was leaving, or the naked panic in Mom’s voice as she begged him to stay, try counseling, do anything to make

  it work again.




  And then it came out, the real reason for his urgency. This woman was pregnant. He wanted to go and marry her, and raise this other child.




  “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen,” he told me, looking weary but self-righteous. He’d pulled his shirts from the closet to fill the cases on the bed, neatly

  folding them even in the midst of the chaos. “Now I’m just trying to do the right thing.”




  It still chilled me, that to Dad, this was the noble choice. To switch one wife for another; trade a daughter for his future son.




  “But, about Mom . . .” I tried again now, needing him to understand. “She’s not going in to work. She’s not doing anything these days. She just lays there, or

  watches TV.”




  “I’m sure she’ll be fine,” Dad insisted, as if he hadn’t heard a word. “You just focus on your own plans, you must have a lot to get ready. Did you find out

  your dorm assignment yet?” he segued smoothly, suddenly upbeat again. “We were looking at the brochure again, just the other night. The campus looks great. And if you can’t make

  it out for Thanksgiving, we’ll come visit in the spring, after the baby comes. You’ll want to meet your brother. Rochelle can’t wait.”




  I listened to him chatter happily about college courses and their latest pre-natal visit, and wondered how he could be so oblivious. It seemed cruel, callous even, to go from dismissing

  Mom’s agony to sharing news about his own new life without even pausing for breath. But if there was one thing I’d learned in the months since his leaving, it was that my father was

  gifted with a breathtaking ability for denial. It was as if he’d created a shield around himself, and all the damage and hurt and pain simply slid off, never piercing him the way it sliced

  through the rest of us.




  “I should go.” I cut him off, unable to listen anymore. “I don’t want to keep you.”




  “It was great talking to you, sweetie,” Dad said, unaware of the crushing emptiness that settled around me, the empty house, and the fear of that closed bedroom door.

  “Don’t worry so much about your mom, I’m sure she’ll be fine.”




  There was a voice in the background, her voice, and then the line went dead and he was gone.




  I sat, not moving, for another minute. Then I forced myself to change clothes and head back down the stairs to the kitchen. I turned on all the lights in the house, until the rooms were filled

  with a warm golden glow; twisting the old-fashioned dial on the radio until I found the country station again, playing songs I recognized from years ago. I took out the trash, and ran the

  dishwasher; fixed soup, and a plate of buttered toast, and a pot of hot tea.




  I left a tray by Mom’s bed and then ate alone in front of the TV, flipping through stations of endless noise and laughter, quiz shows and reality scandals. None of it distracted me from

  the silence upstairs, or the life that my father was living in a house a thousand miles away.




  Ethan’s face rose up in my mind: the eagerness of his smile. The curiosity in his gaze.




  I felt a restless itch and bounced up again. I found my work jeans, crumpled in the laundry – the napkin folded up in my pocket.




  I smoothed it out. Ethan’s handwriting was firm and sure: his phone number dark on the page.




  I hesitated another moment, and then I dialed.




  





  THEN




  I waited on the front porch, a little nervous, and wishing I wasn’t. Ethan arrived on the stroke of seven, just as promised. He pulled up to the curb in his pick-up

  truck, but when I got up to climb in, he shut off the engine and came down to open my door.




  “Thanks,” I murmured, surprised by the old-fashioned gesture.




  “Always,” Ethan grinned. He’d changed his shirt and taken a shower, his hair still pressed damp against his scalp. “You look nice.”




  I was only wearing a top and jeans, but I still felt a tiny rush at his compliment. I blushed, climbing up into the cab of the truck and letting Ethan close the door behind me. I looked around,

  taking stock as he crossed back around to the driver’s side. The front seats were swept clean, but behind me, there was a crumple of fast-food wrappers, spare sweaters, loose change.




  It struck me suddenly just how little I knew about this guy. He’d breezed into town, an outsider, and now I was sitting in his truck, trusting him to take me where he said we would go.

  Everyone here knew everyone else, but he was a stranger. A blank slate.




  And I was one too.




  The thought was strangely reassuring, after months of ducking questions and avoiding the sympathy on everyone’s faces. Ethan wouldn’t know a thing about my family’s history, or

  the sadness lurking behind my front door. I could be anyone I wanted with him tonight.




  I might not even have to lie to him at all.




  “Hartley OK?” he asked, naming the nearest town with a movie theatre, about thirty minutes away. He started the engine and casually reached to rest his hand on the back of my seat as

  he turned and reversed out of the drive.




  “Sure.” I reached for the stereo tuner, but then saw it was hooked up to his iPod with a snaking wire.




  “Here, take your pick.” Ethan passed me the handset. I scrolled through, glad of the ice-breaker. Now we would chat about music, talk about our favorite bands and confess the weird,

  uncool songs lurking in our collections. I could do that, easy and inconsequential.




  “But you’ve got to promise not to judge me,” he added with a grin.




  “You’ve got some guilty secrets?” I teased.




  “Doesn’t everyone?”




  I glanced across and saw a dark, solemn glint in his eyes. Then Ethan laughed. “No, I’m just messing with you. I’m an open book, nothing much to hide.”




  “Not even your love for Blakely Ray?” I smirked, landing on a list of songs by the latest teen pop star craze.




  “What? She’s crazy catchy,” Ethan protested. Other guys might have gotten ruffled, but he just laughed when I set one of the songs to play, lip-synching along with faux

  sincerity. “C’mon girl, get into it!”




  “OK, OK, you win!” I laughed and changed the track, and then guitar chords were drifting, light and gentle, out through the open windows into the crisp evening air. I turned my head

  to watch the world slide past, Haverford quickly receding behind us as the highway snaked past the modern development on the outskirts of town, then into the wide open bleed of woods and fields,

  ramshackle ranch houses dotted behind overgrown hedgerows.




  I breathed in, and felt the sharp knot in my chest ease, just a little.




  “Where did you move from?” I turned my head back to Ethan, finding him idly tapping the steering wheel in time with the music. He drove with an ease I envied, his broad shoulders

  relaxed, one elbow resting out the window.




  “Columbus,” he replied, shooting me a brief, rueful grin. “Then before that, Chicago, Atlanta, we did a few months in Nashville my junior year . . . Dad moves around a lot for

  the business, and Mom doesn’t like us all to be apart for too long.”




  “How was it, moving around so much?” I studied him carefully, looking for some sign of conflict beneath the casual smile.




  Ethan shrugged. “It sucked to begin with, but I got the hang of it after a while. I’d join the basketball team, or go out for whatever sport was in season, and things would settle

  down pretty quick.”




  “Guys don’t know how lucky they are.” I shook my head, thinking of my own high school life: the cliques and strange, shifting hierarchies that I’d barely managed to get a

  handle on before we were tossing our graduation caps in the air, suddenly free.




  “What do you mean?” Ethan looked over.




  “Just . . . girls are different,” I explained. “You guys can shoot some hoops and swing by a kegger, and suddenly you’re in. But, I’ve lived in that town my whole

  life, and I still don’t know if I fit in.”




  “Sure you do.” Ethan corrected me. “I’ve seen you at the diner, chatting with all the regulars. People love you.”




  I didn’t reply. It was easy to think of Haverford as a picture postcard town, but nowhere was perfect. Sure, I could see the same people, day in, day out; exchange pleasantries, chat about

  the weather and the high school football game, but I’d often wondered, how quickly that friendly charm could slip. Last year, there’d been an accident: a car full of kids from the next

  town over, two dead on an icy stretch of highway at night. First came the platitudes, flowers on the side of the road and a tearful memorial service at the chapel out past Thompsett Falls, but then

  the whispers started, curling around morning coffee as the town mothers sat, chatting in the front booth; snaking louder across the street, in line at the post office, then finally scrawled in red

  paint across the lockers of the survivors in school.
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