
[image: Cover: Starling, by Isabel Strychacz]


Starling

Isabel Strychacz






[image: Starling, by Isabel Strychacz, S&S Books for Young Readers]






[image: ]

For my dad, who read me stories of magic and adventure, and for my mom, who showed me how to write my own.
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And for Henry—how sweet it is to be loved by you.
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We… are all in the same boat, upon a stormy sea. We owe to each other a terrible and tragic loyalty.

—G. K. CHESTERTON
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Whatever our souls are made of, his and mine are the same.

—EMILY BRONTË, Wuthering Heights
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You were made to soar, to crash to earth, then to rise and soar again.

—ALFRED WAINWRIGHT
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1

THERE WERE TOWNS, and then there were small towns, and then there was Darling.

It was a place utterly cut off from the world, nestled down in the flat valley between craggy California-brown mountains that peaked around its sides. The town rose up like a wellspring around the one single road that bisected the entire valley. Over the years a few barely paved streets branched off Main Street, collecting houses in cul-de-sacs lined with quaking aspens. Their leaves always trembled in the breeze and gave the whole town a permanent earthquake-like effect, in a melancholy, arborous type of way.

Darling was a town made up of small-town kids, who’d grown up and never left and had small-town kids of their own. Darling was dry and golden and lonely, sprinkled with sections of rustling woods that seemed to emerge from nowhere; it was sagging porches and sunburn summers and sputtering trucks with flaking paint. Despite the fact that there was nowhere to take wrong turns, confused tourists en route to somewhere else often found themselves stranded, somehow, at the town’s diner. The weight of eyes, heavy upon you, was ever present, although no one could really tell where it came from. Darling itself existed in a vacuum, and all passers-through looked back on their hazy recollections of the town and wondered if it had even really happened, or if Darling, with its gabled Victorians and dead-brown fields and fluorescent-lighted diner was simply some bizarre hallucination.

It was a curious place, sitting alone with miles of nothingness stretching out on all sides, and it kept its 333 citizens and their millions of secrets close.

Delta Wilding had lived in Darling her whole life, and she knew its oddness better than anybody. Sometimes she thought her town did things simply to amuse itself. Sometimes she thought her town was playing its own great game, and they were all just pieces on its chessboard.

Darling was not just a town, and the Wildings were not a typical family.

Strange things happened to them. Strange things just found them.

Even in times of utter mundanity—like right now, as Delta curled up on her window seat, waiting for Tag to text her back—Darling always seemed like it was holding its breath, quietly waiting for something unusual to happen. The air through the open window was shimmering with heat, and the call of the common starling bird repeatedly shattered the still air. It was the type of day that doesn’t let you know it will end in something completely unexpected, until the unexpected arrives.

Delta sighed, drawing her knees into her chest as she watched the starlings swooping outside. From her vantage point, she could see the strip of asphalt that led past her house into Darling proper. But if she were to open the wavy-glass window and lean out, she would see Victorian houses springing up a mile or so down the road, leaping into existence like a pop-up book. The Wildings’ home was settled on the very outskirts of the town. Along the flat stretch of highway, there was a dirt road that veered suddenly left. It bordered the town line, fields of Darling on one side and fields not in Darling on the other, and wound its way in and out of bone-dry, California-golden grass. The dirt road was bumpy and rocky, pocked with holes and wear, and it ended at a farmhouse.

The Wild West was white clapboard, once grand, and it had a wraparound porch, thin columns holding up the wooden awnings, and a gabled roof. Its best days were far in Darling’s past; nevertheless, it sat proudly amongst the abandoned fields while Queen Anne’s lace crept up toward the front steps. The house was all wooden floors that creaked and dusty windows with the original glass, warped and distorted. When the weather was sunny and hot, Delta rushed around throwing open the still-unbarred windows so that light streamed in, illuminating the dust that shimmered in the air. When it rained, she hurried on top of creaking floorboards, slamming down pails to catch the leaks, until the entire house sounded like a rainwater symphony.

Despite it all, the house was beautiful and full of memories and a quiet sort of magic, and Delta loved it. Every memory of her childhood was centered within the creaking walls. The Wild West had a feeling about it, a feeling like something fantastical was just around the corner. And in Darling, something usually was.

But in the minds of the citizens of Darling, anyone who preferred to live anywhere other than the central Darling cul-de-sacs was not to be trusted. At least, this is what they whispered amongst themselves, usually during the seventh inning of Darling Devils baseball games or after Book Club, three glasses of Merlot in. Delta knew it; she heard the whispers, she saw the stares.

She knew that she, her sister, and her dad were considered oddities in their town. There’s something off about them, came the whispers. There’s something not ordinary about those girls. There’s something strange about that house.

And they were right.

Because a dusty dirt road, a window seat, and waiting for a text back: these were the ordinary things about Delta.

The fact that the music playing from the dock next to her bed changed itself according to her mood: that was not.

The fact that her house, the Wild West, moved around her with a strange sort of sentience: that, too, was not.

The fact that her father had walked into their hallway closet and never come back out: that was perhaps the strangest thing of all.

And the worst.

Delta closed her eyes as if the sudden darkness could ward away the thought. Don’t think about it. Delta had to remind herself this multiple times a day. Don’t think about it, it didn’t happen, he’ll be back soon. He’d been gone for seventy-seven days—she’d been counting—and each day that passed without him returning made the knot in her stomach grow. It had risen to her throat now, clogging it—he was gone, and she was here, alone, in charge of everything, in charge of too much…

Don’t think about it. Sometimes she was worried if she allowed herself to really realize what her father being gone meant—for Bee, for their house, for the rest of their lives—she might start crying and never stop. Don’t think about it seemed easier.

Delta swallowed hard and set her jaw, glancing again out the window at the swooping birds. One flew down to perch on the windowsill, cocking its pure black eye toward her, fluttering its feathers. The wing shimmered like an oil slick in the sun.

Delta stared at it, the loud silence of the empty rooms echoing around her. She couldn’t hear Bee—and Bee, her flighty, freckly, flouncy sister, usually made her presence known. It was just Delta and the bird. Did it have a knowing look in its eye, or was she imagining that? Delta shook her head. Come on, Delta. It was a bird, for God’s sake, and birds didn’t care about humans. Birds didn’t watch humans—why should they? They had better things to do, like fly toward the stars.

Delta met its round eye. “Lucky you,” she murmured, and her heart clenched painfully tight as the bird took flight. She was just about to get fully into bed and pull the covers over her head and hope tomorrow would somehow bring her dad back, when her phone pinged with a text at the same time as the front door banged open and Bee’s voice carried up the stairs: “Del-taaa?” She heard the door slam again, then the sound of their fluffy Australian shepherd Abby’s feet click-clacking on the hardwood floor of the living room and the louder clatter of Abby’s leash landing on the floor from wherever Bee threw it.

Delta sighed again, sitting up and grabbing her phone. Tag had answered her Hey, miss you! text—the one that had been composed from melancholy and empty rooms, the one she’d sort of regretted sending the second her finger pressed send—with Miss u too! Everyone’s at the diner, u should come.

Maybe, she texted back, fingers flying across the screen. I’ll check with Bee. It was a ridiculous excuse, because of course Bee would want to come. Bee, after all, was the fancy-free whirlwind Wilding sister, completely the opposite of quiet Delta, who watched her world go by with careful green eyes, silently filing away strangers’ secrets.

Delta read Tag’s text again, eyes skimming over and over across the Miss u too! The words made the knot in her stomach both loosen and tighten all at once.

“Delta!” Bee’s voice called again, closer now, and her footsteps sounded heavy on the stairs.

“Yeah, I’m here,” Delta called back.

“Where’s here?”

“Bedroom,” she answered, the word hanging in the air as Bee burst into her room, blond and fierce, a tornado in the body of a girl, a hurricane of glitter and throwaway smiles and highlighted hair.

“Oh, hey,” Bee said, one of her signature smiles coming out in full brilliance. Bee had a way of always smiling, but often Delta thought her sister’s smiles held more anger and sadness than anything that looked happy. But Bee smiled through it all. Delta sometimes wished she could be more like her younger sister; God, did she wish she could hide her emotions away in a smile. She wished she could pretend everything was okay. Most days it was hard to even summon up a stoic expression, much less anything beyond that.

“Where’ve you been?”

“Walking Abby,” Bee replied, her voice lilting, and she threw herself down on the bed next to her sister, closing her eyes and throwing an arm up over her forehead like a swooning starlet. “I am so hungry.”

Everyone’s at the diner, u should come.

Did she want to see Tag? Her emotions were petals: she did, she did not, she did, she did not. She did. If only to remind herself that she didn’t.

“We can go to the Diner,” Delta offered, and Bee sat straight up, her face the very picture of incredulity.

“We can?”

“I mean…” Delta trailed off; she could feel herself becoming unconvinced already. She could quickly cook up some pasta instead…. That would be the responsible thing to do.

“No, no,” Bee replied hastily. “That sounds so fun.”

“Well, I don’t know now,” Delta said, unable to keep a bit of fretfulness from creeping into her voice. She hadn’t checked the emergency money box, currently their sole supply of money, for a while—again, it was something that stressed her out to her core so badly, it was easier to pretend it didn’t exist—but she was fairly certain they weren’t flush with cash. Not anymore.

Not after seventy-seven days.

“Delta,” Bee replied, fixing her sister with a stare. “Don’t be so boring.”

Which is how Delta found herself behind Bee, following as her sister skipped down the stairs. While Bee grabbed the car keys from the peg by the kitchen door, Delta hurried into the living room. The room was tired. The furniture was old and sagging, the throw pillows almost threadbare, the fireplace boarded up. The two human-sized indents in the couch cushions were the only signs that this room was used. The wooden floor creaked ominously as Delta crossed it, and she shivered, moving over the floorboards quickly. Sometimes her house unnerved even her, with its constant sighs and creaks, as though it knew something they didn’t. As though the very walls were trying to tell her something. She knew the Wild West was strange, but she certainly couldn’t fathom the extent of its oddities, and Delta considered, not for the first time, that one day the floor might give way and she would fall into whatever was under their house. Maybe simply dirt, maybe a cellar, maybe another world.

There was just no way to tell.

Delta crossed to the mantel above the boarded-up fireplace. There were three objects on the wooden mantel: a photo of Delta and Bee as little girls, their long hair in identical braids; a faded photo of a young woman with a face like Delta and sparkling eyes like Bee; and a carved wooden box. Delta lingered for a moment near the photo of her mother—her eyes were always drawn to it, but she didn’t pause long enough for her mind to unravel into thoughts of What would my mother do?; not long enough to unravel into an empty feeling of loss. It was the box that Delta was here for: opening it, she glimpsed cash—too little, always too little—before she grabbed a twenty and stuffed it into the pocket of her jeans. She hesitated, then walked to the hallway closet and pulled open the door.

It was just a closet, full of boots caked in mud and winter coats and umbrellas and an ancient, barely used vacuum cleaner.

It had been just a closet the other times she’d checked, the other seventy-seven times she’d checked: once a day for seventy-seven days. But it didn’t matter about those times—what mattered was the time when it had not been just a closet.

That time, seventy-seven days ago, on a chilly March afternoon, the Wilding sisters’ father, Roark Wilding, had walked into the closet and had never come out. She imagined him standing there amongst the boots and coats and disappearing into nothingness. She shut the door, counted to ten, and then flung it wide open.

Boots and coats and Abby’s leash and stray umbrellas and the vacuum cleaner.

Nothing more.

While their dilapidated farmhouse was most definitely settled in Darling, it wasn’t settled quite as firmly as all the other houses. Things went missing—pepper grinders, half-read books, rarely worn earrings—and none of it had seemed to matter much until the thing that went missing was not an old sweater but their dad.

Don’t think about it. Delta’s hand trembled in her pocket, fingers still clenched around the twenty-dollar bill. The emergency cash fund was running low, and there was still no sign of anything but dusty winter wear in the place her father had disappeared. Don’t think about it. Who was she kidding? All she did day in and day out was think about it. She couldn’t stop. The twenty in her pocket felt like a twenty-ton weight. The electricity and water hadn’t been shut off yet—Delta guessed she should feel lucky that their father seemed to have prepaid his bills. Lucky, yes. Lucky that the sisters had water and electric for at least another couple months. Lucky.

Delta didn’t feel lucky, not at all.

“Hey,” said Bee, and Delta quickly snapped shut the closet door, trying to keep her face calm and composed. She even managed a small smile toward her sister, although it came out more like a pained grimace.

“Hey. I’m ready.” She pointed to the sofa, and Abby obediently climbed up and nestled down into the cushions.

“Still a closet?”

Delta forced her mouth to keep smiling. Her sister was smiling back at her, and her smile was more like a grimace as well. “Yeah.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.” There was silence. For a moment Delta stared at the scuffed floorboards, stared at her shoes, and then she shook her head. She had to get out of this house. “Come on, let’s go.”

Bee looked like she might say something, but Delta couldn’t imagine anything she’d like less than to talk about what already pressed on her heart and lungs every second of every day. She knew Bee didn’t want to talk about it either; both sisters wanted to pretend nothing was wrong. Talking about it made it real, so Delta pushed past Bee and stalked out of the hallway and into the kitchen, grabbing a faded red-and-black checked flannel from the hook by the door.

Outside, above the woods pressing in against the back of their house, the flock of shimmering starlings wheeled about, forming murmurations of shining feathers and letting out deafening screeches. The sky was darkening from a soft pink to a murderous sort of orange, casting a fiery glow over everything. Bee swung out behind her and beelined for the old Ford truck that sat, weathered and solid and rusty, in the damp grass.

“I’m driving,” Delta said, heading immediately for the driver’s side door.

“I’m driving,” Bee replied, smacking Delta’s hand away.

“I’m driving.”

“No, I’m dri—”

They struggled momentarily over the handle of the door before Delta gave up with a frustrated grumble and muttered obscenities and crossed to the passenger side. The truck roared to a start and they rumbled around the farmhouse, passing the sign heralding their house, and picked up speed as Bee maneuvered onto the unpaved, dusty lane. She wound the truck through the fields filled with deadened grass and Queen Anne’s lace and not much else, finally pulling onto the road that led into Darling.

Bee drove with confidence. She was sixteen and barely had her driving permit, so she wasn’t technically allowed to drive in a car with anyone under the age of twenty-five, but both sisters disregarded this fact completely. They were alone, after all.

Delta sat in the passenger seat, watching the waving grass pass by in a blur as they roared toward town. She was composed of elbows and harsh edges and freckles, and the gauntness of her cheeks and dull brown hair reflected her position as a teenager who held her universe together by a snapping thread. She hadn’t always looked like she wore despair as a shroud; disappearing fathers had that sort of effect on eighteen-year-olds. Delta, as unexpectedly as a sudden shot, was now in charge of Bee and the Wild West and shouldered the responsibility of keeping their lives moving forward.

Don’t think about it.

Who was she supposed to go to? There was no one at all. No one to tell, no one to help; their mother had died of cancer when Bee was still a baby. Delta had only vague memories of soft hands and the feeling of comfort that she wasn’t quite sure were even real. There were no other family members, no cousins, no aunts. She had Tag and she had Anders, but could she trust on-again-off-again boyfriends and friends from school with something like this?

No, there was no one to tell, no one who could step in and take over. There was no one at all. There was only her and the emergency money box on the mantel.

The neon sign of the Diner appeared through the evening haze. Don’t think about it. Delta attempted to pull some semblance of normality into her expression and tried to forget the rest.
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DARLING PROPER WAS getting closer and closer; Delta could now see the white spire of the church and the pointy roofs peeking through the quivering green leaves of the aspens. Delta’s hands were clenched in her lap. Maybe coming here had been a bad decision, brought on by loneliness and the thrill that comes from the ping of a text.

“Maybe we should get pizza or something?”

“No,” said Bee.

“We have some pasta at home…”

“No,” replied Bee decidedly. “I want to go to the Diner.”

“But—”

“You’re the one who suggested it,” Bee said, her voice verging on a snap.

Delta couldn’t really think of anything to say in response to the truth, so she just swooped her hair up into a ponytail, fastening it with the black hair tie at her wrist. The Diner was where she, Bee, and their father used to go every Sunday night. Pulling into the parking lot still made her stomach clench at the remembrance that he wouldn’t be there when they got home. It was also the hangout spot for all of Darling’s under-twenties, who apparently all forwent studying and doing anything useful to sit in the leather upholstered booths and gossip. But now the thought of sitting in a booth with Tag and all the people she’d just graduated with, smiling and giggling and gossiping, was exhausting. She’d barely tolerated it at the best of times, and now…

Delta frowned out the window. Now she was father and mother and sister, tied up in one. She was the protector, guardian, heroine… She was an eighteen-year-old Atlas, holding both her and Bee’s dreams above the dusty hard ground of reality. Now glowering was often all she could manage.

The Diner was a squat building right off the road, painted a pale, sickly green, and its parking lot was gravelly and overgrown with weeds. It was open twenty-four hours, and an electric sign was mounted on the roof, proclaiming DINER in neon bloodred. A huge Joshua tree grew, spiky and distorted, near the entrance. The Diner’s large windows showed the inside goings-on: a family having dinner; a couple of tourists with backpacks and hiking shoes and particularly shell-shocked looks on their faces; a couple of grumpy, silent men in their usual booth; and a bunch of glittering, loud, authoritative Darling Academy students in theirs.

Darling Academy was not an academy at all—it was just a normal rabbit-warren of a school inside an old converted Victorian house where all Darling kids supposedly became educated. It was a perfect representation of everything in Darling: it was a little bit magical, a little bit melancholy, a little bit decrepit. It had the distinct air of being left to its own devices.

It was filled with downtrodden students with the highest of hopes.

But it was summer now, sticky with heat and stretching with time: school was now a distant memory for Delta, who had just graduated, and a hazy future for Bee, who’d be starting her junior year in a couple of months.

Bee was halfway to the door before she realized Delta wasn’t following. “Come on!” she yelled toward the truck, then turned and waved madly through the window to the kids in the booth. A few of the girls from Bee’s year furiously waved back.

“Hey, Tag’s here!” Bee called to Delta, who could see perfectly well that Tag was there, then turned and flounced into the Diner, the bell tinkling above her head as she entered.

Delta stayed in the truck, watching as Bee easily entered the fold of the group, meshing herself right in the middle of the arms and hot breath and giggles. Bee flourished when she was surrounded with people. Delta wilted. She just couldn’t help it: the more people gathered around her, the more she felt her energy being sucked away, little by little.

Finally, she edged her way out of the truck, slamming the door behind her and locking it—not that there was anything to steal. She continued toward the entrance, discomfort growing in her stomach as each step brought her closer to the spectacle of the Darling Academy booth. There were only seven kids there, but to Delta it seemed like half the school had turned out to the Diner. Unease nettled her.

The bell above the door tinkled. Delta braced herself.

As one, all the faces in the Diner glanced up. The old men with the grizzled beards eyed her, suspicious, and then returned to their whiskies. The family eyed her, suspicious, and pulled their kids in a little closer. Delta could see what they were all thinking: A Wilding. The Wildings are strange. The Wildings are not to be trusted.

Her unease quickly hardened into something more like resentment, and she frowned at them, folding her arms across her chest.

“Delta!”

Her attention was diverted from glowering at the diners as her name was called in a loud, commanding voice. She knew that voice—there wasn’t anyone in Darling who didn’t.

One of the boys in the booth stood up and made his way over to her. He was a vision of unintentional arrogance, with his blond gelled coif and perfectly starched blue jeans, his dazed blue eyes and checked button-down. His breath heavy with the cinnamon aroma of Fireball whisky. He was the promise of puppy love and biting rose-hued lips of honey. Despite the fact that he’d been in Delta’s school year and therefore had just graduated, he was still wearing his Darling Devils letterman jacket proudly over the blue-and-white checked shirt. His eyes were very blue.

Delta breathed in, the scent of cinnamon and distrust and expensive cologne filling her nose. “Tag.”

“Delta. You’re—you’re here.”

He sounded more than a little surprised, and she supposed it made sense. Their relationship was a mountain full of switchbacks and perilous cliffs. It was a single heartbeat: up and down, up and down, a series of never-ending uncertainty. They had been in a valley for a while now, despite Tag’s insistent texts and four a.m. phone calls.

“You invited me,” she replied a little frostily. She peered over his shoulder at the table, where Bee was chatting and smiling, her face a sunbeam.

“Oh—I know I did. I’m happy you’re here. I just didn’t think you would actually come.”

He sounded hurt. Delta tried really hard to make herself care the way she knew she was supposed to. She knew she was supposed to want Tag in the way Tag wanted her, because who wouldn’t want Tag Rockford III’s attentions? Sometimes she did, but she couldn’t seem to keep those feelings within her grasp for long. She knew there must be something wrong with her, because Tag wanted her, and most of the time she wanted nothing but to get out of Darling and run and run and run until nothing was familiar.

“I know. Things have been really busy.” That was only part of the reason. The smallest part. Because how could she explain to Tag—Tag Rockford of all people—the plights of her disappearing father and all the trouble it brought upon the Wildings? She wanted nothing more than a low profile, and discussing her life with her sort-of-ex, the mayor’s son, was the exact opposite of that.

Tag visibly sagged. His blue eyes looked at her with so much sadness, she could’ve taken the sadness and written with it. She was surprised he hadn’t yet collapsed on the floor, a puddle of misery and pride and God, I miss you.

“God, I miss you,” said Tag.

Delta hesitated. Finally: “I miss you too.” And… she did, in a way. It would hit her at strange moments, when the sky was dark and her sheets were very cold and the silence of her empty house overwhelmed her. I miss him, I miss him not.

His face lit up. “You do?”

She sighed. “Maybe we can talk about this later.”

The Rockfords were all about normalcy. The town of Darling had an odd relationship with the Rockfords—they’d been there since the town’s founding, and had always been in positions of power, despite the fact that everyone disliked them. Darling’s citizens liked nothing more than to sit back and reelect the Rockfords and then mutter complaints behind their backs. Tag’s father, Tag Rockford II, was the current mayor of Darling and he ran the town with an iron fist. Darling needs order, Darling needs tradition. Delta knew the only reason Tag Senior had put up with the eccentricities of Delta and Bee’s father and the eccentricity that was, by proxy, theirs, was because of Tag III. Tag Rockford III was, for reasons Delta didn’t really understand, completely head over heels in love with her. Sometimes she felt like Tag secretly had some subconscious need to rebel against his order-obsessed father and authoritative family.

She didn’t know. She’d never asked.

“We haven’t seen your dad around recently,” Tag said, and his use of the royal we made Delta try very hard not to roll her eyes. She wasn’t even sure if Tag knew that the town didn’t particularly like the Rockfords. He certainly acted as if his family were beloved. “Has he gone out of town?” His eyes were very beseeching, and very blue. His question—because it was a question, no matter how casually he said it—was posed so lightly, it almost sounded unimportant, just an observation, friend to friend, but she saw how his blue eyes got brighter, got harder.

Delta had seen his eyes get that way only a few times, and it always made her shiver, because it broke the illusion that Tag was not the shallow rich kid most of the town believed he was. At least not only that kid. There was something under his skin that was whip-smart and saw right through her, and it smiled at her. It was obvious in that moment that when he said we, he meant, My dad hasn’t seen your dad around and wants to Big Brother the hell out of you. Where is he? Why has he gone?

Delta tried to keep any emotion out of her voice. She would not be scared of the Rockfords. It wasn’t her fault her dad was gone—the Rockfords couldn’t do anything even if they found out, right? She had nothing to hide. Delta, you have everything to hide. The little voice was loud, insistent. She made herself meet his eyes, wondering if whatever steeliness that lurked inside Tag’s father would be gleaming out of Tag’s own baby blues. But—no, it was just Tag who looked at her, golden-haired golden boy Tag, his face clear, innocent, his lips kicked up in a smile.

“Oh?” Delta said noncommittally, remembering he hadn’t posed his question as a question, and she wasn’t required to give an answer. This was just Tag. The blue eyes flashed. Just Tag. She accompanied her vague answer with a wonderfully evasive, mysterious shrug, and Tag visibly wilted at her obvious attempt to not talk to him. Maybe she’d misinterpreted his not-question? She immediately felt bad—sort of bad—for being so closed off, and tried to quickly remedy the situation. The Diner was growing increasingly hot, the voices growing louder and more animated until they rang in her ears. She clenched her jaw. “Well, he’s around. Doesn’t get into town much. He’s been on a business trip.”

“That’s a long business trip.”

“It’s been a lot of different business trips.”

Tag gave a hesitant laugh. “Of course.” He gave her a tilted, awkward smile that, coming from him, didn’t look tilted or awkward at all. It made him look like he was ready to run for mayor next year, or now. She returned the tilted, awkward half smile, and hers looked both those things, completely.

“And is he still obsessed with the paranormal?” Tag said with another easy laugh, like they were in on some kind of conspiratorial joke together. Delta let her smile drop, mimicking her stomach. Her ribs felt too tight, her teeth clenched so firmly, she thought some of them might just give way and come tumbling out.

“He was never obsessed,” Delta ground out, heart tight, heart hurting. That was the thing: her father had been obsessed with everything strange, everything mysterious. It was just one more reason the town thought them odd. Delta and Bee had been raised on it, raised on jumping in the truck and racing off with their dad to stand in the middle of a deserted field while he arranged rocks in circles on the ground. Raised on Never go into the woods alone, especially at night, and A is for Astrology, B is for Bilocation, C is for Close Encounter. She’d called her dad obsessed many times before: they had laughed about it together as he sat on the floor of his tornado-like study and pored over maps of the world for hours on end, searching for hotspots, where lines of energy converged into one place.

But when Tag said it, it didn’t have the same ring to it. It didn’t have her dad, looking up and laughing along with her and saying, I know, I know, I’ll be done soon. Tag said it like a bad word. When Tag said it, it sounded less like obsessed and more like insane.

“I… I just meant…” Tag tried to backtrack, and once again Delta felt pangs of guilt. What was wrong with her? Obviously Tag wasn’t trying to be rude. People like Tag never tried to be rude. She lifted the corners of her mouth, trying to force the smile back onto it. His eyes were so blue, and so innocent. He met her smile, encouraged.

Keep smiling, Delta, she thought. It was hard with Tag’s next words.

“Anyways, I’m glad you’re here, because, as you know, the mayoral election is coming up.”

“Ye-es,” Delta got out, hesitant. Oh God, he was going to ask her to the Mayor’s Ball, again. She thought after last year his dad would have disallowed Tag bringing someone so ordinary. She’d had quite enough stares at the last ball to last her a lifetime or five, but…

“And the Mayor’s Ball is the day before election night,” Tag continued. Delta sucked in a breath. He smiled, his perfect, straight teeth strangely glinty in the reflective fluorescent light. “And I would love if you allowed me to escort you.” He zipped the zipper of his crimson letterman jacket up and down and up and down until the metallic sound made Delta’s skin crawl. Zip, zip, ziiiiiip.

Last year’s Mayor’s Ball had been an opulent affair, back when her dad was still around and she wasn’t holding the whole world together. Back when she and Tag had been up on the mountaintop, together, and the cliff’s edge didn’t seem so close. Back when she thought maybe kissing under the streetlights might be enough for her. Her dad had allowed her to drive the truck to downtown Sonora, where she’d bought a long black dress covered in black sparkles, so formfitting, it was almost a second skin. She’d looked lovely, at the time, almost ethereal in a strange, funereal type of way, and had piled all her hair in an intricate updo. She’d danced and laughed at Tag’s jokes as he’d continuously, stealthily, supplied them both with flutes of champagne. There’d been too many awkward conversations with the Rockfords’ rich, well-connected, well-to-do friends, the ones who lived in the nicest Victorian houses on the nicest cul-de-sacs. There was no one who didn’t know Delta Wilding, and whispers had followed her the whole night. And the two of them had made out on the hood of his car, parked around the side of the house where no one could see, the lights of the party twinkling out around them.

But while Tag had looked at her, Delta had just wanted to lie back against the windshield and stare up at the stars.

Until, of course, Mayor Rockford had found them, shirt half-unbuttoned, shoes in the gravel, dress around her waist. She could still remember it now: the mayor’s cold blue eyes glinting in the light from the windows. Each word a hiss, his fingers so tight around Tag’s upper arm, his knuckles went white.

What the hell are you doing?

You’re a disgrace to the Rockford family, Taggart.

To Tag: Worthless.

To her: Whore.

Get away from that girl and get back inside. You’re a Rockford—act like one.

And Tag… had. He’d slid off the car, tugged on his shoes and hurriedly rebuttoned his crumpled white shirt, and left. Left with his father, back into the party, without looking back.

And of course, everything had fallen apart after that. Again.

She knew it still lingered in the forefront of both of their minds. She could see the fight in his eyes now. Worthless. Whore. She was sure he could see it in hers.

And even after she’d taken off the dress completely back at the Wild West, stoic and grim, anger coursing through her, the black sparkles remained. They seemed almost embedded in her skin, reminding her each day of Tag. Worthless. Of the Rockfords. Whore. She’d find them under the bed, on the floor, under her fingernails, in her hairline, in the crooks of her freckly arms. She just couldn’t get rid of the black sparkles, just like she couldn’t seem to get rid of Tag.

But he had gotten rid of her much more easily.

“Am I allowed to come?” she said, her voice cold.

Tag stilled, his smile frozen, then shook it off and settled back into his easy charm. “Of course you are—why wouldn’t you be?”

“You know.”

“Del,” Tag murmured. He was very close to her now, and half of her wanted to crumble into his arms, kiss his Fireball-flavored mouth. “We talked about this. I said sorry.”

“It was a half-assed apology.”

“But I meant it.”

Delta sighed. He probably had; with Tag, who knew? She couldn’t read his drowsy eyes, not anymore. And she didn’t know what he’d do if she forced the issue, made them talk. If she made a scene. But Delta only made scenes in her mind, after everything was said and done.

So she edged a strained smile on her face and managed a “Then I guess I’ll see you there.” There was no use denying Tag what he wanted, because he always found a way to get it anyways. Tag smiled in a horribly presidential way, too perfect, too stiff, and exclaimed a long stream of “Great!” and “I really did miss you, you know” and “I think I’ll be wearing blue,” as he hooked his broad hand into the crook of her elbow before letting it drift down to capture her fingers.

He looked at her, met her gaze. She squeezed his hand, and he led her toward the table of Darling Academy pupils.

Delta could feel their eyes tracking. There were a few mumbled hellos, and Delta couldn’t miss the raised eyebrows as they took in Tag’s hand in hers. Back together again? She could already hear the gossip that would make its way around Darling, quicker than the speed of light. She mumbled hello back, saving her only smile for Anders Houston, Tag’s best friend, and the only one who didn’t glance at their entwined hands.

The burgers and fries, Delta thought morosely as everyone talked around her and over her, were taking excruciatingly long to arrive. For a moment she wondered if Tag had asked the chefs to purposefully slow it down, just so he could continue to press his leg against hers and inch his arm, millimeter by millimeter, over her shoulder. Delta honestly didn’t care. She just wanted food. If she was going to spend her precious twenty-dollar bill on a feast for her and Bee, she wanted it quickly and in peace.

The others were talking about the upcoming start of school, despite it still being months away. They discussed outfits and homework and parties, all while leaning on elbows and hands as laughter burbled perpetually around them. It was like being trapped in the eye of a hurricane.

High school had not been Delta’s glory days. Before her dad’s disappearance, her mantra had been One more year. One more year, and then I can be out forever. She wasn’t sure why she was so desperate to leave Darling. The feeling had always been twisting in her stomach, the feeling to get out, to explore. Maybe it was their father’s influence, of growing up always believing that something more was out there, just beyond their grasp. Maybe she was just irrevocably weird. She didn’t care which. She just wanted out.

She was glad to be done with Darling Academy, but there was no way she’d be able to leave Darling. Not now, with her dad gone and Bee completely dependent upon her. Delta sighed. She just wanted to leave, to sleep, to dream of something besides both herself and her father falling, falling, falling into a gaping black void that never ended until she woke up screaming.

But she lived in this bubble of a town. She had to pretend that she, too, felt the same nostalgia about high school, and not a vague memory of impending doom. As finally their burgers were placed before them by a vacant-eyed waiter, the owner’s son, who smelled strongly of weed and cigarettes, she had to pretend that she, too, enjoyed sitting amongst her peers.

She didn’t.

After some time, Delta cleared her throat, and her voice came out unused and hoarse, the words scratchy and clinging to her vocal cords. She shook them loose. “Bee? Abby is waiting.”

Blank eyes turned to her.

“Our dog, Abby,” she said softly. “She hasn’t been fed yet. Or walked.”

She had been both fed and walked, something Bee knew, as she’d been the one to dump kibble in her bowl and had just returned from a walk minutes before they’d left for the Diner, but she nodded calmly at her sister, her face revealing none of the lie.

“Yeah. Okay. Let’s go.”

Delta had never been so grateful for her sister as Bee inched out of the booth, thighs squeaking against the red leather seat, and grabbed for her. Delta allowed herself to be grabbed, allowed Bee to continue to build the excuses, allowed goodbyes to be made for her. It was nice to have someone else in control, even just for a few seconds. It hardly happened anymore.

“Hey,” Tag said, reaching out to catch her hand before she could edge out the door. He ran his thumb back and forth over her knuckles. “I’m really glad you came tonight.”

Delta gave a close-lipped smile as her stomach twisted. She shouldn’t have come, because now Tag would think they were back together. She could feel Anders’s eyes heavy upon her from the corner of the booth, and when she glanced at him, he just said, “It was nice seeing you, Delta.” The rest of the kids in the booth raised their eyes at one another, but Anders ignored them.

“You too,” she murmured back.

Tag squeezed her hand. “Call me later?”

This was a mistake. “Mm-hmm,” Delta replied, tempering the noncommittal answer with what she hoped was a comforting, winning sort of smile. It must have worked, because Tag sat back in his booth, back in his element, and Delta hurried for the door.

When they were out in the parking lot, alone, Bee said, “Delta—”

Delta held up a hand. “Seriously, don’t.”

Bee snorted. “Abby. Of all the excuses.”

Delta, who’d thought Abby was a pretty damn wonderful excuse, put her hands on her thin hips, miffed. “I wanted to leave.”

“You always want to leave.”

“We’d been there forever.”

“We’d been there thirty minutes.”

They pursed their lips at each other, not identical, but close.

Bee crossed her arms and pouted. Although to outsiders Delta was the cold one and Bee the sparkly one, things were much more complicated than that, as things usually are. Delta was colder, harder—because she had to be. She was the guardian. She was the shield. Bee didn’t have to be any of those things. She was carefree, effervescent merging with flighty, but almost always thoughtless with romance and sisters and feelings.

She didn’t have to be anything but. And Delta couldn’t be anything but strong and cold.

They walked together toward their truck, settled in between another old truck, belonging to one of the bearded locals, and a shiny vintage purple Porsche, which belonged, quite obviously, to Tag.

The license plate read ROCKFORD.

“I’m driving,” said Bee.

“No, I’m—”

“I’m driving.”

Bee swung the truck out of the parking lot and swerved along the road as she pushed a CD into the CD player: the low rasp of Bruce Springsteen morphed slowly into the strummed chords of David Bowie’s “Starman” within seconds.

“You know what would be nice?” Bee began, crashing her fist down upon the dashboard. “If we could listen to a CD—any CD, I don’t care—without that happening.”

“Yeah,” Delta replied. “But that’s just how things are.”

She settled her head back against the headrest, watching Tag and Anders talk animatedly together through the dusty window of the Diner. They looked different through the glass, as if all the small things that made them them had been wiped away. As if they were just golden boys under bright strip lighting. She liked them like that, held steady behind the glass. Was that how she had looked from the outside, sitting there, wedged in next to Tag? Happy and light?

Bee accelerated. Delta watched the figures behind the window, as separate as if they were from another world.

They are, she told herself, and the truth of it weighed heavily upon her. They went home to families that didn’t disappear. They went home to houses that weren’t somewhat sentient.

But the Wildings didn’t. And that would always set them apart.

There was nothing Delta could do about it.

It was, clearly, as Bowie continued to sing instead of Bruce, just how things were.
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THE EDGES OF THE sky had been slowly gathering darkness while the sisters drove home, wrapping the twilight around itself like a skirt as they parked the rumbling Ford behind the Wild West, shutting off Bowie’s ceaseless singing. Abby was whuffling at the back kitchen door, excited to see the girls returning—and, with sudden conviction, Delta decided she would take her on another walk after all. Delta didn’t like lying, even when the lie got her out of excruciating social situations. She had an extremely—perhaps overly—well-developed conscience. Which, when you are a teenage girl lying about your father disappearing via mysterious circumstances, is not always the best thing to have. Lying made her stomach uneasy, like someone knew she was being untruthful. Like someone was watching.

“Do you want to come with?” she asked Bee.

Bee shrugged. “I guess.”

They headed out, grass swishing around their ankles as Abby sniffed along in their wake.

The fields around the house couldn’t really be called a yard—it was just dry grassland with a fence around the distant border. Delta had searched every inch of it for clues about her father’s whereabouts; anything to show that he was still on Earth somewhere, that he hadn’t simply disappeared into the ether. But there was nothing. Just golden-brown grasses waving in the wind.

Delta and Bee stood shoulder to shoulder as Abby picked her way around patches of thistles so dry, they’d turned prickly, before stopping to sniff at a mangy-looking bush.

“You and Tag seemed a little awkward.” Bee’s voice broke through the quiet.

Delta stiffened. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“I like Tag.”

“I know.”

“I don’t know why you don’t just—”

“I don’t know.” Delta cut off her sister, her face flushing. She didn’t know how to put into words the strange pull away from Tag, away from the town she’d grown up in, away from everything she knew. But she did know that however she said it, Bee would smile in that horrible way that was actually a frown.

“I just don’t understand,” Bee began, and Delta got the sense that she was choosing her words with pointed precision. “Why you won’t talk to me anymore.”

“We’re talking right now.”

“Delta,” said Bee.

Delta sighed and turned to face her sister. In the gathering gloom, Bee’s face was shadowy, her eyes dark. She wasn’t smiling now, but Delta could still pick out the exact thoughts whirling through her sister’s head. The sisters had always been close. They’d always been able to read each other.

That’s why Delta wanted to go. Because Bee wanted to stay in Darling, and Delta wanted to leave, and each of them knew it. And each pretended they didn’t.

“I don’t know what you want me to say,” Delta said in a low voice. “I don’t want to talk about Tag. I don’t want to talk about”—the word choked in her throat—“Dad. I just want to try to figure out what to do next.”

Bee had just opened her mouth to speak when a bark cut through the night. Both girls jumped in fright at the sudden noise, then turned as Abby came sprinting back toward them, sliding to a panting halt near their feet. She tilted her head toward the sky and began to yowl. This was such unexpected behavior from old, gentle Abby that for a moment the Wilding sisters just stared at her, and then at each other, identical expressions of confusion blooming on their faces.

Delta had just crouched down to pet Abby, to calm her, when the earth began to shudder and roll beneath her feet.

The shaking was hard but not so hard to use words like violent and severe; in any case, this was California, and the sisters were used to duck-and-cover and standing in doorways and diving under desks. In fact, earthquakes around their town were even more commonplace than most of California. No one knew why—it was just how it was. They were in Darling, after all.

Darling did what it wanted.

But tonight, something was different.

Delta could feel it in her heart, in the way her chest tightened, even as the ground stuttered under them. Abby continued to yowl, the sound shrill and horrible, and then trailed off into a low whine, accompanied by loud, jarring barks. There was something in the air. Something in the way the wind whipped around them, no longer sultry and sticky but bitingly sharp. Delta pulled her flannel tighter around her slim frame with one arm and hugged Abby with the other. She glanced up at Bee, who was looking around in alarm, her air whipping about in the chilly breeze.

“Something’s wrong,” Delta said. That was all she could say, because she knew with every atom in her body that something was happening, something was changing. She just didn’t know what. She’d never felt this way before: the hair on her arms stood up, her fingers trembled. The air had begun to buzz, a reverberating fizzle that tingled around the yard. The single porch light, hanging at an angle above their front door, flickered and then went out. Everything was plunged into darkness.

“Yes,” said Bee, because it was obvious.

“We need to get inside the house,” Delta said, dread rising in her throat. It came out of nowhere, the dread—she was worried and then, suddenly, she was terrified. The feeling of unease, of total wrongness, mounted, swirling, eddying in her stomach. Without knowing why, still kneeling in the crackling dry grass holding tightly to Abby’s collar, she ignored the convulsing earth and instead turned her face to the black sky.

Bee fell to her knees too, grasping Delta’s arm so firmly, Delta gasped with the sudden pain of it. “We’re in the middle of a field, we’re safest here!” she said, almost shouting.

Bee was right, of course, and Delta managed to squash down enough of the adrenaline coursing through her to realize that. She gasped in—her lungs felt like they couldn’t get enough air; it was a horrible feeling—and turned her face back to the sky just as the thing appeared.

She first thought it was light. It looked like light, if you glanced at it quickly and then away, not focusing—just glittering light arcing its way through the dusty, hazy air. It was backlit brilliantly against the darkening sky, a crescent moon curving its way to Earth.

A star, falling gracefully from its place in the sky.

It was beautiful. It was, certainly, unusual.

And it looked to be headed straight toward the ground.

“It’s going to hit the house!” Bee said in a half-strangled yell, her body twitching upward like she wanted to run back and stop the collision herself. Delta didn’t move, couldn’t move. It was light, but it was more than light…. She blinked, and suddenly the light banked and it became very clear it was not light.

Not just. A dark object came to the forefront, the light now waving behind it like a luminous tail. Wrapping itself around the shape of—of—

She opened her eyes wider, as if that might make what she was seeing—no, this can’t be true, this can’t be what I’m seeing—anything less than impossible.

“A meteor!” screamed Bee.

How was Bee able to speak? Delta felt as though her vocal cords had been sliced to ribbons; she just gaped above as the light—the thing—soared overhead. She knew it wasn’t a meteor, but couldn’t bring herself to say so. If she said it wasn’t a meteor, then Bee would ask what it was. And then she’d be forced to say—to say…

“It’s not a meteor.” Delta forced the words out, excitement and fear gripping her simultaneously. “Look. Look at the outline of it. It’s…” She trailed off, her breath leaving her as the thing dropped closer, the light arcing down into the woods.

There may have been an earthshaking crash.

The Wildings wouldn’t know, because the earth was already shaking.

But it didn’t shake for long. As soon as the thing dropped down, disappearing from view, the rolling earth fell still, almost as if it hadn’t happened at all. The sound of chirping crickets and rustling grass flooded back into the night; Abby stopped barking with a final low whine and lay down on the ground; the breeze that had whipped around the sisters during the earthquake coiled away and the syrupy heat descended again, draping itself around their shoulders. The porch light flickered dimly once, twice, and then turned on again.

Everything returned to normal. It was, once more, a completely normal night in Darling.

All her breath leaving her, Delta let out a whoosh and sat down on the ground beside Abby, who, although she wasn’t growling or barking anymore, sat squarely beside the girls and looked around into the night mistrustfully.

Delta didn’t know what to think; her thoughts were pounding in her head, a drumbeat thrumming out impossible knowledge under the guise of a headache. Unseen things rustled in the grass and Abby sniffed uneasily. Delta didn’t know what had just happened, but she knew it wasn’t a meteor. And she knew that however innocent and normal Darling now tried to behave, something had broken. The thing that had fallen from the night sky with its tail of streaming light had shattered something.

Darling had never been normal. Now it was extraordinary.

“So,” said Bee in a measured voice, as though she was about to start commenting on the weather. So, some rain we’ve been having, huh? She didn’t follow up her so with anything, though. She gave Abby a pat with a trembling hand, and that was it.

“So,” Delta echoed back to her, also unsure of what to say next. So was a word to start some fantastic and bizarre adventure story; so was for the battles between Beowulf and Grendel. So wasn’t for a small town with lights flashing overhead in a meteor shower of one single, normalcy-breaking something.

“Delta,” Bee whispered. “Do you think anyone else saw it?”

“Yes… I’m sure they did.”

Her first thought was Tag, his drowsy blue eyes watching the light streak through the sky from behind the glass of the Diner. And then Tag morphed into another Tag… a harder Tag, older, with no warmth in his eyes. She felt her lungs tighten, the air suspended in her throat. Her heart was suddenly too loud, the beat of a drum signaling their location.

The thought of Tag Senior coming to find out what had fallen from the sky made her skin go cold. Because she’d seen the outline in the falling light. The outline of—

“Delta!” Bee hissed again, and Delta glanced at her sister, then did a double take as she saw Bee’s green eyes had a gleam in them, and a strange smile unsteady on her lips. The smile wavered, like Bee wasn’t sure it was a smiling sort of time. “Let’s go and find it.”

Just like that, the daze was broken. Let’s go and find it. It was real, it had been there, and that thing was now somewhere in the woods behind the Wild West. The falling light was on their property. Beckoning to her. Calling her. She suspected that sooner or later the mayor would make his way to the Wild West, and she wanted to find—whatever it was—before anyone else came looking.

You can’t have seen what you thought you saw. But Delta was so sure, so sure, she had…

The girls moved even quicker now, practically running toward the farmhouse. It loomed suddenly out of the darkness, mist curling around its dormer windows and the metal weathervane. The grimy windows peered at them, interested, as though wanting to see the events unfolding before their blank and staring eyes. As though the house itself knew that something singularly remarkable had happened, that Darling had shifted, changed. Abby ran beside them, seeming only too happy to get away from the gloom of the yard, and flung her old body into the kitchen as soon as they opened the door. A small part of Delta felt like doing the same—burying herself under her covers and pretending that she hadn’t seen a thing.

The other, larger part of her was buzzing with anticipation, with adrenaline. That internal drumbeat had returned, hammering away at her skull. It wasn’t a meteor. It wasn’t a shooting star. You know what it is. You know what it is.

Was she imagining it, or was the Wild West holding its breath? It was still empty, still somber and filled with memories that sat in corners like shadows… but now there was something else. Something more. And the Wild West knew it.

Darling knew it.

She forced herself to be calm as she stood in the kitchen, but her eyes were fixed on the trees behind their house. All she could see was the blazing trail of light in the sky, heading for the woods. And they were about to go find it now—they would enter the woods and search for the streak of light that had descended, intruder-like, into their midst.

Her dad would be so excited. The thought hit her so hard, she reached out a hand to steady herself against the doorframe. She could hear Bee behind her, checking the batteries of their old, heavy flashlights.

Delta thought back to the last time she’d seen her dad: they’d been side by side in his study, comfortable silence reigning, while he pored over his books and she poked colored pushpins into a map, using coordinates from his handwritten list. She’d been anxious to leave; she’d had a date with Tag. He’d waved her away, he’d smiled and said, Be back before ten. She was. But he hadn’t been there to know; there had only been a hysterical Bee and an empty hallway closet.

Grief, razor-sharp and hot, washed over her, her sudden longing for her dad so strong, it felt like needles in her chest. Something was happening; the something was what her dad had always hoped for, prepared for, wished for.

Now something had arrived, but her dad was gone.
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DARLING AFTER HOURS was like a town of the dead: lighted house after lighted house went suddenly dark, leaving only the buzzing neon of the DINER sign and the lonely, flickering streetlights standing sentinel on abandoned streets. Delta and Bee leaving seemed to have been the catalyst; one by one, everyone else in the diner made their excuses and said their goodbyes. The bewildered couple with the backpacks—“I don’t know how we arrived here, we never even saw an exit”—picked up their to-go cups and left with directions. The family finished their burgers, and even the two muttering old men checked their battered watches and filed out.

Tag slumped down on an elbow, staring out the window into the dark parking lot out front, full of cracks in the asphalt and sprouting dandelions. The jingling of the door faded away and he sighed. There were only four people still in their booth: Tag, Anders, and two soon-to-be-senior girls who kept leaning close to whisper things to each other. He knew their names were Allison and Marnie—everyone in Darling knew everyone else—but he’d never had any classes with them. They weren’t who he wanted to spend this night with, but he didn’t have any other options.

Tag sighed. It was time again for the Rockford Act. For the presidential smile and the vacant eyes as the rest of them rambled about nothing and everything.

He didn’t necessarily like the people he hung out with—except for Anders—but he was quite obviously their leader, and that was enough for Tag. He didn’t need to like people, as long as they liked him. And in a town like Darling, where his family was both revered and hated in equal amounts, he couldn’t be choosy about who wanted to be his friend.

He liked Delta, though. He had absolutely no idea what went on in her head, or in her life. Half the time he couldn’t even tell if she really liked him. If he went off how often Delta answered the phone when he called, his chances were very low indeed. And he called Delta a lot.

He knew he seemed desperate.

He was.

Things typically came easily for Tag, but getting Delta Wilding to pick up the phone was not one of them. Tag, the once-great ruler of Darling Academy, the lord of the Diner, driving around in his Porsche with the windows down and music blaring, the king of the castle… he couldn’t even get his sometimes-girlfriend to answer his call.

He supposed he could go to her house to try to talk it out. They lived just a few miles apart, for God’s sake, but the distance between them might’ve been the distance to the moon.

And at least when Delta ignored his calls, the rejection, while very clear, was from a distance. Going to her house would make it all very real. In any case, Rockfords didn’t do things like that—Rockfords didn’t wait around, or beg, or stand outside houses with boomboxes. They also didn’t mope around a deathly quiet mansion and leave multiple voice mails a day to girls who wanted nothing to do with them, either, so Tag wasn’t quite sure what that made him.

Not really a Rockford?

Being Tag Rockford III was all he knew. He wore the title like a crown.

“All right,” he said abruptly, loudly, sitting up straight. I don’t want to think about this. I can’t think about this. He was vaguely aware he’d interrupted another conversation, but both the seniors trailed off. “I’m done with this.” He said the only thing that he could think of in the moment, the first thing he knew would let him forget Darling, his dad, and Delta. “Let’s get drunk.”

The girls giggled to each other. “Okay.”

“Anders?”

“You know I’m there,” Anders said lightly, although Tag noticed the way his friend’s dark eyes followed him as he stood up, his eyebrows furrowed in something that might’ve been concern. “Your house?”

“No, my dad is home.”

The bolder of the seniors, Allison, piped in, “Wishing Well?”

Tag sighed. He should’ve known the girls would want to go there; everyone always chose the Darling Wishing Well—an old abandoned well deep in the pocket of woods near the Wilding house, its water littered with years upon years of pennies from the hopeful—but it was so close to Delta. Back before they’d imploded, he and Delta spent countless hours tossing pennies into the pool, casting stupid wishes that always turned serious an hour and a drink or two in. It was their place. It was where he’d first kissed her.

If he tossed a penny in those deep waters tonight, would the wish be heard by whatever mysterious force cradled Darling in its hands? Maybe Delta would be there too by some twist of fate. Maybe this would be the night they’d stop fighting, and Delta would realize he hadn’t intended for anything to happen how it did. As the penny dropped out of sight, maybe Delta would fall for him all over again.

“Wishing Well, yeah, okay,” Tag agreed.

“I’ll drive us,” said Anders, and Tag nodded, tossing him the keys to the Porsche. The Fireball whisky still coated his tongue, syrupy cinnamon rising to his head. The small group shuffled out of the booth and left the air-conditioned Diner, stepping out into the lingering warmth of night. Beyond the light shining from the Diner windows was pure, undulating dark. It might have been another world, some underground land where there was no one left but the four of them.

Their feet crunched in the broken gravel of the asphalt as they crossed to Tag’s shiny car and all loaded in. No one spoke until the car purred to life and Anders flicked on the headlights, the twin beams of light cutting a pathway through the pressing blackness.

Yes, Darling at night was a town of the dead, and they were its ghostly inhabitants.

The drive was mere minutes, and Anders chattered animatedly the whole way as only Anders could, saving Tag from having to say a word. Tag couldn’t tell if this was on purpose or not, but either way, he appreciated being able to sit back and let the conversation float over him in a hum. It was only when Anders turned the car down a winding dirt road midway between the Diner and the Wilding house that Tag sat up. He couldn’t help but notice lights on in the large farmhouse, and once again the distance between him and Delta loomed. He was so close, half a mile, maybe less, but the trees blocked the way, and the walls of the Wild West crossed their arms against him.

They parked in the makeshift lot—the Wishing Well had become a favorite with the passing tourists—and followed the narrow path into the woods.

Tag was aware of everyone talking again; they laughed and joked, their lilting voices echoing loudly throughout the woods. He heard them as if from far away, as if he’d fallen into the Wishing Well and was separated by a thin film of glassy water.

He didn’t want to be here—he didn’t care.

But it was better than his house. It was better than sitting alone at the Diner with his whirling thoughts. That’s what Tag told himself, because he had to believe it. The clearing with the Wishing Well was enclosed by dark trees, and it had felt like a magical place those nights he’d sat here with Delta, but now the seniors gabbled over each other, their voices intertwining in one loud roar, and they brought out clinking bottles and took sharply scented shots that spilled onto the mossy forest floor.

“Come on, crack a bottle,” Anders said, smiling wide. Tag smiled back as he grabbed one; it felt like an act. It was an act, and he was so good at it by now that even Anders didn’t see through it. He tilted the bottle and threw back a shot. It burned its way down his throat, and Anders reached to take the bottle, but Tag held up a finger to wait. “Another,” he coughed.

If he were drunk, he wouldn’t wish he were alone.

He wouldn’t wish he were sitting in silence, staring up at the mass of stars above.

He took his second drink, then passed the bottle on, an unexpected lump growing in his throat. He kept smiling; everyone was laughing, and no one noticed his glassy eyes, the wetness there.

Tag lay back on the mossy earth, throwing an arm under the back of his head. If he tilted his head, he could see the pitch-dark sky above through the canopy of leaves. He could feel the drink in him, dizzying his sight, smoothing down his thoughts, pulling at his eyelids. He didn’t remember giving in and falling asleep, but when he next opened his eyes, the warm summer air was pressing down upon the sleeping bodies of Anders and the senior girls. Mini bottles littered the ground, and Allison was cradling a half-empty tequila bottle like it was a teddy bear.
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