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To Joe, thanks for the universe.
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By the time the police arrived, there were three of us left. Three originals. Three best friends. Architects of what was once a secret society.

The difference between leaders and initiates was evident. We designed it that way, dictated that initiates wore the white of sacrificial lambs and us bloody red. No confusion over who appeared to be in charge.

There was a chaotic minute under the star-choked sky. Volleying accusations and bodily threats. I tried to kick out of the arms of an officer because I still hadn’t had my fill of revenge. Never would I. And you know, the dagger tipped in blood didn’t exactly help our case for looking faultless.

They herded the initiates into a line, ordered them to keep their mouths shut. Still, those kids, those snakes, whispered stories and secrets in the way the dying confess, anticipating forgiveness. Good little boys and girls, eyes innocent saucers, except they’d terrorized a whole town.

Our dagger lay a little outside the ring of fire. There was the truth serum, a few muddy, crimson sips they’d dredge up from the bottle to test. And the idol on a pile of rocks, her smile calling out from on top of her burial mound. No sense would be made of her origins.

Police circled the meteorite, probing the scene, coming up short in front of us three, searching faces for clues. Accident or murder.

They would ask the wrong questions later on, after the ambulance left without its sirens wailing, when the three architects and our six recruits were in the police station.

There was lots of hand-wringing and Make me understand. Parents arrived. Our initiates had been shaking their fists and snarling at authority just an hour before. The rebellion had drained out of them and they buckled with relief at the sight of their moms and dads. I didn’t acknowledge mine. All the adults needed help understanding how the night happened.

“October happened because September did.”

An officer warned me to stop being snarky.

“I’m not,” I whispered, voice all cried out.

“Then answer,” he demanded.

“Because August. Because July. Because June. I can keep going if you need me to.”

That was the only answer they’d get from me. Afterward, I stopped talking. For a few weeks. I sat in my room, on the top of my desk, watching the Pacific battle the shore. I sketched the four of us. Together. Hardly needing to watch the progress of my pencil. There was something unnerving in our eyes when the pictures were done. A glimmer of foreshadow that I hadn’t noticed was present before. Had it been? My best friends. The loves of my life. Strangers. Reeling. Ferocious.

I held my tongue and the lesson sunk in.

No matter how much you see, there are bottomless seas you don’t.

What I am certain of is the heart of it.

First we were four.

Now we are three.



2

There is an ancient rock at the edge of Viv’s apple orchard, where the foothills bubble up, brittle gold grasses encroaching on the sky. The rock’s gray metallic face is smooth, except for pits and crevices on its north side. At the height and width of a house, it’s unmovable. Its top is as flat as a stage.

Graham, Viv, and I were eight, sucking on watermelon Blow Pops, our scabbed knees under our chins, Graham’s ankle in a cast, as we watched the scientists cut up from the road alongside the orchard in jeeps.

They were real-life versions of the scientists in khaki vests, baggy cargo pants, and hiking boots from the glossy pages of our National Geographic magazines. We crept around their tents and stole the wooden stakes used to cordon off the rock so Viv could play at stabbing Graham and me, the vampires, in our hearts. After a few days, a strawberry-blonde scientist with a face full of freckles caught Graham, who was surprisingly swift on crutches. She must have hoped that we’d quit vandalizing if we felt included, so she told us about the rock in the whispery tone adults use when they want to impress kids.

The rock was one of the largest meteoric fragments to hit North America. Someone dated it to have been there for at least 50,000 years, an age Freckles called recent in terms of meteorites. What baffled them was that there was no crater, no giant gash torn into the land from it shooting from space. The meteor appeared to have been placed there, gently set in the rambling foothills.

The rock itself wasn’t even the significant part, not then.

The drawings were.

The three of us had discovered the drawings—actually, Graham broke his ankle and then we discovered them. Graham, Viv, and I had been stretched out on the rock. That was back when we’d pretend it was a desert island and water ran to the horizons. We liked to act as though we were stuck on top with no choice but to stay until the sky dimmed. It was one of those afternoons drowning in sun; I was biting an apple, making shapes in the red skin with my teeth. I showed Viv a butterfly as a tiny green worm poked through the alpine-white meat of the fruit.

“Eat it,” Graham said.

“Worms can live inside your belly,” Viv cried. “Don’t do it.”

Graham sprung to his feet. “If you eat it, I’ll jump.” He pointed to the undulating expanse of grass. It was twelve feet, at least.

“Will not,” Viv countered, lips twitching with uncertainty.

“Will too. Just like when you thought I wouldn’t climb to the barn roof, or that Izzie couldn’t hold her breath for a minute underwater, or”—he began hopping in place—“that Izzie and I wouldn’t race through the Ghost Tunnel and we did, we did, we did.”

“On the count of three,” I said.

“One, two . . .” Graham paused, glancing over his shoulder where he was poised at the edge of the rock. I held the apple, worm-side to my mouth. Graham and I met eyes before he gave an exhilarated whoop and yelled, “Three!” He shot into the air, his eyes on mine until he disappeared. Graham didn’t believe in looking when he jumped.

The worm popped between my teeth as Graham shouted out in pain.

Viv and I found him clutching his knee to his chest, his lips grimacing, his eyes intent on a vague brownish-red design I would have mistaken for dirt smeared on the rock. Even back then, Graham noticed ancient and in-the-ground things.

The freckled scientist called it one of the oldest and most complete surviving figurative drawings done by ancient humans. The scene was of the space rock, surrounded by men and women kneeling. Above them, on the rock, there were four-legged animals of an unidentifiable species. Whatever they were, the animals either didn’t exist anymore or couldn’t be classified using the pictures. Some experts thought they could make out paws, others hooves; still more saw horns rather than ears. The geochemists and archeologists went digging.

They found eight birds of different species, their tiny skeletons fully accounted for. Each was buried on its back, wings splayed open to the sky. Long stripes of linen fabric were wrapped from one wing tip to the other, mummifying the remains.

We were there, this time on lawn chairs we’d dragged up to the string and stakes demarcating the excavation. Sweat streaked Freckles’s forehead as she blinked dirt away, her arm shaking as she uncovered the first bird in its burial shroud. The birds were buried at quarter segments around the rock, two in each grave. Eventually someone observed that their wings were oriented pointing north, south, east, and west. Each tiny bone of the skeletons was marked. Scratched in a series of designs. Tests were done in laboratories and bone-dating specialists decided that the birds hadn’t been buried at the same time but at different points over hundreds of years.

Freckles and her team had plans for more excavating until Viv’s parents were fed up and ordered everyone to clear out. Ina and Scott Marlo didn’t want scientists mucking about their orchard during harvest. They wanted to make their own hard apple cider. The rock would just have to remain a mysterious space rock. Those four-legged animals would have to stay unidentified. The birds would be studied elsewhere, packed up and carried away.

For weeks it was all we talked about. At first it was the birds that captured my imagination. Birds had a little magic in them—they had wings and flew. Nightly at dinner I’d ask my parents about them. Why were they buried? How did they die? Who buried them? Nothing they said could appease my curiosity. I re-created the birds, wings spread, in my yogurt parfaits, on the beach, in pictures I snapped of Graham and Viv staged on the ground. Finally, when Dad found me doodling birds on his and mom’s architectural plans, they intervened. Mom ordered me a ready-made rock collection to try to encourage an interest in geology, but it was the telescope Dad set up on the veranda that hooked me enough to move on from the birds.

Viv’s parents furnished their backyard barn, wrapped a red ribbon around it, and gave it to Viv as a play fort, hoping to distract her from the meteorite. To draw our play in closer to home. But the mystery of the space rock kept us buzzing. How were there horned four-legged beasts that scientists didn’t know about? Who were the people pictured on the rock? Were they predators or prey?

Graham and I filled his wagon with library books—fantasy and science fiction paperbacks from the library’s rummage sale, archeology texts from its shelves, a few we stored under our beds about human sacrifice and ancient burial customs. We looked for answers in their pages. We pored over bad illustrations of Papua New Guinean cannibals. I made my mom print out every news article she could find about the comet probe Philae that had been launched a few years earlier and wouldn’t land on its comet for six more.

We searched for answers. But the threads we followed led us farther from the space rock. The ploy of the barn worked. It was better than a fort. We grew preoccupied with other play. Our universe returned to revolving around what it had before the drawings were discovered: us.

From the time I was four years old, my universe had been steadily expanding.

I started as one.

First day of preschool: I remember the odor of crayons, the grainy cracker crumbs in my pockets digging under my nails, and how much I wanted to talk to the other kids, all sparkly in their first-day bests, but I kept chewing my tongue because I had nothing good to say.

Snack time rolled around and the teacher handed out sweets. I was cross-legged and bouncing over cookies. We sat in a misshapen circle, and I watched the boy across from me take a cookie out of a bigger boy’s lap, smile at me with his mouth full of stolen chocolate chip cookies, chew, swallow, and then deny it emphatically when the victim tattled. Graham was halfway to the time-out corner when I piped up.

I had no idea that Graham was acting out because his dad had moved to Chicago. Graham was the most interesting kid in the circle and he was being sent away. I’m not proud of lying, although I’m also not sorry. Graham and I were awarded an extra cookie each; one for the wrongly accused and one for the honest witness. Our bond was instantaneous. I’d broken the rules for him; I’d saved him from the solitary horror of time-out.

I was one and then: Graham. We were two.

Viv came next. She lived down the street. I considered the orchard behind her house an enchanted forest and she was the enigmatic creature who ruled it. I’d spot her rocking on the porch swing with her mom. Dad would stop the wagon or call for me to slow on my bike. He and Ina knew each other from growing up in Seven Hills. Mom didn’t seem to know Ina, although eventually I realized there was another reason Mom ignored the Marlos. I couldn’t ignore Viv. She was a sliver of a figure, imposing because of how decorated she was: swallowed by voiles, feathers fanning her hair, her mom’s heels swimming on her feet, lipstick hearts on her cheeks. The brave survivor of a dress-up chest explosion.

First day of first grade, Viv wore a silk dress with a train that dragged behind her and carried a grown lady’s handbag. Kids circled Viv, sang little old woman at her. The next day they made fun of the way she stuttered words beginning with S—a problem she went to speech therapy for. As that got stale, kids said she wasn’t in speech but in resource, which was code for her having a learning disability. The whole thing spiraled when they called her retarded.

Graham and I found her crying at the sunlit reach of the tetherball courts. She was curled on her side, velvet cape sticking to her sweaty neck, cheek on the warm asphalt, mouth open as she sobbed.

Graham and I were in the middle of one long game of chicken. It was fun to see how deep we’d walk into the hills before turning and fleeing. How long we could stand the dark of Graham’s creaky, musty attic before the ghosts scratched our arms. Other kids were boring. Our minds sparked. Our hands danced. But Viv wasn’t boring. Like us, she was engaged in her own battle of will.

She kept wearing costumes and vintage women’s apparel even though she was picked on. She didn’t stop laughing in her raspy way even when kids imitated her meanly. The feathers and tassels were her armor.

Graham and I had been two. With Viv: three. We had a whole apple orchard as our kingdom. We didn’t need to fit in with the others. Three was plenty.

The business with the rock when were eight was a hiccup; an anomaly that the external world became a part of our adventures. It was a temporary stretch of our universe. But the universe snapped back, shrank to accommodate only us.

Until Harry’s family moved to Seven Hills when we were twelve.

Until the girl was found on the rock.
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Graham was on his way with a watermelon to meet Viv and me at the meteorite. We had planned to hurl the melon from its top, for no reason other than wanting to throw what was sure to break. The summer months were spent fleeing boredom. Belly flopping from Viv’s diving board until our fronts were slapped red. Daring one another to eat the least ripe and sourest apples off the trees. Camping on the rock with my telescope. Acting out plays that Viv wrote while on the meteorite. Sled races down the steepest sand dunes.

Viv and I were running late. We’d been lounging on the back lawn, weaving daisy chain crowns and admiring our new, brightly colored flats that her grandmother had sent us from where she lived in India. We lost track of time. “Seventh graders have the same lunch period as eighth and we’ll get to eat right next to Luke McHale. We could sit in his circle. If he asks us. If he sees I have cupcakes to share,” she said, breezy and hopeful. Viv was looking forward to the start of school in a few weeks.

I didn’t have sunglasses on and I was weaving around the trees, squinting at the orchard set on fire by the silver tinsel that scared off birds. Halfway to the rock we heard the eerie, frantic squawks. We should have known by the way the smell punched us in the face that it would be bad. But there were often putrid scents in those hills covered with cow patties and snakeskins. I was preoccupied with Viv swearing Luke was the cutest boy in the eighth grade.

The apple tree nearest the rock was full of crows, their sleek coal bodies hunched in between the glittering holographic tape. They reminded me of this photo of baboons on the plateau of a hill in Ethiopia. Their broad, hairy backs were a wall blocking out whatever they surrounded. I just knew they probably did something awful—violent—once the photographer lowered his lens. It was what the photo didn’t show that made me swallow twice. I had wondered if animals could be wicked or bored.

“Wait for Graham,” Viv said, catching my wrist, trying to keep me next to her. She was wearing one of her long bohemian skirts and the gold, pink, and blue of her slippers poked out from its drape.

“Can’t. I’m too curious,” I told her, twirling her under my arm, slipping my hand from hers while her skirt caught air. I scaled my way up the rock’s face. At the top, the stench was crawling up my nostrils, making my eyes swell with water. A stiff, hot wind in my face intensified it.

I blinked three times before I believed the body was there.

“What is it?” Viv called. I glanced down at her. The flower crown looked like snowflakes in her chestnut waves.

“Stay there and call Graham,” I said. She cocked a hand on her popped hip. Waved her brand-new cell phone at me. All mock attitude. “Please, Vivy.”

I didn’t tell Viv to call 9-1-1. I was twelve. My brain didn’t have a setting for an emergency too big for Graham. Not then. Not at first.

Viv called him. “You’re late. Why walking? Couldn’t you strap the melon to your scooter?” Pause. “Weirdness on the rock.”

From the angle and the distance, I made out the body, tatter of clothing, naked skin. A big, shaggy vulture hunched over it. I inched closer. Long brown hair. Arms open.

My breath grew shallow.

A bruise as livid as her purple bra ran from her chest to the waistband of her buttoned jean shorts. A second bruise like a choker around her neck. A girl. On her back. And those arms, they were thrown open as if she were midflight. The girl’s T-shirt had been slashed down her sternum, its halves peeled back to expose her bruised rib cage and tucked under her arms as if she had wings. There were rocks, too, at the bottom of the wings like feathers. They pinned the fabric in place.

Wings. Like those of the vulture worrying her bellybutton into a larger hole with its beak. A cloud tapered across the sky with the look of a white fissure in the blue. The sky was cracking. It would fall soon.

The vulture looked reluctantly away from its meal, a patch of soft tissue hanging out of its hooked beak. There were holes in her thighs, too, just under the hem of her cutoffs. Channels cut into the muscles; the white gleam of bone.

She was dead. Not bleeding. Not moving. No blood that I could see on the rock.

“Oh my God,” Viv whispered. I hadn’t heard her crawl up. She stood with the back of a hand to her mouth, the other clutched her stomach. She lurched to the side and dry heaved.

I returned to the girl. Not a woman. Not old enough. But older than me. She wore a real bra, not a tiny one with padding like I did. Her breasts were like hills as she lay on her back. Death made her look caught, trapped. I wanted to swat the flies from her brown hair. Knock the rocks and her wings away. Help her up so she could run.

My stomach churned, tears stung, arms lost feeling at my sides. She was not so different from me and Viv. Except she had wings.

The vulture had swallowed by then and it cawed shrilly. Its head bowed for another bite. I rushed forward, shouting. It hobbled to the edge of the rock, faking indifference, but kept one gleaming eye my way.

I was directly over her. Gravel decorated one side of her face. Her knees were dirty and cut. The single white sneaker she wore was stained, the rubber sole partially detached and wilting from her foot.

“What happened to her?” Viv whispered.

“A nightmare,” I said.

“Why is her shirt open like that?”

“Like wings,” I said and then shook my head.

We called 9-1-1 before Graham hiked up, the watermelon braced on his shoulder. Then we called my house, where my dad answered, and he called Mom because she wasn’t home. Viv’s dad was away on business and we left her mom for last because she was in recovery after surgery to remove a tumor from her chest a few weeks earlier. Viv and I sat in the dirt, waiting for the grown-ups. Graham stood by the girl on the rock, keeping the vulture at bay.

The rest of that afternoon was superimposed horror on our familiar kingdom. Where we played and pretended and dreamed and dared. Viv had to wait inside with her mom for the police because Ina had buckled against an apple tree, too weak from surgery. Dad steadied Ina and walked them back through the orchard. I sat with Graham and the watermelon as the EMTs and firemen checked the girl. I knew she couldn’t be saved. My legs stopped being legs. Graham kept muttering stuff like, How could our rock be involved in this? We’d just been there two Saturdays before. Sleeping bags. Flashlights. Liter of root beer over ice cream in Ina’s giant lobster pot. The rock was just an extension of the orchard and the orchard an extension of our barn. Ours.

Police cruisers parked along the weed-dotted access road connecting the street with the orchard. A few neighbors hiked up to watch. A boy our age came the nearest and froze, a scarecrow in between trees. I watched him pull a notebook from his back pocket and take notes. Graham walked in his direction. My mom had arrived by then; Dad had returned from helping Ina.

My parents told me to pay attention to the plainclothes officer talking to me. He asked if I recognized the girl, and suddenly I wasn’t sure. “Maybe,” I said.

I closed my eyes and saw my face instead of hers. The officer asked if I could take another look. It was important. I wanted to give her a name. Help her. My parents and the officer crawled back up the rock with me.

She was a stranger. The wind became a dusty, battering force, snatching sheets of paper from a clipboard, skimming them across the dirt until they netted in the weeds. Graham was alone with the melon. The new boy and his notebook were gone.

As my parents guided me away, I turned to glimpse the girl’s face between the officer’s legs.

“She’s like me,” I said to my mom. A girl.

It was the officer who replied. “Nah, hon, nothing like you, just a runaway asking for it.” He licked his thumb and brushed away a fleck of dirt on his otherwise shiny boots. “These girls leave their nothing towns and head west or south to Los Angeles and they end up hitchhiking on the interstate. Get into the wrong truck. Get hooked up with the wrong people. Drugs—” Mom’s hands pressed over my ears. Too late.

When we were home Mom made chai and put my iPod on in my bedroom. Dad brought out an old nightlight that projected stars on the ceiling; its white constellations hardly registered in the summer evening light. A tear leaked from his eye when he kissed me on the forehead. After they left me, I sat in my desk chair at my window staring out at the gray ocean. Nah, hon, she’s nothing like you, just a runaway. I couldn’t get the officer’s voice out of my head. She was a girl. Untied sneaker. Temporary tattoo of a heart on her ankle that had faded with washing. Ordinary. I was ordinary. How had she asked to be hurt?

She looked like one of the girls who were sometimes on the beach. Viv and I had seen them once or twice. Viv had radar for girls just above high school age. Free girls. Those who didn’t live here. Dramatic lives full of shrieking and chasing one another around their circle and falling into the laps of boys with them. Viv tore a slit up her Free People dress after we watched them. Stretched the neckline so it hung off her shoulders. For a while she talked about hanging out with them, in the same dreamy tone she used when speaking about Luke McHale. She heard from a classmate, who heard from their older sister, who bought pot from a girl on the beach once, that there were teenagers who came to Seven Hills for its fabled beach and waves. Word had spread that you could camp at night in the Ghost Tunnel, officially the Golden Hills Tunnel, that there were plenty of orchards to steal fruit from, and that the police wouldn’t bother you unless you drew too much attention.

I wondered then, in my room, after finding the girl’s body, was she one of those surfing-by-day-and-camping-by-night-in-the-tunnel girls?

Neighbors gathered on the Marlos’ front lawn the next day. Viv tried to eavesdrop from the porch swing. They shooed her away before she learned anything useful. But she could tell the adults had hunches.

That same day, a woman I recognized only from seeing her on parade floats visited us. Dad introduced her as Mayor Carver. Mom said they needed to have a grown-up talk with me. The woman started out nice. So sorry you had such a scare. Her tone grew accusatory as she warned me not to share details of the incident with anyone but my parents. You don’t want to scare people more than they already are, do you? I didn’t think so. Then you shouldn’t mention how she looked. No need to tell anyone about the T-shirt and the rocks and all that nonsense. I didn’t answer.

On the third day after, Viv, Graham, and I were in the barn. I was sprawled on the floor, back of my skull on the flat of a raised nailhead protruding from a plank. It hurt, but I was the kind of bored that makes you pick a scab, that used to make Graham and me dare each other to reach into a snake hole. Viv was tossing chocolate-covered raisins at the book in Graham’s hands, and he was complaining that I’d given up on the true crime paperback we were three-quarters of the way through, each taking our turn with a chapter, when there was a knock on the slider. I sat up too fast. Amid the stars firing off, the strange boy with the notebook waved through the glass. There was a rush of relief, like I’d been raw and itchy waiting for him to show up already, and once he had I could be normal again.

Harry’s family had moved into the ranch house up the street, the one the grown-ups called the rental. Harry’s dad was trying to resuscitate its patchy lawn; his mom was giving the shutters a fresh coat of paint. Harry came searching through the apple orchard like we’d drawn him in as the sirens had three days before. It seemed close to magic to me. Really, Graham had hung out with Harry the day before and invited him to find us in the barn the next afternoon.

It was obvious that our threesome had been inadequate once he was with us. He plopped down on a beanbag chair and showed us his notebook, full of observations from the few days he’d lived in Seven Hills. He’d noticed things from when I found the dead girl that I hadn’t. Like that an officer started taking pictures of Graham’s watermelon in the dirt like it was a part of the investigation. And that a woman who had a dog wearing a sweater stood chatting with the police. Mayor Carver, Graham informed us. Harry was born to be a journalist.

Before I realized it, I admitted that I’d been dreaming about the dead girl. Graham admitted he’d been late with the watermelon because Stepdad Number Three refused to give him a ride; Graham hoped his mother would divorce him soon. Harry had a way of getting you to say what you were dying to, just by being a good listener.

Viv, gnawing on her nails, stayed quiet and eyed Harry. He tossed one of her chocolate-covered raisins into the air; her caution waned as one after another pinged off his teeth. He was terrible at catching them, but his eyes shone as he kept trying. He was nothing like the boys at school with their easily shattered egos, boys who lashed out if you laughed at them. Eventually Viv blurted, “You didn’t see me at the rock when we found the girl because I had to go in the house and wait for the police with my mom. She has cancer. It means she gets tired really easily. But I was there.”

Harry gave a solemn nod, seeming to understand that even in this awful thing, no one wanted to feel left out.

How didn’t the three of us combust without Harry?

In the middle of all the intrigue, we became four.

Within the week, Viv’s dad found tracks circling the ancient rock and leading through the orchard. They were slots made by something between a paw and a hoof. The plainclothes officer snapped pictures. He asked if we’d seen signs of the girl squatting in the barn or camping in the orchard. Did food disappear or sleeping bags vanish? Had we ever found the remains of candle wax on the rock? Bizarre symbols drawn on top? Which didn’t make sense because in the next breath he told us she wasn’t killed here in Seven Hills, but elsewhere, where a bad person hurt her and tried to get away with it by dumping her in our nice little town.

Regardless, I thought of her as Goldilocks.

Picture it. Charming seaside town. Seven golden foothills forming a wall around it. Past the threshold of sight and sound from any neighboring cities. More pastel beach cruisers than cars. Rooftop decks with barbecues and chairs facing the sea. A scatter of sand across sidewalks, blown in by the wind. And kids of the summer, barefoot, freckled, and sunburned. In Seven Hills, windows and doors stayed open to catch the salt spray off the Pacific.

A body shows up. A girl. About nineteen. Blunt force trauma. Strangulation. No sign of sexual assault. At first the police hide that she was staged. And then a photo of the body is sent anonymously to the Seven Hills newspaper, and the whole town learns that she was killed and staged to have wings, on an ancient meteorite, its own history involving birds, buried in the identical position. The mysteries pile up. No one does a thing.

The police never talked to us about her again. School started. Viv and Graham had also received visits from the mayor, asking them not to scare our peers with what we saw, like Goldilocks had been a particularly grisly nightmare, better forgotten in the light of day.

From a classmate whose parent wasn’t careful about being overheard, we gathered that Goldilocks remained a mystery. During the first week of classes he reported to a grave audience of middle schoolers in the cafeteria. The police believed one of two things had transpired: Either the runaway was dumped by someone who didn’t live in Seven Hills or the whole killing had been committed by her band of runaway teens. They’d heard about the meteorite and traveled to worship an alien-devil on its altar. They were troubled youths—drinking, drugs, sex—and one of them ended up sacrificed on the rock. Our classmate reported his mother saying Surprise, surprise. Girls like that always think it’s a game until it isn’t.

Whichever explanation, the police said whoever committed the crime had moved on. Fled. Would never risk returning. Had never meant any harm to Seven Hills or its residents. Nothing to fear. You’re safe here.

All those strange pieces were laid out, begging us to pick them up. We wouldn’t until five years later, after the night of the slaughterhouse. When we did, rather than setting out to solve Goldilocks’s killing, I’m ashamed to say our motivations were closer to this:

I wanted to play a game.

Boredom was always chasing us.

I dreaded saying good-bye.

Revenge seemed like a bright idea.
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The slaughterhouse’s silhouette was black and flat against the sky. It was the first Friday night of September, a little past ten, the heat stubborn, stuck like the backs of my thighs on the vinyl upholstery. Radio stations turned to static in Seven Hills, but even if they hadn’t, Harry’s speakers didn’t work. The air conditioner blasted lukewarm air. We would have been more comfortable in my hatchback, or Graham’s sedan, and especially in Viv’s roomy SUV. But Harry was the only one of us who’d bought his car with money he earned; what kind of jerks would we have been to refuse riding in the spoils of all that hard work?

Harry’s car dipped and jumped over the road’s potholes. He drove so slowly that there wouldn’t have been a breeze with the windows down, but plenty of mosquitoes. Viv periodically slapped her neck until, with an elongated sigh, she shook her hair out of its braid and hid under it.

“If one more bloodsucker bites me, I’m going to start biting back,” she said. She didn’t stutter on S words anymore, just overenunciated them in a way that made me think she was remembering having been teased.

“I’d like to see that,” Graham said.

Viv twisted, snapped her jaw, and smiled. “I bet you would.”

She flipped the front vents closed. “I think they’re crawling through the air conditioner.”

Harry made a noise like a snort and flicked it off.

We were ten miles outside of town, navigating a one-lane road through a ravine, headed to its only destination, the slaughterhouse. It was easy to forget this place existed. Who’d want to remember? A hundred or so seniors every September, that’s who. And the four of us, along with our peers, as the timeworn tradition of Senior Class Slumber Fest dictated, were about to spend the night there. Basically we were planning to slumber it in hell.

Graham lifted his flask. His mother had arrived home the day before after a summer-long absence. His head touched the car ceiling each time we hit a bump and his strawberryblond hair stood with static electricity. “This one’s for Izzie. The only girl who’s seen me naked and managed to resist jumping me.”

I tucked my legs beneath me and took a nip of the spicy liquor. “I don’t think you being six, scarfing too many cookies, puking on your pants, and needing to take a bath at my house counts as me seeing you naked.” Viv laughed so suddenly she snorted. She covered her face. Her eyes smiled out between her fingers; there were tiny glow-in-the-dark skulls painted on her nails.

“How were you not scarred for life?” Harry asked.

Viv giggled. “Who says she’s not?”

Harry mimed tipping a hat to her.

I threw my arm to my forehead. “It’s only because I’ve seen hundreds of guys naked that I’m able to block out the trauma of Graham.”

Graham pinched just above my kneecap, a spot that made me laugh abruptly and shove him away. “More like my naked glory ruined you for all others.” He took the flask as he slouched back.

Viv winked at me and said, “I think Graham’s teensy-tiny little baby weenie is why Izzie won’t go farther than kissing.”

“She’s right,” I whispered, hands over my heart, “I imagine it in place of the boy’s face. It’s why I can’t stomach baby carrots.”

Harry groaned. “Now I need a lobotomy.”

Viv flipped the mirror down. “Baby carrots are an abomination of nature,” she stated without a trace of humor curling her mouth’s reflection.

Graham tapped his window. “Why are there no other cars on the road?”

“I told you, you made us late,” Viv huffed. “Every senior is going to beat us and they’ll take all the good spots.” Our headlights illuminated long-abandoned farming equipment scattered in the barren landscape.

Harry drummed his palms on the steering wheel. “How do you know a good sleeping spot from a bad one in a slaughterhouse? Don’t they all inherently suck?” He raked his hand through his brown hair, leaving the sides vertical banks. Viv laced her fingers watching him, trying to resist licking her palm and styling his hair. “And there will be at least three missing seniors other than us. The Animal Rights Club isn’t coming,” Harry directed to Viv, “out of protest.”

“Fascist bullies.” Her chin jutted out. Viv was club treasurer sophomore year. She’d had three rescue bunnies, her parents had trained assistance dogs, and she’d teared up during those animal rescue commercials with puppies behind bars. One unlucky day she was spotted in leather riding boots; Viv was shunned.

Graham perked up. “Did I tell you about that lecture in my Ethics and Activism course on how the slaughterhouse caught fire?” Graham loved to audit classes in his mom’s department at the University of Santa Barbara.

“Some disgusting smoker dropped their cigarette and burned the place down,” Viv replied absently, riffling through her purse. She craned around and held a chandelier earring to her earlobe, sending a whiff of honeysuckle perfume into the rear seat.

“Space empress chic,” I declared. The pressure I felt when Viv asked for my opinion on accessories and clothes led to theatrical embellishments. Better to overdo it than disappoint.

Graham pitched forward for our attention, one finger raised. “But it wasn’t an accident.”

The car shuddered over a metal grate. “What happened?” Harry asked.

Graham settled forward, elbows on his knees, hands tented under his chin. “Sixty years ago”—he got his eager-to-teach expression—“there weren’t laws about the treatment of animals. None of this free-range, veggie-fed yoga meat. They would just pack the cows onto the killing floor, gas them, and butcher them.”

Viv crawled up on her knees, propped her chin on the seatback, and glared. “If this is just meant to frighten me, I’m going to tell Jess Clarkson about your baby carrot.”

I shook my head. “I don’t get why guys—why you”—I nudged Graham’s shoulder—“are interested in Jess. Her brain function is nil.”

Graham cupped his hands at his pecs and raised a sly eyebrow. “Really? You can’t think of two gigantic reasons why I’d be interested?”

I stuck two fingers in my throat and gagged.

Viv’s eyes flicked down to her front before she crossed her arms there. “God, when did you become such a skeeze? You used to be my squishy Teddy Graham.”

Harry tipped his head back, laughing. “He’s always been a perv, Viv. Even when he was a chubby little dude who let you call him Teddy Graham and Graham Cracker, he used to talk about jerking it and—” His voice broke away as Graham lunged for him and the car swerved left. Graham tried to cover Harry’s mouth. “And he used to brush up against—” Graham caught Harry’s collar. Harry made a gurgling, hacking noise but righted the car.

Viv’s earrings danced on their silver hooks as she half shrieked, half laughed. “Sit down, Teddy Graham.”

I yanked his elbow and he slid back, all shamefaced grin. “Okay, okay.” His hands went up in surrender. “I used to brush up against girls in line during the seventh grade. I wasn’t a sexual predator. I was twelve. And I wouldn’t do it now.”

“No, now you just study on the bleachers by the pool whenever the girls’ swim team is doing laps,” I said. “Now you drool over Jess.”

“You’ll see, Pendleton.” He leveled a finger at me. “That girl wants me. We’re in the middle of a passionate courtship.”

“Does she have a thing for seventeen-year-old boys who use words like courtship?” I asked.

“This is why girls think we’re weird,” Viv said. “We spend all our time with them.” She motioned to the boys.

“I don’t understand why you think our sophisticated loner status is such a plight, Vivian,” Graham said.

“Don’t lump me in with Graham’s perviness,” Harry told her.

Viv patted him on the shoulder and then said to Graham, “Harry’s basically a monk compared to you.” Graham snorted. “He is. We didn’t even know he was going out with that shy little what’s-her-name from work until he broke it off.”

A stich formed between Viv’s brows as she stared into the dark of the rear window. No one was certain where to go from there. Viv had been furious that Harry had developed a crush on a girl, taken her out twice, and kept it from us. Harry insisted it wasn’t about having a secret. It didn’t work out with her anyway, although he’d never said why.

“May I please get back to the story?” Graham asked, exasperated. “I’m not screwing with you guys. They gassed the cows, but the gas wasn’t fatal. They were paralyzed by it and couldn’t struggle when hoisted up on big hooks to be butchered.” He dragged his finger across his neck. “They would bleed out, mooing.”

At a swell in the road, we had an unobstructed view of the slaughterhouse. Windowless, anonymous, with the atmosphere of all creepy abandoned buildings. Cars were parked haphazardly around it. Our classmates were a shadowy mass at the entrance. My hands were shaking and I slipped one in Graham’s. His fingers folded over mine.

He continued, “This one employee couldn’t stand to see the cows suffer anymore. He planned to burn the place down, stop all the carnage. He thought that once the flames caught, the cows would stampede to freedom and the slaughterhouse would close. So he set the fire and the alarm sounded, but rather than open the gates for the cows to run, someone hit the gas button and all the cows were paralyzed.” Graham paused. Viv’s fingers on the headrest were dappled red and white. “They burned alive.”

“Crap,” Harry said.

Graham spoke, waving our joined hands. “But the fire was extinguished before it finished the cows off. They were burned. Thrashing and beating their skeleton heads on the ground.”

“I’m going to vomit,” Viv said, rolling the window open. We got a strong, hot whiff of ash and death. After sixty years, how did the place still reek of decaying flesh? “This is why I’m a vegetarian,” she muttered, rolling the window back up.

We were quiet for a minute until Harry said, “Cheeseburgers smell much, much better.”

I laughed through my nose, failing to hold it in. Viv said, “You’re becoming as gross as Graham, Harry.”

“Really,” Graham said, “that’s the big insult all of a sudden? You’re as bad/vulgar/pervy/substitute-the-negative-adjective-of-your-choosing as Graham is?”

The car slowed as Harry searched for a parking spot. The smell was suffocating, all hot and heavy, inescapable. I bounced my heels in place and flapped the pages of a paperback I had pulled from my purse to give to Graham, but had forgotten about. I was snapping the cover open and closed when Graham pressed it shut.

Light from outside shone as a bar across his flinty irises. He wore wire-rimmed spectacles that would have appeared boring on a face less complicated than his. “There aren’t actually bovine corpses left in there, Izzie,” he told me softly.

“I know that.”

“Do you?” He tapped my bouncing knee. I dug my heels into the car’s floor.

“You have to read this one next.” I tossed the paperback to him. He turned it over to the front cover.

“If I’m lifting the moratorium on dystopian, you’re going to start reading detective novels again.”

“We’ll see.” I sounded wrong, nervous. He cocked his head. Slumber Fest was not my scene any more than it was Graham’s. Or Harry’s. We didn’t go to our classmates’ house parties or beach ditch days, half because we weren’t invited and half because we had more fun in the barn. We could be ourselves there.

For some reason I wanted to convince Graham I wasn’t as miserable as he suspected. “There’ll be Jell-O shots—I’ve never had one. And it won’t kill us to mingle with the kids we’ve gone to school with forever.”

“Uh-uh,” Harry said. “I’m here on official news blog business. Covering the story. No mingling.”

“Slumber Fest is an adventure,” I said emphatically.

“What I don’t get is why Slumber Fest is at a slaughterhouse,” Harry said.

“Because that’s the tradition. It’s . . . it’s an institution,” Viv told him, her voice high and adamant.

He gave her a look like, But why?

“I don’t think it’s because our classmates like the idea of mass cow homicide,” Graham said. “The slaughterhouse bit of Slumber Fest is irrelevant. The chills are the point. Chills and thrills are like a permission slip to do whatever or whoever you want.” Graham crinkled the corners of his eyes at me.

“There are so many better places,” Harry said. “Like down on the beach.”

“Or the picnic spots on the hills,” I said.

“Or the lighthouse in Berrington,” he answered.

“Or the old pier’s carousel house. Or Ghost Tunnel,” I said.

“Oh, there’ll be ghosts. The spirits of massacred cows will haunt all the meat eaters,” Viv boomed, and cracked up.

I laughed too, though nervously. I wasn’t all hyped up on adrenaline because of chills and thrills. It was our senior year. Soon we’d scatter. We wouldn’t live on the same street. The four of us wouldn’t go to the same college, and even if we were no farther than me at UCLA, Graham in Santa Barbara, Viv in San Francisco, and Harry who knows where because he needed financial aid, it wouldn’t be the same. Siblings move but stay close because of blood and bossy parents. I wanted a force as strong for us. I wanted something gigantic to happen that would make geography irrelevant.

There was a sense of shared anticipation among our classmates at the slaughterhouse’s entrance, like in class right before summer break. It made me jump a little, even though circles of conversation didn’t open up as we squeezed in. The artsy alternative kids, poetry girls, and the Brass Bandits shared space. The lacrosse players, arms bracing coolers, had declared temporary peace with the soccer team, and they were knocking around and feinting punches.

Viv’s arm tightened around mine. The year before, three senior girls had started the night single and ended up coupled. Viv didn’t have a specific boy in mind—Luke McHale was a hundred crushes in the past. She wanted a tall, creative, anything-but-blond guy. The slaughterhouse was where she planned to make it happen.

Right then I followed Viv’s narrowing eyes. Her last and most important criteria for a boy: They couldn’t be tainted by her nemesis, Amanda Schultz. Amanda was flanked by her two best friends, the girls Graham called imminent sorority girls, Rachel Wyndamer and Jess Clarkson. To Graham, the title wasn’t a judgment but a fact.

Viv’s features pinched as she stared at Amanda and her plush pink beanie with rabbit ears. Viv nudged my side for me to look. “I think Amanda’s stuffed animal hats begin as actual stuffed animals she steals from little kids.”

“But she only steals them from kids with cancer,” Graham chimed in, propping an elbow on my shoulder.

“No, not kids, babies,” Harry said.

A trace of a smile warmed Viv’s eyes.

“Or maybe she’s a witch and they begin as real animals she captures and kills to stuff and turn into hats,” I said.

Viv’s heart-shaped face exuded light. “She’s a rabid stuffed animal.”

“With a PhD in psychological torture,” Graham said, the interest thinning in his voice.

“Ironic that she used to give me tons of grief over how I dressed and now she wears decapitated toys on her head to cover up how pure evil she is,” Viv said. I pulled her closer.

“We should pretend she doesn’t exist. Just ignore her,” Harry said.

Viv’s smile soured and she whispered, “Except she’s already erased me.”

“No one can erase you,” I said.

Graham shrugged. “She did literally erase Viv’s name in last year’s yearbook.” She’d substituted “Nobody” for “Vivian Marlo” under Viv’s picture. Viv either wanted to end Amanda or be her. I wasn’t sure then which she’d choose.

Word reached us soon that the fire department was inside, checking that the building wasn’t going to cave in on us. Graham shook his head, feigning disgust. “How pedestrian.”

“This is supposed to be death-defying,” I said, stomping a foot.

“I’m going home if I’m not risking life and limb,” Graham complained, garnering us dirty looks. Our classmates did not usually appreciate our brand of humor.

The bodies coiled tighter. My arm pressed into Harry’s, but I angled away from the contact. I never took Harry’s hand or jumped on his back like I did with Graham. You had to ground Graham like you would a live wire. Grab him before his stories got out of control. Except then you’d catch a little of his electricity and be that much more alive for it.

Harry wore a fixed and intent expression. Next to Amanda was Conner Welsh and his two closest friends, Trent and Campbell. Amanda, Conner, and their friends made up a little flock of despicable sheep. Our togetherness made us outcasts; their togetherness made them nasty tyrants. Most kids paid homage in order to be ignored by them. Viv and Harry weren’t so lucky. Just then, Conner snatched a bottle from a paper bag in one of the Brass Bandits’ hands. The trumpet player, Henry, whirled around and started to protest, saw it was Conner, and instead raised his hands in surrender.

Conner swigged, his boys jeering at Henry until he disappeared into the crowd to get away. Laughing, Conner mimed slapping the butt of cheerleader standing in front of him, Trent thrusted his hips in her direction, and Campbell, usually the least offensive of them, belted out a burp that scaled a full octave.

“Science is wrong about Neanderthals going extinct,” I said to Harry, jerking my chin at the boy band—Graham’s name for them.

Harry’s features shifted to neutral as he looked down his shoulder at me. “Cockroaches always find a way.”

Just then, a graying, paunchy man—the fire chief—climbed on top of a car hood, raised a bullhorn, and shouted, “Everybody home! The building is not structurally sound.” He continued yelling for us to disperse, until the objections drowned the bullhorn out. Putting up a fight didn’t work because firefighters emptied out of the slaughterhouse and herded us to our cars.

“We’ve just witnessed the end of an empire, friends,” Graham spoke from the corner of his mouth. There was a volley of shouts about moving the party to the beach or to Amanda’s house. None of those invitations were extended to us.

We were in the car bumper-to-bumper with our classmates for several minutes before Viv spoke. “I’ve been looking forward to Slumber Fest my whole life,” she said, the back of her hand placed morosely on her forehead.

Graham pushed his glasses up his nose. “You won’t even eat beef. Sleeping in a slaughterhouse would have been hypocritical.”

Her hair whipped back and forth and her glowing polish made comet tails in the dark. “Seniors bragged about it every fall. A couple years ago everyone played spin the bottle.”

“Then we probably would have caught mono,” Harry deadpanned. “Sleeping in a slaughterhouse doesn’t beat eating pizza from Lunardi’s and swimming.”

Viv emitted a high-pitched noise of disbelief.

“I only wanted to do it because it reminded me of the adventures we used to have,” I admitted. I gazed out the window.

My thought process went like this: sleeping in the slaughterhouse would have been a coup; it was unoriginal, though. This was the last year we’d spend in Seven Hills; we couldn’t waste it on stale adventures; the fire chief saved us from a brief and stupid exploit.

I was struggling to make the final leap. I hugged my knees and relaxed while listening to the others talk. Their voices braided and became one long, golden note that felt comforting in my ears. It reminded me of Viv’s fingertips, like butterfly wings on my skin as she did my eye makeup, and Graham jumping off the end of the diving board with me on his back, and Harry smuggling king-size candy bars into the movie theater.

The end of our lives together was racing toward us. Graduation stood on my chest. If I didn’t do something, we would blow into one another’s pasts, and these three brilliant, dazzling friends would be lost to me.
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Is she happy?” Viv asked. We shared the barn’s blush-colored sofa, her legs on my lap. The tart, fermented cider had its fangs in my tongue. It washed away the taste of the deep-dish pizza we had devoured after the slaughterhouse.

The barn was as hot as the car had been, the baby hairs framing Viv’s face curling with humidity. Graham paced, sending eddies through the air, his steps resonating up into the eaves of the loft where we stored our sleeping bags and camping tent. We almost always thought we didn’t need the tent until the mornings we woke bitten by bugs. Viv, her forehead misshapen with lumps, would cross her heart with a manicured nail and swear never to go again. But she’d braved the mosquitoes for me four times that past summer.

“Who cares if she’s happy?” Graham said with an abrupt turn. “She’s my mother. This is my fifth stepfather. She leaves for two months and this is what she brings me?” He beat the air with a wooden figurine. “It’s a doll.”

Viv smothered a giggle in her palm.

“C’mon, man. Maybe the guy’s decent?” Harry said.

Graham threw himself into a chair, its legs shrieking against the distressed white floorboards. Harry settled with his back against the sofa. He smelled metallic with sweat. Everything smelled of sweating skin. My limbs were noodles. I wanted to swim.

Graham drew my attention with a dragged-out sigh. “Actually,” he said, knocking a fist on the souvenir, “it’s not a doll.” Thoughtfulness crept onto his face “It’s an idol, one of worship. She used to send such interesting stuff, though. Unusual, exotic, grisly artifacts. Oh.” His eyebrows leaped up. “Remember the flesh-eating beetle colony from East Borneo? Used to pick skeletons clean?”

Viv shuddered and combed her fingers through the tangles in her hair. “I remember that dead mouse you and Harry tried to use them on.” She gave him a reproachful look. “Grotesque. Anyway, you’re just pissy your mom didn’t bring you along to China or Japan or wherever. Poor Teddy Graham, didn’t get another stamp in his passport.”

Graham looked up, surprised, and then smiled showing his teeth, eyes twinkling at being pegged. He was four and stealing cookies again. “Sure, I wish she’d brought me to Myanmar or that I’d at least met the old dude before she married him. He teaches at NYU. He won’t even show his face until Thanksgiving.”

“Then nothing’s changed,” I said. My eyes stuck to the idol. It was carved from pale yellow wood, smooth and glossy. Graham had stomped into the barn when he and Harry arrived to pick us up for the slaughterhouse, tossed the figurine on the couch, and barked, “Don’t ask.” But it was all he went on about after we returned. “Where’d she find it?” I wondered.

Graham jumped up and knelt on the faded Turkish rug, instantly cheerier that there was a story to be told. He propped the doll so it was standing on my knees. The idol was featherlight. Harry twisted for a look and Viv sat, one pointy shoulder poking out of the netting of her swimsuit cover-up. We huddled around the idol like it was special, as though deep down we knew that stupid, nothing doll was a spark to our kindling. I brushed a finger along the lines of its crescent moon and the curve of its robe. A woman. Indeterminable age. Hawkish features. A charge ran into my fingertip when I touched her cheek and I snatched my hand back.

“My mother found it in the market of a village where she was doing research.” Graham’s mom studied near-extinct cultures all over the world. “The village is on the Irrawaddy Delta. She’s the idol of a cult that worships her. An ancient cult. They make tea from a special plant they find in the jungle to have ritual visions.”

“To get high?” Viv asked.

Graham’s dimples deepened. “More of an altered state of consciousness to communicate with her.” He thumbed the idol’s head. “They make blood sacrifices, too.”

Graham’s whirling thoughts showed through his gunmetal eyes, like waves through a spyglass. I smiled. “Is any of that not bullshit?”

He smirked. “Could be. It’s stuff I’ve read. All I know for sure is that my mom found her at a market and she has no idea where the idol originated from.”

Viv stuck her tongue out at Graham. I didn’t mind that he loved to slip lies in with the truth. The opposite. I was good at spotting them. I loved his stories. “She’s a mystery,” I said.

Viv stroked the idol’s face. “She’s pretty. Can I have her?” Graham tipped his head and handed it off. He forgot about the figurine as soon as it left his hands. I did too, for a while. Viv tossed it aside, wanting it a little less now that it was hers.

“Are we swimming or what?” Harry asked, heaving himself up with a grunt. He and Graham stood side by side, same tall height, one caramel and one pale sugar. I felt a tiny nibble of fear. I pulled my Polaroid camera out from under a throw cushion and snapped a photo. I fanned my face with the picture, waiting for their figures to appear. They were so beautiful. Next year, other girls would see it. College girls would appreciate Graham’s sophisticated, brainy confidence. They’d flock toward Harry’s thoughtful sincerity. They’d date the kind of girls who drink espresso, smoke hookahs, and backpack across Europe. How could I compete? Graham and Harry’s memories of their childhood buddy Izzie would be replaced with shiny new ones of reaching up shirts in dorm rooms.

Viv was destined for a million boyfriends. She’d make friends who knew what to look for at vintage clothing shops and who knew what to say about new Broadway plays. In college, there’d be snapshots of roommates and Cancún spring breaks on her walls, rather than Polaroids taken by me. Would we all even visit Seven Hills at the same time once we were gone? Graham used to say that in a zombie apocalypse, this town was exactly the kind of remote that keeps you alive. They’d be done with this place.

I needed to find a way to seal us all together. For good. In more than a picture.

“I’ve been thinking about a way we can make this year special,” I began, picking at the edge of a temporary tattoo I had on my thigh. A heart.

Graham turned to listen, halfway to the door leading out to Viv’s mom’s raised planter boxes.

“There’s a senior prank on the principal after homecoming,” Viv replied brightly. She thumbed the heart tattoo, identical to mine, on her wrist. I smoothed the edges of its twin. I wanted it to last. We’d bought them together on our last trip to the mall.

“We should do something just for us,” I said. “Not a prank voted on by student gov. That’s weak.”

Viv said, “Senior prank night is legendary.”

“It’s not,” I blurted. She stopped tracing her heart tattoo. “Vivy, we’re not going to be reminiscing about driving a golf cart into the pool or putting a pig in the principal’s office in forty years.” I looked to Harry and Graham. “We’ll laugh about it for a night and then poof, we’ll forget. This year is all we have.” The words were final. I sunk up to my shoulders in the sofa cushions.

There was a shuddering skeleton of thought in my head and all it needed was vital tissue so it could dance. A sharp bit was poking me in the kidney; I tugged out the wooden statue Viv had flung aside.

I turned it over in my hands. There were tiny starbursts engraved in the fabric of the woman’s robe, her eyelids were closed, and her fingers were steepled. There was a quality to her that reminded me of those drawings we’d discovered on the ancient rock. The commonality: They made me think of invisible things. Of fear and love and belief. “I want us to have something that matters.” I was uncertain. Grasping. “Not matters to the world, but to us. I don’t want the world to know about it. And even if we haven’t talked for ten years—”
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