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For the girls who are sharks,


and those who are kittens,


and those who are heroes,


and those who are villains.





– 1 –


This is what after looks like: me picking my way up the ridge in my swimsuit; the swollen water of Swisher Spring at the end of summer; girls baking under an orange sun on the boulders; boys cheering for me to jump, even though they’ve been vying for bragging rights all day. Boys. Yeah, there are those in after—one in particular.


Right on cue, Josh winks up at me from where he treads water with the others. That one thing—a silly gesture he probably passes out like smiles—has been twelve years in coming for me, because I’ve liked Josh Parker since he wore red corduroy pants the first day of preschool. And up until a month ago, I’d never heard him say my name.


After doesn’t feel as good as it looks.


I’m buzzed off one beer, breathless on the rocky ledge that might as well be a stage twenty feet above the others, with a hundred acres of wilderness preserve at my back, and fighting the urge to wrap my arms around my midsection because even after a month, I’m still not comfortable in this teeny-tiny bikini in front of the kids my classmates have called “the core” since the sixth grade. Definitely not with Carolynn Winters sunning herself below, keeping one bright fish eye on me. She’s dazzling, confident, the kind of girl who never asks twice.


Everything is the wrong color and too bright and out of proportion.


There’s space between what you see and what I feel. In my experience there’s usually a line that separates what people choose to show the world and what they keep hidden.


My small life of before was like that too. I was the quiet girl, good in the way adults want teenagers to be: raising her hand for extra credit; more worried about what people were thinking than what I thought. Nights were early; days spent studying. There were millions of flash cards and the eight-semester plan.


I was an earthworm dreaming of being a python.


The wind whips my hair, and I tighten my halter tie. In the water I was knocked around by the boys’ maelstrom. No matter how old boys get, they think it’s freaking adorable to splash you in the face. And no matter how old girls get, we’re always at the mercy of boys and their splashing.


If I said that out loud, Willa would add: and their war. She’s on the shore, likely rolling her eyes behind her aviators and hoping that I’ll jump fast so we can leave and she can watch whatever’s been recorded from the History channel. She’s already been patient with me all day (more like every day for two months) and she’s sick of doing things she despises and hanging out with people she likes even less for yours truly. I flush guilty.


“Jump! Jump! Jump!” the boys howl, pumping their fists as the water slaps their chests. Rusty, Duncan, and Josh have been inseparable since preschool. Rumors always circulate about the three of them and one of their testosterone-fueled misadventures.


“Jump where it’s deepest!” Rusty shouts, his indomitably curly, strawberry-blond hair wet and flattened to his scalp. I can see the hint of a waxy bald spot on the top of his head. A reminder that the best-case scenario is getting old and dying—not that I’m obsessed with death or anything. The opposite. My stepbrother Ben’s voice is in my head. Don’t wait until you’re dead, Lan. Exercise your nerve and mischief. I’m obsessed with living.


“Don’t land on the rocks,” Rusty shouts again. He’s a natural cheerleader, having played team sports since he could walk. I give him a thumbs-up. We’ve been at the spring for hours, lounging until the sun and booze induced comas, our skin sending up steam as we rolled into the water. No one’s made their way up the rocky face of the cliff littered with NO CLIMBING signs to make the jump before this.


Four years ago, Terrance Finnsberg, a senior at Gant High, leaped from this peninsula and snapped his spine on a rock in the water below. Died instantly. I heard he was high when it happened, told his friends he could fly. In response, Gant Island passed a town ordinance that made jumping illegal. It didn’t do a lot of good, since it’s only one of those punishable-by-community-service crimes, and everyone needs community service for college applications. Moreover, this is Gant. A fog of boredom hangs over the island during summer months as tourists descend on us and Seattleites ferry over, crowding beaches. Kids around here are used to being entertained. Dangle something in front of their faces and tell them they can’t have it, they’ll stomp until you give it to them—or just up and take it.


Ever since jumping became taboo, it’s everyone’s go-to stunt. It makes or breaks reputations. What the core doesn’t know is that Ben took me here way before this was Gant’s preferred dare. When I was eleven, I could find my way to the top of this precipice in the dark and cannonball into the water between the rocks poking up like knuckles.


“Rusty’s next,” Duncan calls.


“Bro”—Rusty wags his middle finger at Duncan—“I told you I can’t hurt my shoulder before season. The team would have my balls if I couldn’t start. You go next.”


Duncan tips his skipper hat and gives what he thinks is an irresistible smile. “I can’t risk screwing up this perfect face. I’m taking Bethany J. out tonight.” He says her name like it’s an exotic delicacy he can’t wait to gobble up. Bethany J. is a petite cheerleader with D cups. Bethany G. is a stocky flutist in the school band. To Duncan—and the majority of Gant High’s male population—it’s an important distinction.


Duncan shouts up to me, “This one time, Kara Moren jumped with her beer and gave herself a black eye.”


“You could put your beer down to jump,” Willa deadpans. No doubt she’s glaring at his white skipper hat. “It’s like he thinks he’s the captain of the whole island,” Willa groaned as we pulled up behind the others at the trailhead for the spring earlier today. “Promise you won’t blame me if I knock it off his head; it’ll be justifiable hat-homicide.”


Duncan kicks up from the water, punching the sky with his free hand. “You can take my freedom but never my beer!” He’s the only one staying afloat without relinquishing his bottle. With his drink, metallic-framed sunglasses, aforementioned cap, fitted swim trunks he brought back from Crete, and gold chain around his neck, he looks like he’s starring in a music video and the others are his entourage. Knowing Duncan, this is by design.


“No one’s jumping. She’s going to freak,” Carolynn gloats, not even deigning to say my name. She smirks only at her bestie, Becca, who’s sitting cross-legged beside Carolynn on the rocks that rim the spring.


“It’s okay, Lan,” Becca calls. “I wouldn’t even jump to save Duncan’s life.”


“Hey,” Duncan shouts, lifting his chest from the water to see her. “What did I do to you?”


Becca props her huge-framed glasses on top of her head and gives him an innocent look. “I’m over Bethany J. is all. Bethany J. is blacklisted. She’s all you talk about this summer.” Her lips pout and she gives a little huff in place.


“Not true.”


“Kinda, man,” Josh says, laughing. Rusty grunts in agreement.


Duncan slaps the water, feigning anger. “Guys, she’s Bethany J.” A pause, and he grins. “BJ?”


Becca claps her palms over her ears dramatically. “Stop traumatizing me,” she moans. Duncan blows her a kiss. She mimes plucking it from the air and then slumps to the side in Carolynn’s lap, giggling. “Why can’t we all just marry each other?” Becca asks wistfully. “Then there’d never be reason to talk to anyone but us, and I’d never have to go on another date where the boy wants to go halvsies.” Carolynn absentmindedly rearranges the bracelets stacked on Becca’s wrist.


Despite being best friends with Carolynn Winters, Becca Atherton is not soulless. Becca pats my empty towel. “C’mon down, Lan, and we can predict hookups and couples for senior year.” She says this as though it’s the most alluring carrot she can dangle in front of me, a famished bunny rabbit. Before I would have whispered to Willa that news flash: All girls are not boy and gossip crazed. All girls are not kittens or bunny rabbits. Some are sharks. This is ironic, since although my former self would have acknowledged this, she never would have had the guts to act on her sharkish impulses.


After Lana grins at Becca and shouts, “Lemme jump and then I have a few predictions.”


The sun refracts off the diamond stud in Carolynn’s pinched nose as she tips her face up to the cerulean sky. “I’ve seen loads of guys jump,” she says. “Girls aren’t meant for stunts like that.” She drops her chin and winks at Becca. “Pussies are pussy.”


Willa sits bolt upright. She’s the only one of us not in a swimsuit, since she doesn’t swim and isn’t the tanning type. The stripe of white sunblock down the bridge of her nose has the look of a landing strip. “There’s a lot of disagreement about where that word came from. Pussy is actually a diminutive of pusillanimous, meaning cowardly. Although maybe the origin doesn’t matter, since everyone equates it with the female anatomy anyway?”


Becca rocks back, barely able to say through her giggles, “Puss-a-what-a-lis? Are you speaking Snuffleupagus?”


Willa gives a perplexed shake of her head before continuing, “And why wouldn’t girls be able to do everything guys can?” I know she’s forcing herself not to make a fist at Carolynn—she considers Becca too easy a mark.


Carolynn groans and rolls her head until she’s looking at Willa. “They’re different. I like mani-pedis, and Rusty”—she points a pink nail at him—“likes jerking off.” Willa snorts. The boys whoop. I don’t know how it started, but the core is always joking about how much Rusty Harper loves himself. What would have made other guys outcasts made Rusty a comic hero. He plays right along. He even had RUSTY PIPE printed on his baseball uniform.


The core’s like that. They defy gravity.


Carolynn eyes Willa like she’s a bumbling foreigner clueless about basic customs. “I repeat: boys and girls are different,” she states slowly, matter-of-factly. In this country we drive on the right side of the road.


Cue a din of pervy comments from the boys as Willa pops up on her knees, hands on her hips, her tone full of bravado. “What do you want to bet that not only will Lana jump, she’ll dive?”


Like it’s been choreographed, everyone’s faces snap in my direction. They don’t have a clue about the times I came here as a kid because before, Willa and I didn’t lunch in the same solar system as these kids, let alone spend half the summer setting off fireworks at Shell Shores with the radioactive core of Gant High. Why radioactive? Because these six hold the power to make others treat you as the deformed victim of nuclear fallout or a superhuman with clear skin and flawless hair.


Willa and I were sipping iced mochas at Marmalade’s Café a month ago when Josh invited us to play pool. Josh was all tumbling laughter and easy smiles, and after weeks of not being able to catch my breath, I could breathe near him. Before the first eight ball was sunk, Carolynn had called me Lena twice and shrugged once, purring, “Same difference,” when I corrected her—which was a lot nicer than when she emptied a flask on my dress at freshman homecoming. She was trying to scare me off; she didn’t bank on me sticking around for two more games or Josh driving me home afterward. I know Ben was the only reason Josh noticed us initially. Losing Ben cast a shine on me that I didn’t have as the weird little sister of “a popular.”


The corner of Carolynn’s mouth quirks up and she pets her poufy bun’s imaginary stray hairs, her gold and white bangles tinkling. She turns to Becca and says, “If she wants to jump, it’ll be her funeral.” Carolynn’s the only one of the five who likes to remind Willa and me that we’re not part of their us. We’re add-ons. As temporary as the season itself. Maybe the sun will keep shining through the autumn, or maybe Willa and I will be iced out when classes start.


Here’s a secret, though. Who cares? I never thought summers were boring before, and it’s only this year, the first without Ben, that I need a distraction. I need the core.


Becca’s green eyes turn up to me. “You sure it’s a good idea, Lan?” She points in the direction she thinks the sun is setting—south. “Can you even see to dive?”


“I can. No worries,” I call. I don’t agree with Willa when she says that Becca would miss sarcasm if it were an asteroid soaring straight at her. Becca just wants to think the best of her friends and refuses to see their scratchy edges. She lives down the street from me, and as a kid she’d come over to play while her parents fought. They were divorced by sixth grade and she stopped coming after. That’s when I learned that girls weren’t all automatically friends based on their shared girlness. Becca’s picked up with me like there’s no obvious gap in our friendship. Willa doesn’t understand how I’m not bitter over Becca ditching me back then. If Ben were here, he wouldn’t get it either. It probably should bother me, except Becca has this way of tugging you in close and delivering a compliment on your eyebrows or the freckle above your top lip that makes you feel as pretty as you know she is.


I crave the giddiness that turns my knees, elbows, and knuckles to liquid around the core. I even feel weightless at the perceived peril of this stunt.


“Dive. Dive. Dive,” the boys chant, except it sounds more like, “Die. Die. Die,” by the time I tune back in.


Willa looks down her ski-slope nose at Carolynn, her chin jutting out with the result of a finger pointing. “If Lana jumps, you have to admit that girls can do everything guys can.”


Carolynn’s hands move to tame fly-aways. “No, I’ll admit that Lana can do anything a boy can.” She grins at her cleverness and adds, “Maybe she even jerks off like one?”


Rusty whoops like a monkey and Duncan erupts in a fit of giggles, cracking, “Lana’s got lady-balls.”


Josh whips an arm across the surface, splashing Duncan. “Bro, shut the eff up.”


Duncan shields his face with the beer bottle, paddling away from Josh with the other arm. “C’mon. I’m kidding.”


Rusty shouts, “Dude, she’s gonna do it. She’s Ben’s sister.” The way he says Ben, slightly awed, isn’t new.


Duncan snorts. “Lana and Ben weren’t blood related.” The past tense burns.


Josh’s limbs churn like eggbeaters as he faces me and shouts, “Don’t listen to him. You can do it. Right in between the rocks.” His torso and head bob up and down, buoyant on the surface. The three of them have the look of those moles in the carnival game where you rush to whack their heads. There’s warmth radiating from my rib cage that you can probably see glowing through my skin, like I swallowed a bajillion glowworms. Josh Parker stuck up for me.


I step forward until my toes curl over the edge. It’s the middle of August, but the spring is deep, fed by an underground stream Ben and I spent summers searching for. The shadowy forms of three boulders run like columns from inches below the surface to the spring bed; other than them, it’s a clear twenty feet until you hit the bottom.


“On the count of three,” Rusty demands. “One!”


I let myself picture the way Ben looked jumping the last time we came: freckled broad back peeling from a sunburn; blond hair drenched brown; a tattoo on his shoulder already fading because it was cheap and done when I was fourteen and he was sixteen by a guy who operated in the back of a Chinese restaurant and didn’t check IDs. Even when it got really bloody, Ben didn’t wince. He just kept saying, “Shhh, it’s okay,” to me, like I was the one in pain. I sniffled the whole time.


“Two!” Rusty and Duncan shout in unison.


That was before. I wouldn’t cry now.


“Three,” they howl.


I spring forward. Two seconds plummeting to the looking-glass surface, my reflection a bird diving from the sky, falling like it’s not afraid of gravity, of what will come after it hits the ground. I slice into the water like a knife. A world of blue-gray envelops me as I shoot to the bottom. The water is lonely. The snakes that nest in the pockmarked walls aren’t eeling through the shallows. Ben is not on the surface with a mouthful of water ready to spray in my face.


My toes glide along the fuzzy, algae-covered rocks. I beat my arms. I exhale, sending bubbles to the strobe-light surface. There’s the outline of legs kicking, swirling bits of plant and dirt with the look of space matter in those posters of the cosmos. A featureless head bobs under the surface; whoever it is can’t see me. I hope Carolynn is so worried I’ve drowned that she’s peeing herself. It wouldn’t be her fault; I would’ve jumped if I were alone; if it were snowing; if it were the middle of the night. Jumping is what Ben and I did here. It was my only nerve and mischief.


The veins on my neck swell. I need air. I resist for ten seconds. My mouth opens to gulp . . . can’t help it . . . don’t want to surface . . . don’t want to admit that he’s not even here. I exhale. My chest flattens.


I am stone. Unfeeling. Indestructible. I can take it.


I shoot from the bottom, break surface, scrunch my eyes closed, and show the whole world my teeth. Grin, grin, grin until you feel the smile taking root in your belly, my mother used to say. Perception is nine-tenths of everything. Mom said that too.


Everyone talks in rapid fire. “That’s messed up,” one of the guys shouts.


“Such an attention whore,” Carolynn groans.


Becca chants my name in cheer.


“I knew she was fine. She’s Ben’s sister,” Rusty says.


“Screw you,” Duncan shouts, “You were pissing all over yourself.”


“Told you,” Willa gloats.


Warm hands slip over my shoulders. Josh dunks me for a split second as he tries to turn me to face him. “Sorry . . . sorry.” He’s coughing up water with the words. I laugh—can’t tell if I feel it taking hold as I drag the hair from my face.


Josh grins, white teeth pearly and straight, water dribbling from the corners of his wide mouth. He yells over his shoulder, “She totally schooled you with that dive, Car.”


“Bet I can stay under longer than you, bro,” Duncan challenges.


Rusty accepts and they start dunking under, their gasps and splashes background static. Josh’s dark-blue eyes stay on me. His hair is caramelized wet. His hands on my waist tow me to his chest. His touch is as warm as his tan skin looks. He feels like ginger tea tastes.


“What about you?” I ask. “You want to go under with me?” I can’t believe the flirty girl’s voice is mine. I feel my mouth making Mom’s coy smile.


Josh blushes. “Yeah, what’ll we do down there?” He says it like he isn’t the kind of boy who expects stuff or throws away winks. I hope. I would have kissed Josh the first night he drove me home from Marmalade’s. Becca says he’s too decent to make a move while I’m sad. Willa says a girl shouldn’t wait for a boy to ask her out.


My smile sends waves into my chest, and I do feel it taking root. Mom was right. Maybe Willa, too. The nervy words are citrus bright waiting on my tongue. I will ask him out.


Duncan explodes on the surface, sending spray into the air. The water runs from his plastered-down hair to his face and neck. Thin ribbons of blood connect his nostrils to his upper lip. His head bobs in a frenzy, eyes darting below. I look too. The water’s darkening along with the rose-and-blue tie-dyed sky.


“Dude, what happened to your face?” Josh calls to him.


“Rusty’s going nuts down there.” He thumbs one nostril, then the other, and tries to snort up the blood. “He kicked my face.” Josh releases me. I shiver as the water rises and falls, blackening with each crest as the sun sinks behind the shaggy wall of trees. I scissor-kick faster to lift up. Willa’s on her knees, really paying attention to the boys for the first time all day—maybe all summer. She senses the shift in the air.


“You’re getting blood in the water,” Carolynn whines, flicking a hand at the discord.


Becca crawls toward the edge for a better look. She snatches up Duncan’s skipper hat from where he tossed it and places it on her head. “Blood is soooo gross,” she complains.


Duncan has ahold of his nose and is egg beating in a furious circle. “I think there might be someone else down there,” he says.


My arms slash through the water as I whirl around trying to see under. Josh is asking what the eff over and over. Willa’s soprano tells me to get out of the water, “this second.” Carolynn’s shouting for Duncan and Josh to go down after Rusty.


Rusty hits the surface hacking up a lung, arms flailing, palms slapping hard to the rope ladder hanging from the rocky lip of the spring. The chorus is drowned out by his huffing, “There’s a girl. . . . She’s . . . at the bottom.”
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What comes next happens fast. It’s getting dark and everyone is out of breath, their panting magnified in my ears. Becca’s whimpers are desperate and grinding, bouncing off the trees. I want to tell her to shut up already, I need to concentrate. Josh leaves the surface, and there’s only black lapping water where he was.


Duncan makes it to the shore and his voice booms, “Carolynn, call 9-1-1.”


And she says, “My effing cell is in the car.”


Willa shouts, “Run for it.”


And then they stop making noise—except for Becca, who’s still wailing—so I assume Carolynn runs for her phone. I get caught up in the enormous unlikelihood of seven of us and not one cell, and then I want to smack my forehead because there’s no service at the spring.


Rusty vanishes too. He and Josh are diving for the girl. And I think, What is she doing down there? A split second later, I dive also.


I swim blind, the surface gone too dim to illuminate below. I wriggle through the black, my chest squeezing with the increased pressure. My hands jab the bottom. It’s soundless as death, and I wonder if Ben can hear anything where he is. Stupid to believe he could be anywhere, dead is dead. And I’m not dead, even if sometimes I wonder if we’d be together if I were. That’s a nightmare thought, the kind that filled the first month after we buried Ben’s empty coffin.


There’s a ripple in the water to my right—Josh or Rusty scouring the spring for the girl. The girl. I was below a minute ago and there was no one except loneliness and memories of Ben—but aren’t those two actually the same? My arms sweep back and forth, legs propelling me forward. Pressure behind my eyeballs. Too long since the surface. And that must be the case, because I have the inkling that I’m an astronaut in space and I’m only dreaming that I’m in water.


My arms close around something—no, someone—waxy and firm. I take hold and yank and yank, ripping the form free from an invisible grip. She’s slender in my arms, all sharp angles and poking bones. I wonder if she’s a kid as we surface, and I gasp so hard it’s a punch in the lungs.


“Help,” I sputter. Everything is silver edged. Rusty’s arms windmill toward me. His hands skate over mine to get a grip on the girl, which is good because she’s slipping, her breasts smushed against my arms as I try to keep hold. Breasts, so she’s not a kid. Rusty floats her on her back, and with an arm hooked under hers, he cuts through the water.


“Over here, man,” Duncan calls, crouched on the shore, blood smeared across his face. Josh jerks his head to the ladder, and we swim for it. Rusty must have reached the shore, because Duncan adds, “Lift her. Yeah, yeah, yeah, a bit higher.”


My arms go shaky and dumb as I climb from one rung to the next. I’m at the top, swinging a leg over a boulder, when Duncan shouts, “Holy shit, I know her.” Becca cries out from where she’s curled on her towel, the skipper hat and her face ducking intermittently behind her knees. “It’s Maggie Lewis,” Duncan says.


I scramble for a handhold on the slick rock, anything to sink my nails into before I fall. Maggie. Maggie Lewis. The name is a fist around my heart, giving it an extra pump. Like a gossamer screen overlaying the here and now, I see Maggie in the halls at school, the hearts and quotes she doodled in Sharpie standing out against the washed-out denim of her jeans. I see Maggie on the field through the rear library windows. She’s sitting cross-legged with the hippie-wanna-be, hemp-wearing, political kids, and she’s tossing chunks of her sandwich to a scraggly seagull. It was the nicest thing I’d ever seen her do.


I walk haltingly toward the huddle. I want to collapse. Becca’s already on the ground, arms latching her knees as she rocks, her wavy hair a mane she’s retreating into. I decide I don’t like the way completely-freaking-out looks, so I stay standing.


“Is she breathing? Is she?” Becca asks.


Josh kneels next to Maggie. He throws her pale arms to the sides and places the heels of his hands, one on top of the other, at her sternum, over her transparent white shirt. Her body jolts as he pumps. Josh’s mom is a firefighter; he knows what to do. He’ll save Maggie. Except that doesn’t ease the fist’s grip on my heart. It wouldn’t. I hate Maggie Lewis. Maggie is the reason Ben was driving the night he died. He was taking her home.


Willa’s arms go around my shoulders, and I angle against her like a kickstand.


Carolynn trips from the shadows between the trees and braces her hands on her knees. “I . . . called . . . for help,” she wheezes. A cell falls to the towel at her feet. The flashlight app’s white glow washes us colorless as snow. The chill of the fast approaching night pinpricks me everywhere, filling me with every bit of cold in the whole state of Washington. I blink hard when I see water crystallize in Maggie’s hair. This isn’t happening.


Carolynn looks to the familiar figure on the ground. “Shit, it’s her.”


“Why isn’t the CPR working?” Becca cries. She’s up on her knees now, swaying and wringing her hands.


Rusty paces, yanking on clumps of his hair. “Josh, why are you stopping?”


Josh is straightened up after suctioning his mouth to Maggie’s a fourth time. He keeps his purposeful stare on her. “Because it’s not bringing her back.”


Rusty squints at the neon digital face of his wristwatch. “You don’t know that,” he says. “It’s only been a few minutes.”


“Spaz, we’ve been here the whole day. She’s been under for hours.” Duncan throws a sopping-wet towel at Rusty.


“But you can’t just give up on someone.” Rusty stoops over Maggie, gets right in Josh’s face, and starts shaking him by the shoulders. “Do something.” Rusty’s voice goes uneven. His seams are ripping.


“Get out of his face.” Duncan steps forward and shoves him. Rusty trips back, catches himself with a wide, wobbly stride, and then a second later, pivots to throw his weight into a punch. Rusty’s fist connects with Duncan’s square jaw. Duncan absorbs it, groans, shrugs off the pain, and tackles Rusty. The exchange takes only five seconds, as the rest of us are frozen.


Rusty isn’t as broad and muscular as Duncan, who spends mornings lifting weights. Rusty is corded and flexible, built for stealing bases, and he crashes to the rocks, landing with Duncan on top of him. Rusty’s head snaps back and collides with the rough surface. Duncan’s instantly off him. “Bro, bro,” he cries, “are you okay, man?”


Carolynn rushes forward. Becca starts crying, “Oh fuck, oh fuck.”


Rusty rolls onto his side. His eyes are squinched shut as he coughs big, whooping barks. I almost cry out in relief. Carolynn kneels at his chest. She looks to Duncan coldly. “Were you trying to give him a concussion?”


“He punched me first,” Duncan says lamely.


“You pushed him first,” Carolynn snaps.


“Car,” Rusty wheezes. “I’m okay.”


Josh remains crouched at obviously dead Maggie’s sternum. Carolynn keeps laying into Duncan. “Why do you have to act like such an animal? Why does everything come down to you trying to prove you’ve got more testosterone than everyone else?”


“Josh?” Becca whispers. “Can a hospital help her?”


“No, B,” Josh says, scrubbing one hand over his weary eyes. “She’s dead.”


Maggie’s dark hair is a curtain over her face; only a sharp nose peeks through as a white little iceberg. Her pale form stands out against the night. She has the look of a character from one of Ben’s stories. My throat tightens. She reminds me of the lily-pad maiden who was strangled by a mad king and left in a watery grave. I never thought Maggie was pretty and now there’s a celestial quality to her, like we fished her from the liquid moon of an outlying planet. I spent years trying to figure out what Ben saw in Maggie. And now she’s dead.


I thought I’d never see Maggie again after she went missing seven weeks ago. I was glad—relieved. It hurt to look at her off-center ponytail of brownish-red, henna-tinted hair, her coal-lined eyes glaring, her clomping, steel-toed boots missing their laces and pulled over fishnets, and her bony, long fingers always two seconds away from flipping me off. What right did she have to be alive, and as pissed-off and disaffected as she wanted to be, when it was because of her that Ben was dead?


As much as I didn’t want to, I also needed to see her, needed to corner her and make her tell me why and how. And now, with water bloating her lungs, it’s too late.


Her lines blur and bleed into the night, as if she’s a wet ink blot spreading on paper. As if night has unhinged its jaw and is swallowing her whole, making her disappear like it did Ben. There’s static in my ears. A wormhole opens up in time, and I can see clear through its passageway to a night two months ago.


The night everything that mattered changed.
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It was June 8, half past eleven. Ben’s and my movie night had been interrupted. We’d eaten lobster tacos and I drank two beers, which was two more beers than I’d ever had before. Then a pissy Maggie arrived.


She and Ben started fighting—a blustery, name-calling argument. He’d broken up with her five days earlier. She wasn’t supposed to show up at our house anymore. She had to accept they were over. For good. Although I didn’t pick up on it as it played out, it was suspicious that she had a friend drop her off, only to demand a ride home. No, she wouldn’t let Ben call her a car when he offered. No, she wouldn’t sleep off her buzz in the downstairs guest room.


I’d given Ben a sleepy and inebriated frown as we stood in the hallway while she used the bathroom. “Please.” He bent nearer, the light in his eyes diminishing until his forehead touched mine. He was all I could see. “I don’t want to be alone with her. Come. Save me.”


The three of us braced ourselves against the early summer breeze as we filed along the path to where Ben’s SUV waited in our driveway. I was pouting, letting my flip-flops spray pebbles at Maggie’s heels. She scowled at me before she climbed into the front passenger seat—without even bothering to call shotgun. I sat in the back, pulled my knees to my chest, leaned against the window. “Turn the heater on,” I whined. I stuck my earbuds in and was listening to the kind of angry, screeching punk I don’t even like just to tune her voice out. And here’s the second worst thing I’ve ever done.


I fell asleep, and I couldn’t tell the police what happened next.


Two hours later my ears buzzed with the sharp, stuttered ding of car doors left ajar as the police tried to make sense of the blood splatter in the interior. The engine had been left running. My earbuds dangled out of the rear door, where I’d thrown them after yanking my cell free to dial 911. Each time the breeze picked up they swung, grating against the road. I’d never use them again.


The wind hissed through the pines behind Maggie and me. The police had set up perimeter lights; they stretched our shadows and threw them back at sharp angles. Mine was trying to detach from my feet; it wanted to run and hide. A police officer, his finger on the trigger of a camera, blinded me in intervals. The light flashed in my peripheral vision as a second officer captured the splatter on Maggie’s face, arms, and torso. Ben’s blood had gotten in my mouth; it was all I could taste as we waited for the detective Gant PD had called in from Seattle to direct the investigation.


Detective Sweeny started a mile down the highway, with another group of officers examining the crime scene where Maggie and I had left Ben to his attacker. Sweeny was small and wiry, cutting through the blockish male cops in uniform. She sized us up with close-set eyes as she approached. Unlike every other officer, her gaze stayed steady, ticking over the details of us like Willa absorbing a study guide before an exam. Sweeny didn’t flinch away from all that blood. We’ll be okay now, I thought.


Sweeny introduced herself. She was a homicide detective. Then she held up her hand when my expression went runny and frantic and added, “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. The detective part is why I’m here.” She asked me if I’d been able to reach my parents. They were in Seattle overnight and their phones were off, and she measured her words even more carefully when I told her there was no one else to call. Ben hadn’t been found; the police were searching; the coast guard had been mobilized.


I wanted to help them look. Sweeny put her firm grip on my shoulder. “The best way for you to help is to tell me exactly what transpired. Leave nothing out.”


Only Maggie knew the first half. She could lie and I wouldn’t be able to contradict her. We were a couple of miles before the narrow bridge that connects Gant Island with the Olympic Peninsula. It was the only route to take Maggie to where she lived, off the island. Maggie told the police that Ben and she were arguing. The car slowed. Maggie looked up to see why. To the right there were rocky bluffs that plunged to the island’s heaving waters. To the left there was a dark, meadowy slope that ran until a distant wall of pines.


“A man appeared in the middle of the highway,” Maggie whispered.


“Where did he appear from?” Sweeny asked. “The trees aren’t close to the road. Was he hiding behind something?”


“No. He wasn’t there and then he was. He appeared,” Maggie insisted, her voice rising. “Ben stopped the car. Rolled down the window and asked if the man needed help. Um, I think he offered his cell or asked if the guy’s car had broken down.”


“Did you see another vehicle?” Sweeny asked.


“Don’t think so.”


“Then why would Ben ask about car trouble?”


Maggie shrugged.


“He stopped the car, rolled down his window, and offered help. Seems strange that Ben would have been so friendly if the man just ‘appeared,’ ” Sweeny pressed.


Maggie said, “Ben is charitable and shit. How do I know what he was thinking? He is always helping.” She rolled her eyes. “But the guy was in front of the car one second and the next he was right at Ben. And I started screaming.”


Sweeny’s eyebrows shot up. “Did he have a weapon?”


“I didn’t see it.”


“Why were you screaming, then?” Sweeny said like she’d caught Maggie in a lie.


“Because his face was red. Painted,” Maggie said. The clouds were disintegrating in the sky as she spoke, and the stars that were revealed began orbiting us. I had to work to keep my feet stationary on the road, which started buckling under me like the black, netted skin of a trampoline.


“What kind of paint?”


“How would I know?” Maggie snapped.


Maggie said that she hadn’t recognized the man on the road.


“Is it possible you knew him and you just didn’t recognize him because of the paint obscuring his features?” Sweeny asked her that night—and probably every time she questioned Maggie over the course of the week after.


“No, I saw him clearly,” Maggie insisted. “He was a stranger. The paint was frightening, but I’m positive I don’t know him.”


Maggie was asked how the attack started. She was vague and confused—traumatized, I thought initially. “He reached through the window for Ben. To get to him, to stab, I mean. Blood squirted on my face and Ben was shouting. Then the door was open and Ben was out of the car and dragged across the road. The stranger’s hand kept coming up and down, stabbing Ben.”


“What was he stabbing him with? A knife?” Sweeny asked.


I lurched around and vomited onto the gravelly shoulder as Maggie answered, “I couldn’t make the object out. . . . It was sharp.” She added hoarsely, “I heard it cutting skin.” I thought we were both in shock. I didn’t notice the oddness of her story until I was out of the fog of that night.


Sweeny asked us both what happened next. I couldn’t say why I woke up when I did. I’d been pouting, and then I was lulled to sleep for the first few miles. I wasn’t dreaming exactly as much as thinking nonsense things dreamily. Somehow between watching the Cheshire smile of a tiger I’d seen on TV earlier drift through my head and sensing that I was in our dinghy on the harbor, I was struck with the conviction that something bad was happening. My eyes snapped open. I tugged the earbuds from my ears before I was fully alert. Maggie was screaming. Shrieking. The car wasn’t moving. We were on the highway. The driver’s-side door was open.


“Where’s Ben?” I asked.


Maggie screamed more shrilly.


I jolted awake completely. Everything rushed in at once. The windows were tinted and it was night and there wasn’t a moon. Unexceptional. This is Washington. Clouds always fill the sky. The car interior light was on and moths were fluttering inside the cab. I saw past the yellow papery wings to a figure. A shadow man, I told the police. He was lumbering, or limping, or dragging a clubbed foot. He passed through the SUV’s high beams. He was dragging some living thing. He was immense, a part of the dark, darkness personified. He moved across the highway toward the rocky bluff that swung out above the tide pools.


It was the strangest thing. Surreal as flipping through TV channels and landing on a horror movie. You haven’t been watching. Your pulse isn’t racing. The gruesome scene is almost lost on you. But then I heard a broken grunt, and I put it together. The shadow man had Ben.


My hands shook. They were slick and slipped from the rear passenger-side door lever. When I finally got a grip, I yanked and nothing happened. The child lock was on—although I only realized this in hindsight. I was shouting at Maggie to go after them. To get out of the fucking car and to help Ben. She scrambled over the emergency brake to the driver’s seat, and I thought, Maybe her door isn’t working either? She had stopped screaming.


She pulled the driver’s door closed. It didn’t latch all the way, and the interior glow of the car stayed on. There was blood everywhere. Red graffiti sprayed across the black roof and smattering the leather seats. I looked to my hands and saw that it wasn’t sweat but blood making my fingers slippery. Maggie hit the accelerator, the car swerving before righting itself on the road. I was sitting sideways, pushing against the door, and with the force, I shot back, my temple crunched against the window. My ears rang. Maggie wasn’t rescuing Ben. She was leaving him. We were leaving him. I pressed my face to the window, trying to see. My eyes weren’t working. Everything was fuzzy. The phantom man was stooped over Ben. Ben was a heap at his feet on the bluff above the sound. Neither of them were more than shadowy outlines.


The good and bad are indistinguishable in the dark.


I was in shock. There was a drumbeat in my head. I clawed at the window, leaving bloody finger streaks on the glass. I don’t think I spoke, or else I never stopped. Finally the car parked. It was only a mile away, but it felt as if we’d been traveling for an hour. I jammed the window button and led with my head. I hit the pavement, scraped my shoulder, popped up, and started sprinting in the direction we’d come from.


I lost a flip-flop after a yard. I was dizzy and staggering. Maggie caught me easily, yelling, “Call the police. Call the cops.” I tried to throw her off. She was stronger than me, her wiry fingers locking around my arms. She shouted right in my ear, “You can only help him by staying here and calling the cops.” And that’s the worst thing I’ve ever done. I didn’t tell Maggie that she should call the cops. I didn’t run for Ben. I trusted her. I called the police like I would have to report a dog in a car with the windows up on a hot day.


Gant’s police force arrived. They searched for Ben and his attacker. They took pictures of the evidence. The investigation was hopeful initially. This was Gant. The police would do their jobs; they’d find the person who stopped our car; Ben survived the attack and the authorities would find him. I’m not sure if Sweeny doubted Maggie immediately. But the police told Dad that they were suspicious of Maggie’s account the following day.


The first red flag was the improbability of Maggie’s version. How did a man with a painted face just appear on the highway? Why would Ben have stopped the car for a man like that? There were flares of alarm as Maggie worked with a sketch artist the morning after the attack. Each time she described him, other than the paint, his features varied. Her descriptions produced twelve sketches of twelve very different-looking men. The police grew impatient.


Unfortunately, I couldn’t help. I’d gone to sleep and woken up to a world more dangerous. One where I didn’t know the rules, or else there were none. A shadow man, I told the police. No features. No identifiable details. A variation of darkness in the night that I’d opened my eyes to, watched steal Ben away, and then lost. Gradually, in the days after, the hopeful talk about finding Ben alive, or at all, tapered off, until on the third afternoon I visited the police station with my dad and the officers, and Sweeny began using that pitiless word, murder.


I got the impression that they’d been using it for a while, quietly, hesitantly trying it out. The experts said that Ben had been stabbed at least twenty times, and the first few and bloodiest wounds were inflicted in the driver’s seat. The spatter in the car, on the highway, and on the rocks told the story. Ben had lost more than half his blood. It was a near impossibility that he could have lived, even had he not been thrown thirty feet.


They couldn’t find Ben’s body. He was gone by the time the police followed the trail of blood across the road, trickling over the bluff, and to the tide pools below. That didn’t surprise anyone. Tides converge a few hundred yards offshore, and the sound is deeper and rougher on that side of the island. The shadow man tossed Ben over, his bones broke on the rocks, and the tide swept him away. The coast guard searched, the chance he’d never be found increasing with each passing hour. There are schools of fish that nibble at dead flesh, and sharks as big as cars, and inlets for a body to drift into. The waters are carved up, with shipping lanes full of tankers and ferries with blades that could chop up remains. Three years ago a boat sank off a neighboring island, and two of the passengers still haven’t been recovered.


On the fourth day, there hadn’t been so much as one false tip or sighting of a stranger in Gant. The police began to discuss alternative explanations, including Maggie not being as innocent as she claimed. On the seventh day, Maggie Lewis left her family’s trailer—a neighbor reported seeing her load a suitcase into her trunk—and drove away.


The details of Ben’s death were all over Gant, and everyone accepted the only reasonable explanation. Like everything in Gant, Ben’s murder came down to money. We had it and Maggie didn’t, so she was a liar. It was a carjacking gone wrong. Maggie either recognized the man responsible or else she was working with him. Maggie hadn’t even belonged in Gant; she only came to school here from off the island because her rightful high school was overcrowded. Maggie was scorned and Ben was leaving her. The SUV was pricey and a gift from our parents. Ben had cash in his wallet. The man stood in the road or else he waved the car down. Who knows, maybe Maggie convinced Ben the stranger was harmless? Pull over, she urged. Ben didn’t give the car up easily. He wouldn’t have, people said, nodding at his bravery, not with his little stepsister asleep inside. Ben was tall, broad, and strong, and people figured he’d fought back. Yes, a carjacking turned brutal murder.


The police assumed that the crime went so badly that Maggie made up an absurd tale about a man with a painted face who appeared on the road to confuse the authorities and escape suspicion. All the bizarre details were her embellishments to make the crime seem like so much more than what it had been. She kept his identity a secret, even as the police threatened to charge her as an accomplice without his name. Then, before the police could prove that Maggie was at fault, she ran.


By that time, other than to attend the funeral, I wasn’t leaving the house. School was out for the summer—not that I would have gone to classes anyway. I remained curled into a ball when Willa sat at the foot of my bed. I refused to speak when Dad brought grief counselors; I didn’t move when Dad sobbed and begged me to come downstairs, to eat something, to let him open the curtains for a little sun. I collapsed into myself—my knees to my chest, my heels to the backs of my thighs, my head tucked under my arms. The only way I could stand the pain was to be as small as possible. It was simple. If there was less of me, there was less to ache.


The whistle of the espresso machine traveled upstairs; the putter of the mail truck reached me as it crept by in the afternoon; the front door shook the house as Dad went for appointments; the bird cry of his phone woke me when he worked from his study. It was a fever dream of the ordinary. How was life going on as it had before? I wouldn’t—couldn’t—do it. Not with Ben gone.


So instead, for twenty-eight days, I relived our shared childhood. No. Lived is wrong. Lived means too much and imagined means too little. I wasn’t a kid talking to her invisible friend or playing with a plastic castle. But I also wasn’t a girl gone mental, gabbing on with the ghost in the corner.


I would stay in bed and watch our adventures as the curtain of my eyelids dropped. It was like watching the play of my life. As kids Ben and I were drunk off make-believe. At the spring we were natives taming the wild. In the dinghy on the harbor we were lost at sea, the pretend so real it would take a gallon of water for me to stop being thirsty. In the dining room we built elaborate and colorful blanket forts—cathedrals, really. We’d stay inside their walls for hours as Ben told stories of cannibal pirates, mad kings, pitchfork-wielding scarecrows, and bloodthirsty lunatics.


There were hundreds, all the sort of dark, twisted fairy tales you find in dusty, yellowed books. Except these weren’t from books—they were out of Ben’s head. They were ours. And no matter the faraway land or the plot or the crimes of the villains, Ben always made the two of us the heroes. We were better and braver versions of Ben and Lana McBrook. Ben’s fictive self defeated beasts. Mine was the warrior, bloody-knuckled after every fight. It was good against evil, and we always won.


I was ten, eleven, and twelve when Ben told them. They’d dazzled me like thundering fireworks lighting up the sky or a traveling acrobatic circus. I was tipsy and amazed, and like all things magical, it was impossible to recall how they’d worked. Their acts became disjointed. The details were weathered by time. I hadn’t bothered to memorize them just like I’ve never memorized my favorite books. They were mixed in with all the other random stuff of life: the birthday cake preferences of my family members; the whickering echoes of laughter as we roamed the canals in Venice on my thirteenth birthday; fireside ghost tales told during fifth-grade camp. I set about piecing our stories together, using the fragments floating in my head.


It was better than getting out of bed and leaving my lightless room. I didn’t want to see that Gant had returned to its version of normal—the nowhere place everyone pretended was the center of the universe, population every single person worth a damn.


Ben was gone. Maggie had gotten away with her part in it. And I never thought I’d see her again, until she showed up dead, here, at the bottom of our spring.





– 4 –


The police bring flashlights; their beams make slices in the dark, cuts that heal as soon as they’re opened. Voices intensify as they spot Maggie’s body. Josh explains how we found her, what we were doing before, and how he tried to revive her. He pilots us forward. I wonder at the calm making him stand straight over the dead girl. Each sentence is delivered levelly. When questioned we give mostly identical answers, our words spiraling around us. I get lost on a tangent, yammering to an officer about coming here since I was little, learning to dive with Ben.


Soon we’re herded away from the spring; told we’ll need to come into the police station and wait for the detective who’ll head the investigation before we’re sent home.


I wonder if it will be Detective Sweeny arriving from Seattle. Before Ben, Gant never needed a homicide detective. It used to be the kind of idyllic place that sells postcards and waterfront homes to dot-com millionaires. I haven’t seen Sweeny since the last time she visited our house, the day Maggie disappeared. Sweeny headed back to Seattle, I assume. No one could question Maggie if she was MIA, and they hadn’t had enough evidence to arrest her anyway. She vanished, and with her went everything she knew about Ben’s killer.


This is why a shot of awful glee cuts through me as I glance at Maggie’s body for the last time. It doesn’t last. I want Maggie to look defeated. Instead the ground fades from under her and she’s floating, luminous and otherworldly. She looks powerful and wicked, a sleeping, supernatural creature straight from my childhood. I swing my arms against my sides, trying to scrape off the sensation of Maggie, rubbery and goose-pimpled as raw chicken skin.


I’m guided into a police cruiser. I realize the others have been filtered in different directions. Someone’s drawn a fist with a middle finger up on the outside of the cruiser’s windshield. The defogger kicks in as we accelerate on the two-lane highway. I watch the picture disappear. Ben and I used to leave doodles in the steam on windows. More like Ben drew and I doodled. Ben loved to reinvent the ordinary. Using pencils and his sketchbook, he reimagined a potholed parking lot as a veiny metropolis for a civilization of insects. He’d draw sailboats in the steam on the kitchen windows that faced the harbor, giving the illusion that they were on water. Once, I went down to breakfast to find a whole fleet of them.


I rejoin the others as we’re led through the back door of the police station and to the waiting room, its framed flat-screen TV on mute, showing a Mariners game. I sink into a leather chair next to Carolynn. Opposite a reception counter, there’s a bank of desks, uniforms crowded between them, heads bent, little more than susurrant voices reaching us. I pull my knees into my chest to make myself small.


Willa is across from me, staring blankly at the tops of her shoes. Willa is usually like the heroines of the mysteries she watches on PBS. Steady gaze, cool calculating mind two steps ahead, a snappy comeback that strikes the antagonist between the eyes ten minutes after she leaves the room and they belatedly grasp her true meaning. I’ve never seen Willa go catatonic.


Becca’s feline eyes are shifty and concerned. “When can we go home?” she calls to the officers amid the desks. No response. She whispers under her breath, words coming fast, “If they tell my mom we were drinking out there, I’ll get sent to live with my dad. Mom is just looking for an excuse. And my stepmom hates me. She doesn’t wear makeup and never cuts her hair and doesn’t believe in soy milk and they don’t even have a Starbucks nearby.”


“This is bullshit. They’re treating us like we aren’t islanders,” Duncan complains. I cringe. The way some kids, even some adults, refer to themselves as islanders in Gant drives me crazy. All that us versus them stuff does. I didn’t used to notice it. But then I got to see Gant through Ben’s eyes, an outsider’s, once he got older and started forming opinions. After that it was impossible to go back and act like Gant is normal. Willa moved here when she was nine and she’s said similar things about Gant, albeit not as loudly. Most places don’t have so many fro-yo and cold-pressed juice shops, and kids aren’t given sparkly new luxury cars, and parents aren’t usually new-moneyed, working in tech, or island families whose ancestors built Gant.


Carolynn twirls her finger in the air with the look of someone impossible to horrify. “We found a body—Maggie’s. There were beer bottles everywhere, and we weren’t supposed to be out there past dusk. It looks shady. They weren’t going to give us gold stars and say, ‘Drink on,’ ” she says.


Josh holds his head in his hands. His dry hair is the color of honey; wayward and fluffy. I don’t want to think that he’s sad about someone like Maggie, but then I think how I probably wouldn’t like him if he were the kind of boy who wasn’t sad about a dead girl.


Even though the fruitless investigation, the hunt for the man on the highway, and the search for Maggie had died down by the time I started hanging out with the core, they still know all about it. They went to school with Ben and Maggie just like I did. Ben ate lunch in the quad with the core and the populars. They belonged to the same little community at school; they went to the same parties; they played the same drinking games. And even though Maggie wasn’t one herself, they put up with her for Ben. While it’s true that Gant’s the kind of place where grown-ups smile tightly over a subject as messy as Maggie Lewis, and they’re apt to remind the speaker that Maggie wasn’t from Gant, my peers don’t have as much restraint.


Carolynn pats at her still-perfect bun. If it wasn’t for the slight tremor in her hands, she’d look like she spends all her Saturday nights at the police station. Carolynn’s mom and mine grew up on the point, south of the lighthouse; our families are two of the old logging ones who have been here for generations. A photo shows Carolynn and me as plump babies, dressed in white eyelet jumpers, our moms in cashmere cardigans and our fathers in chinos on my parents’ sailboat, named after my mother, Mira. Our mothers shared the same honey-blond hair that fell in effortless curls, sapphire-blue eyes, coy smile, and clipped laugh. They were the kind of friends who were closer than blood, an early version of the core. Those pictures are the only evidence that I didn’t dream those years. Carolynn pretended I didn’t exist until middle school. By seventh grade she had every girl calling me Uni-Boob. To my chagrin, she even went out with Josh in the ninth grade.


Despite this tumultuous history, the other members of the core welcomed me into their fold. Before I got out of Josh’s car as he dropped me off after Marmalade’s that first night, he said they were bonfiring at Shell Shores the next afternoon. He didn’t even ask if I wanted to meet them, just assumed I’d be there. Who wouldn’t? Willa and I arrived and we sat in the car for ten minutes. “You can’t crawl back into bed and sleep away the rest of your life,” Willa said. This was back when Willa was just relieved to have me upright. “This moping is beneath you.” She meant to be supportive, but all those comments about moping made me want to hide how sad I was. I forgot all this once Josh spotted us walking over the dunes toward their golden bonfire licking the white sky of late afternoon. He waved and jogged to meet us.


Then Becca showed up at my door two mornings later. “You have got to save me from myself,” she pled. “I cannot be trusted around strappy sandals.” We took the ferry to Seattle and didn’t get back until almost nine at night. It was like being with Becca when we were ten on the swings. We giggled and she asked about how I felt about Ben and said all the right sympathetic things and none of the “move on” stuff others did. She was less judgmental than Willa when I said I still hurt. Becca grew dewy-eyed and told me, “I think people can die from broken hearts.” Becca got it.


With everyone but Becca, I struggled with what to talk about until a few days in, when we were at Shell Shores again and Becca was wearing a bikini she kept calling banger. Banger is a term that Rusty and Duncan used for any girl they wanted to bang. Becca thinks banger is infinitely charming. And once the boys saw that the term wasn’t scandalizing the girls, they lost interest.


We were all smushed together on a blanket. Becca had a pack of sparklers and was lighting one after another and sticking them in the sand in a giant heart shape around the throw. She made us pose for pictures. Then she mixed beer with lemonade and spoke in a bad British accent as she informed us that this was called a shandy. Becca had met a foreign exchange student from London in Seattle the previous weekend and considered herself very worldly for making out—snogging—with him.


We toasted the queen, and Becca proclaimed her a banger. Carolynn and Willa rolled their eyes, the boys cheered, and I tried remembering what the queen looked like until I fished out the image of my grandma. It was a good afternoon, the kind that makes you bright and weightless. With the core there are a lot of those, and they make it irresistible to forget all the years they ignored me. They provide the ideal distraction from missing Ben.


Becca develops hiccups at some point, and they punctuate the passing seconds like a stumbling cousin to the loud ticking of the clock. In this harsh light I see Duncan’s upper lip is stained from his bloody nose, and there’s a bruise setting in on his chin where Rusty hit him. Rusty has dried blood on his ear. Josh told the police about their scuffle, but still, the evidence of violence makes me uneasy.


I bury my face in my hands. Maggie shoves me back, closer to Ben. The adventures of this last month—setting the rental kayaks free at Shell Shores, getting fake IDs in Seattle, and tucking bottles of pinot noir into our bags at Island Spirits without paying—matter less. Those escapades were all about the thrill. They were adventures that made my hands too weak to form fists, and I forced myself through them because I’m done letting adventures pass me by. All the nerve and mischief I had put between me and the loss are disappearing. The earth’s revolutions reverse and accelerate; every passing minute hurls me a day back in time.


A detective in a pinstripe suit and shiny black wingtips ambles in front of us. His jacket’s boxy in the shoulders and short in the arms—working class, Dad would note as though it were a bad thing. His hair is slicked back with the look of Dracula in those old-timey movies. He’s clean shaven, his skin pitted with acne scars.


“First off, kids, my apologies for making you wait. I’m Detective Ward from Seattle PD.” He blinks at us, near-black irises giving him a wide-awake look. “Second off, I know you’ve been through hell tonight.” His pink lips grimace. “Here’s the good news. I’ve been able to deduce a lot from the scene at Swisher Spring.” He claps his hands once, and I start a little in my chair. “You’ve recounted events for my colleagues. How about we send you home and if I have additional questions, I contact you tomorrow?”


I’m on my feet, shuffling after the group for the front exit, when Detective Ward calls out, “Ms. McBrook?” I take two more strides before Willa swivels. She furrows her eyebrows at me as if to say, That’s you. I turn slowly. “Do you mind hanging back for a minute?” Ward asks when he’s sure he has my attention.


He doesn’t wait to see me shake my head; he makes a beeline for the huddle of uniforms. Willa places her hands on my shoulders. Her bottom lip is indented from where she’s been chewing its dry skin. The others siphon through the front door without sparing me a glance. Not even Josh or Becca seem to care that I’m not with them. “He’s going to ask you about how you knew Maggie,” Willa tells me softly.


“He’ll already know,” I say. “We gave our names and they know Maggie.”


Willa brings her face closer. “No, Lana. Listen. You don’t need to tell him what you thought of her.” Her brows go up meaningfully. “You don’t need to be honest.” This last sentence she mouths. I understand. Willa doesn’t lie. For her to tell me I should, it’s important. I’m going to talk to the detective about a girl who’s dead. It wouldn’t be smart to express that I despised her. This is okay. I am a sometimes liar. Always have been. I get it from my mother.


Willa leaves, and I unravel a loose thread on my distressed jean shorts, working the small tear that’s supposed to be there into a gaping wound as I wait for Ward to return. While I do, I remind myself of this, my most important childhood lesson.
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