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			To the ghosts that haunt us.

		

	
		
			ONE

			

			WHAT THE HELL was that?!” Dillon bolted upright, his hair a perfect Albert Einstein emulation. She could practically hear his heartbeat thudding straight out of his chest.

			Maggie peeked an eye open despite herself. Personally, she wasn’t concerned about the oncoming storm. Having grown up on the Georgia coast, she’d lived through dozens of tropical depressions far worse than this. But Dillon was a different story. A Maine transplant, he was unshakeable when it came to blustering nor’easters. But toss him into the path of a potential hurricane, and the man lost his ever-loving mind.

			The sheets were pooled around Dillon’s waist, mimicking the way rainwater was inevitably doing so just beyond Maggie’s front doorstep. There was a divot in the brick walkway, a perfect spot for a miniature lake to form every time it rained. And it was pouring now—diagonal sheets that pounded against the windows like a madman trying to break in. It streaked silver across the light that filtered in through the bedroom window. There was a gas street lamp not more than a few steps from the door, forever casting the apartment in a warm amber glow.

			Dillon—bare-chested and undeniably scrawny—scrambled to retrieve his glasses from atop a knee-height stack of Maggie’s magazines: Popular Mechanics, Popular Science, and Discover among the majority, though half of them had yet to be read. The maelstrom continued to beat against glass, plaster, and wood, determined to rouse them both. But Maggie refused to be rattled. No, she wouldn’t move. After all, it was just going to get worse.

			A peal of thunder led to a bang against the outside of the building, like God had plucked a giant bird from the sky and tossed it against the exterior wall.

			“Maggie!” Her name escaped Dillon in a near squeal. A death grip seized her arm.

			Another bang. Perhaps another unfortunate bird. Or Atlas throwing small boulders against the building’s bricks.

			“Christ, what is that?!” Dillon was ready to jump out of his skin. He was the polar opposite of the ultramasculine beefcakes who traipsed around campus—biceps flexed, strutting across the concourse in pastel polo shirts and board shorts—but he was still a guy. Maggie didn’t want to bruise his ego. And so, rather than lying there and laughing as her boyfriend squirmed against the rumble of thunder, she rolled toward the edge of the bed.

			“Relax,” she said, extended an arm, and snapped on the bedside lamp.

			“I know you say it’s no big deal . . .” He was stammering; he always did this when he was scared. “But it sounds like, like . . .”

			Bang.

			“Fuck! What is that?!”

			“Probably a killer.” Maggie sat up, her feet hitting the nondescript raglan rug she’d bought at Target when she moved into the place. When she stood, Dillon’s expletives were immediately silenced. She could feel his eyes following her across the bedroom, his gaze roving along the curve of her backside as she adjusted her boy-short-style underwear.

			“Or maybe just a broken shutter.” Turning to the window, she unlatched the pane and opened it wide despite the wind and sideways rain, then yanked the damaged storm shutter inward. She’d complained about that broken latch to the super at least a half dozen times, but the mountain of a Croatian man couldn’t have cared less. You want feex, you feex. Surely his storm shutters at home were fine. If the little American girl got slashed to ribbons by exploding glass thanks to a hurricane, this apartment complex was hot property, especially with those pretty gas lamps and the UNC campus a mere ten minutes away. Her place would be rented out by another student in five seconds flat, probably by one of those pastel ’roided-out dudes with perfect hair and way too many abs. Arms the circumference of her thighs. CrossFit every day after class. Cheat days spent at Momma’s table, filling up on barbeque shrimp and stone-ground grits.

			“Y-you should get that fixed,” Dillon stammered.

			She turned away from the window, her rear brushing against the sill, and rolled her neck—a habit born of chronic pain that had abated years before, thank God. During her last semester of high school, she was handed an official diagnosis: fibromyalgia. Pain meds had done little, probably because of the stress at home. It was only after she left Savannah that she’d started feeling normal again.

			“Yeah, I should,” she said. But Croatia. Apparently, there was some sort of language barrier. Feex. Whatever. It wasn’t worth the hassle. She let her hand fall from her neck and cast a glance Dillon’s way. He was staring, and he was scrawny. The first movie they’d watched together was Particle Fever, about the origins of matter. He only ever indulged in three shows: Cosmos, of which he was currently on his eighth viewing cycle; Dexter—­sometimes Dillon would do the monotone soliloquy thing, which she found both odd and sexy; and Bob’s Burgers, which he quoted on an unconscious loop. Annoying, but endearing. Nerdy, but hilarious. He kept her grounded, stopped her from losing herself inside her own head, especially when that nagging guilt hit her hard. Because Dillon knew about Maggie’s parents, and she assumed that was why he belted out made-up show tunes on her worst days. He even bought a tiny domed barbeque grill for her miniature patio so that he could make burgers and dogs when their research papers got to be too much. He was, as her mother would have put it, a fixer. (You feex, ha-ha.) And yet, Maggie was still surprised he’d stuck around as long as he had.

			She moved back to the bed. That shutter would loosen itself again before sunrise, sooner if the wind kept up, but it currently held its place. Dillon was still staring, because Maggie’s tank top was lying crumpled on the floor on his side of the bed. He had tossed it aside a few hours ago, during one of their romps. He’d been talking like Dexter again. Sometimes, she couldn’t resist.

			“Better?” she asked once she reached the mattress.

			“Uh-huh.” His response was dazed, a pubescent boy at a topless variety show.

			“That’s good,” she said, one knee pressing into the sheets, then another. Before he knew it, Maggie was doing a slow crawl toward her skinny-armed beau. Sultry. Seductive. Dillon leaned back while the ends of her hair traced a trail across his chest. “Know why?”

			“Nuh-uh.” She hated it when he responded in grunts—it seemed that even the smartest boys regressed to Cro-Magnons when aroused—but she let it go. He was studying to be a mechanical engineer, not a poet laureate.

			“Because I have an exam tomorrow,” she said, ignoring the fingers that were now grazing her right breast. “First thing. And unless Wilmington floods overnight—”

			“Which it might,” he cut in.

			“—which I doubt,” Maggie continued, “I have to pass my phytoplankton exam.”

			“Phytoplankton,” Dillon echoed. Talk dirty to me.

			“And you know how I’m going to make that happen?”

			“By clearing your mind and gaining new focus?” He grabbed her hips and pulled her down against the bulge beneath the sheets.

			“By sleeping until the sun comes up,” she said. “Like a baby. Because these storms? I love ’em.” She rolled off him, snapped off the light, and pretended she didn’t hear the muffled awh man escape his throat.

			“Fine,” he said, relenting. “But can you at least flip your cell onto its screen? It’s been lighting up the place for the past half hour.”

			“What?” She’d been sleeping while Dillon had clearly been wide-awake, probably anticipating the moment Maggie’s apartment was torn from its foundation and flung up into the sky, Wizard of Oz–style. Maybe, if she had been as jumpy as he was, she would have noticed the room light up bright blue, but she’d been sleeping like a baby. The sound of the rain comforted her. The louder, the better. Louder meant she couldn’t hear herself think.

			Reaching over, she grabbed her cell off the bedside table and squinted at the screen. Nearly four in the morning and three missed calls. One voicemail. Her phone was set to automatically go silent at midnight, so she hadn’t heard them come in.

			Rubbing the sleep out of her eyes, she brought up the call log.

			ARLEN OLSEN-DORMER, MOBILE, 13 MIN. AGO. 

			ARLEN OLSEN-DORMER, MOBILE, 19 MIN. AGO.

			ARLEN OLSEN-DORMER, MOBILE, 22 MIN. AGO.

			Her eldest sister’s photo smiled out at her from a list of previously made and received calls: a high and messy ponytail, a stretched-out Reebok tank with a faded graphic of a pink ocean sunset, Arlen posing with a group of strangers in what looked to be a yoga studio. Maggie had snagged that photo off her sister’s Facebook page years ago, mesmerized by the visage of a woman she felt she hardly knew, secretly delighted to see Arlen looking like a real honest-to-God sweaty human being rather than the uptight perfectionist Maggie had grown to know. Real Housewives of Savannah, Brynn, Maggie’s middle sister, had snorted. Stepford Wives two-point-oh.

			“Important?” Dillon asked.

			“Maybe,” Maggie said. But certainly was more like it, because a text every now and again was as close to communication as she and Arlen ever came. Neither one blamed the other for lack of trying. Maggie and Brynn had been close as kids, but Maggie and Arlen? Never. A nine-year difference was as good as kryptonite to a sisterly bond.

			Seeing those missed middle-of-the-night calls made Maggie’s heart twist in her chest. She vacillated for half a second—she could leave it until after her test; that damn ecology class had given her hell all summer.

			Just turn it off, avoid whatever’s going on.

			But her gut instinct overrode her desire for a stress-free morning. She dialed into her voicemail. The message was breathless, heaving, aggravated, straight out of Georgia.

			“Goddammit, Maggie . . .” Arlen’s Southern drawl. “I know it’s late, but answer your phone!”

			No explanation. No assurance of not needing to panic. Just a demand, and then an angry hang-up.

			Maggie sat motionless, her cell in her hand, the wind heaving another blustering roar. The broken shutter vibrated against the gale, threatening to come loose once again. If this storm—they were calling it Florence—turned into a full-blown hurricane, she’d have to nail a board across the outside to keep it in place—you want feex, you feex—and even then, she doubted class would be canceled. Her professor was relentless. It was a summer course, and if she didn’t pass, she’d be shy of graduating by three measly credits. All those applications she’d put in for grad school would be rendered useless. A total waste of time. But . . .

			“Hey.” Dillon. “You okay?”

			“Sure.” No.

			She looked back to the now-sleeping phone in her hand. Maggie hadn’t texted her oldest sister in at least half a year—Christmas, she thought, or had it been New Year’s Eve? But actually spoken? More than three years ago, the day Maggie’s niece Hayden had been born. That day, she and Arlen had exchanged pleasantries and congratulations. I bet she’s adorable, Maggie had said, and even that had been awkward, because Arlen knew: Maggie wasn’t a fan. She had made a point of letting the world know she would never have a snot-nosed kid of her own. And yet, there she was, trying to scrounge up at least some enthusiasm for her sister’s thirdborn child.

			Another gust blasted against the side of the building. The broken shutter escaped its latch, flew open, and slammed hard against the exterior wall. Maggie winced at the crash, then nearly jumped out of bed when the phone lit up bioluminescent blue. Her big sister smiled out from its screen. Arlen ­Olsen-Dormer, glistening with sweat, perfectly imperfect.

			A lump formed in Maggie’s throat. Something was very wrong.

			“What the hell!” Dillon scrambled out of bed and pulled on a T-shirt as he made a beeline for the window. “You need to call your super, Maggie. This is bullshit.” His footfalls were a little too aggravated, loud enough to rouse the neighbors if they weren’t already awake from all the noise. But she said nothing, too preoccupied with the memory of the midnight call she had gotten from Brynn years before.

			She’s gone, Mags.

			She meaning their mother. Brynn hadn’t been crying, but Maggie heard the ragged edge to her otherwise stoic sister’s voice.

			But this time it was Arlen, the sister who wouldn’t call unless it was an emergency. Unless it was something devastating.

			The room suddenly felt devoid of air. Dillon pulled open the window and yanked the shutter back toward its ruined latch. She almost yelled for him to leave it open, nearly tossed the phone aside and bolted out of bed toward the wind, the rain, and the thunder that was inside her apartment rather than outside where it should have been. This place had always felt safe, an asylum from her otherwise grim and mournful past. A salvation to her pain. Except, now, that sense of safety was gone. Her phone was still ringing.

			It’s bad. So bad. It’s happening again.

			Maggie’s jaw tensed. Her fingers tightened around the rubber case that protected her cell.

			“Maggie . . . ? You getting that?” Dillon was watching, concerned, suddenly striking her as ridiculous in his wrinkled white T-shirt with a roaring T-rex riding a Segway printed across the front. If she didn’t answer the call, he’d ask what was wrong. She’d be left floundering, suffocating, squelching the emotions she worked so hard to ignore. I don’t want to talk about it, okay? It would lead to an argument. Angry, Dillon would do what he always did when he was pissed—stomp off into the tiny living room and stream another round of Cosmos until Maggie was ready to relent. Way too much drama for a casual relationship. Hell, they didn’t even live together. Dillon only slept over whenever he had an early morning because his apartment was miles away. This was more convenient. Maybe that’s why he was sticking around.

			She tapped the green answer button, then pressed the phone to her ear.

			“Arlen?”

			There was no reply, at least not for a while, but she could hear people in the background. The blip of what sounded like a walkie-talkie. She clutched the phone. Began to tremble despite the apartment’s muggy heat.

			Finally, Arlen spoke. “Maggie.” She paused, as if carefully considering her next few words. Maggie looked up from the pattern of her bedsheets—tiny cartoon dolphins that, upon purchase, had struck her as adorable but now only made her feel sick. She thought about hanging up, but it was too late to deny the inevitable.

			She knew.

			On the line, Arlen pulled in a breath, and Maggie braced herself for what was coming.

			“There’s been an accident.”

			She wanted to scream.

			“I’m sorry, Maggie . . . but you have to come home. Right now.”

		

	
		
			TWO

			

			BY THE TIME Arlen pulled up to the arriving flights area, Maggie had fielded a dozen texts from Dillon—HOW DO YOU FEEL? HOW WAS THE FLIGHT? DO YOU WANT TO TALK? MAYBE YOU CAN GET A RETEST. She had sweated halfway through her T-shirt despite the storm clouds overhead, and had streamed the entirety of Depeche Mode’s Violator on her phone, trying to keep her mind off the exam she had surely failed—if only Dillon would stop bringing it up. She glanced up from her phone when a new red Chrysler Pacifica pulled up along the curb, the minivan’s side door slid open, and the nerve-rattling screech of children poured out onto the pavement.

			GOTTA GO. She typed out the message rapid-fire and hit send. She could only handle one thing at a time, and Arlen was—and always would be—an undivided-attention kind of gal.

			Out in the van, two kids whined at each other, seemingly at the tail end of a bitter argument. A toddler screamed in the background. And there, in all her perfect Southern glory, was Arlen: pink chino capris, a white silk pussy-bow blouse, her blond hair done up in a bouffant. If there ever was a spitting image of Maggie’s mother before she’d gone off the deep end, it was that woman’s firstborn child. Maggie only hoped that Arlen would never see such a bad end. Pills strewn everywhere. A bathroom rug tangled around bare feet. An overflowing bathtub washing the blood away.

			Arlen carried herself as though her minivan were a limousine. She flashed Maggie a dazzling smile—one that was far too wide, all things considered.

			“Maggie.” She came in for a hug, hesitated upon noticing the glisten of sweat across her baby sister’s arms and neck, but eventually offered a curt embrace regardless, leaving her youngest sibling enrobed in a wave of sweet perfume. Arlen had always been the girly one, the prom queen, the stereotype every girl who wasn’t head cheerleader loved to hate. And nobody had hated a Mean Girl more than Brynn.

			“Hey,” Maggie greeted, returning Arlen’s half-hearted embrace.

			“Sorry I’m late,” Arlen twanged, then took a step back and gave Maggie a bereaved look: Jesus, why did I have so many kids? “It never stops,” she said, tossing a look over her shoulder at the cacophony behind her. “But God bless them, they’re mine.”

			Maggie forced a smile toward the car. There, inside its confines, were a boy and two girls. Harrison was the firstborn son and pride and joy of Savannah’s own Howie Dormer, quarterback extraordinaire. Maggie didn’t know a damn thing about football—hell, she hardly knew anything about Howie, come to think of it—but from what she’d heard, he’d been Mr. Incredible on the college gridiron, so good he should have gone to the NFL but didn’t, because wasn’t that always the case?

			Hope—Arlen’s second child, born halfway through Maggie’s last year of high school—had been a running gag among the boys in Maggie’s senior high school class. She never heard the end of it.

			Hey, Maggie, say hi to my baby mama for me.

			Hey, Maggie, tell your sister I miss her.

			Only once did she lose her temper. Hey, pervert, are you getting arthritis in that right hand yet? Cruel irony: Maggie had spat the question just as the assistant principal had passed her in the hall. After-school detention, two days. Arlen hadn’t found it the least bit funny. Brynn, on the other hand . . .

			It’s like the goddamn Breakfast Club, she had cackled. Except you’d be the nerd who brought the flare gun to school. Brynn, of course, would have been the girl sitting at the back of the room, eating Pixy Stix for lunch and setting books on fire.

			The screaming toddler was Hayden, and a niece Maggie had yet to meet. Arlen could have pushed harder for Maggie to come home for the holidays, and Maggie certainly could have made more of an effort. But neither of them did. Brynn had been the one to plead. Just come home, Maggie, please. For a weekend. For some turkey. For presents under the tree. Maggie turned down all open invitations despite her middle sister’s appeals. Three years gone, and it didn’t feel like nearly long enough. It was, Maggie supposed, appropriate that had it not been for Brynn, she wouldn’t have been standing next to Arlen right now.

			“Harry, Hope . . . come say hi to your Aunt Maggie.” It wasn’t a request. Arlen gave the command and, within an instant, a boy and girl leapt onto the curb and fell in line next to their mother, Sound of Music–style. Harry, once nothing but a tiny child, was now a premonition of his future self. Tall. Handsome. Light-brown hair grown out like a hotshot surfer, his hairstyle perfectly coupled with a bright Billabong T-shirt and scuffed-up Vans—the kind of guy Maggie imagined herself falling head over heels for in San Diego despite Dillon’s broken heart. That was, if she was accepted into the grad program there. Fat chance of that now, though. The thought of those goddamn phytoplankton made her want to cry.

			Hope hadn’t yet turned two when Maggie had seen her last. Now, the five-year-old stood lean and graceful beside her brother, her blond hair pulled up in a bun, her stick-skinny frame encased in a pink dance leotard, pink tights, and matching ballet shoes—a Southern cupcake, already on her way to becoming a clone of her mom. Arlen offered up an apologetic smile, as if embarrassed by her kid’s getup. “I just swept her up from dance class,” she explained. “No time to change, right, sugar?” She extended an arm, dragged a thumb across Hope’s cheek as if to wipe away invisible dirt. “I’m trying my best to keep things normal around here, but . . .” Her words trailed to nothing, but Maggie understood. She’d been trying to keep things normal for the past decade herself. There would be no mention of that struggle, however, of that awful inescapable guilt, especially not in front of the kids.

			“Heya, Harry,” Maggie said, stepping up to give her nephew a hug.

			“Hi, Aunt Maggie,” Harrison murmured beneath his breath—already in the throes of preteen angst at the tender age of eight. She released him, and could sense his relief as soon as her arms fell back to her sides.

			Hope watched the exchange with curiosity, her expression flickering between interest and gravitas. And then she stepped up to the aunt she hardly knew, leaned in, and spoke with a solemnness beyond her years. “Auntie Magdalene, I’m sorry for your loss. But we’re trying to keep things normal around here.” And then, as if having planned it all out in advance, she wrapped her arms around Maggie’s waist in a viselike embrace and whispered, “I missed you.”

			This from a child Maggie didn’t know at all. And all she could do was whisper back, “I missed you, too.”

			.   .   .

			The Pacifica was so new it still smelled like plastic and glue. Blasting the air-conditioning on high and pushing fifty down a rural highway that suggested half that speed, Arlen said nothing about the unfolding events that had clearly thrown a wrench in the schedule of a busy working mom. The airport wasn’t exactly close to home—roughly thirty minutes northwest of where they had grown up, which Brynn had lovingly called the middle of fucking nowhere, and Arlen hadn’t moved away from because the schools were good and the crime was low. That, and she knew that as soon as Mom kicked off, the house was for the taking, Brynn had said during one of their many conversations, full of vitriol. I swear, Mags, among the three of us, you got all the brains. With my luck, Len will keep poppin’ ’em out and I’ll end up a fucking wet nurse in my own home.

			At the time, Maggie had laughed. Brynn, born too weird for words, completely bizarre by the time she was fifteen; Brynn, with her box-dyed black hair and blunt-cut bangs, her skin powdered to a ghostly white and lips painted a gory maroon; Brynn, who had lived alone in that giant house for a good three months after their mom had died right there in the master bathroom, growing comfortable with the solitude, until Arlen swept in with Howie, the kids, and a newborn baby to make the house their own. That Brynn—a creepy Mary Poppins to her sister’s kids. Just a spoonful of arsenic. It was a ridiculous notion. Hilarious. Insane.

			But Arlen had every right to move in. Their mother’s will left the house to all three of the girls, and not because she loved them all equally. No. Toward the end of her life, Stella Olsen had been the type of woman to throw a scrap of meat to the wolves and watch them fight. The house had been granted to all her children not because she was being magnanimous, but because not choosing was far more dramatic. And oh, the quarrel it had caused . . .

			Maggie sold off her share to Arlen without a second thought. All that money would afford her a comfortable lifestyle in Wilmington—close to the UNC campus, not an hour’s worth of gridlock away. Not a cheap option. And after Maggie graduated and it came to her master’s degree, that cash would grant her the opportunity to go to any school she wanted, hopefully on the West Coast, if they would have her. Selling had been a no-brainer. She didn’t need much motivation to avoid setting foot anywhere near their childhood backyard swimming pool. That late-night memory was still vivid, still crippling in its pain. The pool tarp, nothing but a jumble of plastic floating upon the surface of the water. The pool light, still on, as if to suggest that Maggie had just missed the action.

			Brynn, on the other hand, had been home, and yet she was the one to stubbornly hold on to her share of the house. As a result, Arlen and Brynn butted heads more often than not, and Arlen’s kids ended up with an overgrown goth girl as a live-in aunt.

			Brynn bitched and moaned about the house being monopolized by Arlen and her brood every chance she got, but Maggie had been the only one to leave Georgia. She hadn’t bothered to consider the Skidaway Institute of Oceanography, no matter how close to home it might have been. She packed up her things and left for North Carolina the summer she’d graduated high school, no longer willing to share space with their stumbling, slurring drunk of a matriarch. But it was only a few weeks into freshman year that Maggie was forced back to Savannah. A result of Brynn’s midnight call.

			Maggie chewed a fingernail as Arlen drove. Meanwhile, Dillon continued to text: DID YOU GET THERE OKAY? Maggie left his queries unanswered. A response would only encourage another question, and another after that. Responding would prompt Arlen to ask who she was texting, or what was so important, or shoot off their mom’s favorite barb: I bet that can’t wait. Maggie couldn’t handle that. Not now. Not while stuck here in the car.

			“Florence is fixing to be a real problem.” Arlen tried for conversation over the blast of the A/C. “The wind is going to pick up this afternoon. One more day and they would have probably delayed flights, shut the whole airport down.” Maggie’s outbound flight had been stuck on the tarmac for more than an hour, giving Maggie hope that Florence would, perhaps, make an emergency trip home next to impossible. After all, it was stronger in Savannah. But no such luck.

			Maggie said nothing as she stared at the fifty-foot cross made of white painted pipe that loomed over the highway. At its foot, a marquee warned drivers that THE _EVIL IS _ _ON_ US, SAVE YOU_ SO_ _. That cross had been there for as long as Maggie remembered. Every time they passed it as kids, Brynn would spin stories of a towering Jesus figure, sacrificed on that very spot.

			He died for your sins, she had said. He spilled blood enough to fill Daddy’s pool.

			I ain’t got no sins, Maggie had scoffed. She couldn’t have been more than six or seven years old.

			“I don’t have any sins,” their mother had corrected from the front seat. Ain’t isn’t a word. And cool it with the stories back there.

			But Brynn had rolled her eyes and whispered into Maggie’s ear. Everyone’s got sins, dummy. Even little kids like you. Maybe I’ll tell you about it one day, when she ain’t listenin’. Brynn had made good on her promise, and she’d done it with her typical dramatic flair.

			With Arlen’s Chrysler leaving that cross in the rearview, Maggie wondered if sitting through an occasional Sunday service would have restored some semblance of normalcy to her and Brynn’s oddly dark childhoods. If they had prayed the way their mother had taught them rather than faking it, if Maggie had turned to God, perhaps things would have been different. Better. Not like they were now.

			Arlen cleared her throat against the relative silence. The kids were busy with their tablets; the backseat sounded like an arcade. “Anyway, as for the service . . . I left most of it up to Father John. You remember him. He organized for Mom. I just, I–I mean . . .” Arlen stammered, the first crack in her pristine facade.

			Brynn would have wanted Maggie to protest. Father John? That old pedophile? If she could have reached out from beyond the veil, she’d have slid her hand down Maggie’s throat to coax out the words: A church service? Over my dead body. Oh, wait. But what alternative would Brynn—a girl who was never satisfied with anything—be happy with? A black-clad procession down the cobblestone streets of medieval Bruges? A boys’ choir echoing through the empty chambers of Dracula’s Transylvanian castle? Jackals pulling her rotting corpse onto an English hillside before devouring her beneath a full moon?

			Maggie covered her mouth and snorted out a laugh.

			“What?” Arlen perked, immediately defensive.

			“Sorry, nothing,” Maggie said. She dropped her hand to her lap and looked out the window.

			“I don’t see what’s funny about any of this,” Arlen protested. “Do you know how hard it’s been? How stressful? And to top it off, this damn storm . . .”

			“Nothing’s funny,” Maggie said. “Father John, he’s great.” She pictured nothing but strangers clad in various ensembles, none of them morose enough for Brynn’s taste—cry harder; a bunch of people Brynn never knew or gave a shit about filling up pews and pretending to care while Florence brought a cyclone down atop the church, tearing off its roof, sending the steeple careening into the earth like the devil’s arrow. Maybe if Florence made landfall at just the right time, the service wouldn’t be so bad.

			Maggie’s phone vibrated in her messenger bag. Another text from Dillon, no doubt. Hell, if Arlen was fine with inviting strangers to the funeral, Maggie should have invited Dillon to tag along. It would have made it easy to wriggle out of staying at the house, at least. Aunt Maggie shacking up in her old room with a random guy? Not a snowflake’s chance in Georgia.

			A defunct gas station came up on the right, an old black Cadillac facing the highway parked out front. A FOR SALE sign sat propped against the inside of the windshield, so sun-bleached it was hardly readable anymore. It was a giant boat of a vehicle. Brynn would have loved it: a dead man’s hearse.

			“What about her friends?” Maggie asked, looking back to her sister.

			Arlen scoffed—a reflex—then corrected herself with a long sigh, as if realizing how insensitive her initial reaction was. “There’s going to be an obituary. It’s not like I know who those people are, Maggie.”

			Those people. That’s what their mom used to call them. Maggie recalled their mother’s face when Brynn had brought Simon, her first boyfriend, over for the first time. Clad in all black, and with an unspiked Mohawk lying dormant atop an otherwise shaven head, he was immediately deemed one of those people. If you asked Stella Olsen, it was a damn tragedy to have someone like Simon wandering around her pristine estate. Maggie caught her snorting at his discarded combat boots next to the front door, limp and unlaced, scuffed and well-loved. Disgusting, she had snarled, not once stopping to consider that he could have just left them on his feet—that he’d taken them off to be courteous, and all his thoughtfulness got him was an ugly ­behind-the-back jab. But those types of things hardly blipped on Mrs. Olsen’s radar, just as they failed to register on Arlen’s now.

			“Isn’t her phone upstairs?” Maggie asked.

			“Mom!” A whine from the backseat, cutting through the conversation, momentarily obliterating the electronic calliope of educational apps that were nothing more than glorified video games. F is for Friend, Family, Fun . . .

			“Her what?” Arlen asked, ignoring Hayden’s outburst.

			“Her cell phone,” Maggie said. “Isn’t it upstairs in her room?”

			“Mo-om!” G is for Girl, Game, Ghost . . .

			Maggie closed her eyes against the sound. She took a breath, trying to keep her agitation in check.

			Arlen shook her head, not getting Maggie’s point. “I guess . . . ? I don’t know. I was only in there for a second.”

			“Because if it is, we could call—”

			“You think I’d stay in there for longer than a second?” Arlen asked, cutting Maggie off. “Do you really think that’s something I would have wanted to do?”

			“Mom-eeeee!!”

			“Jesus, Hay, cool it!” Arlen snapped, and for half a second Maggie was overtaken by the sudden urge to vomit into the footwell of the front seat. In Arlen’s flash of impatience, her voice sounded exactly like their mom’s, as though the woman had clawed her way out of the grave, having risen from the dead. H is for . . .

			“But I’m hungr-eeeeee,” Hayden squealed. “I want Donald’s!”

			“Yeah, can we go to McDonald’s?” Hope chimed in, jumping to her little sister’s aid. “Mom? Can we? I’m hungry, too. I can’t remember the last time I ate. Can we?”

			“I wanna see the Ronalds!” Hayden.

			“No.” Refusal. Flat. Unaffected by the abrupt onset of backseat famine.

			“But I’m starving!” Hope. “It’s still forever till home!”

			“I want chickens!” Hayden.

			“Mom?” Harry, even-toned and leaning between the two front seats like some sort of child trauma mediator; channeling Sally Struthers, imploring Arlen to please remember the children.

			“I want catch-ups!” Hayden’s tone was reaching optimum pitch. “I wanna play in the jungle!”

			“Oh my God.” Maggie, but a mere whisper. Suddenly, replying to texts didn’t seem half bad. She reached into her bag.

			“Stop yelling, Hay!” Hope roared at her sister. “It’s not gonna help!”

			Phone out.

			“You’re going to cause an accident,” Arlen announced, as if subtly threatening the lives of her offspring would somehow calm them down.

			Screen on.

			“You’re gonna cause an accident!” Hope yelled while Hayden continued to screech. “And you’re bugging Auntie Magdalene!”

			“You aren’t bugging me—” Maggie said, unsure of why she was about to deny such a self-evident truth. But nobody was listening anyway. She blasted out a message. I is for . . .

			I’VE MADE A HUGE MISTAKE.

			“Hope.” Arlen. An edge of warning in her tone.

			“There,” Harry said, pointing to an off-ramp, a highway sign announcing food, gas, and a creepy motel only child-smugglers would have used ahead.

			Maggie bit her bottom lip, almost afraid to look in Arlen’s direction, imagining her sister’s face replaced by their mother’s sallow skin, her distant bag-eyed stare.

			“I want French eyes!” Hayden exploded in a fit of three-year-old insistence, tired of being silenced, refusing to be ignored. “I want French eyes!” she screamed, her legs kicking in a torrent of fury, as though kicking hard enough would send her Lecter-like child restraints flying from the car seat, allowing her to murder every person in that minivan for denying her the one thing, the only thing, she’d ever asked for in her whole entire life. “I want French eyes!” The rampage continued. Hope’s quiet murmur of jeez was but a soft underscore to her little sister’s blind outrage.

			Maggie couldn’t help herself. She laughed. Because Arlen’s life was nuts.

			SAVE ME! Fingers flying over the QWERTY keyboard.

			“Mom?” Harry, staring pointedly at the quickly oncoming turnoff, his expression that of stoic desperation. Take the easy way out, it said. Make it stop.

			WHAT? WHAT’S GOING ON? Dillon responding.

			Maggie opened her mouth, about to offer to cover the cost, ready to admit that she was a little hungry herself even though queasiness was still clinging to the back of her throat like thin plastic film, like a wet tarp freshly pulled from a pool. But Arlen jerked the wheel to the right before Maggie could speak. The Chrysler hit the off-ramp way too fast. For a flash of a second, Maggie imagined the car flying off the road and into an embankment of trees, the branches hissing with summer cicadas and slumbering fireflies, the car slamming into an immovable trunk of an ancient oak, leaves and insects and birds exploding out and away from the tree like green fireworks. The Olsens’ final hurrah. One last tragedy to wipe the entire brood out for good. And it would be Maggie’s fault, because had she not required a ride from the airport, Arlen wouldn’t have been pushed to the brink. M is for Mommy, Madness, Massacre . . .

			Arlen eased off the gas, her expression taut, her eyes narrowed, angry at herself for giving in. The minivan cruised up a slight incline and came to a full stop. A road sign pointed them right. Arlen breathed in and out. In and out. Just like how they taught her in yoga class, no doubt. Trying to keep her cool.

			In the minivan’s stunned silence, Maggie’s phone buzzed in her hand.

			MAGS?

			“Mom?” Hayden, calm, as though sensing her mother’s bubbling rage. “I’m gonna have Donald’s now?”

			Arlen didn’t answer. Instead, she spoke toward the steering wheel, as if speaking to herself. “I’m glad you’re here, Maggie,” she said. “Because this?” She lifted a hand, made a sweeping gesture toward the backseat. “My plate is full.”

			Maggie wasn’t sure how to respond.

			“Brynn knew that,” Arlen said. “But she did it anyway, didn’t she? She saved herself and left us to pick up the pieces, because in the end, everything is always about her.”

			Maggie swallowed against the lump that had formed in her throat. She couldn’t deny that Arlen was speaking the truth. Brynn always did have a penchant for theatrics. Maggie suspected it was why she had refused to relinquish her share of the house. Not because Brynn wanted to live there, but because not selling was histrionic. A standoff. Something to keep her occupied because she didn’t have all that much going on in her life. But Arlen resenting Brynn for committing suicide? That was cold.

			Maggie furrowed her eyebrows, searching for something to say. You shouldn’t hold it against her or Where the hell were you when she needed help? Except that finger was pointing right back at her, because where was Maggie, after all? In Wilmington. Refusing to come home no matter how many times Brynn had asked. Maggie looked down to her lap, frowning at her phone and the fraying knees of her jeans.

			I’M FINE. She shot out the text and shoved her phone back into her bag, the sting of tears suddenly threatening to breach the stoicism and strength she was so desperately trying to keep intact. But just as she was sure she’d start bawling right there, another distraction came from over her shoulder.

			Hope slid her skinny arms between the two front seats and coiled them around Maggie’s left limb. And then, pressing her cheek against Maggie’s shoulder, she gazed up at her aunt and echoed her mother’s words. “I’m glad you’re here.”
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