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FOR JEN FAN AND AMANDA YAO





MONDAY // AUGUST 28 // DAY 353


1.


You never know when it’s the last time.


You never think, This is the last time I’ll ever see his smile, shy and full of secrets meant only for me, the last time I’ll ever hold his hand or kiss his face or lose myself in the warmth of his brown eyes.


Jack’s gone now and there was no time to say goodbye. To share one last smile, a final kiss.


I’ll never see him again.


It’s been three hours since I held Jack in my arms and I’ll never hear his voice again, the way he laughed freely, the way he said my name, Remy, whispered like a prayer in the dark.


Three hours since strangers pulled me away from his body, and I’ll never run my fingers through his dark hair, never feel the heat of his touch against my skin.


Three hours since Elise pointed a gun at him, and I’ll never taste his kiss again, breathe in the scent of his peppermint shampoo.


“We need to come up with a story,” my parents tell me. Something to give the police, something to explain what happened, what I was doing there.


They want me to lie but they won’t say that word, they won’t say lie. My parents, they want to protect me. I can see the fear in their eyes. They fear for me, what might happen to me. But there’s something else too, a different kind of fear.


They’re not just afraid for me, they’re afraid of me.


•  •  •


Here is the truth.


I was born Katherine Remy Tsai, but everyone calls me Remy. I used to know how my story would turn out, but now I have no idea what tomorrow will look like. I used to know what laughter felt like, but now I can’t imagine smiling ever again.


I live in the north suburbs of Atlanta, in a town called Lyndens Creek. There is no creek, though, none I’ve ever heard of, and I was born here. It used to be farmland, just hills and animals. Now it’s a nice town, with nice people, the kind who could never, ever fire six bullets into someone’s chest.


There are nice schools here, and we went to one of them, Riverside High, known for its terrible football team and soaring SAT scores. The kind of school funded by sprawling golf-course communities where retired lawyers and men of business putter around, and where I fell in love with Jack under a blanket of stars.


Yes. This is a nice place, and I used to be someone who belonged here.


In my bathroom now, I look into the mirror to find a stranger staring back at me. Steam from the running water consumes the bathroom until the glass fogs over and I am suffocating.


The clothes I was wearing only hours ago are stuffed in an evidence bag at the police station. The Superman tee Jack gave me on the first night we met, my favorite pair of jeans, my once-white espadrilles. All ruined.


My body is an afterimage of the damage, a map of dark red told in streaks and smears. Jack’s blood is on my face and in my hair, on my arms and under my fingernails. There was so much, the paramedics had rushed to me, checking for signs of trauma, but they couldn’t see the hole in my heart.


My name is Remy.


I am seventeen years old.


This won’t last forever.


Elise taught me that once as a way to keep myself grounded. These are things I can hold on to. A reminder that how I feel now won’t be how I feel forever.


Standing in the shower, I let the water burn the last of him off my skin, watch the blood swirl down the drain until it runs clear.


But I can’t get clean. Even with every last drop of shampoo and soap gone, I am still scrubbing, until my skin and scalp are raw and angry.


Until the only thing left is a shaking, sobbing girl on the shower floor.


A shaking, sobbing girl who has to face a loss she’s not ready to accept. Part of me knows Jack’s no longer here, but I just don’t want him to be gone.


2.


They’re arguing again, my parents. It’s the only constant in my life. The sun will break over the horizon in the morning, and like clockwork, my parents will fight.


“What are you doing?” Dad shouts, following Mom as she paces around the living room. The phone is pressed against her face as she shushes him. Her eyes hold nothing but contempt.


“I’m calling a lawyer,” she says, her voice a sharp hiss.


“No one’s awake right now. It’s three in the morning.” He is exasperation and she is anger. These are the roles they’ve played for years.


My brother, Christian, and I sit quietly on the couch, my hair dripping, still wet from the shower. The sound of water hitting leather punctuates their screaming, a steady drumbeat to the crescendo of their anger. We don’t look at each other, we don’t look at them. This is so familiar it’s almost comforting. I can’t handle what’s happened, but this I could manage all day long, the shouting and cutting words, my parents at each other’s throats.


“Hi, hello,” Mom says when someone answers the phone. She shoots Dad a look: See? His mouth flattens into a thin line.


They pick up right where they left off after my mother ends the call. They argue about the lawyer—when will they be here, who is it, where did you even find them. They argue about how tired they are. They argue about what happened.


“Did you know?” Mom asks him.


“Know what, Helena?” Dad says, palm pressed against his temple.


“Where your daughter was. What’s been going on with her. God, Stephen, how useless can you be?”


I am right here but I say nothing. Christian peeks over at me. If he’s concerned, he doesn’t say anything.


I think maybe I’m the one who died, maybe this is my own special version of hell, watching my parents snipe at each other on loop for all eternity. Maybe this is what I deserve.


A knock on the door finally interrupts them half an hour later and they pause when it grows louder. It’s the lawyer.


“I’m Vera Deshpande,” she says once she’s in the living room, eyes searching our tense expressions. “Tell me what happened.”


Everyone looks to me. When it becomes clear I am too wrecked to speak, my parents start up again all at once.


“Her boyfriend—”


“Her best friend—”


“He’s dead—”


“She shot him—”


“Not Remy. Remy didn’t shoot anyone—”


“That’s what I meant—”


“It was that girl, Elise—”


“It was all her—”


“I don’t even know where she got a gun—”


They’re talking over each other, and I would feel vaguely sorry for Vera if I could feel anything at all. Finally, they catch themselves and pause.


“Where did she get a gun?” Mom asks, and all eyes turn to me again. I study the floor, wish I were invisible, wish I were anywhere but here, anyone but me. “This is serious, Remy,” Mom continues. “You could go to prison. Do you understand?” Condescension coats her voice, but there’s an edge there too, sharpened by fear. “Someone’s dead.” They don’t say his name. They don’t care about him, and they don’t care about Elise either, even after everything.


And I can’t tell if they really even care about me and what happens to me or if what they really care about is how this will look for them, if their daughter goes to prison. How this will affect my mother’s nomination to the hospital’s board, the promotion my father’s gunning for at Coca-Cola. How it’ll ruin the perfect image they’ve worked so hard to craft. We never talk about it but this is why they’re still together, after all these battle-worn years. It’s not important that their marriage is a failure, what’s important is that no one knows they’ve failed, and so the charade continues no matter the cost.


“Remy, please,” Dad says, eyes pleading with me. “We’re trying to help you. We love you.”


Love, that old excuse. They love me the way they love the Mercedes in the garage, the way they love an expensive timepiece on their wrists. They love me only for what I could be to them. I am to be seen but not heard, to be had but not understood. Love is the weapon they wield when it suits them, the justification for everything they do.


“Remy,” Dad tries again.


“Don’t be stupid,” Mom says, cutting him off. “Tell us everything.”


I hug my knees in and hide my face. It’s a reflex to ball up, shield myself from the world when it’s all too much. Part of me knows they’re right to panic. I have no idea what’ll happen to me, and underneath the shock and grief, I’m terrified too.


“Remy,” Mom says, her voice like a slap to the face. “This is not the time to play the sullen teenager.” She always knows exactly what to say to get a rise out of me.


“I’m not playing. This isn’t a game,” I say, head still buried, hidden behind my legs. “Jack’s dead.”


Words that I haven’t allowed myself to even think now hang in the air. He’s really gone.


“Yes. And I know you’re sad,” Mom tries again. “But—”


“Sad?” I can’t believe her. She’s always been like this. Cold, uncaring. I used to think maybe she had to cut off her emotions because she’s a surgeon, but now I think maybe she never had any to begin with and that was precisely why she was such a good surgeon.


She pushes on. “But you have to think about yourself at this point. There’s nothing you can do for him now. And do you think Jack would want you to—”


“Is that what you think when someone dies on the table? That there’s nothing you can do for them now?” I am screaming, struggling to contain myself. “You would. You don’t give a shit about anyone but yourself.” I release my legs and grip the couch seats, knuckles white. I start to cry and it’s a capitulation. I’ve lost.


“Yes,” she says without flinching. “That’s exactly what I do. I have to. Because the next person I operate on deserves my best. You can’t just crawl into bed and shut out the world.” She’s right about one thing—all I want to do is crawl into bed and shut everything out. All I want to do is sink into my pain, let it drown me. “You have to think about what’s in front of you.”


“Well, of course, that’s you. You’re perfect. A machine. How can any of us ever measure up? No one was ever good enough for you. Not Dad, not me—” This is an old argument, these are all words I’ve flung at her before. It’s a strange comfort, being back here with her. Surreal but almost normal. The boy I love is dead and it feels like the world is closing in on me, but here we are sparring like always.


“I do what I do to survive.” Her voice has turned deadly quiet and it’s more terrifying than when she’s screaming at the top of her lungs. “I have to make hard decisions every single day. Life-or-death decisions. All you have to do is go to school, get good grades, avoid getting caught up in a murder investigation. How do you fuck that up?”


Christian’s eyes are wide, but I know he won’t step in on my behalf. He can barely look at me, eyes down on his phone. Maybe he thinks I’m hopeless, stupid, a lost cause—the way Mom sees me. Maybe he thinks I’m something worse, a monster, and he can’t stand to be in the same room as me.


“Helena,” Dad says.


Before this escalates any further, Vera cuts in. “Why don’t I talk to Remy alone,” she says. We all stare at her blankly. We’d forgotten she was there. “Let’s go for a drive.”


In her car, she doesn’t say anything when I lower the window and light a cigarette, doesn’t tell me to put it out or ask me if I’m old enough to have them. My hand shakes as I smoke, my entire body unsteady. It hurts to breathe. It hurts to exist.


“They’re just worried,” Vera says about my parents as she starts her car. We can still hear them from the driveway, their words faint but heated.


“No, that’s pretty much how they always are,” I say, my voice flat. I am on the edge of falling asleep but I am also wide-awake. I feel dizzy, spinning between the two states.


Vera doesn’t respond, pulling out of our driveway. It’s almost four in the morning and we’re the only car on the road. The world seems both dead and infinite. We have four hours, five tops, before we’re due at the police station. Elise was held for questioning, but they released me into the custody of my parents. I was covered in blood, I wasn’t the shooter, so they allowed me to return for questioning in the morning.


“So, Remy, why don’t I explain what we can expect this morning when we go in?”


Somewhere in the back of my mind I remember that today is Monday. I have a physics test I didn’t study for, on classical mechanics, the laws of gravity and motion—the laws that govern how the stars in a galaxy move and how a gun discharges.


“They’ll start by reading you your juvenile Miranda rights.” Vera briefly recites the lines that remind me of crime shows on TV, and I can’t believe this is real life. “Then someone will take your statement,” she continues. “A detective, usually, but possibly a police officer. It’s important to remain calm. First impressions do matter.”


Her voice comes in and out of focus as I smoke and stare at the streetlights that glide past us. The air is cool on my face and the tears fall freely. I am wrung dry, inside and out, incapable of feeling anything and overwhelmed all at once. My mind has shut down in self-preservation. I feel nothing but still the tears come.


“Tell me what happened. All of it. Don’t leave anything out. I’m on your side,” she says. “What you say to me stays in this car. But you have to tell me everything.”


I don’t answer.


“Remy?” Vera says, her voice a soothing balm. I turn to face her. She looks tired but her thick, dark hair is pinned into a knot and her blouse is free of wrinkles, lipstick perfect. I wonder where my mother found her, why she picked up the phone at three in the morning, why she’s here with me instead of in bed. “I know we just met but I need you to trust me. I need you to help me help you. I need you to tell me what happened.”


“Okay,” I finally say, swallowing. I wonder where Elise is now. If they took her to the police station, if she’s at the Pink Mansion, all alone, if anyone’s called a lawyer for her too. If anyone’s looking out for her. I’m scared for her, I realize. I’m scared for both of us.


“And don’t lie,” Vera says. “I need to be prepared. The truth always comes out with these things.”


3.


At the heart of every good lie is the truth, that’s what Elise told me once. The best lies are at least half-true, she said, like it’s just a matter of mixing paint, two different colors swirling together until no one can tell where the truth ends and the lie begins, a new color emerging.


When the police pulled me away from Jack’s body, they sat me at the back of an ambulance, wrapped a blanket around my shoulders, and asked me what happened. I don’t know, I said. They didn’t believe me, but I wasn’t lying.


The answer the police are looking for does not contain multitudes, the answer they want leaves no room for interpretation. They want cold, hard facts where none exist. Everyone does, Vera included.


Yes, it’s a fact that late Sunday night Elise, Jack, and I were at her house, known to most in the area as the Pink Mansion, named for its blush painted exterior and its massive grounds. It’s a fact that Elise, with her grandfather’s revolver, shot and killed Jack. It’s a fact that I called 9-1-1, kneeled by his side crying as I held him in my arms, as if I could keep him there if I only held on hard enough.


These facts tell a story, but not the whole story—the real story.


Trauma has a gravity of its own, powerful enough to distort everything that came before and everything that comes after. Each wound a landmark on the road of your life. Each wound a signpost marking an end, a door slammed shut, forever closed to the person you could’ve been, the life you could’ve had if only, if only—


But then there is the first one, the very first trauma, and isn’t that where everyone’s story begins?


•  •  •


For Elise, it began eleven years ago, at the age of six, when her mother packed her bags at Christmastime and left. Elise didn’t see her again until seven years later, at her funeral. She was gone forever, no calls, no emails or letters, and then she died on impact when her car hit a highway median at ninety miles per hour. Elise was only thirteen.


The night her mother left, never to be seen again, was the night Elise discovered that the person who was supposed to love her best in the world was capable of driving away without ever looking back, excising Elise out of her life like a tumor.


For me, it was a voicemail. I was four, maybe five, hiding with Christian in his closet. We’d been watching TV when it began—low, irate voices turned into loud, angry yelling. Christian took me by the wrist and we went upstairs, closed his bedroom door, and sat on the floor, leaning against the foot of his bed to wait out the storm. Eventually, we ended up in his closet, comforted by the small, dark space, the softness of his clothes piled around us like blankets. Outside, the hurricane raged, but in there, we were sheltered.


Despite the cold, clammy fear that ran through me, I managed to fall asleep, waking only when the house settled into an eerie silence. I tried to leave, thinking it was all over, but Christian tugged on my sleeve and shook his head.


I had to go to the bathroom but I sat back down, hugging my knees in tight. Then I heard her voice downstairs, so far away but all too close, my mother: “It’s me. Pick up the fucking phone, dammit. It must be nice being you. It must be nice to go on business trips and sleep with other people’s wives. It must be nice to just leave whenever you want. Leave me with the children. You know, I used to watch all those pathetic mothers on TV, the ones who were in orange jumpsuits because they’d drowned the kids in the pool and I used to think, Who the fuck does that? And now I think I know. Now I understand. Their husbands were off fucking other women.”


Over the years I grew familiar with the types of voicemails Mom left for Dad, designed to get his attention, to get him to come home. But back then, I didn’t know any of that.


Back then, I only knew that I wasn’t safe, that the person who was supposed to love me best in the world spoke of destroying me like it meant nothing at all.


It was my first memory, and in some ways, my beginning, the first brick in a long road that’s led me here.


I’m as alone now as I was then.


4.


We are driving aimlessly through the area and I’m not sure where we are or how we got here. Everything is a blur in the dark. Vera’s car has a moonroof and I stare up at the sky but all the stars are gone tonight, tucked behind a thick blanket of clouds. There’s electricity in the air, it’s going to rain soon.


“Remy?” Vera asks, bringing me back.


“I don’t know. I don’t really remember what happened,” I say, and that is the truth. It was all only hours ago but the night comes in and out of focus. Brightly lit, then shrouded in darkness.


“I wasn’t there,” I tell Vera, and that is also the truth. Snapshots of the night dance in my mind, a broken record on repeat. Little moments shuffling and reshuffling themselves, everything chaotic, tangled.


I close my eyes and I can still hear the gunshots ringing in my ears but they sound muffled, far away. I remember Jack at the front door of the Pink Mansion, saying, “Maybe it’s better if I talk to her alone.” Blink. Elise is out on the balcony and I’m sitting on the stairs and we are not speaking. Blink. Elise puts a comforting hand on my shoulder, saying, “Everything’s going to be okay, Remy.” She says something else, but it’s too quiet, just out of reach. It’s all jumbled, out of order, and I feel disoriented. I’ve been awake for over twenty-four hours, I realize, shaking my head hard. No, it’s been longer, thirty hours, forty maybe.


“Which is it?” Vera says, frowning. “You don’t remember, or you weren’t there?” The rain begins to fall softly, little sprinkles from the sky. Tossing my cigarette out before I close the window, I look up through the moonroof and watch as rain hits the glass, as it obscures everything.


“I wasn’t there when it happened.”


“When did you arrive? After he’d been shot?” Vera’s voice is detached, clinical. She could be ordering a turkey sandwich, not asking about a fatal shooting.


“No.” I have to focus. I will my mind to focus. I feel untethered, swept into a storm of uncertain memories. I need the truth. I need something to hold on to. I try to rub the sleep from my eyes, and finally, the moments stop shuffling.


•  •  •


Here, again, is the truth.


We were arguing, the three of us, about the pranks. It always goes back to Elise’s pranks.


At that point, Jack and Elise were no longer pretending to be friends, not even for my sake. They couldn’t even stand in the same room without setting off an explosion. She was gunpowder and he, a lit match.


I acted as an intermediary, defending one to the other, keeping them apart. If you’d asked me Sunday morning, not twenty-four hours ago, I would’ve told you it was just a rough patch. A spat, a series of misunderstandings.


“It was harmless,” I told Jack over the phone on my way to Elise’s house.


“You know it wasn’t, Remy. It never is,” he said, and I could just picture him shaking his head sadly.


“No one got hurt.”


“That’s not the point, and you know that,” he said, sighing.


“It was an accident.” It was. “Fireworks can be dangerous.”


“Exactly,” he said. “They’re dangerous. And she knew that.”


Silence stretched tight between us.


“I’ll talk to her.”


“Remy—”


“I have to go,” I said, ending the call.


Elise was outside when I arrived at the Pink Mansion. “Did you talk to Jack?” she asked.


“I did.” We entered the foyer and I slipped my espadrilles off by the door.


“What’d he say?”


“He hasn’t changed his mind,” I said, not meeting her eyes. “But he will. I’ll explain and—” It was all just a big misunderstanding, I thought. If I could just get them to listen to each other.


“You told him it was an accident?”


“I did.” We walked out onto the balcony, the air thick with humidity and still warm from the day.


“Why did you even tell him?” she snapped at me. “If you’d only—” She saw the surprise hurt on my face and exhaled in frustration.


“What are you going to do?” I asked.


She looked out at the water below. It’d been raining a lot recently, leaving the river swollen, its violent current a symphony filling the air.


“You’ve put me in an impossible position,” she said.


•  •  •


At a stoplight, Vera glances over at me. My fingers play with the lighter Elise gave me for my birthday, flipping the top open and closed. Heavy in my hand, the metal feels warm to the touch, and I am itching for another cigarette.


“I was there first and it was just me and her.”


“You and Elise,” Vera confirms.


“Yes.” Elise had put her hand on my shoulder, told me everything would be okay. “We got into an argument. Over something stupid.”


“Something stupid?” she asks, studying me.


I nod slowly. “I don’t even remember what it was,” I say, but I do. The last prank, our big finale the night before. What happened after we split from the group. What we did when it was just the two of us. But I don’t want to tell Vera about it.


She accepts my answer, at least for now. “And then?”


Then Elise went out to the balcony alone, staring down at the river below. I sat by the front door, at the foot of the staircase. We were fighting, too angry to speak.


“When Jack came, I let him in. He told me to go home, that he’d talk to her. So I left.” He’d kissed me on the forehead, his hand lingering in my hair before he let go.


“Elise was out on the balcony. Maybe the door was closed and she didn’t hear him come in, and when she came back inside—” I break off, choking on a sob, the tears coming hard and fast. My eyes ache and burn, swollen and sore from the never-ending tears.


Vera pulls over to offer me tissues and turns on her yield signal even though no one else is around or awake for miles. She doesn’t put a hand on my shoulder or squeeze my elbow. She doesn’t touch me, and I’m grateful. The drizzle outside begins to slow, so she cracks open the windows and the cool air helps.


“He must’ve startled her,” I say. “I’d just turned on my car when I heard the gunshots.” It happened so quickly. All within the span of a minute or two. I rushed out, leaving the car door open, my keys still in the ignition.


Vera stares at the road ahead. She’s not taking notes but I can see the wheels turning in her mind, taking the words I say, the threads I spin, and spooling them together tight.


“So it was an accident,” she says finally, but she doesn’t sound convinced.


“That’s what must’ve happened.” I nod immediately, lighting another cigarette with a shaky hand. I wasn’t there. I didn’t see it. But this is the only explanation I have, the only one that makes any sense. She has to believe me, she has to.


It was a horrible, tragic accident.


“So your friend had a gun on her in the house.”


“If you knew her story, you’d understand why she had that gun.” I try to steady my voice, sound confident when I feel like I might crumble.


“And you just let him in and left without saying anything to Elise. You’re not leaving anything out? You’re telling me everything?” She sounds like she doesn’t believe me, sending doubt straight to my heart.


“I am,” I insist. “That’s the whole story. That’s how it happened.” That’s how it must have happened. That much I know.


She looks like she’s about to challenge me again, but instead she returns to an earlier question. “You said you were arguing. What about?”


The last prank. Or maybe it was really about all of them. Everything always leads back to those stupid, stupid pranks.





SATURDAY // SEPTEMBER 10 // DAY 1


5.


The night I met Elise was also the night of the very first prank. It was nearly a year ago, when I was a sophomore attending the homecoming dance with my then-boyfriend, Cameron. He’d graduated in May and was now a freshman at Georgia State.


That summer we ran wild, staying up late, going for joyrides in his Mustang. Before he left for college, we were inseparable. We were free and in love.


We watched movies in my basement, stole a bottle or three of wine from my parents’ collection. Snuck up to his room when his parents were gone. Kissed and promised each other we were forever.


But at the dance, what was supposed to be a blissful night was nothing but heartbreak.


The cafeteria had been cleared, tables and chairs stacked halfway to the ceiling to make room for the dance floor. “Have I told you how much I love you?” I said as we swayed to a slow song, my hand in his hair.


“Mmhmm,” he said, but there was no warmth in his voice.


Desperate, I kissed his neck. He pulled away.


“What’s wrong?” I said.


“It’s just hot in here.”


“Do you want some water?” I asked.


“No.”


“They have Gatorade.”


“No.”


“I think the PTA baked brownies this year,” I said, just trying to get him to say yes to something—anything.


“No.”


I paused. “Did I do something wrong?” Lost and confused, I felt like crying. All I wanted was to go back to the way I thought we were.


“No.” He sighed. “Let’s get some air.” The halls were crowded, the courtyard full. He pulled me by the wrist to the back of the school, out to the empty bus bay.


“Look, Remy, I like you, I do,” he began, even though he’d told me he loved me only weeks ago, the weight of his body over mine, the press of lips on lips, hips against hips. “But it’s different now. I graduated, and you don’t know what college is like, and I don’t care about all this high school crap.”


“You were the one who offered to take me to homecoming,” I said, feeling panic swell inside me. “We didn’t have to go.”


“It’s not about that. Look, I’m sorry.”


“Was it something I did? Something I said?” I asked, wrapping my arms around his neck, pinning him there. Maybe I could do something to salvage the night, to press rewind.


“No,” he said.


“Tell me what I did wrong. Tell me how I can fix it,” I begged.


He pulled me off of him, his hands tight around my wrists. He touched me like he couldn’t stand to be near me, pushing me away, holding me at a distance.


“I said I was sorry,” he said, as if saying I’m sorry was absolution enough no matter the crime. The lines of his face hardened. “I have to get going. Do you need a ride?” He knew that I did, but I could tell he couldn’t wait to leave, so I shook my head softly and let him go. Crushed, I watched as he walked out of my life without a second glance. The first tear rolled off my face, hit my chest. He was lost to me and there was nothing I could do to make him come back.


Not wanting to return to the dance, I sat on the cold ground against the doors, heard the music rage on behind me. My friend Melody texted asking where I was, but I ignored her. She never liked Cameron, and the last thing I needed was to see the relief on her face when I told her he’d left me. Instead, I curled in on myself and waited for the unbearable pain in my chest to turn into breathless sobs.


That was when I heard it. The click of a lighter striking a flame. I looked up and there she was, perched on a metal bench with cigarette in hand, an angel of the night. The patron saint of the wronged and my savior, Elise Ferro.


“Want one?” she offered, hand outstretched, a pack of cigarettes in her palm. There weren’t a lot of smokers at school and I’d only smoked one or two times before with Cameron and his friends, but none of them were regular smokers. “It calms me.” She made it look so glamorous, the wisps of smoke framing her face against the dark of night.


“Thanks.” I took one and she gave me a light. Leaning in, I got a closer look at her face in the glow of the flame and didn’t recognize her. She had to be new, sitting out here in the bus bay, smoking alone.


“What an asshole,” she said, eyes flicking in the direction where Cameron went. She’d been there the whole time, heard everything. Heat and mortification spread over my face. I wanted to crawl into bed and never get out, just sink under the covers and disappear forever. To a place where Cameron still loved me and there was no pain.


“Do you want to get out of here?” she asked, eyes softening when she saw my stricken expression.


I looked behind me at the double doors that led back to the dance, the loud music and happy faces, to Melody and all the people who knew me. They’d know I’d been dumped soon enough.


Blinking back tears, I nodded. Please, I wanted to say. Anywhere but here.


“I’m Elise, by the way,” she said on our way to her car.


“Remy,” I said, and her smile was warm.


Elise had long, inky hair, and even in the dark I could tell she was beautiful. Small mouth, delicate nose, high cheekbones. Thin, with wrists like twigs, she looked fragile, breakable. She had a single scar near her left eye, extending into her hair, a soft crease in her otherwise smooth skin. But it was the sharpness of her blue eyes that I noticed the most—every glance a spark, like they held a live current behind them, a glimmer of something thrilling and a little scary.


6.


Halfway down to the student parking lot, Elise and I tossed our cigarettes, watched the ash break off and the final glow extinguish.


“Which one’s your car?”


“It’s pink, you can’t miss it.”


“No,” I whispered when we stopped in front of a powder-pink Cadillac convertible.


“Yes.”


“I didn’t know they still made these things.”


“I don’t think they do. It was my grandmother’s,” Elise said, hopping in.


“You’re kidding,” I said, getting in next to her and dragging the seat belt across me. We sat on one long connected seat with no center console or cup holders to separate us. I’d only seen cars like this in movies or TV shows.


“She was a top saleswoman at Mary Kay or something, and this car was what they gave her one year.” Elise shrugged and started the car.


“It’s awesome,” I said, running my fingers along its side.


“She’s kind of a pain in the ass,” Elise said, but she was smiling. “But she’s tough and I like that.”


“She?” I asked, confused. “The car?”


“Yep. This is the Pink Caddy,” she announced with a small wave of her hand like she was introducing us. “So, where do you live?”


I began to direct her but stopped. “Are you hungry?” I asked, not wanting to go home, not wanting to be alone. We drove to get bubble tea and sat in her car staring out at an empty strip-mall parking lot.


“Do you want to talk about it?” Elise said. “About what happened with that guy.”


“Not really.” I looked down at my lap, thumb running over the edge of the cup lid, taking slow sips. “I don’t know. I thought he was really happy. I thought we had a great summer. He said he could see us together forever.” I wiped a tear away. “I guess not.”


“Why was it all about him?” Elise asked, incredulous.


“Huh?”


“What about you?” she said, a spark of anger in her eyes. “Were you happy? Did you have a great summer? Did you love him? Did you want to be with him forever?”


“Of course,” I said, though suddenly I wasn’t sure anymore. “I think so.”


She stayed silent.


“I don’t know,” I said finally. “I guess I was always just focused on him.”


“So it was all about him. About what he needed, what he wanted, what he decided, wasn’t it?”


“Well—” The thing was, I didn’t care. I didn’t care if everything was about him, I just wanted him to stay. I started to cry again, the tears dripping off the curve of my chin and splattering onto my dress.


Elise unbuckled her seat belt, reaching a hand out.


I put down my bubble tea and hid my face behind both hands, starting to sob. Pathetic.


“Come over here,” Elise said, arm still extended. “Come over here and stop making dying whale noises.”


A laugh bubbled through my sobs and I coughed. Scooting over, I leaned my head on her shoulder. She felt safe, even though we’d just met. She felt solid, like she’d stay if I asked.


“Boys are stupid,” she said.


“Boys are stupid,” I agreed.


“There was this guy at my old school. He knew I liked him, you know? And I think he enjoyed it, having someone fawn over him, laugh at all his jokes, hang on to every word. He asked me to prom last year and I was just so happy. I bought this red dress, new shoes, new makeup. But then the day before, he texted me that he wasn’t feeling well, that he was going to stay home.


“He lied, of course. The girl he liked had just been dumped by her boyfriend and was suddenly without a date for prom. And as soon as he heard, he dropped me, just like that. He didn’t care if I’d bought a new dress, he didn’t care if he’d broken my heart. He was casually cruel because he didn’t need me anymore and I was now an inconvenience.” She sounded bitter but also strong. This thing that had hurt her couldn’t anymore, and nothing would penetrate the armor she’d forged for herself. I wanted to be like that. I wanted to stop hurting.


I turned my head to look up at Elise.


“Fuck boys,” she said, rolling her eyes.


“Fuck boys,” I agreed.


“Come on,” she said, sitting up. “Let’s go.”


“Where?”


“I know just what you need.”


7.


When we pulled into her driveway, I gawked at the house.


“You live in the Pink Mansion?” I said, still staring as we pulled to a stop.


“What?”


“The Pink Mansion. This was on my bus route to middle school and that’s what we called it. I didn’t know if anyone lived there, though we’d see gardeners once in a while.” It was one of the last remaining estates in the area, the rest all carved up into gated subdivisions or remade into lush golf courses.


We went in and climbed all the way up to the attic. The house was dark and a little too quiet. The pink, soft in daylight, took on an almost sickly mauve. The grounds looked a little neglected, grass unmowed and weeds in the flowerbeds.


“My dad’s at his girlfriend’s house,” Elise said by way of explanation, not saying anything else, just shrugging and turning away like she didn’t want to talk about it. I wondered about her mom, where she was.


Elise walked around the attic through the clutter of boxes, ducking her head under low beams. “I know it’s here somewhere.”


I followed her around, sneezing from the dust, touching the odd Christmas ornament or picture frame.


“Who is this?” I asked, picking one up, wiping away a layer of grime from the glass. A black-and-white photo yellowed with age, it looked like a stock picture sold with frames, a happy family of three: mom and dad smiling down at a young girl with blond curls.


“Probably my mom and her parents.” She didn’t even glance over.


I examined the attic more closely. “When did you move here?”


“A few weeks ago, why?”


All the boxes were covered in dust and looked like they hadn’t been disturbed in ages. The house as a whole didn’t look like a family had just moved in. All the old boxes in the attic, all the nice furniture, perfectly placed like someone had been living there for years, not weeks.


“This was my grandparents’ house,” she explained after noticing my confusion. “My mom’s gone, so it went to me when my grandmother died.” It took a moment for that to sink in.


“Oh.” I set the photo down. “I’m sorry.”


“It’s fine. Anyway. My grandfather loved fireworks. I know they’ve got to be here somewhere.”


“Okay.” I was still unsure of what she was planning, but it didn’t bother me as long as I was with her. I helped her look through boxes, but eventually I got tired and sat on a box in my homecoming dress.


“Jackpot,” Elise said, lifting up a string of firecrackers.


•  •  •


“Maybe we shouldn’t do this,” I said when we were about to get on the highway. My palms began to sweat, my heart beat faster at the thought of seeing Cameron again. I wanted to go home.


“It’ll be cathartic,” Elise said.


“I don’t know.”


She sped up on the highway. “Look, we can turn around, I can take the next exit and we can just go home. But is that what you really want? This guy made it all about him for—how long were you together?”


“Almost a year.”


“A whole year! And then he just dumps you like that, at homecoming, and doesn’t even offer to drive you home?” She began to wave an arm around as her voice rose. “Are you just going to, what, crawl into bed and call it a night? Curl up and cry yourself to sleep, all over some asshole?”


“No?”


“Or, are you going to do something about it? Do something you never thought you could do? Do something he would never think you could do? Something no one could imagine you doing?” She was breathless in her rage.


“Okay,” I said after a moment. “Let’s do it.”


I directed her to his dorm and we parked in a loading zone. I’d been there with Cameron weeks ago, boxes of his things in the trunk of my car. I had kissed him goodbye, not wanting to let go.


“Ready?” Elise gestured grandly all around us at the buildings, the trees, the skies, twirling on the ball of one foot like a ballerina. She wasn’t just magical. She was magic itself and I was completely under her spell.


“Okay.”


“It’s going to be loud,” Elise whispered. “But don’t get scared. They’re asleep. And they’re going to be confused and they’re going to want to climb down from their bunk beds and come outside to see what’s going on. We’ll be long gone before they even think about calling the police.” I nodded and we split up. I tied the firecrackers to one of the security bars and stood under them almost in a daze. I remember my racing heart, the matches slipping from my hands.


The firecrackers were supposed to go first, waking everyone before the show, but when I looked up, Elise was already heading toward me, which meant the fireworks were lit. I heard the first one shoot up into the sky, staring as it exploded, mesmerized at the pop, pop, pop.


It was loud enough to wake the entire building and all the buildings within five blocks.


“What are you doing?” Elise gripped my arm. She pulled out her lighter, struggled to get a flame, shook it. I’d never done anything like this before—getting payback. This was the kind of thing Cameron couldn’t imagine I’d be capable of doing.


Never think I could do.


The third rocket whistled its ascent before bursting in the sky. “Wait,” I said, taking the lighter from her and flipping it shut. Windows of the dorms closest to us shot the trees with slants of light, but Cameron’s room was still dark.


“What are you doing?” Elise asked again. “We have to go.” I knelt to the ground, fingers running across a single match. It was all I needed. I struck a weak flame and touched it to the fuse long enough for it to catch, burning my fingertips.


“Okay, let’s go.” We ran into the trees for cover but I stopped, turning back to see Cameron’s window light up, to see the shock on his face as the firecrackers burst with the sound of gunfire.


•  •  •


That was the first prank. The beginning.


We laughed and whooped on the drive back and I felt alive in a way I hadn’t in a long time, maybe ever. Looking over at Elise, her long hair whipping around in the wind, I remember thinking that this was the start of an adventure, the beginning of the rest of my life.


We were a forest fire, wild and full of rage. We were a galaxy unto ourselves, a million stars blazing bright.


Everything was possible then.
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8.


Sitting in the car outside the police station, Vera and I rehearse what I’m going to say one last time. It’s morning and I haven’t gotten any sleep. After Vera drove me back to the house, I lay in bed staring at the ceiling and alternated between sobbing until I couldn’t breathe and feeling completely numb, my mind wiped blank.


As Vera speaks, I stare out of the window, not really listening. I catch my face in the side mirror and I look awful, my eyes swollen and bloodshot, my skin splotchy and raw, my hair rough like straw from repeated washings. It’s definitely been at least forty-eight hours since I last slept. My heart spasms wildly in my chest, pumping desperately, and I feel like I might faint.


“Here.” Vera hands me a small cup of coffee.


I take a sip and let the hot bitterness hit my tongue. Jack loved coffee, drank it black by the gallon, called it his only vice. Fancy coffee shops, McDonald’s, Starbucks, gas stations, it didn’t matter as long as it was dark and hot.


“Remy?” Vera yanks me back. “Remember, keep it simple. It shouldn’t take longer than an hour, two tops. Just tell them what happened and stick to simple yes and no answers when they ask questions.” Her voice sounds so far away, an echo of an echo of an echo. “Remy?”


“Hmm?” I say.


“Let’s go over it one more time.” We’ve been through this. Last night, and again an hour ago this morning.


My mind strays, unable to focus. I wonder where Elise is. I wonder where they took Jack’s body, if his aunt and uncle have seen him, if his mother’s landed yet. Oh God, I think, covering my eyes and pressing them closed. And Evan, Jack’s cousin. Lola, his dog. More tears burn their way out of me, salt to the wound.


Doubt cuts through me and I close my eyes, trying to call the memories back. They dance before me, disjointed and unfocused once again. I am so tired and the coffee has only made me more jittery. I think about the night and the memory has a strange finish to it. Surreal, like I’m seeing myself from afar, like I’m watching a movie.


Me, sitting alone on the staircase, smothered in the silence of that big pink house. Jack coming through the door, saying, Maybe it’s better if I talk to her alone. Elise saying, Everything ’s going to be okay. Her voice distant, fuzzy. I squeeze my eyes shut. She says something else, but I can’t make it out, her voice warbled and distorted.


And then finally, the gunshots, still ringing in my ear.


“You said you were at the Pink Mansion and it was just you and Elise,” Vera supplies helpfully.


I nod and swallow.


“And you were arguing over something,” she continues. “What was it?”


“I don’t remember. It was something stupid.” It’s what I said last night, but I still watch for her reaction, see if she believes me. If I tell the police that they were arguing about the pranks, they’ll find out all about them. I’m not trying to lie, but the truth is complicated and this is easier.


“Okay, then what happened?” Vera asks.


“Then I called Jack, and he came over. He said he’d talk to Elise alone. I went to my car and just as I was about to leave, I heard the gunshots.” Now I’m the one who sounds far away, like the words are coming through the car speakers and I’m trapped here and forced to listen to them.


“Then?” she asks softly.


“Then I ran into the house and—” I choke on a dry sob. “I saw Jack and he was—” Another sob shakes my whole body and I can’t keep it under control. “I called 9-1-1.”


Vera hands me tissues and I wait for the tears to come but they don’t. Instead, I’m heaving from the sobs, the coffee burning its way back up.


“Okay,” Vera says. “It’s going to be all right.”


I ignore her and she leaves me alone. I stare out of the window as the sobs turn to hiccups. She parked in the far corner of the parking lot and all I can see are trees, their leaves moving with the wind. It’s strangely hypnotic, numbing.


If I’d announced Jack’s presence—


If I’d said goodbye to Elise first—


If I’d stayed—


Everything would be different.


I remember the first night Jack and I met, back in April, when I got on his motorcycle, hugged him tight, my right cheek pressed between his shoulder blades. We’d gone to the lake, and after, we climbed a jungle gym in the park and stared at the stars. We smelled of earth and water, and he tangled our fingers together loosely. We were too big for the platform, had to lie with our knees bent like little pyramids, thighs resting against each other.


“Do you think there’s anyone out there?” he asked me, eyes looking up.


“Out there?” I said, lifting my free hand to point at the sky.


“Sometimes it’s easy to forget how little we are here. Stuck on this tiny rock revolving around a small star, stranded in the middle of the Milky Way. Sometimes it’s easy to forget how big the universe is. How little it cares about the lives we live, how little any of it matters.” His voice held no sadness, only an awestruck reverence. His eyes shone even in the dark, the light of the stars reflecting back out to me. He was so beautiful.


“Don’t say that,” I said, turning fully to face him. “Your life matters.”


He turned too and smiled. We were only inches away from each other. I could feel his breath against my skin, warm and cool at the same time.


“Can I?” he asked softly, and I loved the way his eyelashes fluttered, like he was nervous, like I might say no.


“Yes,” I said, and then he pressed his lips softly against mine and stole the air out of my lungs.


I don’t think I’ve been breathing right ever since.


9.


It’s cold inside of the station and I wrap my arms around myself tight. I pinch the sleeve buttons of my shirt around my wrists, running my thumb over and over them, popping one button in and out.


“It won’t be long,” Vera tells me, and I know she wants to reassure me, keep me calm.


My parents sit on the other side of her, Christian next to them. Our eyes meet briefly, and for a moment, I think I see real concern on his face, but I blink and he’s already turned away. Everyone is dressed up, everyone is quiet, exhausted but nervous. I keep looking at the door, waiting to see Evan or Jack’s mother show up.


Or Elise.


Or Jack himself, here to tell me it was just a nightmare and he was fine all along and that everything would be okay. Or that this was actually a prank gone too far and I was just too gullible.
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Obsession can poison even the sweetest of friendships.
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