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Advance Praise for

CAM GIRL

“Raeder’s best book yet. It has the grit, language, and heat you’d expect, but there’s more. Raeder has clearly dug down and bled and studied the mirror to reveal the ugliest and most beautiful parts of herself, and human nature. Cam Girl is a rich and unflinching narrative.”

—Emery Lord, author of Open Road Summer

“Cam Girl is a beautiful exploration of gender and sexuality that begs readers to question how well we know those closest to us, including ourselves. Raeder’s trademark sensual lyricism is in full effect here, but it’s the fraught yet tender relationship between Vada and Ellis that will have you glued to the pages until the oh-so-perfect ending.”

—Dahlia Adler, author of Under the Lights

Praise for

BLACK IRIS

“Intense and visceral, Black Iris is as sharp as a knife and beats with a heart that is double-edged and dangerous.”

—Lauren Blakely, New York Times bestselling author

“Provocative, seductive, and skillfully written, Black Iris stands out from the crowd.”

—K.A. Tucker, USA Today bestselling author

“Like an afternoon special on bullying gone impossibly dark, Raeder’s dizzyingly intense, drug-addicted queer teenage revenge fantasy takes its reader on a sexy, bloody journey of pure emotion that’s by turns expressed, denied, and turned back in on itself . . . A twisting timeline dancing over a year’s events makes every moment seem both immediate and angrily steeped in memory. Major themes include depression, mania, and the ways that the use and abuse of drugs affect access to the reality of self and the world’s essential nature; but the soul-searching always comes in the context of action, everyone around hit by the shrapnel of exploding feelings. This is an exhilarating ride for our inner underdog, craving a taste of what it would feel like to just get back at everyone if we were reckless enough not to care about the consequences.”

—Publishers Weekly, starred review

“Risky, brave, bold. A suspenseful powerhouse of a novel and one of the best books I’ve read this year.”

—Karina Halle, New York Times bestselling author

“Fearless, inspiring, and a story that does more than just keep you enthralled. It holds you by the damn throat.”

—Penelope Douglas, New York Times bestselling author

“Erotic, poetic, heartbreaking, captivating, and full of mind-blowing twists and turns.”

—Mia Asher, author of Easy Virtue

Praise for

UNTEACHABLE

“With an electrifying fusion of forbidden love and vivid writing, the characters glow in Technicolor. Brace yourselves to be catapulted to dizzying levels with evocative language, panty-blazing sex scenes, and emotions so intense they will linger long after the last page steals your heart.”

—Pam Godwin, New York Times bestselling author

“Unteachable is a lyrical masterpiece with a vivid story line that grabbed me from the very first page. The flawless writing and raw characters are pure perfection.”

—Brooke Cumberland, USA Today bestselling author

“Raeder’s writing is skillful and stunning. One of the most beautifully powerful stories of forbidden love that I have ever read.”

—Mia Sheridan, New York Times bestselling author

“Edgy and passionate, Unteachable shimmers with raw desire. Raeder is a captivating new voice.”

—Melody Grace, New York Times bestselling author

“A simply stunning portrayal of lies, courage, and unrequited love. Raeder has a gift for taking taboo subjects and seducing us with them in the rawest, most beautiful way.”

—S.L. Jennings, New York Times bestselling author
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For all the girls I’ve lost


—WINTER—


—1—

A car crash is a work of art.

At first it’s Cubism: the hood folding, doors crumpling, windshield splitting into a mosaic of shattered light, the whole world breaking into shards of color and noise and tumbling around you like a kaleidoscope. Screeching tires and cold air and gasoline and your own scream are all just bits of debris flying around, gorgeous chaos. When the tires stop spinning and the engines die, you’re left sitting in a smashed puzzle of metal and glass, trying to figure out which way the pieces go now, why some are stuck together and won’t come apart. Why there is an eye next to a foot, steel where there should be skin.

I listened to a soft dripping and the sigh of steam. By then it had become Surrealism. My hands were puppet hands, one arm bent at a bizarre angle. A deflated airbag lay in my lap like a bloody surgery sheet. The seat belt (I buckled up, I didn’t really want to die) was some kind of medieval bondage device and I clawed at it senselessly before clicking the release button. Then I saw her.

Ellis slumped in her seat, limp against the seat belt. Red-gold hair hung in her eyes. She was utterly still.

I kicked my door open. Staggered through the electric prongs of the headlights to her side of the car. My right arm was heavy, pulling toward the ground, so I used the left to haul her out. Impressionism now: the dashboard glow dappling her pale skin cyan, black ice reflecting swirls of white starlight. My breath spiraling wildly into the sky. I cried her name as I pulled her onto the road, her legs dragging.

“Wake up, Elle. Please, please, wake up.”

You idiot, I thought. You know CPR.

I brushed her hair off her forehead, leaned close. No warmth on my ear. My right arm had begun to tingle and buzz and it was going to make this difficult. I took a deep breath, but before my mouth met hers she coughed and her eyelids fluttered open. Details became acutely clear, almost Pointillist: stars glittering in her eyes, ruby droplets freckling her skin. I touched her face, smearing the blood.

“Vada?” she said weakly.

“Can you move?” I couldn’t take my hand off her cheek. “Move your arms. Ellis, move your arms. Okay. Now your legs.”

She obeyed.

I grabbed her in an awkward one-armed hug but hugging wasn’t enough so I kissed her cheek, her mouth, cupped her face and stared down into it. “Are you okay? There’s so much blood.” I wiped her face again but it only got worse. “Where’s it coming from? Are you hurt?”

We both noticed my right arm at the same time. The sleeve of my hoodie ripped to tatters. The sliver of white showing through red near the elbow.

“Oh my god,” Elle whispered, her breath musky and sweet. Tequila.

I let go of her.

The other car.

His headlights made an X through ours, a crucifix of light across the blank black night. We were on a highway bridge between nowhere and eternity, the ocean glinting beyond the treetops. The other driver lay sprawled facedown on the ground. My eyes traced the path he’d taken through his windshield, the bloody stripe running over the hood of his Jeep.

“Vada,” Ellis said.

I dropped to my knees at the man’s side, feeling for breath, pulse. My right arm was completely numb now. When I lifted his head, a warm red gush flooded my palm.

“Call 911.” My voice was calm.

Elle fumbled in her coat pocket and then at the screen and almost dropped her phone. As I watched I thought, She’s drunk. God, she is so drunk.

I took her phone and painted by numbers with the stranger’s blood.

“I need an ambulance.” I described the river nearby, the bridge.

Elle sank to the ground beside me, those lucid green eyes locked on the body. Her glasses were gone. She couldn’t see how bad it really was.

On the asphalt, pieces of skull lay scattered like pottery fragments.

Can you tell me what happened?

“Car accident. This guy wasn’t wearing a seat belt and he’s . . . on the road.”

How many people are hurt?

“Three. We’re okay but this guy is—we need an ambulance.”

It’s on the way, miss. Is the man breathing?

“I don’t think it really matters anymore because I can see his brain.”

My voice remained calm but Ellis clapped a hand over her mouth.

The dispatcher asked another question. Elle stared at me, horrified, over splayed fingers.

In a few hours, she wouldn’t remember any of this. The concussion and the alcohol would blot it out.

But not me. I’d never forget.

“Vada,” I said. “My name is Vada. I’m the driver.”


—2—

Dots. Pretty dots of color, chrome blue and oxide red, strewn with firefly blurs of peach and gold, all smudging together. I stared at them for a while before my vision focused like a camera lens, the circles shrinking, becoming shapes. Room with white walls. Plaid shirt, sleeves rolled up. Black-rimmed glasses. A face I knew better than any other, her mouth moving slowly.

“Vada? Can you hear me?”

I opened mine to respond, then immediately closed it. My right shoulder twinged. I tried to cover my mouth to hold in the vomit, but my arm was stuck at my side, weirdly wooden. I looked at her helplessly.

Ellis hit the call button for the nurse.

A man came in and added something to my IV. Elle stood beside the bed, smoothing my hair back from my forehead. I closed my eyes and made sure only breath left my mouth.

Last night was fuzzy and soft, silvery, a half-erased sketch. But as the drugs kicked in it came back in sharp dark strokes. An oxygen mask over my face, cutting off my questions with frozen air. Losing track of Elle in the other ambulance. Hospital lights streaking overhead like glowing road stripes. A doctor explaining to me, in my shock-addled daze, that they had to operate and I had two choices: save the arm, or—

My eyes shot open. I clawed at the sheet with my left hand.

Ellis laid hers over mine. “Don’t touch.”

“Did they take it? Oh my fucking god, did they take my—”

“No.” She squeezed. “Look at me, Vada. You’re okay. It’s still there.”

I breathed hard, staring at the sheet wild-eyed. Still wanted to rip it back to confirm visually that I was whole, that they hadn’t amputated. How would I know? I couldn’t feel a thing. I remembered a desperate incantation as the anesthetic washed over me in a black wave: Please don’t take it. Dear God, please.

Elle touched my face and turned it up toward her.

“Baby,” she said in that lilting voice, “I promise, you’re okay.”

My claw grip transferred to her hand, twisting it in mine. She winced but didn’t let go.

I glanced around the room. Pale sun poured through a window, kindling the few spots of color: lilies spilling from a vase in a froth of pink starbursts, cards arrayed on the sill—Dalí and Kahlo prints from my classmates. My gaze refocused on Ellis. Her face was drawn, eyes dashed with violet shadow.

“Were you hurt?” I said.

“Mild concussion.”

“Anything else?”

“No.” She smiled briefly, faltered. “They said you pulled me from the wreckage like some superhero. You were bleeding so badly.”

My mind skittered over fragmented images. Her closed eyelids, spattered with freckles and blood. A screaming wildness rising in me as I thought, for an awful moment, She’s gone.

“ ‘They said’? You mean you don’t remember?”

Elle shook her head, the movement slight.

“Do you remember anything?”

“They said not to focus too hard. Concentration is bad for a concussion. No books, games, or memories.”

“Shit. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” She stroked my hand. “Just wanted you to see a friendly face when you woke up.”

“There’s nobody I’d rather see.”

I meant it with my whole heart. Ellis lowered her eyes, a lock of ginger hair sweeping over them.

We both looked at my arm beneath the sheet.

“What did they do to me?”

“They saved it.”

“But I can’t feel—” I made a fist around Elle’s hand and she bared her teeth, but I couldn’t release. I had to hold on to something. “Elle, I can’t move my arm.” I pulled at my right shoulder with every surrounding muscle. It wasn’t heaviness. It was . . . nothing. There was nothing there. Shreds of pain, fraying off into oblivion. “I can’t move my arm.”

Carefully, she extricated her hand. “That’s normal. It’ll take a while for the nerves to heal.”

“Am I paralyzed?”

No answer.

“Ellis, am I fucking paralyzed?”

Her eyes filled up, sea green shivering with sun. She brushed my face with her fingertips. “They don’t know yet.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

They don’t know.

I slammed the emergency call button over and over till the nurse reappeared.

“I don’t want to be conscious right now,” I said.

“Are you in pain?”

Was he for real? I couldn’t move my drawing hand. My everything hand.

“Eleven out of ten.”

He slid a needle into the bag and the colors blurred again, dissolving into darkness. The last thing I saw was Elle’s face, two glass threads running down it.



The car hit the river in a burst of black petals, water flowering all around us in inky dark bouquets. Cold jets shot through the crumpled door and webbed windows and I yelped when they touched my skin, and realized I was still conscious. I turned with horror.

Ellis hung from her seat belt, unmoving.

Automatically I clicked my belt button. At least I thought I did. But my hips were stuck and when I looked down, my hand was all red, the fingers splayed at strange angles, as if gripping mush. In my mind I sensed myself moving that hand to the button and clicking again, but my eyes showed only a mangled ball of meat stubbing itself dumbly on the buckle, failing.

I’d done this. This was my fault.

Water rose over my ankles.

“Ellis,” I said.

Not a sound. Not even breath.

We sank slowly at first, then faster as the river surged into the car. I twisted and fumbled. Couldn’t get free.

Water at my calves.

“Ellis.”

Something sharp. I needed something sharp. I tried to reach the glove box but the seat belt cut into my chest, made it hard to breathe.

“Elle, wake up. Please.”

Water at our waists.

A ghastly chill climbed my legs, crept up my bones, deadening me with cold. In one last muster of strength I mashed my belt buckle and miraculously, it released.

My whole lower body was numb. Deadweight.

The waterline reached my breasts. An infinite heaviness pushed the air out of me.

Ellis sat motionless as we sank.

I love you, I didn’t say. Instead I took a deep, deep breath, struggling to hold it as the chill tried to spook it free. When we went under, I’d give it to her. A last kiss of life.

Uncontrollable shivering. No feeling in my fingers or toes. I closed my eyes, reopened them underwater. Elle’s hair floated around her face in lurid red ribbons, like skeins of blood.

At least we stayed together.

Till the very end.



I sat bolt upright. Hospital bed. Something trilled frantically, a machine about to explode—the heart monitor, matching my pulse.

Ellis lurched from a nearby chair. “It’s okay,” she said, rushing to my side. “It’s okay. Don’t scream.”

Was I screaming?

“We were in the river.” I grasped her forearm. “The car was sinking. I couldn’t wake you up. I never meant to hurt you, I just—”

Didn’t want to lose you.

My mouth fell as I heard the words in my head.

“Vada?”

I settled back into the bed. “Nightmare. I was having a nightmare.”

We were never in the river.

Just a dream.

Oddly, I could still feel imaginary frostbite searing through my arms. Wait. One arm. The immobilized one.

I wrenched Elle’s wrist, and her face scrunched up.

“I can feel it,” I said through gritted teeth. “It hurts. Like a motherfucker. But I feel it.”

“I feel it, too.”

I looked at my hand on her, and let go. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” She smiled. “Pain is good, Vada. It means the nerves are working.”

“They’re really, really working.”

Her smile turned tremulous, that watery quality it took on just before she cried. She so rarely did. And only in front of me. I could never watch without joining her.

“Don’t cry, you big nerd,” I said gently.

“You either, dork.”

My right arm was on fire and it felt fucking glorious. I could feel.

Elle leaned in and half hugged me, resting her forehead against mine. Her tears and touch made me drop the tough-girl act. Pain flared through me, striped every nerve from fingertips to brain stem with living fire. My arm sizzled like a sparkler firework but it wasn’t dead, it was bright and sweet with agony, and I began to laugh in delirious relief.

“Are you okay?” Ellis said.

“You’re here.” I brushed her cheek with my knuckles. A tear laced between them. “And I’m whole. Yeah, I’m okay.”

She cupped my chin in her hands, let a thumb stray over my bottom lip, then the top one, as if to ensure I was real. My heart played a skittery staccato on the monitor. Elle’s breath smelled like mint grown in shade, a forest coolness—the scent of her vaping liquid. Her face was so close. Freckles dusted her cheeks like cinnamon, sandy against milk-white skin. I skimmed a finger over them.

“Excuse me,” a voice said from the door.

We jerked apart.

New nurse, female. She bustled in and checked my IV and vitals. Ellis skulked near the window, looking silly, a redheaded scarecrow, too tall to be inconspicuous.

“How do you feel?” the nurse said.

“Terrible.” I beamed. “It’s fucking amazing. I can actually feel stuff.”

Her eyebrow twitched. I caught the slip of a smile. Then she said, “Only immediate family is permitted after visiting hours.”

Ellis and I blinked at each other. What an absurd thing to say. No one in my life was more immediate family than her.

“She’s my best friend,” I said. “She’s—”

The nurse—Halsey, according to her ID—interrupted. “I’m sorry. Legal family only. Is she your partner?”

Strange that such an innocuous word could freeze me up so fast.

Partner.

Your best friend is your partner, right? The person you’ve lived with going on five years. Shared your life with. Shared everything with. Matching tattoos, an encyclopedia full of inside jokes, a scrapbook stuffed with memories. The person whose heart you know better than your own. Because you’ve listened to it so many nights, that small, fierce tapping against your ear, your jaw. A little bird hurling itself at the bars of its cage.

Elle stared at me, waiting for my answer.

“No,” I said.

Her mouth fell.

I wanted to disappear.

“Miss,” Halsey began, and Ellis said, in a raw voice, “It’s fine, I’m leaving,” and something rose up in my chest like a tidal wave.

“Don’t go,” I called as she reached the door. “Elle, please don’t go.”

She turned back partway, wearing that wounded expression that wrecked me every time, and words formed in my throat—Fine, she’s my partner, whatever you want to call it, just let her stay—and then heel clicks sounded from the hall, and a voice that filled me with warmth and dread.

“Here you are.”

My mother stepped into the room, flawless, as if she’d walked straight off a photo shoot and not half a day sitting in coach on some shoestring airline. Camila Pérez Bergen: nearly six feet tall, skin the tone of aged brass, bone structure that could facet diamonds. Her withering eyes sized us up in one sweep. She kissed Ellis’s cheek and hauled her by the elbow back to my bedside. I got two kisses and a series of tsks and a sigh.

“Let me see,” she said perfunctorily, plucking at the sheet.

“Mamá,” Elle said—my mother called Ellis her third daughter—“careful. She’s healing.”

“Explain this to me, chiquita. Apparently I’m the only one in this fucking hospital who speaks English. Can she work? Do art?”

My mom spoke rapid, flawless English with a Puerto Rican accent, dipping deep into vowels, rolling and hissing consonants agilely, musically. Her voice always reminded me of a song picked up in the middle, her words one long lyric.

“She has nerve damage,” Elle said, eyeing me askance. “Think of a puppet. You know how the strings move the arms? Hers were cut. Not all the way through, but bad enough.”

“Is she in pain?”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m right here. You could just ask me.”

Neither looked my way.

“Yes,” Ellis said. “A lot of pain. But that’s sort of good. It means the nerves work. The doctors sewed them back together, but that’s only a partial fix. Her body has to heal them fully.”

“Gracias a Dios. I thought she was paralyzed. I was sobbing on the plane. People thought I was going to a funeral.” Yet her makeup was immaculate now, of course. Mamá rubbed Elle’s shoulders. “You should be a doctor. So much smarter than the ones here.”

Ellis blushed furiously. The nurse cleared her throat.

“Ma’am, are you the patient’s mother?”

My mother narrowed her eyes, not dignifying that with a response.

“I’m sorry, I need anyone who’s not immediate family to leave the—”

“We are all immediate family. Thank you.” Mamá gestured to the door.

Despite myself, I caught Elle’s eye and traded a small smile with her.

No one got between my mom and her family. Ever.

But the smile faded swiftly. They hadn’t told me I had nerve damage. What the extent was. The prognosis. My right arm was crawling with fire ants, but I didn’t want more painkillers. I wanted to know, for sure, that I was still whole. More specifically, to what degree.

When the door clicked shut my mother rounded on us. “What have you told the police?”

Elle blinked, owlish. I shifted in the bed.

“Did they question you?” Mamá pressed.

“Yeah. That night.” I scratched crosses into the sheet with a nail. “I told them what happened. I was driving, it was icy on the bridge. The other guy hit us.”

My eyes flicked to Ellis. She swallowed.

“And you, chiquita?”

“They didn’t question me yet. Because of my head injury.” Elle spun a lock of hair around one finger. “I’m supposed to give a statement later this week, but . . . I still don’t remember anything.”

“Do you remember getting in the car?” I said. “In the passenger’s seat?”

She squinted at me.

“I buckled you in. You drank too much and felt sick. I made sure your seat belt was secure. You were on your phone right before he hit us. Remember?”

Remember how you were breaking my heart?

Elle’s breath quickened. Very softly, she said, “Are you coaching me?”

I didn’t answer.

My mother frowned, then clapped her hands, startling us both.

“Enough for now. We can revisit it later.” Her gaze settled on me, dark and weighted with expectation. “Why don’t you tell me how you’ve been, since you don’t answer my calls anymore, mija?”

“I’m really tired.”

“Always tired, tired. Too tired to talk to your mother.”

“Too tired to hear how disappointed you are,” I snapped.

Mamá’s eyes flashed.

“Come, flaca.” She put an arm around Ellis. “I’m starving and you’re too skinny. Let’s find something to eat.”

At the door Elle glanced back at me, a specter of hurt in her face. I turned toward the window and watched dusk fall in shades of blood and old bruises. When I was alone I recited the story to myself, the car crash story, until the details were sharp and straight in my mind, honed to a razor’s edge.



My mother stayed for two days. We’d had enough of each other after two hours.

Every time doctors came by she acted like I was a baby, not twenty-two. She made them tell her everything, then had Ellis re-explain in layman’s terms while I sat there mentally headdesking.

Compound fracture of the radial head. (Broken elbow.)

Distal radius fracture. (Broken wrist.)

Multiple phalangeal fractures. (Broken fingers.)

Soft tissue injury. (Bruises on the inside.)

Injury to radial, ulnar, and carpal nerves. (Puppet strings cut.)

The doctor said, “It appears you braced against the steering column at the time of impact.” (Elle said, “Imagine trying to stop a truck with your palm.”)

The insurance investigator said, “There were two impacts. The other car rear-ended you, then you hit the bridge rail.” (Elle looked away, her eyes shadowed.)

The cop said, “We will not be pursuing criminal charges, Ms. Bergen. We wish you a speedy recovery.” (Elle was not in the room.)

When they finally let me out of bed—my arm strapped tight to my chest, throbbing through the meds—I snuck into a supply room, stole a white coat, and put it on Ellis. We made rounds and talked to the other patients. She loved this kind of stuff. Her and her big soft heart. She’d listen to any sob story, no matter how obviously fake or drug-induced. It was better than her staring at me with that hangdog expression, her eyes glimmering with questions.

We’d both taken a Breathalyzer that first night. Standard procedure for any serious crash. I was stone-cold sober. Elle’s BAC was 0.11.

I tried not to think about white shards on black asphalt.

“He can barely see,” I said, pulling Ellis away from an old man who mistook her for his son. “He thinks you’re a boy.”

She shrugged.

“Doesn’t it bother you?”

“Why would it?”

“Because you’re not his son?”

“He’s alone, Vada. If it makes him happy, it doesn’t hurt to let him believe that.”

“Don’t lead people on. It’s cruel.”

She recoiled as if I’d hit her.

“Sorry,” I muttered. “My arm hurts. It’s making me bitchy.”

It was making me more than bitchy.

THINGS I COULD NO LONGER DO WITH A FUCKED-UP ARM:

1. Shower alone.

2. Dress myself.

3. Handle my fucking period.

Mamá was right to baby me, because never in my life had I felt more powerless than when I went to piss and saw blood on the paper. It hit me then, harder than anything else had: this was my life now. I couldn’t wash my own hair. I couldn’t put a bra on. I couldn’t put the fucking menstrual cup in.

Once upon a time I had a bit of a Cinderella complex. I resented the mundane chores that consume your life when you’re poor: hauling clothes to a coin laundry, lugging groceries home on city buses. I wished for freedom, fantasized about a life where my days weren’t measured in cups of rice, where I didn’t have to decide between eating protein that week or having a beer to unwind after working a double shift and studying my ass off for finals. Well, I got what I wished for. Just like in fairy tales, the wish wasn’t worth the price.

Please, I prayed. Take it back. Let me scrub my clothes in the tub again. Let me work. Let me suffer and ache.

This isn’t freedom. This is the cage. I was so wrong.

Elle knocked at the door and I wiped my tears away. “Yeah?”

She passed me my phone. On it, a text from her:

Write down anything you need. I’ll go get it. She won’t know.

I texted back, my savior.

While Ellis was gone, all Mamá talked about was my younger sister, Ariana. Ari was dating some hotshot lawyer, Ari was in love, Ari was getting engaged. My twenty-year-old sister had already been engaged twice. Instead of going to college, she majored in heartbreak.

“You could have been married by now,” my mother said, sighing. “Living in a nice house, with a baby to keep you busy. Then this never would have happened.”

Just like you, I thought. “That’s not why this happened.”

“Then why?”

Subject change. “You seriously think I’m old enough to have kids?”

“Seventeen was old enough for me.”

“I haven’t even finished college.”

“You already have a degree. Why do you need another?”

“Because I—” I cut off. Still no good answer beyond because I want it. But when I thought hard, sometimes the answer was Because I’m stalling. Because I’m not ready to be an adult yet. “I don’t know.”

“What do you know? Besides that my life isn’t good enough for you.”

“Stop projecting. No one’s judging you, Mamá.”

“Every choice you’ve made is a judgment on me.” She picked at her nails. “Ari wants children.”

“Good for her. I’m not my sister.”

“Yes. That is clear.”

Then she started talking about wedding dresses.

When Elle returned, I whispered, “Please get me out of here before I hurt myself and others.”

The doctors insisted I use a wheelchair. Ellis pushed me down eerily quiet halls in the dead of night, the harsh light tinting our faces ashen, ghoulish. When we passed the nurses she pushed me fast, sprinting down the corridors as I shrieked in surprise and glee. She grinned down at me, that rake of red hair all mussed, cheeks pink. So pretty.

“Speed demon,” she said.

I smiled, but part of me was in the car, watching the odometer tick up. Fifty-seven. Fifty-eight. Fifty-nine.

“Demon,” I agreed. “El diablo.”

The cafeteria was deserted this late, so Elle bought me gummy worms out of a vending machine. Gummy anything: my go-to comfort food.

“Do you know what tonight is?” she said.

I bit a worm and stretched it transparent. “Nope.”

“New Year’s Eve.”

The worm snapped against my teeth. I’d lost all track of time. Some friends from school were throwing a big New Year’s bash, and I’d planned to take Ellis. I’d planned to show her the latest painting I was working on. I’d planned so many things.

My mother loved to say, If you want to make God laugh, tell him your plans.

A sinking feeling opened up in my chest, widening, plunging, and heavy things inside me slid toward that precipice.

“What are you thinking?” Ellis said.

“How much I can lose in one fucking night.”

She touched my shoulder, lightly. “I’m still here. You haven’t lost me.”

It didn’t mean much. Not when she couldn’t remember the crash. If she did, she’d take that promise back.

“What do you want to do tonight?” she said.

“Wallow.”

“Aside from that.”

“Maybe some navel-gazing. An hour or two of angst.”

“Vada.”

I sulked at the cafeteria counter. A display of kid’s meal toys caught my eye: lacy tiaras, magic wands. I pictured Ariana in a Disney princess dress.

When we were little, Mamá was our queen, looking like a million bucks in Gucci heels while scrubbing grilled cheese off the floor. Never mind that the Gucci was thrift store and the grilled cheese bought with food stamps. She wanted a do-over. Wanted us to marry rich and rewrite her life story. I was more interested in watercolor paints than wedding gowns. By the time we were teens, Mamá had shifted her hopes to Ari.

Ellis followed my gaze.

Suddenly I knew what would cheer me up.

I didn’t even have to tell her. I just smiled.

Elle was comically bad at stealing. First she looked straight up at the security cameras. Then she positioned the wheelchair to block the view, and kept repositioning to get it perfect. Then she knocked the toy display off the counter, which made all her prep pointless.

“If I go to jail for stealing a tiara,” she said, “I will never forgive you.”

“But you’ll be a legend. The prince who stole a crown for the exiled princess.”

This pleased her. She set the tiara on my head, blushing.

“We need something for you,” I said.

“No. No way am I wearing—”

I jumped up and dashed around the counter before she could stop me. I was light-headed, dizzy from poor circulation, but I grabbed a plastic apron from a bin and tossed it to Elle with a flourish.

“What am I, the royal cook?”

“No, goofus. You’re the prince. Put it on.”

Only your best fucking friend will tie an apron cape around her shoulders and pretend to be your Disney prince.

“Let us survey my lands,” I said, strolling back to the chair. “Please roll the throne to my viewing tower.”

From the roof of the parking garage you could see clear to the Atlantic. It was freezing, a hard, metallic cold that seemed to make the air ring. My breath flew away in scraps of pale tulle. Midwinter in Maine is hell. Dante’s Hell, Ninth Circle style. Ocean infused the air, salt and grit studding the breeze with a million tiny barbs. Might as well have left the blanket indoors. I used to think of myself as tough, born in a blizzard and raised on the West Side of Chicago, but I wasn’t prepared for this sheer brutality, the way each day hit you like a kick in the teeth.

Ellis took out her vaping pen and I savored the warm steam she exhaled, the scent of sage and mint.

“What happened to the car?” I said.

“Insurance covered it.”

“Did you pick out a new one?”

“No.”

I pulled the hospital blanket tighter around my shoulders. “What are you waiting for?”

“I don’t want a new one. I don’t want anything.”

“Why not?”

Her fingers combed through my hair, grazed the nape of my neck. I shivered harder than I had at the cold. “Let’s not talk about that. Let’s just be happy tonight.”

It was right there. This thing we were skating around, the thin, fragile ice at the center of a dark pond. I could ask her. I could push us both into the black.

Instead I said, “This is our fifth New Year’s together.”

Elle sat on the stone coping of the roof. Her smile was distant, sad. “Which was your favorite?”

“The first.”

The smile wilted. “Are you sure you don’t have a brain injury?”

“What’s wrong with year one?”

“The furnace broke down. We covered the windows with garbage bags to trap the heat.”

“Then we made the best fucking pillow fort anyone’s ever made.”

“Okay, the fort was kind of awesome.”

“You kept trying to calculate the load-bearing capacity of our couch pillows.” I laughed. “Such a nerd. You got shitfaced on lemon drops.”

Elle gave a prim toss of her head, the fake cape crackling. “I didn’t know vodka could taste like candy.”

“Remember getting all handsy with me?”

“I did not!”

“You so did. God, you were so pure before we met. And now look at you.” I smirked up at her, a bit meanly. “Prince Ellis, the fallen. Getting drunk at parties. Hooking up in bathrooms.”

My toes brushed the rim of that dark heart in the proverbial pond. Elle felt us teetering near the edge, too.

“Remember?” I said. “At the party, before the accident?”

“No,” she whispered.

“But you remember wanting to go back to Chicago. I know you do, Elle. Because you still want to go. You don’t really want to be here.”

We stared at each other through a haze of breath and steam. From far away came a soft roar, like the ocean rising. As I looked up at her, the wind tousling her short hair and that silly cape till she seemed almost regal, I didn’t see my best friend but some gamine tomboy prince. Someone I could run away with.

Someone I already had.

My right shoulder jerked suddenly, playing a muscle memory: gripping a drawing pencil, pushing it against paper. Capturing this moment. But it was only memory. My arm remained straitjacketed, a wire of pain twisting around the bone.

“You were right,” I said. “I’m an asshole. You’re better off leaving.”

Ellis sighed, a wall of white cloud cutting us off for a moment. “I’m not leaving when you’re hurt.”

“Don’t stay out of pity.”

“It’s not pity. It’s because you’re the most important person in my life. Even if it’s not mutual.”

“What, the nurse? You’re mad I wouldn’t say some arbitrary word in front of some random woman?”

“There you go again. Making me sound petty and unreasonable because I—”

She fell silent as the faraway roar rose higher, and a haunting scream pierced it. I stood and a streamer of light rolled across the sky. At its apex it burst into a red chrysanthemum, a hundred fiery petals falling into the ocean. Fireworks.

“It’s midnight,” I said. Elle’s eyes lowered, watching my mouth and then drifting back up. I went warm all over, little threads of heat shooting out to my fingertips, my lips. “If you start this new year with me, we’ll be stuck together.”

“I never wanted to go. But you won’t give me a reason to stay.”

“I’m your reason. Like you’re mine.” I brushed her cheek. “Everything’s new tonight. Let’s be new, too.”

Our breath hung silkily in the space between us, a ghostly tissue spanning mouth to mouth. Something made from the two of us, knitting us together. Overhead another firework burst and then another, electric blue, shocking purple, as I leaned in to close this space, to share one breath.

And then my fucking phone rang.

I stepped back, dizzy. Sat in the wheelchair and glared at the screen. “Shit. Guess who?”

Ellis laughed nervously. “Tu mamá.”

“Let’s go before she melts down Maine.”

We avoided each other’s eyes on the elevator. But she traced my jawline with one finger, and I took that hand and pressed it to my mouth, brushed a kiss across her knuckles.

“Happy New Year, my prince.”

Her hand stayed on my shoulder the whole way back.

My mom met us in the room in full español mode. “Letting your beloved mother leave without a good-bye? What if the plane crashes?”

I responded in Spanish, too. “Planes are safer than cars. And that’s really tasteless when we were just in an accident. Please speak English in front of Ellis.”

“She understands more than you think.” Mamá gave me a strange look. “As do I.”

I got out of the chair, shaking the tiara from my head. “So you’re going home?”

“I booked an early flight from Boston. I have to be at work tomorrow.”

“Well, thanks for dropping by.”

“Vada.” My mother touched my arm as I headed for the bed. “Come with me.”

“Where?”

“Chicago.”

Elle watched us with big unblinking eyes, probably not parsing more than every fifth word. But the name of that city alarmed her.

“I can’t, Mamá.”

“This is serious. You’re not playing house anymore. You’ll need months of further care.”

My jaw tightened. “ ‘Playing house’?”

“Transfer to a college back home. Ari’s fiancé will help us pay.”

“Do you even understand how grad school works? I can’t transfer. I’d have to start over.” I snatched the tiara again and crushed it with my good hand. “And I’m not taking money from some stranger.”

“Your future brother-in-law.”

“I’ve heard that before.” To Elle I said, in English, “She wants me to come home.”

“Maybe you should, Vada.”

I gaped. “You’re taking her side?”

“Do you know what kind of physical therapy you’ll need?”

My meds were wearing off, pain rumbling in the marrow. Soon there would be lightning jags lancing along my nerves. I pretended the tension in my body was all anger.

“No, I don’t. I’ve been trying not to focus on the nightmare ahead of me. I’ve been trying to stay fucking positive.”

Ellis raised an eyebrow, and I heard how ridiculous I sounded and almost laughed. She always brought me back to earth.

“I’m staying,” I told my mother, still in English. “My life is here now. My school, my friends.” I swallowed. “And Elle is here. I won’t leave her.”

“I made a reservation for her, too.”

Now we both gaped.

“Thank you, Mrs. Bergen, but I can’t—”

“Unbelievable,” I interrupted. “Still controlling my life. Thinking you know better. My choices are never good enough for you, Mamá. I’m never good enough.”

“I won’t hold this against you,” she said icily. “You’re in pain, and upset. Let’s go home.”

“I am home.”

I half shouted it. Because I couldn’t explain, not in words. Only with lines on paper, tides of color. This place, this new life we’d started, away from my mother’s meddling and Elle’s awful parents, where we could finally be our real selves—this was home. This was ours.

In the last painting I started before the crash, two silhouettes ran into the night ocean. The water was so thick with stars it looked like liquid glitter. Spray kicked up from their heels, shimmering trails of galaxies. Rising on the horizon, instead of the moon, was Earth: a deep-blue pearl wrapped in tatters of white mist. One silhouette’s hair was long and the other’s short, but nothing else indicated what they were—young or old, girls or boys. One pulled the other onward by the hand, but a trick of perspective made it different each time you looked: Sometimes the long-haired one was leading, sometimes the other. Sometimes, as you looked, it switched right before your eyes. The only certainty was that they were going in together.

(—Bergen, Vada. Follow Me into Forever. Unfinished; oil on canvas.)

My mother’s gaze flicked between me and Elle.

“What is really going on here?” she said in a hushed voice. “Is there something I should know?”

“No. I told you. I’m still in school. I have a life here.”

“I should go,” Ellis said. “I’ll give you two some priv—”

I gripped her shoulder, firmly. “Stay.”

My mother watched us, her eyes glinting with sharp thoughts.

“Chiquita, tell her to come home.”

Ellis bit her lip.

“Don’t drag her into it,” I said. “Just let me live my life, Mamá.”

“What kind of life?”

“My own.”

“Your own. I see.” She breathed deeply through her nose. “A life you have to hide from your mother. From everybody. What kind of life is that?”

“Don’t you dare judge me.” Ellis put a hand on my spine, stroked softly, soothingly, and my fury fell but my voice remained bitter. “You know why I keep things from you? Because everything I do is wrong in your eyes. I’m not perfect like Ariana. I’m the black sheep. The fuckup. The disappointment.”

My mother stood to her full height. Her voice struck like a slap. “I’ve never been disappointed in you. If I have high expectations, it’s because I would expect no less from myself. The world looks down on you, expects nothing from you because of the color of your skin and your mother’s family name. They don’t want you to fail. They want you to not even try. If you try, you will never disappoint me.”

At that moment I wanted nothing more than to grab Elle’s hand. “There are things about me that would disappoint you. Things I can’t change.”

“Like what?”

“I’m not having this discussion now.”

Mamá snorted. “You’ve made mistakes? Who hasn’t? I never liked the boys you chose, but I never stopped you from seeing them. I still run into Raoul. He asks about—”

“I’m not talking about fucking Raoul.”

Her gaze refocused, cold sun burning suddenly through fog. “You think I don’t know what you’re talking about? Do you really think I’m that blind?”

Elle’s hand left the small of my back, but I sensed her heart smashing hard, inches behind mine.

“Why do you hide this from me? Both of you, why? Chiquita, I have known you as long as mija has. I love you like my own blood.”

“Leave her out of it,” I snapped.

“You think I don’t understand? You spend all your time together, alone. It is one thing to be best friends, but the lines are becoming blurred. Come home. Be around other people. You’ll grow out of it. It’s not healthy, what you’re doing. Either of you.”

“Stop, Mamá. Just stop.” I moved away from Ellis. If I was taking arrows to the chest, I didn’t want one piercing me and hitting her. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Whose fault is that? This is the first time you’ve spoken to me in months.”

“And why do you think that is?”

“You are ashamed.”

“Because of you. You taught me shame. You always said making art was pointless. You spent all that money on my stupid Confirmation dress instead of buying me some cheap paint like I begged for. You’re pushing me to get married before I finish school. That’s not me. I don’t want to relive your fucking life for you and fix your mistakes. I want to live my own.”

Mamá’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. I’d gone too far.

“Vada,” Ellis said. “I’ll just go, okay? You should talk. Without me here.”

“I have nothing else to say to her.”

My mother’s eyes ricocheted between us. I expected wrath, but instead she said, quietly, “There is a seat waiting for each of you, mijas queridas.”

My beloved daughters.

“Thank you, Mrs. Bergen,” Elle said.

“Take care of her, chiquita.”

Then she kissed our cheeks and was gone.

I reeled backward into a chair, as if some great weight had just vanished and I’d lost my balance.

“Vada.” Ellis tugged my arm, startlingly rough. “Go after her.”

“Why?”

“Tell her you love her.”

My jaw clenched. “She knows.”

“What if you never see her again? What if those were the last words she hears?”

I have nothing else to say to her.

I caught my mother at the elevator doors. She heard my footsteps, or sensed me. When she whirled around I crashed into her chest and she seized me in strong arms. My injured one was crushed between us, but I didn’t care.

“Te quiero,” I mumbled into her shoulder. “Te quiero, Mamá. Y yo también la amo.”

She held me for a long, long time. The elevator dinged and shuttled past over and over. She didn’t speak. I wasn’t sure how to take that. But when she finally left, I knew my last words had come straight from my heart.

I love you, I’d said. I love you, Mom. And I love her, too.

Querer. Amar.

Two different words. Two different loves.



Her hands.

I obsessed over them. Drew them in all their moods. Deft and nervous, fluttering quick as the flick of birds’ wings, her fingers a blur of white feathers—or slow and tantalizing as they lifted my shirt, unhooked my bra, brushed the skin over my hammering heart. With one nail she’d trace the knot of fire in my chest to the place it came undone just below my navel. I sketched her hands a thousand times in my notebooks, and in my dreams her hands sketched my skin a thousand more.

New Year’s morning I woke in a wash of watery blue light. Ellis sprawled awkwardly in an armchair, one coltish leg flung across the floor. My shoulder shifted in small, abortive orbits, drawing her in my head. Miming the movements hurt but I didn’t stop. Here’s the truth: every line you agonize over is etched into your memory. Onlookers see the finished result, polished and prettified, but all the artist remembers is the labor. The grueling, gloriously bloody becoming.

“What are you looking at?” Elle said, catching me staring.

“Nothing.”

The sky turned shades of cold metal, tin and zinc, and when she wheeled me outside into the thick stillness we both glanced up, searching for the first snowflakes. A pinprick of ice touched my tongue. When I lowered my head, Ellis was watching me with a wistful expression.

“What are you looking at?” I said.

“You.” She shrugged shyly. “It’s just nice to see you happy.”

Something warm ran down my spine, a droplet of sun.

The hospital garden looked spray-painted with winter, a silver powdercoat of frost laying atop everything. Other patients passed with their attendants, smiling benignly. We meandered down stone paths lined with witch hazel. I plucked a frond, idly broke off the ice whiskers. Ellis knelt suddenly before a bank of snowdrops.

“Oh my god,” she said.

“What?”

“This. Doesn’t it belong to you?”

She turned on her heel and held it up in both hands: a crown of woven witch hazel, spidery threads of red and gold, with snowdrops tucked into the braids like gems.

My mouth hung open. “Ellis.”

She rose to set it on my head. I grabbed the dangling end of her scarf.

“When did you do this?” I breathed.

“It was stolen long ago, Your Highness. We’ve been searching for many years. What a great irony, to find it here in our own kingdom.”

I laughed, a little wildly. “You are so ridiculous. I love you.”

She was trying not to laugh, too, and she blushed and lowered her eyes. My bashful prince.

Something hot stung my cheek.

“Oh, no. Vada. Don’t.”

Great. I was totally crying.

“I’m just—this is really nice,” I said. “Being happy again.”

With you.

I scrubbed my tears on her scarf, which earned a laugh. We got up to walk. Ellis hovered at my side and after a while I took her hand, walking close and slow, arm in arm. We circled a pond where thin glass leaves of ice floated atop dark water. On a bench across from us, a man in a beanie watched. Instinctively I turned around.

“What’s wrong?” Ellis said.

“Let’s go this way.”

We walked into a copse of spruce, the air spiced with balsam and menthol. The path bent and the civilized world disappeared and for a moment, we could’ve been in some forest deep in the heart of Maine, utterly lost. I started to relax, wrapped my arm around Elle’s waist. Then I heard footsteps crunching up the path.

I stepped away from her. “Want to head back? I’m kinda tired.”

“Okay.”

When she reached for my hand again I drifted a step farther off.

“Vada, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Are you avoiding people?”

“Just look at me.” I gestured at my ragged ponytail, the goofy crown, the wrinkled pajamas. “I’m not fit to be seen in public.”

“You’re not fit to be seen?” She moved closer, grasped my hand. “Or this isn’t?”

Again, instinct: I recoiled, shook her off.

Then immediately did a double take and said, “Ellis, I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

But she was already stalking down the path, leaving.

“Fuck,” I growled.

She must have taken off running, because by the time I got out of the trees she was nowhere in sight. Fucking track star. No way could I catch up.

I trudged back to the wheelchair and tried to push it one-handed, but it kept veering off into the snow. So I started kicking it instead, which was a lot more satisfying.

Goddammit, Ellis. What did you expect?

Seeing my mom always put me in a bad headspace. Seeing the way other people saw us. When it was just us in our little fantasy world it was fine, but Mamá had to remind me how childish and unhealthy it was.

The lines are becoming blurred.

Come home. Be around other people.

You’ll grow out of it.

Like we were kids playing make-believe.

I ripped the crown from my head, but I couldn’t shred it with one hand. So I pressed it to my mouth to hold in a sob, because fuck emotional stability, apparently.

“Excuse me,” a man said.

I jumped. Beanie Guy stood beside me. Blond scruff, broad-shouldered. Ruggedly handsome. Fortyish.

“Need some help?”

For a bizarre moment I thought he was talking about the crown. I looked pitifully at the chair.

“Oh. No. Thanks.”

“Please,” he said, cracking a smile. “I won’t make you sit. But let me help.”

I really just wanted him to go away, but if I tried to tell him off I might burst into tears. Then he’d definitely go all Good Samaritan.

“Whatever,” I said.

He kept pace with me on the path back. I clutched the crown in a fist, and he glanced at it.

“Is she your girlfriend?” he said. “The redhead?”

I almost tripped. “What?”

“I saw you together. You looked happy.”

My fist furled tighter. Then I tossed the mangled vines into the snow. “She’s a friend. Not that it’s any of your business. Are you a patient?”

“No. My son was.”

“Oh.”

We walked in silence another half minute. I felt his eyes on me. Too avid, too interested.

“Was?” I said.

“He passed away.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right.” The man’s eyes defocused. “It’s comforting, to see other people his age. Reminds me that life goes on.”

Beanie Guy was making me feel like a sublime shitheel. “What happened to your son?”

“He was in a car accident.”

I stumbled.

The man caught me, carefully avoiding my injured arm. The large hand on my hip made my skin crawl.

“I’m okay,” I said, not looking at his face.

“You’re Vada, aren’t you?”

I didn’t answer. I stopped moving, stared at the ground. My vision swam, too bright, weirdly pixelated.

“Do you know who I am?” the man said.

I made myself look at him. “Your son was the other driver.”

He nodded. No emotion in his face, just that avid intensity. “My name is Max.”

“I’m really, really sorry—”

Max clapped a hand on my shoulder. The good one, but it jolted my whole body and pain jittered up my spine. “It’s okay, Vada. It was an accident. Not your fault.” The hand on my shoulder tightened like a pincer. “I’ve been wanting to meet you.”

“Why?”

He let go with a rueful smile. “Didn’t mean to scare you. I just wanted to talk without Ellis around.”

Max said our names fluently, familiarly. As if he’d been saying them to himself, night after night, like a litany.

“Maybe we shouldn’t be talking without—”

“You were driving, right?”

My mind raced. This wasn’t a cop. Just the father of a dead kid. He seemed . . . sad. Merely sad, lonely, desperate to connect to some part of his son’s final moments.

Jesus, some kid was dead, some kid my age.

“Yes,” I said. “I was.”

“The police said you were sober. It was nice of you to be the designated driver for your . . . friend.”

A chill cascaded down my back.

“I’m so sorry,” I mumbled, edging away. “For your loss. But I really need to go. I’m sorry.”

Max didn’t stop me. He stood still in the winter garden, watching me backpedal and turn and run.



VADA: where the fuck are you?

VADA: all your shit’s gone from my room

ELLIS: In a cab.

VADA: bailing on me again

ELLIS: I just need some space. To think.

ELLIS: I’m not leaving.

VADA: I met Max

ELLIS: . . .

ELLIS: What did he say?

VADA: he said it’s okay we killed his kid

VADA: which maybe you should’ve fucking told me

VADA: before I learned it from the dead kid’s dad

ELLIS: I thought you knew. You were lucid that night.

VADA: I’ve been blocking out a traumatic event, Elle

VADA: did you not recognize the signs?

ELLIS: I thought you just didn’t want to talk about it. I was trying to distract you.

VADA: telling me I killed a human being is a bit higher up the priority chain than playing make-believe

VADA: god

VADA: you’re so

VADA: fuck

ELLIS: I’m so what?

VADA: what did you tell him?

VADA: he asked all sorts of questions

ELLIS: Like what?

VADA: like what the nature of our relationship is and shit

ELLIS: What did you tell him?

VADA: nothing

VADA: I don’t tell strangers our personal business

ELLIS: Of course. God forbid you tell anybody the truth.

VADA: oh fucking stop

VADA: this is so not the time

ELLIS: I didn’t tell him anything, either. He scared me.

VADA: he scared me, too

ELLIS: Where is he now?

VADA: lurking around the hospital like some fucking ghoul

VADA: probably stalking me

ELLIS: You’ll be out soon.

ELLIS: You’re almost ready for outpatient.

VADA: and then where?

ELLIS: Home.

VADA: where the hell is that anymore?

ELLIS: With me.

VADA: god

VADA: I fucking killed somebody, Ellis

VADA: I killed a human being

VADA: oh my fucking god

ELLIS: It was an accident.

VADA: no it wasn’t

ELLIS: What?

VADA: don’t talk to Max

VADA: don’t talk to anyone

VADA: if the police question you, tell them what I told you

VADA: you got in the passenger seat

VADA: do you understand me, Elle?

ELLIS: It was me, wasn’t it?

ELLIS: You’re covering for me.

VADA: jesus

VADA: no

ELLIS: You are.

VADA: stop it

VADA: delete these messages when we’re done

VADA: don’t be stupid

VADA: you did nothing wrong

ELLIS: Why are you talking like this?

VADA: like what?

ELLIS: Like I’m guilty. Like you’re protecting me.

VADA: I am protecting you, Elle

VADA: from your own fucking naivete

VADA: you always say things without realizing how other people hear them

VADA: you don’t understand how the world works

ELLIS: Fuck you, Vada.

VADA: I’m not judging you

VADA: I’m just saying

ELLIS: You’re saying I’m a liability. I get it.

ELLIS: You think I’m some dumb, naive child.

VADA: will you stop with the martyrdom

ELLIS: I know you’re hiding something.

ELLIS: About the accident. Something I can’t remember.

VADA: what does it fucking matter?

ELLIS: Because I know it was me. I know it’s my fault.

VADA: jesus christ

VADA: you’re the prince of self-pity

VADA: you’d be happier if I HAD let you get behind the wheel drunk, wouldn’t you?

ELLIS: Didn’t you?

VADA: I’m not fighting about this

VADA: just keep your story straight

VADA: make sure it matches mine

VADA: and don’t fucking tell anybody our personal business

ELLIS: It’s the same fight. Over and over.

VADA: don’t even start

ELLIS: You don’t really want me here.

ELLIS: I embarrass you. Shame you.

VADA: will you stop?

VADA: this is about a fatal car accident

VADA: not some episode of our never-ending soap opera

ELLIS: No, it is about us. Everything comes back to that.

ELLIS: This wouldn’t have happened if things weren’t so messed-up between us.

ELLIS: If you’d just be honest with yourself. With me.

VADA: I’m as honest as I know how to be

ELLIS: You never stand up for us.

ELLIS: You let your mom walk all over you. That was your chance to tell her.

VADA: THAT’S when you wanted me to tell her?

ELLIS: You let her define it. You let her call it unhealthy.

ELLIS: You always let other people define what we are.

VADA: I don’t even fucking know what we are

VADA: how could I define it?

VADA: maybe it is kind of unhealthy

VADA: I don’t know

ELLIS: I’m so tired of this, Vada.

VADA: you’re tired?

VADA: what are you fucking tired of?

ELLIS: Being the cross you have to bear.

ELLIS: Sometimes I’m even tired of you.

VADA: you know what?

VADA: fine

VADA: fuck you

VADA: you want to be the martyr? be my guest

VADA: you’re better off without me

ELLIS: What are you saying?

VADA: what do you think I’m saying?

VADA: go home

VADA: stay the hell away from me

VADA: I killed somebody

VADA: I dragged our stupid drama into the real world and now someone’s dead because of it

VADA: I’m toxic

VADA: this has gone way too far

VADA: just stay away from me

VADA: go back to Chicago, or whatever

VADA: just leave me alone

ELLIS: You don’t mean this.

VADA: I mean it with all my fucking heart

VADA: I’m blocking your number

ELLIS: Vada, please.

ELLIS: Let’s talk this through.

VADA: there’s nothing to talk about

VADA: it’s the same fight over and over, just like you said

ELLIS: That doesn’t mean I want it to end.

VADA: that’s where we’re different, Elle

VADA: you’re the idealist and I’m the realist

VADA: this doesn’t work

VADA: you and me

VADA: we’re a fucking mess

ELLIS: Please don’t go.

VADA: I love you but I can’t do this anymore

VADA: it’s better this way

VADA: I’m sorry Ellis

VADA: I love you

VADA: bye


—SPRING—


—3—

My drinking buddy banged on the kitchen door again.

I grabbed my phone off the nightstand. One hour till work and I’d been up half the night, curled into a ball in the bay window, teeth clenched, riding out the pain. Three months since the accident and I still didn’t have fine motor control in my right hand.

At twenty-two I was relearning life as a lefty.

When he hit the door this time, the glass squealed alarmingly.

Bastard was going to break something.

I staggered past the bed, pulling the blanket around my shoulders. If he broke shit, Mrs. Mulhavey would add it to my weekly rent. Which I was already late on. Which he knew, and offered to cover.

I said no, of course. Taking money from a man I’d wronged was below me.

I padded through the freezing kitchen, cold linoleum kissing my soles, and flung open the door. He stood with one hand poised in midair.

“Max,” I said, shivering. “What are you doing?”

“Did I wake you?”

“You probably woke half the city. What’s up?”

“Can’t sleep.”

“Me either.”

He took a flask from his jeans and swigged, then offered it to me. I shook my head.

I smelled the whiskey on him, strong. He’d missed the last ferry to the island. Next one came near dawn. So I’d keep him company till he could get himself across the bay and home.

Because this was our thing now. Holding each other back from the edge.

I stepped outside and sat on the sea-worn wooden rocker. Salt hung heavily in the wind, the rawness of the ocean like an exposed wound, dark and tender. Once upon a time you said we’d live beside the ocean, Ellis. Mermaids returning to our true realm. Well, I’m here, alone. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

“You’ll get hypothermia if you sit outside drinking all night,” I said.

“Wouldn’t be a bad way to go.”

He went for another swig and I grabbed the flask, tucking it into my blanket. “You’re cut off, buddy.”

Max sank onto the rocker bench, defeated.

He was a Jekyll-and-Hyde drunk: one side charming and gregarious, one morose and maudlin. Tonight was the latter. Red-rimmed eyes, lit with a crazed grief. Moisture beading on his skin. I pictured a tipsy Poseidon, kelp strung in his beard, armored in conch and coral, a whalebone trident dangling from one fist. My fingers twitched. I could see the sketch in my head.

He was going to get confessional. That’s what he was here for. Catharsis. Day to day he was like me, walled up, but when we drank together we let ourselves say the things we couldn’t normally say.

I miss her.

I miss him.

It’s our fault.

The cold made my bad hand cramp. I hunched over, and Max said, “How’s it feel?”
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