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For E.K.B., who loved this story first


—L.D.





PROLOGUE


Leslie Gatlin couldn’t believe the words she was reading on the screen.


Of all the emails and all the Facebook messages and all the texts and phone calls she’d received since she’d stepped into Macie Merrick’s crosshairs, this one was the worst.


As the sobs came one more time, she slowly closed the lid of her silver laptop and laid her head down on top of it.


You finally did it. You finally lost the last friend you’ll ever have.


It was almost a relief. No one would miss her now when she left.


She picked up her laptop. The necklace Jake had brought her was lying on the coffee table, and she slipped it into the back pocket of her jeans. She walked across the living room to the front entry foyer and paused there for a moment, staring up at the modern chandelier that hung from the ceiling two stories above. It was pretty, but unremarkable, sort of exactly what you’d expect. The tile was hard and cool against her bare feet, and as she reached the stairs to her room, her toes sank into the new carpet: beige and soft—a nice camel-color berber—durable, strong, and above all, neutral.


“It’ll go so nicely with nearly any decorating scheme,” her mother always said when she put this same carpet in yet another stairway in yet another remodel in yet another neighborhood.


“Flip a house a year” had been her father’s real estate investment plan, and it had worked like a charm. He was a contractor; her mother was a real estate agent with a flair for interior design.


So for the past six years, Leslie had lived in a newly remodeled house each school year. Every one was different, but every one was exactly the same: eggshell walls, bone ceilings, café au lait trim, camel berber carpet on the stairs. It all looked tan to Leslie.


“It’s like we live in Banana Republic,” she always told her mother as she pleaded for an accent wall to liven up her bedroom in each new house. She begged for pink in sixth grade, then purple in seventh. Finally she asked for a warm olive green in eighth, but the answer was always the same:


“We’ll be moving soon, and deep colors are so hard to hide with white.”


Since sixth grade she’d lived in houses decorated for the people who would live there next.


She opened the door to her room and suddenly wondered who that would be.


Who will live in these four white walls after I do? Who will call this home?


Her dad had already signed a contract on the next remodel. Her mom had the For Sale sign in the garage. It had taken longer to secure the financing now that the housing market had tanked, but her parents were going to do well on this house, just like they’d done well on all the others.


She placed her laptop on her desk, and as she closed the door to her room, she reached up and took down the sign that was hanging there. “LESLIE” was spelled out in a lumpy font of macaroni and spray paint—a camp craft that her mother insisted on installing in every new house. Leslie fingered the petrified pasta covered in glitter and dust and thought about the summer after third grade, when she’d made friends with the twins, long before they’d started going to school together.


Suddenly she was crying again.


She felt for the necklace in her back pocket, and before she could stop herself, she’d taken it out and put it on, pulling open the neck of her zip-up sweater in front of the full-length mirror that leaned against the wall next to her bed so she could see the tiny silver anchor hanging under her chin. Jake had worn the ship, and Jillian the little captain’s wheel. She stared back at her reflection for a moment, then glanced away as if it hurt to look too long.


In order to combat the glare of the white walls, she’d hung as many bulletin boards and tack strips as her dad would put up for her, and pinned up pictures from magazines and catalogs along with shots she’d enlarged and printed from her camera. Vacation with her parents rafting in the Grand Canyon last summer, ads from the Seventeen prom dress issue, pages from the spring J.Crew catalog.


Her eyes wandered from the mirror to a picture of her and Jillian and Jake on a sailboat the summer after eighth grade, when they’d bought the necklaces. Their families had gone to Cape Cod that year. There had been sailing, and lobster on the beach, and races in the sand, and one night, when no one else was awake, a kiss from Jake.


She slowly reached up and took down the picture. She ran her fingers across the smiles in the shot—the windblown hair, the handsome cleft in Jake’s chin, Jillian’s hazel eyes, the surf and the sky behind them. She laid the photo gently in the top of the duffel bag that was packed and sitting on her bed. She zipped it closed, then picked it up and slowly turned around the room, fingering the anchor at her neck.


Just get in the car.


She’d been considering it for months. Finally, tonight, the pain was too great, and she’d made the decision to leave.


Just get in the car.


She’d repeated this like a mantra. Whatever it took to get her to the garage, to get her to the car, to get her out of here.


Earlier that night she’d been gathering the things she wanted to take with her, when Jake had showed up on the front porch, holding her necklace. Demanding to know how Macie Merrick had gotten her hands on it.


“Where are you going?” he’d asked.


“Portland,” she’d lied. “To stay with my aunt Laura.”


“That’s all you’re taking?” The bag in her hand had been small and light.


“I won’t need anything else.”


Now she switched off the light and padded back down the stairs to the kitchen. In the glow of the screen on the front of the silver refrigerator her father installed in every kitchen he built, Leslie found the spare key to her mom’s car in the drawer under the toaster.


In the garage, she tossed the duffel bag onto the passenger seat of her mother’s Audi, put on her seat belt, adjusted the mirrors, and turned the key in the ignition. She knew her parents would never hear the car start from the opposite end of the house, and as she turned it on, the oldies station her mother listened to softly filled the air. The music swelled and a woman with a sob in her voice sang out the words “All I see is you.”


She rolled down the windows, and the warmth of the garage rolled into the car. It was late April, but already the temperatures were headed up, and the garage smell of cement and unfinished Sheetrock and new spackling filled her nose. Leslie listened to the song and wondered who this woman was and where her love had gone. Or maybe this singer had left like Leslie was doing now.


She picked up the duffel bag on the passenger seat and laid it on her lap. She felt the anchor around her neck and considered where to go. She looked up at the rearview mirror and caught a glimpse of herself: A girl with chin-length blond hair whose mascara was running stared back at her. Perhaps once, she’d been pretty. Now she was unremarkable, sort of exactly what you’d expect.


Tears started to stream down the face of the girl in the mirror, and as they did, Leslie closed her eyes. The words she’d heard so often rang in her ears.


You are pathetic and worthless. You should just kill yourself.


In her heart, Leslie felt something click. Like a door swinging closed. She finally knew one thing for sure: Even if she went to Portland, even if she drove a hundred miles an hour and didn’t stop until she was standing on Aunt Laura’s doorstep, she could never outrun this pain. It would never end, unless she ended it.


Right now.


Deep down inside, she knew that going to Aunt Laura’s would never do that. That was just the story she’d told herself to get her to the car in the garage. Going nowhere was the only real option. It had been her first idea, and now in the warmth of the garage, with the sound of the softly purring engine and the song filling her ears, she decided it had been her best choice. In the end, it was the least complicated, and the only thing that would work for certain.


As the exhaust began to tickle her nose, she laid her head back against the seat and closed her eyes. Her hand wandered to the shoulder strap of the duffel bag in her lap. She took a long, deep breath and thought about all the things she’d packed to bring along.


And all the things she’d leave behind.





1. JILLIAN


When I got back to my room with the Diet Cokes, Macie was finishing the Facebook message to Leslie. As I set the cans down on the desk, she looked up at me with a quick smirk, then back at the screen. A satisfied smile slowly spread across her face. Then she flipped a long strand of honey-blond hair over her shoulder.


“Straight-A Jillian, your proofreading skills are now required. Nothing is worse than a typo in a suicide note.”


“Totally.” Krista giggled. “That would really make you want to kill yourself.” She and Beth dissolved into laughter on the floor. I gingerly stepped over Katherine to sit down at the computer as Macie slid away and popped open a Diet.


The words on the screen were typed into a Facebook message. It read:


TOP 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER IN YOUR SUICIDE NOTE


1. Apologize for all the terrible sweaters you wore.


2. A brief rundown of how bad you were at volleyball.


3. How much it hurt that your daddy was never home enough.


4. Tell everyone how sorry you are that you won’t be at prom this year, so someone else will have to be “worst dressed.”


5. A thank-you to all your best girlfriends, who were so nice to you. (Oh. Wait. There weren’t any because you were a slut who stole people’s boyfriends.)


6. Who you’re leaving all your craptastic earrings to.


7. How sad you were that your boobs never grew in.


8. A line from one of those stupid country songs you listened to.


9. Why we shouldn’t be sad now that you’re gone. (Not that we would be.)


10. Tell Jake how you’re doing this for him so that he won’t have ugly babies.


“Is ‘craptastic’ a word?” I asked.


“Oh, who cares? It’s not like she’s clever enough to use a word like that in a book report, let alone a suicide note.” Macie was very pleased with herself. I could tell that this week at school would be easier. She’d been begging for a sleepover since last Monday. Finally, I’d invented a chemistry exam that required a study group so my mom would buy into a Sunday-night slumber party. Now if we could just get this message sent before Jake got home, we’d be set.


“Looks good,” I said. “Our weekly missive appears to be ready.”


“Oh, Beeeeeth . . . ,” trilled Macie. It was a silly tradition that we’d established. Macie typed, I proofread, Beth pressed send every week.


“Ta-da!” squealed Beth, the tiny gymnast in our midst, who jumped in a single fluid motion from the floor to the chair at the computer desk, somehow joining me on a seat I didn’t realize had room for the both of us.


She clicked.


She clapped.


And as she turned around, the door to my room swung open with such force that it bounced against the wall and knocked the lamp off my dresser. Krista screamed as the bulb flashed purple and burned out. Suddenly, all six feet, two inches of my twin brother, Jake, were standing in the doorway.


“Where did you get this?” he asked. His voice was so still, no one dared to breathe. There was no air left in the room.


I tried to act nonchalant. I squinted at the silver chain dangling from his fist as if I couldn’t quite make out what he was holding, as if I didn’t know.


But I knew. We all did. And Jake’s knuckles were white.


Katherine was typically the quiet one, but she must’ve noticed me flinch under Jake’s gaze, because she was the only one to jump in.


“What is that?” she asked, sitting up on the knees of her plaid pajama pants and reaching for the anchor dangling from the chain in Jake’s hand.


Without moving his eyes from mine, he pulled the chain out of her reach as a cloud crossed his clear blue eyes.


“Jills, you know exactly what it is,” he said.


The short sleeve of Jake’s green polo strained against the biceps of his right arm as he gripped the necklace. The pendant trembled on the chain from the tension in his hand. His whole body was on a slow boil.


“Dang, Jake.” Macie whistled. “You’re so sexy when you’re angry.”


For one moment, Jake’s eyes left me and fixed on Macie in a look of such contempt that even Macie withered backward from the heat.


“Don’t ever speak to me again,” he spat at her so slowly it felt like the words were separate explosions from an armful of hand grenades he’d lobbed into each corner of the room. “I want you out of my life.”


Then he turned on his heel and headed back down the hall.


I’ll never forget how we sat there in silence for what seemed like an eternity as we listened to the front door slam, then the car door, then heard Jake squeal away from the curb. I didn’t realize it then, but that was the moment it all began—or it all ended, depending on your point of view, I suppose. In the span of time between his tires peeling out and Krista’s next giggle, I sat in the eerie quiet and understood two things:


I didn’t know exactly how we’d gotten here.


But I knew exactly where Jake was going.





2. KATHERINE


I knew Leslie was dead before I opened my eyes. It was Beth’s crying that woke me up, and my very first thought was Leslie’s gone and killed herself. As I lay there listening to Beth cry, I felt that familiar knot in the pit of my stomach. It’s the same one I got the day we left Atlanta almost two years ago. I had cried that day while I was hugging my old aunt Liza good-bye.


“No use crying when life hands you different cards than the ones you wanted,” Aunt Liza always said when I was little. “Besides, if you show folks your hand by the look on your face, they’ll call your bluff.”


I lay as still as I could on the pull-out couch in the corner of the TV room in Jillian’s huge upstairs suite and listened for clues. Krista tried to comfort Beth on the edge of the air mattress across the room.


“Beth, it’s okay,” she said.


“No, Krista, it’s not okay. This is not okay.”


I heard a rustling as Jillian jumped up and closed the door of the TV room all the way. “You guys, we have to keep it down.”


“Keep what down?” Beth was crying so hard that she could barely choke out the words. “This isn’t a secret, Jillian. It’s all over Facebook.”


Beth was sobbing too loudly to ignore, and even though I didn’t want to, I opened my eyes and sat up. They had forgotten I was there, because Jillian jumped about three feet in the air, and Beth stopped crying for a second.


“Leslie is dead, isn’t she?” I said.


No one moved for what seemed like an eternity. I realized later that this was the first time any of us had said the word “dead.” For some reason, saying it out loud made it real. The word hung there in midair and I wished that someone, anyone, would grab it and hide it, or hurl it out the upstairs window into the pool out back. Instead it tumbled end over end with a gathering velocity, like a frigid wave, and as it crashed over us, Macie walked into the room from the bathroom that Jillian shared with Jake.


Macie was showered and dressed and looked like she’d stepped out of the window at the Barneys in Pacific Place. Her dark-blond hair was perfect and framed her face in long, shiny layers.


“Yes, Katherine. Leslie killed herself. She died last night huffing exhaust in her own garage.”


Macie took a box of tissues from a shelf next to the television and handed it to Krista.


“Beth, darling, when you dry your eyes, feel free to leave a post on Leslie’s Facebook page along with the hundred and seventeen of us who have already done so. I can’t help but think that our true sympathy should go to her parents, though. I simply can’t imagine how anyone could be so selfish.”


She turned around and fished a small zippered pouch from her Louis Vuitton overnight bag on the floor. She produced two diamond stud earrings, which she put in as she made her way to the full-length mirror next to the couch, where I was sitting. She narrowed her eyes as she surveyed her own reflection. When no one spoke or moved, she suddenly turned and looked at each of us in turn.


“What?” she asked.


Beth grabbed a tissue and blew her nose. Jillian looked at me; Macie followed her gaze and smiled.


“I know it’s only seven, but you need to look alive, VP. You’re going to want to join me at school early this morning. There may be news crews. This sort of stuff is a local anchor’s wet dream. Dress for the cameras.”


She picked up her bag and headed toward the hallway. When she reached the door of Jillian’s suite, she turned back toward Jillian and frowned.


“I don’t know what Jake’s issue was last night,” she said, “but I know I can count on you, right, Jillian?”


There was a tense silence, and I watched as Jillian sputtered and blushed under the heat of Macie’s gaze.


“Wha—? Yes, I mean, yeah. Of course,” she choked out.


Macie nodded once. Then she was gone.


Jillian glanced over at me as I stood up and walked toward the bathroom. I shook my head and smiled at her, then rolled my eyes after Macie with a little sigh. Jillian almost smiled at me, and took a deep breath—the first one I’d seen her take since I sat up and opened my eyes. Her relief was like the wiggle of the catfish my grandpa used to take off my fishing line and toss back into the water at the pond out behind his house during the summer when I was little.


You can always read Jillian’s cards. That girl’s face is a full house.





3. BETH


By the time I got to school my eyes were so red and puffy from crying that they were almost swollen shut. I looked like Mary Alice Splinter that day in eighth grade when she bobbled her approach on the springboard and smacked the vault with her forehead. It was the last practice before the winter invitational, and Mary Alice was our strongest all-around competitor. I remember watching her hold her head and wail into the mats. I stood there, helpless, while the coaches tended to her. The worst part of all was the sickening feeling that we’d already lost before we’d had the chance to compete—like everything was over before it ever started.


I remember feeling helpless as I stood there watching life buzz by around me. All the other girls seemed to know what to do. One went to the school office to get a secretary to call Mary Alice’s mom. Two more went to her locker to get her things. Another helped the coaches apply cold packs and talk to Mary Alice while we waited for the ambulance.


Then there was me. Helpless little me.


I had my growth spurt in sixth grade. It lasted exactly three months. I got my period, grew four inches, and stopped. I will forever be exactly five feet tall. I’m a gymnast chick. I’m tiny. Those girls with no boobs you see on TV, who stand on the balance beam during the Olympics and their knees and elbows look like they’re bending the wrong way? That’s me.


Most of the girls on my gymnastics team will get too tall or too fat or too bored to keep training. Not me. I’m the perfect size and shape. I’ve got NCAA Division I lines. And the scouts are interested.


On that day back in eighth grade, feeling helpless, watching them wheel Mary Alice down the hallway to the ambulance, I made a list in my head of things I needed to do that day. When I got back to class, I wrote them down:


1. Send Mary Alice a get-well card. Or balloons. Or something.


2. Run through floor routine again tonight after practice.


3. Call Mom, tell her I’ll be late because I’m working the floor routine.


4. Make sure red competition leotard is clean.


The list made me feel like I was doing something, like life wasn’t happening around me, or to me. The list made me feel like I was in charge of something in those moments after Mary Alice went to the hospital.


It made me feel not so small.


We lost the meet that weekend in March, but a high school coach from across town saw me compete. Afterward he came up and handed my dad his card.


“Your girl is Division One material, Dad.” When the coach smiled, he had a dimple on one side of his face. “Guy Stevens. Give me a call next week. I’m at Westport High. Best public school athletics department in the Northwest. Our girls have taken the Class 4A championship at state the last three years.”


My Dad thanked him, and then the coach turned to me.


“You got killer moves, little lady. If you can convince your dad to send you my way, we’ll get you in shape for the Olympics.” Later that summer, Coach Stevens invited us to a cookout. “My niece will be there,” he said. “She’s Beth’s age and she’ll be playing volleyball at Westport this fall.”


And that’s how I met Leslie Gatlin.


She wasn’t as petite as I was, but I remember taking one look and thinking how delicate she looked. And tan. She seemed to be spun out of brown sugar and air, like a heavy rain might wash her away completely. Her dad was an asshole who talked about housing prices and market values without anyone else getting a word in edgewise. Her mom was slurring good-byes when they left that night, plastered on white wine spritzers.


Leslie and I talked about school at first—where she’d gone, where I’d gone—and at some point during that evening, my dad decided that I could change districts and go to Westport to train with Leslie’s uncle. For some reason, I told Leslie about Mary Alice and about the list I made and how the list made me feel powerful and unafraid even in the midst of chaos.


Then we laughed and made a list together. It was a list of silly things that we would never do in high school:


1. Run when we weren’t in a practice or competition.


(It makes you look like you’re not in control.)


2. Let any boy get to second base on the first date.


(It makes you look desperate.)


3. Miss a game, a meet, or a practice for any reason.


(It makes you look lazy.)


4. Drink booze before we were twenty-one.


(It makes you look like a loser.)


We were in the driveway, lying on the hood of her dad’s truck, staring up at the stars. The metal was still warm from baking in the summer sun all day. I asked Leslie how she’d gotten so tan, and she explained that she’d come back from vacation the day before. She told me all about her trip to Cape Cod and the sand and the sun and the sailing.


And a boy named Jake.


Thinking of that night made me cry again, this time harder. My head hurt so badly from the snot and the tears and the pressure that I could barely see.


I pulled up to the rear entrance of the school so I could go in the back door between the gym and the music building. The traffic out front seemed a little crazy and I knew I’d have a better shot of making it to the bathroom to wash my face and put on some mascara without being seen if I went in the back way.


I parked and grabbed my bag and blew my nose one last time. For some unknown reason the sky was clear and cloudless, and the sun was a little blinding for Seattle in the spring. Grateful for the excuse, I kept my sunglasses on and pulled the hood of my sweatshirt up.


I grasped the handle of the heavy back door and prepared to give it the big heave-ho muscle required to open it, but it was surprisingly light to my touch, and I realized too late that someone had hit the crash bar on the inside as I’d taken the handle. The door flew open like it was propelled by an explosive, and Bradley Wyst almost flattened me. He was moving so fast that he knocked my bag out of my hand and my sunglasses went clattering across the concrete.


“Dude! Look where the hell you’re go—” He stopped short when he saw it was me. I stopped and picked up my sunglasses and put them back on without dusting them off, hoping he hadn’t seen my eyes.


“Jesus, Beth.”


“What, Brad?” I stared straight at him, daring him to say a word. It’s a trick I learned with my little brother.


He seemed to be panting. He must’ve run the whole length of the building, from the senior parking lot to the back door. Brad was Jake’s best friend from kindergarten and had been Macie’s boyfriend since freshman year. He was taller than the rest of us, and usually quieter, the strong, silent type who stood at Macie’s elbow during parties, smiling and refilling drinks, happy to let her do the talking. It was strange seeing him in a hurry.


Brad scooped up my bag and handed it to me. “Sorry. Where’s Jillian?”


“Jillian?” I asked. “Macie should know. Isn’t Macie here already?”


He made a sound that wasn’t quite a snort and rolled his eyes. “Oh, Macie’s here all right. Have you seen Jills?”


I shook my head, but he’d already run into the parking lot.


“If you see her, tell her to text me,” he called over his shoulder.


I adjusted my hood again, then took a deep breath and heaved open the back door, hoping that I could make it through the morning crush to the bathroom without having to throw any elbows.


The back hall was deserted.


I stood at the door confused, fumbling to find my phone and check the time. It said 8:20. We had ten minutes until the bell rang for first period.


Where the hell is everybody?


I went into a stall and locked the door behind me. I needed to think for a second—to figure out what I was going to say to Macie. How was I going to keep her from telling everyone that it was my fault? Somewhere buried in those Facebook posts on Leslie’s wall, she must’ve seen the note. When she’d walked out of the bathroom this morning, she hadn’t told anyone else to go to Leslie’s page and post, only me.


That wasn’t a mistake. There are no mistakes with Macie.


The door to the bathroom swung open, and through the narrow space between the stall partitions, I saw two junior girls come in; one of them was crying.


“I . . . just can’t believe . . . she’s . . . dead,” she choked out.


The other one said nothing. She nodded and hugged her friend. I recognized them from the volleyball team.


“I mean . . . how can Macie stand out there and talk to them like she was her best friend?”


“Macie Merrick is a psycho, and she owns Katherine, Jillian, and Beth. You better not let any of them hear you talking like this unless you want to be next in the crosshairs.”


I felt an explosion in the pit of my stomach. The heat raced into my throat and I turned just in time to hit the toilet and keep from throwing up on my bag.


The sound startled the girls at the sink.


The one who wasn’t crying walked over and gently knocked on the stall door.


“Are you okay in there?”


“Fine,” I said. “Ate something weird last night.”


I flushed the toilet and unlatched the door. When they saw me, they froze. I fixed both of them with the stare that had silenced Brad earlier, then crossed to the sinks and cranked a large sheet of paper towel out of the dispenser. I turned on the cold water and gulped several mouthfuls straight from the tap before splashing some across my face with my hands.


I turned off the water, tore the paper towel from the dispenser, dried my face, then walked back to the stall for my bag. I returned to the mirror digging out some moisturizer and mascara. Both of the girls had their eyes trained on me when I looked up, and then quickly looked away.


“I overheard you say that Macie was talking to somebody?” I asked them, studying my reflection, then fishing for eyeliner. “Who was she talking to?”


The redhead frowned. “Um . . . the reporters? Out front? How’d you miss her when you walked in?”


Another day, I might have answered her. I might have asked her name. I might have told her that I came in the back door.


But on this day, I was already in the hallway with my bag.


Running.





4. JAKE


I hate treadmills. Boring as hell. I want to be headed somewhere when I run.


Running before school in Seattle is tricky. During the winter it’s cold and in the spring I’m drenched, but I’m not afraid of a little water, and once you get going, you warm up pretty quick.


Besides, when I don’t run, I can feel it.


I could feel it when I was sitting in class and couldn’t concentrate enough to take notes. I could feel it when I saw Leslie in the hallway and she ignored me. I could feel it when Brad let loose with some crack and Coach made the whole team stay for an extra scrimmage.


When I run, none of that crap gets to me.


The farther I run, the smaller my problems get.


I know it’s all about the chemicals in my brain and the way my body deals with stress, but it seems way simpler than that. When I wake up and run, something shifts. And I don’t mean the things in my life magically get better. Or even change.


It’s more like I change.


It’s not a big change. It’s a tiny shift—like when my mom moves a picture frame a couple of inches to the right so that it’s hanging level on the wall again. Before she does that, it’s like all you can see in the whole living room—that crooked picture. Once it’s fixed, all you notice is the picture. You don’t spend time thinking about how screwed up it looks—just who’s inside the frame.


Running is like that. It makes me see all the same stuff—really see it—without thinking about how screwed up it is.


This morning was warmer than it had been, and when the alarm went off at six a.m., I rolled out and pulled on the shorts and long-sleeve running shirt I had set out last night after I got back from Leslie’s. I grabbed my Nano and headed downstairs to pull on my shoes by the front door.


As I passed Jillian’s door, I heard something and stopped. The door to the media room was cracked open a bit and I could see a light in the corner. It was coming from the laptop Jillian and I share. My eyes were full of sleep crap, so I rubbed them and finally focused on Beth on the air mattress in the corner, peering at the screen. Her shoulders were shaking. The sound I’d heard was her sniffing.


I thought about asking her if she was okay, but Krista was passed out next to her and Katherine was on the pull-out. Besides, Beth is always okay—or isn’t interested in talking about if she isn’t okay.


The sun was already coming up when I hit the sidewalk outside our house and started down the block. I love mornings like this in Seattle—you can see Mount Hood from the hill where we live, and when it’s clear and the sun starts coming up, you get this awesome view that reminds you why it’s not so bad to put up with the rain the rest of the time. The air was fresh and I thought about Leslie and wondered what time she’d made it to Portland last night.


I’d begged her to let me come.


“It’ll just be easier if you’re not involved,” she said.


“But I am involved,” I said.


She sighed and looked down at the floor. I hooked a finger under her chin and gently pulled it up toward my face. One more time I leaned in close to her. One more time I tried to kiss her. One more time she pulled away.


“Jake, don’t.”


I stepped back and shook my head. “I don’t get you.”


“I know,” she said.


“What’s wrong with me?”


“Nothing, Jake. Everything is right with you.”


“Then why won’t you kiss me?”


She didn’t have an answer. She never did.


•  •  •


Thinking about Leslie crying late last night made me push my speed so I could get back home to shoot her a text. Mile six was a killer, but I punched through it and was walking the last block to cool down when Macie rounded the corner in her black 5 Series Bimmer, trying to break the sound barrier. If I hadn’t been paying attention, I’d have stepped off the curb and been run over, but I stopped short as she blasted past me. She threw up a hand and smiled like she was on the campaign trail with her dad.


I shook my head and frowned, stepping into the street as she passed, then standing with my arms outstretched in her rearview mirror, silently asking, “What the hell?”


I’m sure she didn’t see me. Macie Merrick never looks back.


•  •  •


No text from Leslie when I got back to my room. I shot her a message and jumped in the shower. No text when I got outta the shower, so I called her phone. No answer, so I left her a voice mail.


I was in the kitchen eating some cereal when my phone rang. I grabbed it and answered before I saw the ID. I knew it was her.


“Hey, dude.” I smiled into the phone. “How’s Portland?”


There was a pause on the other end. “Jake?”


It was Brad.


“Oh—hey, man. What’s up? Sorry—thought you were Leslie.”


There was a longer pause this time. “Oh. Shit.”
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