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For Brandon and Henry, who were there at the start
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The brain fills it in, lets us see what we know is real. Pieces together sky and clouds, scatters trees; draws the earth itself upward in familiar, jagged chunks. We take in the world the way we always have—from the surface up. We ignore the scuttle of crayfish, the soft swoosh of river rays over our toes; leap away from the insistent, ankle-snagging curl of grass and reeds. We close our eyes tight before ducking under.

So it was and always had been—Ben and Teddy and me, from childhood into eternity. Everything beginning and ending with one another.

Summer belonged to the three of us—belonged to the cove and the trees, the green pull of the Kentucky River, the rolling, swooping land of horse country. Our world was the outskirts of River Run, where the prefab houses gave way to mansions and trim, black fences butting up against a tangle of wild, dark woods. Summer was landlines and cicadas, sunscreen and bug spray every day. It was a swimming hole without a bottom that we leaped into together, year after year, hand in hand.

World without end.

It was always going to fall to pieces once we opened our eyes.






CHAPTER 1 SUMMER 2019


They weren’t there.

I let the storm door close at my back, shutting out the river-soaked fever of the afternoon. My eyes adjusted to the dim indoor light, taking in the frown of the grandfather clock in the corner and the spatter of color on its polished face—broken sunbeams twisting their way to rainbows through the cluster of antique prisms in the entryway window. The air was cool and dry, sweet with almond oil and the soft flora of my grandmother’s perfume. Fat to bursting with the tension of unsaid words.

I hadn’t made it past the foyer, and the summer was already ruined.

“They haven’t been by?” I asked, hating the panicked twist of my own voice. Hating the glimmer of hope I’d let bloom into flame. “You’re absolutely sure?”

“No, sweetheart, they haven’t.” Grandma’s eyes slid from me to my mother and back to me again, her brow furrowed. “Teddy finished up early today and went on home. Didn’t say a thing about coming around this evening. As for Benny, he’s been a bit of a pill these past several months. Your aunt Madeleine called earlier, said he won’t leave his room, and—well, she wouldn’t repeat his exact words. You know how he gets.”

“They must be down at the cove already. I’ll go see if they’re waiting for me.”

“Amy. They’re not.” She sighed, distressed as always by unpleasant conversation. “I’m sorry, dear. Let’s go out to the kitchen, have a talk. It’ll be okay, I just know—”

I was already gone.

Mom’s anger was narrow, a thin, fine needle piercing the back of my head as I fled up the curved staircase. Louder in its silence than my shoe soles on the polished oak, or the worried lilt of Grandma’s voice trailing at my heels. I focused on my retreat to the heavy bedroom door and its solid lock—my mother’s old room, a child’s room, yellow and pink and tucked under an eave. They put me there every year, as if they hadn’t noticed that the short, slight girl who’d once squeezed her tiny body into all the hidden recesses of this big Victorian fun house had spent the past few summers bumping her head on the stupid slanted ceiling of that room. Sixteen years old and looking down at the world.

I dropped my stuff on the frilly duvet and crossed to the window, stared out at the empty trailhead. Tamped down the tears crowding the back of my throat.

For the first time since I could remember, the boys weren’t waiting for me.

There was no point in texting Ben. River Run was too goddamn backwoods for its own cell tower, the property too removed to access what little coverage managed to straggle over from the nearest one. Even if it did, he probably wouldn’t answer—Ben with a grudge was Ben at peak asshole, eclipsed in magnitude only by Teddy and his injured pride. I should have known better than to hope they’d show.

It was simple math that screwed us, really: We were an odd number—a prime number, divisible only by itself. Impossible to split into two equal parts. This natural discrepancy was one we gladly overlooked when the distance between us was literal, remedied by a first-class plane ticket, the end of the school year, the start of my parents’ clockwork season abroad. And once together, it never mattered anyway—it was easy as anything to ignore the subsurface shifts and tectonic pressure, bound to end in cracks.

A blur of memories clamored for space in my head, so many summers rushing back at once, and this was how they wanted things to end? Fuck the phone. Fuck them, too—if they wanted to play cold shoulder, they’d damn sure picked the wrong opponent. I’d dissolve into mist before I’d let them see me beg.

The doorknob’s rattle shook me from my thoughts. The lock clicked and gave; she was in the room before I’d even turned around.

“The door was locked for a reason, Mother.”

“As if I don’t know the trick to this old door. Freshen up and change your blouse. Grandma’s got dinner planned, and…” She paused, studied my wet, red eyes and quivering chin. Her mouth tucked itself into a delicate sneer. “You shouldn’t cry. It’s showing.”

“I don’t care. Tell them it’s allergies.”

“You look miserable, Amy. Hold still.” She crossed to the bed, pulled my Chanel compact from my purse. My vision sharpened to a surreal collection of shapes as her face neared mine and I shut down, withdrawing into the pocket of my mind—the noiseless, empty safe space that let me endure the blotting and blending as she coaxed me back to unblotched perfection. “I’m sorry he disappointed you, but it’s no big shock, is it? Typical River Run boys.”

Her words were venom-tipped darts designed to sting. What little I’d said on the subject last fall had still been too much. It was all I deserved, trusting that she’d give a fuck about my emotions apart from the impact they had on my art. Her fingers tightened on my chin as I tried to turn away.

“I’m not discussing him with you, Mom.”

“He’s never been up for discussion. Your focus is your work and your future, not a dead-end summer fling—if you can’t uncouple one from the other, he’s better off at arm’s length. I can only guess at the real reason you came home empty-handed last year.”

“Seriously? I told you I lost my satchel, along with my sketchbook and everything else in it. And I made up the work, remember?”

“I remember that’s what you said happened. Not that carelessness is an excuse. Don’t forget these trips abroad are for your benefit as well—everything about my life, every extra moment beyond the bare minimum spent with your father—all of it is to ensure your success. All so you’ll never be chained to this place, or anyone in it.”

“Whatever. If you hate River Run so much, maybe you shouldn’t drop me off here for months at a time.”

“Watch your tone, young lady. Your grandparents love you, and I make allowances for that. What I won’t do is nod and smile while you throw away the world.” She brushed a final swipe of powder over my skin, turned me to face the vanity. “There. Much better.”

She had indeed worked magic. My face was blank and lovely around smoke-lined, arctic blue eyes; the pale, tousled mess of my hair skimmed a perfectly blended jawline. My mother stood behind me in darker shades of everything, smile cold as the teeth of winter. I only had to look at her for one more day.

It would be easier once she was a literal world away. My parents would have a whole overseas flight to repress their marital issues, then they’d trek through the world behind a united front—through Johannesburg, Budapest, Jerusalem, wherever—my mother’s eyes glued to the camera, every image another staggering paycheck when paired with my father’s words. Jake and Eleanor Larsen, the husband-and-wife photojournalist powerhouse duo whose political and humanitarian projects overrode their forever-impending divorce. Those summers abroad kept me in the top private schools, hired the most prestigious art instructors to shape my future, kept my mother’s closet overflowing with Kate Spade, and kept my father’s Tesla Roadster in the garage of our enormous Great Falls home, for the few weeks a year he bothered showing up to park it there.

My father. A snow-washed glacier who’d much prefer to sink into the sea alone than endure even the idea of footprints. Mom’s coldest cold shoulders were desert sands compared to his indifference. I’d learned that little trick from the best, to be sure—I’d never been a daddy’s girl, but I was certainly his daughter, down to my frost-studded core.

It wasn’t that he’d left us, gradually and without any sort of official verbal indicator—I of all people understood the undeniable urge to flee my mother at all costs. He was his own special brand of uninhabitable, who gifted his feelings to pages rather than people. Still, it was that he’d left me, young and defenseless, alone with her in a too-quiet house. A house where even a four-year-old was subject to her hovering hands and frantic voice, and rabid, relentless standards.

It hadn’t taken her long at all to turn an exceptional preschool art project into a vicarious set of goals—to swap crayons for pastels, then pencils, then charcoals and ink, all before I’d learned to write my name. My childhood bled into an endless blur of figure study and cramping fingers, color wheels and still lifes and thumbnail sketches, all framed by the edges of my mother’s shadow. She monitored the progress of the hands I’d inherited from her as if she wasn’t the inspiration behind my desire to redraw the world. As if my hands couldn’t just be my own, no matter what their shape. Now, my talent had surpassed even her most far-fetched hopes, opened doors neither of us expected—doors that triggered my own personal countdown, once I realized I could walk through any one of them without her, then slam it in her face when she tried to follow.

Twelve years and hundreds of miles from the first spark, that flame still burned. It fed on the grind of pencil lines and brushstrokes; on my apprenticeship and private tutelage. On my acceptance into an elite high school for the arts, where I joined the cutthroat seethe of students, all aspiring to unmatched greatness. We worked side by side and neck and neck, rivalries bleeding into resentments, the nature of our shared ambitions superseding personal connections—and that was before adding in our parents and their vicarious hopes, their personal issues and social aspirations, that culminated in more private lessons and hours of practice, leaving no time for sleepovers or shopping trips or, until recently, boy-shaped distractions.

That last one—well, that was a situation best left on the Eastern Seaboard, folded down into a memory and tucked safely in the pocket of his fucking sweater-vest. None of it had meant a thing beyond the first resentful impulses.

It had made Mom happy, though. Holy shit, had it ever—that old-money, furnace-eyed prospect, with his sharp cheekbones, his own credit card, his actual pressed slacks. A musician, of all things—a seventeen-year-old piano prodigy, who’d supported my goals, sympathized with the constant practice and constraints on my time, which very closely mirrored his own. He’d existed in smudges of skeletal branches and winter frost; in the twinkle of holiday lights on white DC marble. He’d whirled me through a season of gilt-edged, upscale recklessness and melted away in time for spring.

She’d taken that breakup harder than he had, my mother. Not that I gave a flying shit concerning her thoughts on the matter, but he’d made for a good cover story while it lasted. Much easier to hide behind her rules and expectations when his very presence canceled out her deepest fears. Easier to let the prodigy escort me through tree lightings and gallery openings, let him kiss me on New Year’s Eve over glasses of vintage champagne he didn’t have to pay for and, later, pretend he hadn’t meant to feel that far up my skirt. Better to select and disconnect than deal with the day-to-day disgruntled gloom of various rejected art boys, or the fallout of random flirtations, unsolicited feelings, and the inevitable disintegration of both. As far as my heart was concerned, he’d barely existed.

There had only ever been three friends who mattered to me, who let me breathe and feel and be myself; who loved that self beyond the measure of my hands. Who exploded from the woods each summer in a frenzy of shrieks and laughter and open arms, eager to sweep me up and make us all whole again.

There had only ever been one boy.

And as I followed my mother down the carved oak staircase, properly freshened and powdered back to blank, I set about draining my nerves to match. The hollow inside me filled with sleet as that last day clawed its way to the surface, no longer willing to sleep.






CHAPTER 2 SUMMER 2019


The table was polished to its glossiest cherry shine, set with Grandma’s embroidered linen runner and silver charger plates beneath the nice company china. A step down from formal, but more than the usual day-to-day comfort of the kitchen table. They almost never used the dining room.

It had to be a family dinner. Fuck my life.

“That was Madeleine on the phone, dear,” Grandma chirped, bustling in from the kitchen, drying her hands on a rooster-red dish towel. The downstairs rooms were warm and bright, as if waiting to welcome me in every way. “They’re having a bit of trouble getting Benny in the car. He’s not feeling much up to a visit, she says.”

“Good,” I answered, slouching against the wall. “I can do without a visit from Benny.”

“You’ll be happy enough to see each other once the smoke clears,” Grandpa said, taking half the entire summer to navigate his frail frame around the intricate dining chair arms. “A year’s time enough for whatever’s eating at you two to die down. In the meantime, we can do some eating of our own.”

“God, can anyone just listen to me for once? I don’t want to see Ben, okay? I don’t. I won’t.”

“Well, okay, then.” Grandpa shuffled back and forth, finally settled into the seat, poured a glass of sun tea from the pitcher next to his place setting. “If it’s that big a deal, you can fix a plate for upstairs, and wait till you both cool off some. Maybe in a day or so—”

“No.” My mother’s voice was a sharpened ax, chopping off his words like a limb. Stilling the helpless fidget of my grandmother’s hands. “We will all eat together, like any normal family. You will sit with us and say your hellos, and you and your cousin will act right, or so help me, Amy. I will not tolerate tantrums at your age, especially in your grandparents’ home. Am I clear?”

“Yes, Mom.” My breath was the edge of a whisper, the words filtered through a haze of cotton batting.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Thank you, honey.” Grandma crossed to me, voice soothing the cuts left by my mother’s. Her fingers reached to smooth a strand of my hair, a soft, affectionate gesture ending in the same gentle tug one would give a dog’s leash. I waited, but she held tight until I looked up. “It’s for the good of the family. This is what we do.”



His blurred reflection leaped across the windowpane, scarring my view of the yard—the crooked trees and jagged rocks, our path a hole in the familiar, looming thicket. Our childhood playground, backlit by a flash of sun. I cast a glare over my shoulder, met its twin in the bitter angles of his face.

My cousin leaned against the parlor doorframe, his whole demeanor honed slick and sharp. The boy version of me, staring back from hardened eyes.

He looked older than last year, startlingly so. His hair, though shorter, was still long for River Run. Still white-blond and impeccable, blunt cut right below his cheekbones and slicked back from his face. His hands were larger, his limbs longer, and he was finally as tall as me, grown into the broad, arrogant slope of his father’s shoulders. A sudden ache sliced through my throat—a bone-deep longing for us, the way we’d always been: the three of us bound as one, inseparable until that final, awful day.

“Seriously?” I spat as Ben dragged his sneer from my hair to my shoes. “I thought you’d stay home.”

“I was the first one in the door,” he drawled. “Wanted to see if you had the sack to show your face.”

“Because I’m the fuckup in this scenario? Benjamin. Please.”

“Please whatever. You’re the one who said we were done. And that’s without mentioning the elephant in the room—or, more accurately, the elephant who is decidedly not in this particular room.”

“I’m aware of the elephant.”

“Good, then you’ll recall the elephant was also a huge asshole, right? Or did you totally block out his part in this?”

“I ‘recall’ everything—and as I recall, you started it. You’re the one who ruined us.”

I turned back to the window, stared through our reflected faces, focused on the empty mouth of the path. Winced at the involuntary catch in my voice. He’d sense that weakness and fall upon it like a jackal, lock his jaws the second he hit bone. He always did.

“You started it,” he mimicked. “Like I’m letting either one of you put this on me.”

“It was your fault, Ben.”

“Not all of it. I know I fucked up, but so did he. And you sure did do your part, Ames, so fucking own it. Don’t hole away upstairs, or hide out in the sitting room, crying at the trees.”

“I’m not crying.” I whipped back around to face him, smeared a fist across my stinging eyes. Officially undid my mother’s attempt at makeup repair. Pathetic. “Or hiding.”

“Oh really? Guess that’s for the best. Far as I can tell, nobody’s trying too hard to seek.”

His grin widened at my gasp, flexed open and bit down, feeding on my pain. His laughter followed me as I stalked past him, steeling myself to face our family.






CHAPTER 3 SUMMER 2019


Dinner was always going to be a shit show—a Langston family gathering, especially one including my mother, was a guaranteed runaway train, poised to crash before it even left the station. Add in Aunt Mattie and Uncle Peter, their usual veneer of clenched smiles, cued laughter, and default small talk, and there was nothing to do but sit pretty and hang on tight.

Seven people at a setting for eight, the gaps between us packed edge to edge with unspoken tension and decorative bowls, elaborately folded napkins and edible distractions—platters of carved roast beef and spiral ham; chunks of red potato fried in bacon grease, tossed with garlic and fresh rosemary; sliced tomatoes with salt; green beans from the garden, stewed in smoked pork; corn bread and yeast rolls both, waiting to be split and slathered. I had to bite back a giggle at my mother’s resigned sigh as she settled into the chair across from mine, accepting the temporary abandonment of her usual carb-free lifestyle.

Grandpa sat between us at the head of the table, smiled at Grandma’s ecstatic face at the other end. Aunt Mattie’s gaze swiveled between them, reflecting their siphoned joy. Uncle Peter towered quietly to her right, sent over an apologetic little nod when he reached for his napkin, grazing my shoulder with the crisp crease of his shirtsleeve. Ben was last to the table, of course, sliding in next to my mother with an air of disgruntlement and barely restrained douchebaggery. The chair between him and Grandma, occupied in years previous by my father, stood empty.

The chewing was always the best part of these gatherings. Mouths packed with food, hands busy with utensils and serving spoons. Senses focused and sated. Silent.

Of course, eventually, everyone had to swallow.

“Amy, honey, we’ve just missed you so much.”

Grandma was the one to break the silence this year, which was enough to shock Ben and me into a moment of involuntary eye contact. If there’d ever been an occasion when someone had beaten Aunt Mattie to the punch, it existed in a time line outside our shared memory.

“I missed you too, Grandma. It’s good to be back.”

“Summer always goes too fast,” she sighed. “I feel like I could look out the window any moment and see you and those boys tearing up that trail, you looking all but like a boy yourself. All three of you, covered in mud and banging on the screen door for Popsicles. And here you are now—a young lady. It’s like I have no idea where the years went. You just mean the world to us—you always have. Especially to Benny.”

It had been true at one point—maybe even as recently as a year ago. But if ever a bullshit statement had been uttered at that table, I knew it and Ben knew it. My mother’s sudden cough around a mouthful of wine indicated she wasn’t exactly clueless. Grandma’s eyes were bright, though, above the soft clasp of hands that wanted nothing more than to gather us both and press us back together.

“I’m almost afraid to blink anymore,” she continued, “in case I up and miss everything. He’ll be a senior this fall, you know.”

“Oh, I can hardly wait,” Aunt Mattie gushed. “So many plans and traditions, so many exciting milestones. He’ll be homecoming king, of course. He’s been on the court every year since he started at that school—I can’t think of anyone more suitable.”

“If he keeps his grades up through Christmas.” Uncle Peter chuckled. “But we know he’ll make a fine king, just like his old man. Right, Benny?”

“What? Oh. Sure, Dad.”

“Oh, Benny’s grades are fine, Peter,” Aunt Mattie tinkled. “Lord knows he doesn’t need top honors to run your rock quarry.”

My mother’s snort was more than audible, her follow-up coughing fit impossible to ignore. Uncle Peter’s jaw clenched tight around the silence that followed. He returned to his plate, chewing and swallowing, repurposing his mouth. My aunt’s eyes darted around the table, skipping over Ben’s hunched shoulders and Grandpa’s silence, before snaring themselves on me.

“I expect you’ll be busy as well, won’t you, Amy?” she continued, her voice a light and even lie. “The arts aren’t for everyone, of course, but Eleanor tells me you’re quite the talent.”

“Her talent isn’t the issue.” My mother drained her glass, sloshed a refill from the rapidly emptying bottle. She was already drunk as hell. “More her reluctance to push beyond the bare minimum. If she doesn’t get her priorities in line, she’ll—well, social festivities are the least of her worries. The goal is to stay out of River Run, not eliminate all other options.”

I shoved half a roll into my mouth as their eyes met across the table, though I knew neither expected a reply. This conversation had never been about me.

Aunt Mattie answered my mother’s sardonic grin with an amused little smile, shiny gaze chilling to frost.

“There’s always the family land, Ellie. Amy’s inheritance still stands, even if it’s not to your liking.”

“The land wasn’t the problem for me, Mattie. More the lack of options—speaking in terms both general and excruciatingly specific.”

“Well, it should stay in the bloodline, either way. If Amy doesn’t want it, we can add it to Benny’s.” The smile erupted into teeth. “That plot likely would’ve been yours, too, if there hadn’t been that mess with—”

“Girls.”

Grandma’s voice was a slap across both their mouths. My mother’s face corrected first, undid its snarls and smoothed its lines. She propped her elbows on the table and leaned forward, swung her head slowly right. Zeroed in on Ben, and his polite, crumbling smile.

“So. Senior year. Any big plans? Beyond homecoming king, of course.”

“Not really, ma’am. Might take a year off after graduation. U of Kentucky has a couple programs that could help my future in the business, but it’s kind of far.”

“You can’t be serious. Lexington’s less than an hour.”

“Well, kind of far to drive every day, anyway. Mom doesn’t want me leaving town just yet. You know. It’s a big change.”

“Sometimes a big change can be just the thing.” She swirled her wine, the long-absent River Run drawl sneaking past a tiny smirk as her gaze shifted between my aunt and uncle. “I’m sure you won’t mind a disruption in the routine. So to speak.”

“Oh, we certainly plan to keep busy, wherever Benny is,” Aunt Mattie chirped. “In the meantime, there’s plenty of—”

“I wasn’t talking to you, Madeleine.”

Uncle Peter’s knife skittered on his plate, a bone china screech that set my teeth on edge. He swallowed his mouthful of food, blinked at my mother with eyes like bright blue glass.

“I’m sure I’ll make do either way,” he said slowly, “so long as Benjamin finds his place in the world. Right, son?”

“Sure, Dad,” Ben muttered into his plate.

“Only so many ‘places’ in a small pond.” Mom aimed that smirk at my cousin once more, waiting for him to squirm. “Time to swim, little fish.”

“Oh, it’s just so good to have us all together at the table again,” Grandma broke in, gesturing wildly past my father’s empty chair. “Such a blessing to have everybody home.”

“Oh, isn’t it?” Aunt Mattie latched on to that one like a lifeline, let it drag her back to surface normal. She caught Grandma’s hand in her own, stretched her other across the table toward Ben. He stared at it a beat too long before surrendering his palm to her grasp. “Nothing is more important than family.”

“Hear, hear,” Grandpa piped up. His hand on my shoulder was a strange and crooked claw, foreign as his voice in a conversation as he turned to my mother, fixed an unblinking stare on her bleary eyes. “Family. Right, Eleanor?”

“Oh, certainly, Papa. Hear, hear, indeed.”

I forced a smile on my face, then lowered my eyes a blink at a time until they reached my fork. I focused on my food, on spearing it and chewing it, swallowing without a sound. Doing my best to make it disappear.






CHAPTER 4 SUMMER 2019


My heart sank along with the sun. Night settled in over the trees and the land and the wide stone patio steps, still warm beneath my thighs. The kitchen light flicked on behind me, splashing its bright window frame square across the grass. The path beyond it was a pitch-black, toothless grin.

It was official. Teddy was a no-show.

That Ben had called it was the worst part, by far. He’d tried to warn me—he and my mother and everyone goddamn else on earth had foreseen this as inevitable. Not that him swaggering into the yard right now would realistically be any better, what with said mother still hanging around. Arguing was one thing; open defiance quite another. She’d raised me better than that for damn sure, whether I liked it or not.

Yet here I sat, like an asshole, teeth clenched and eyes on the trees, as if wishing would pluck Teddy from the ether and deposit him onto the grass. I’d spent the entire year since last summer making wishes, wanting nothing more than to return and find him waiting for me, the way he’d sworn he would. Like I’d waited for him, in a loop of endless, futile seasons.

I sensed it before I heard it—a rustle of underbrush, the crunch of twigs. Careful footsteps drawing closer, trying too hard to be quiet. I rose slowly from my perch on the steps, shoulders tensing at the sudden snap of a branch. It wouldn’t be Ben; I’d seen him leave myself, glared at the back of his blond head through the rear window of Uncle Peter’s truck as it wound its way up the hill, away from us. And Teddy wouldn’t be caught dead fumbling around in the dark—even if he had decided to rush over here last minute, he’d have brought a flashlight.

Still, though. What if.

“Teddy?” It came out raw, too low and soft for human ears. I cleared my throat, and the footsteps stopped. Sweat prickled at my temples, gathered cold along the lines of my neck. I had to force the word from my throat. “Hello?”

“Amy?”

“Oh my God, seriously? Nat?”

She burst from the trees in a blur of mist and moonlight, streaming hair and long, pale limbs. Little Nat. A skinny, bright-eyed battering ram slamming through the world. Her silhouette bounded toward me, pulling up short a few feet away, dropping a worn canvas backpack on the ground—Teddy’s old pack, scuffed at the corners and threadbare at the seams.

“Hi,” she squeaked, right before she leaped.

I had to catch her. Had to laugh, even as her forehead butted my chin and I stumbled backward, locked in her sweet, enthusiastic hug. I absolutely had to return that hug, with every bit of my heart.

“Look at you,” I finally breathed, holding her at arm’s length. Taking in that grin and those cheekbones, the knobby knees and wide blue eyes. Teddy’s baseball cap was jammed down over her head; her ponytail sprouted from the hole in the back like a chaotic sunbeam, ending just above her hips. “You got so tall.”

“I’m ten now,” she said, grinning. “Double digits. Bear says I’ll be tall as him, soon enough.”

“I bet you will. Did he…” I couldn’t help but check the space behind her, as if he’d be crouched behind a tree or ducking into the bushes. As if he’d bothered to make the trip in the first place. “I mean, he’s not—”

“He’s at home,” she said, sparing me the effort of coherent speech. “Mom went out and left him in charge.”

“And he let you come over here alone?” Her nonanswer was answer enough, even without the shifty pucker of her mouth. “You snuck out?”

“I didn’t sneak. He put on a movie for us but fell asleep on the couch right at the beginning. So I just left.”

“That’s sneaking, Natasha.”

“Is not. Not if he never knows I’m gone. He’ll sleep the whole night, I bet. He was real down today. Real tired, too.”

“I wouldn’t know.” I bit the edge of my tongue, too late to stem the bitterness. “I haven’t seen him.”

“I know. He felt bad about that, but—well, that’s why I’m here. To figure it out.”

“Good luck with that,” I muttered, half wincing at her scowl. Nat had never been the thundercloud type before, but what the hell did I know. Everything was upside down. “It’s sort of a mess.”

“I know it’s a mess. It’s a mess that sucks. And now that you’re back, you need to fix it.”

“Yeah. Not happening.”

I reclaimed my seat on the steps, patted the space beside me. She settled into it and sat facing me. Her nose was scrunched, her eyes fierce under stern brows that rearranged themselves into uncertainty as she unconsciously gnawed her lower lip—stubborn but nervous, inching toward scared. Determined to find an answer in the worst possible place.

“Please, Amy. Please. How could you let this get so bad?”

“I didn’t ‘let’ anything—know what? You need to talk to your brother.”

“I can’t,” she wailed. “It’s all ruined. Benny won’t even come down anymore—hasn’t been over to the house since you left last year, and dumb old Bear won’t tell me why. No one will tell me shit.”

“I can’t help that, Nat. It’s not my place to tell you his business.”

“I don’t get it. You were there, right? So it’s your business too.”

“Some of it.” I looked away, skin heating at the memory of Ben’s words: Fucking own it. “I did my part, yes. But whatever you hear, it should be from Teddy. The last thing I want to do is make it worse.”

“This is so stupid. Are you still friends with him or not?”

“I don’t know.”

There it was—the truth. A year’s worth of blame and hope and bitter dread, finally falling from my mouth. I’d tried. I’d stalked his mostly quiet social media like it was my life’s true calling. I’d sent him more than a month’s worth of increasingly, embarrassingly plaintive DMs, all of which had gone unanswered. I’d pummeled him with my fears and my feelings, turned on my fucking read receipts, twisted my panic into ultimatums, and still, silence. It was an utter mind fuck, how he could so easily ghost me after our last moment together, but I sure could take a hint. He’d proven he could move on; I was trying my best to do the same.

I’d just always been so very bad at letting him go.

I centered myself with a breath, packed my nerves down deep beneath my skin. Slammed the door on those thoughts before they devoured me.

“But… am I still your friend?” Nat’s voice wavered, damp with unexpected tears. “Are you mad at me too?”

“Oh God. No. Nat, no. Come here.”

Her cap brim nearly took the skin off my face. She flung herself into my outstretched arms, let me gather her close. She really was taller—so angular and gangly, so much bigger than she’d been the last time I’d seen her. Still, a little girl.

“I need to go,” she finally sniffed, drawing back and sitting up. She ground a fist into each eye, smearing her cheeks with tears and sweat. “I don’t want to get Bear in trouble.”

“I can walk you back if you want, in case June’s home. I’ll tell her I came down to get you, so it’s not technically sneaking out.”

“Oh. Nooo, that… would not be good.”

“Goddamn it, Nat. You’re supposed to be grounded, aren’t you?”

“Only till two more days from now. But I did extra chores today, so Mom will probably let me off tomorrow.”

“If she does, come up and see me around lunchtime. We can hang out, maybe go down to the cove. Bring a picnic. Have some girl time.”

“Really? Even though you’re still fighting with—”

“Absolutely.”

“Oh wow. I can’t wait.” She hopped off the step and unzipped her pack, dragged a gigantic silver flashlight from its depths, and flicked it on, hitching the pack over her shoulder. “Best day ever.”

She trotted back toward the path. I watched her go, then rose and followed, chasing down the one bright moment in my dreary day.

“Nat?” She paused at the edge of the woods, cocked her head my way as I caught up. I tugged on her mess of a ponytail, pulled her in for one last hug. Felt her grin against my shoulder. “We’ll always be friends, okay? No matter what kind of shit the boys pull.”

“Promise?”

“World without end.”

She squeezed me tighter at that, then scurried away in a burst of giggles that followed her down the path. The night swallowed her quickly—first her form, then her footfalls, blotting her out bit by bit. Soon, only her light was visible, bouncing brightly as it lit her way. Flitting through the trees like a tiny, happy ghost.






CHAPTER 5 SUMMER 2018—THE FIRST DAY


Don’t be silly, Eleanor. If you have time for a drink at the airport, you have time for a chat with your poor old mama. Amy, the boys came tearing over here a couple hours ago, eager as can be. They’re waiting on you down at the riverbank.”

My mother’s mouth pulled into its usual pucker. You wouldn’t think someone with a next-level case of chronic resting bitch face could manage to look even more unpleasant; somehow, she had it down.

“I hope this isn’t a precedent for this trip, young lady. When I was your age—”

Grandma waved her hand, swiping the rest of my mother’s thought into dust.

“When you were her age, you were running through those woods to the Franklin place and back every time I turned around. Go on, Amy. Go catch up with them.”

“I also didn’t have a series of assignments to complete before August.” She squinted at her phone, holding it high to search for a signal. “Ugh. Never mind, I don’t have time for this. Come kiss me goodbye, Amy. Try not to waste the entire summer, if at all possible.”

Such an even, light tone with an audience, as if she was only joking. As if even a single block of white space in my sketchbook wouldn’t be taken out on me in a million tiny ways. I suffered through her air kiss, waved her into the house, and felt a small, strange stir of pride at the void in my chest.



She’d left me in River Run every summer since I was old enough to be left, completely ignorant that three months away from her meant relief—meant three months without her criticism and scrutiny and hovering shadow. It had taken fifteen years, but that soft, needy part of me that craved her approval had finally scabbed. It did no good to mourn what you never had in the first place.

I set off for the cove on a path I could walk in my sleep, the unchecked trees and ancient boulders enfolding me in their sameness as my thoughts turned to him, like they did every summer before we reunited. Like they did over and over again every season in between.

And every time, my mind would eat itself, wondering if I’d imagined a different slant to his gaze, or whether I’d ever see a return on the years of patient hope; whether he’d ever thought of us as more than childhood friends. Wondering what he’d say, how he’d look. How he’d look at me.

The path broke at the riverbank, opened to the wide, calm cove, tree-ringed and perfect for swimming. I rounded the boulder, and there they were.

My boys.

Ben crouched beneath a tree, lighting a cigarette in his cupped hands and fiddling with the Zippo as he inhaled, sparking then dousing the flame over and over. My cousin was all angles—shoulders and brow, chin and jaw, pale and thin with hair to match. He’d grown it out almost to his collarbone, tucked the ends behind his ears in careless swoops. Teddy leaned against the trunk behind him, wiping his forehead on the hem of his worn T-shirt. Leaf shadows scattered across his skin, played over the dips and swells of his hip bones. Brushed the angles of his sunburned arms, leaner than last year and defined in ways that made my breath go short, then catch, as he shook his hair back from his face.

I’d sketched that face so many times. I’d traced those lips and shaded those cheekbones, captured the shadows of his eyes over and over on countless sketchbook pages. I’d run my fingers over that jaw and neck, smoothed down the dark fan of his hair, blending it past his ears, past his collar, over his shoulders until it matched my memories. Even with every relentless hour at my desk—every drop of talent and training bled from my hands onto rough-toothed paper—none of it came close. None of it prepared me for him.

“Holy shiiiiiiit,” Ben suddenly screamed, flinging his cigarette aside. A wild laugh ripped from my throat as he ran at me and caught me in a hug, hopping up and down in crazy circles. “Amy, you’re taller than me. Teddy, the girl is taller than me. She might even be taller than you. Goddamn, child, I missed you.”

“I missed you too. So much.” I meant to match his shriek, but a sudden rush of emotion dropped it to a whisper. Ben’s hugs always felt like home.

The approach of Teddy’s footsteps at my back tugged at my limbs and heart; the quiet words that followed curled through me like a breath of smoke.

“There’s my city girl.”

His voice was lower than I remembered. I spun directly from Ben’s arms to his, pulling him closer than I’d ever dared. If I’d had any doubts, they dissolved as he enfolded me. I wasn’t imagining the tremble in my eyelids, or the barely audible rasp of his inhale. I wasn’t inventing the slight tilt of his head, or the brush of his lips against my jaw as he spoke.

“How about me? Did you miss me, Ames?”

“Only every single day.”

“Yeah, that sounds about right.” He drew back, taking me in from the ground up. “Damn. Benny, you called it. Girl went and grew up on us, all at once.”

“Hopefully to your satisfaction.”

Something unfamiliar, almost wicked, flared in his eyes.

“No complaints here.” He pulled me in again, one hand drifting over my back, the other sneaking into my hair. I dropped my forehead to his shoulder, squeezed my eyes shut at the rise and fall of his chest.

Ben wandered back to the riverbank and bent over, scouring the ground. He reached down, plucked his still-lit cigarette from the dirt, and took a drag, standing straight then bending backward to exhale into the sky. I barely noticed his follow-up sigh, or the way he turned toward the river, fixed his eyes on the flow of the current.

Too much was happening beneath my skin. Everything was suddenly real.



Hours later, we huddled around our bonfire, formed as always by our own years-old ritual: I gathered exactly fifteen smooth, fist-size river rocks and arranged them in a circle in the center of the clearing. Teddy scoured the surrounding woods for dead branches, stockpiling enough to sustain a blaze long into the night. Ben gathered and prepared kindling scraps, then lit the fire itself.

He’d done four years of Boy Scouts proud with the perfect little bundle of sticks and dried grass, but his big production fell flat when he held the lighter to the kindling and thumbed the flint wheel. It didn’t even spark.

Teddy dropped his head in his hands as Ben shook the Zippo, tried a second time, and came up empty.

“Again, Benny? I told you to quit fucking around with it about a thousand times.”

“Don’t tell me it came as a shock when I ignored you.” Ben flicked the wheel another couple times before giving up. “Well, what now? Don’t you have your own shitty lighter? Or did you come out here prepared to bum off mine, like usual?”

“Since when do I count on your slack ass, Benny?” Teddy grinned, producing a plastic Bic and making quick work of the kindling. “Happy now?”

“Very. You’re a credit to us all, Theo. To your family, your legacy, and River Run itself.”

“Don’t call me Theo, bitch.”

“Bitch, I’ll call you whatever I want.” He glanced at me, then cracked up, smacking Teddy’s shoulder. “Oh shit, dude, look at her face. I always forget the introductory adjustment period.”

“Every year, Amy.” Teddy shook his head. “You show up and act all shocked, like you haven’t heard us do this a million times. Like you forgot all about us.”

“Can you blame me? You guys are horrible. Like, why are we even friends?”

“Eh, whatever, Ames.” Teddy smirked, unfurling from his hunch and stretching on the ground like a snake, tapping his knuckles to Ben’s extended fist. “You can’t get enough of us.”

I didn’t answer. Of course I hadn’t forgotten their unfiltered dynamic—how they constantly dragged each other, launched profanity and insults and snark through the air like skipping stones, passed them off as jokes before they left a mark. Of course I hadn’t forgotten them. But I did do my best to sweep them away each year, bury them alongside everything I missed too much—eleven summers, countless memories. A load too heavy to lug with me through winter.

“Guys, look.” Ben’s hushed voice drew our eyes. He lay on his back, gaze fixed overhead, lit by the fire and the fading day. Teddy dropped down next to him and I stretched out the opposite way, my head resting between both of theirs.

The treetops formed a frame around the sky, around that slow, immeasurable shift from bruise-purple dusk to deep, limitless night. Stars winked into view, clusters bursting into layers, closer, then far, then farthest. Infinite.

“It never gets old, does it?” Teddy’s voice brushed against my ear and I turned my head his way, falling into his gentle, upside-down smile. “I’m glad you came back to us.”

“I’ll always come back to you, Teddy.”

The words rode out on my heart, vacating my mouth before I thought to close it. I snapped my eyes to the sky, fixing them desperately on the moon. Dreading his reply.

Silence. Nothing but slow, even breathing. I marinated in humiliation, hoping Ben hadn’t heard, wondering how long they’d string this one out. They’d make it last the season, no doubt, rag on me until the words lost even their most basic meaning.

Teddy’s fingers touched my cheek. My breath stuttered as they slid to my chin, tilting my face back toward him. Firelight stroked shadows over his features, turned his eyes to candle flame. They drew mine in, caught and held, in a way they never had before.

“Careful what you wish for, Ames. If I had my way, you’d never leave me again.”






CHAPTER 6 SUMMER 2019


The doorbell dragged me from a haze of clasping hands and running feet, swirls of sky and sun and river green. Our world in watercolor, splashed beneath my sleeping eyelids. I opened my eyes to the ceiling, then squinted at the antique clock on the nightstand. Shook myself awake at the angle of the hands: almost three in the afternoon already. I hadn’t meant to nap so long.

I hadn’t meant to nap at all, actually—hadn’t done more than set my pencils down and stretch out on the bed, flex the tension from my fingers and arms and back. At least I’d gotten some good stuff done before my accidental slumber. I stretched and yawned, closed the sketchbook on images my instructors would never see: Ben as an ersatz Loki, bound but defiant, trickster grin staring down a hissing serpent; Teddy’s form sprouting from the riverbed rocks like a half-carved statue, chisel in hand, chipping himself free; an updated version of Nat: a Neverland refugee tougher than any Lost Boy, last summer’s flower-petal wings swapped out for shredded cobwebs, pointed elf ears, and a wicked, lovely smile; the four of us, each depicted as an element—earth, air, fire, and water, separate but inseparable. Each miserable without the rest.

As for my actual assigned work, I’d officially completed sixteen thumbnail sketches—sixteen out of the daily goal of fifty. My mother was going to kill me.

The day had been a long and lonely slog mostly spent holed up in my room, listening for the riding mower and forbidding myself from approaching the window. I still hadn’t seen Teddy, but no way would I let his first glimpse of me be my face peeking around a curtain, staring at him like a goddamn stalker.

I hated that he worked for us. I fucking hated it.

The deal at Grandma’s was a pretty good one, all things considered—River Run’s employment opportunities that didn’t involve either Uncle Peter’s limestone quarry or freelance meth production were limited even for adults, let alone a teenager with no car. But Teddy was one person, wrangling a property that would’ve been a bitch for a professional landscaping crew, and Grandma was a cheapskate in the way old people are, maintaining willful ignorance of inflation and the wage gap, treating the arrangement like he was supplementing his allowance instead of supporting his family. Assuming what she paid was plenty because he was seventeen and too proud to ask for more.

I’d spent the past two summers watching my best friend bust his ass in the sun, working for a pittance that was one late payment away from literally going right back to my grandparents for rent and utilities on the trailer. June’s employment history was succinctly defined as erratic; she managed to keep the lights on and the water running, feed her children and herself, but anything beyond that was a perpetual maybe, tricked out of spare change and odd jobs.

Still, I’d never heard him complain. He arrived at his scheduled time and cycled through his tasks like a machine, refusing to leave before the day’s agenda was complete. He was on the riding mower two days a week. The flowerbeds took up a day on their own, including weeding, mulching, and transplanting. Edging, raking, and pruning took up the other two days. Assorted heavy labor, such as branch removal, brush clearing, rock hauling, or general repairs happened as needed, sometimes adding a sixth day to his schedule, which he worked without comment. Tackled, even, with a dedication that masked the truth of its own frustration. As if the constant flame of my ambition hadn’t long ago recognized in him its own determined twin.

I dragged ass all the way downstairs as the doorbell chimed a third time, not bothering to check what I knew was a groggy, tousled reflection in the foyer mirror. Decidedly unprepared to face the person waiting on the far side of the doorway.

He was still in his work clothes, the usual jeans and T-shirt streaked with grass stains, heavy with sweat and dirt. His hair was long and loose, tucked behind his ears. His eyes widened as they met mine, then moved over me, took me in. Lingered on my limbs and lips, my wide, rapt gaze. Drank the curves of my body in a single, swooping gulp.

“Hey, City Girl.”

Sparks surged beneath my skin, woken by the drawl of that voice. All the times I’d imagined this moment—all the words I’d planned, the practiced scowls and scornful dismissals—those things burned away like mist in sunlight. And as we stood there, me on one side of the threshold, him on the other, I stopped caring about the details and the anger, and the finer points of my resentful broken heart. In that moment, it just didn’t matter.

He was here.

“I waited for you.” It came out softer, needier than I wanted. Stronger by far than the sudden melt of my bones. I faltered, then rallied, made myself call him out before I lost my nerve. “Yesterday, I mean—you never showed up. You never answered my e-mails. You could have messaged me, at least, or picked up a phone at some point in the last year. I thought—”

“I know. I wanted to stop by, but I figured Ben—I knew he’d get dragged down here at some point, and I didn’t want to start that shit all over again. I just wanted to see you.” He stepped closer, holding my eyes. His hand twitched, like he wanted to reach for me, but wasn’t sure if it was a good idea. “And the DMs, the e-mails—I know you’re pissed. I get it; I’d be pissed too. Things have been—shit.” He searched my face, shoulders sagging as he took in my measured, unblinking stare. “Yeah, I should just go. If you want.”

“Oh my God, shut up.” It only took a step to cross the distance between us. We filled that space with each other—with unasked questions and impatient hearts. I pressed my face against his neck, breathing in the mess of him. “Don’t you go anywhere. Ever again.”

“I won’t.” His lips moved against my hair, gently, like I’d break. Or like he would. “Amy, you don’t even know. I missed you so much, every single day.”

The words flowed through me like an echo, familiar and wistful. Winding inevitably into my heart. He was sweaty and dirty, and ruining my shirt. He was all the things I needed in the world.

“I missed you too. I have to tell you something, though.” I paused, every second ticking us closer to the inevitable confession—the winter I’d spent at someone else’s side. “Can we talk?”

“We need to,” he answered, voice shifting almost imperceptibly. “Ames, this past year… well, it’s complicated.”

“That doesn’t sound as benign as you think it does, Teddy,” I muttered, drawing away from him. Stepping back until my heels grazed the threshold. Complicated. A word said through half a smile, when you need to sand the edges off things you don’t really want to say. “Should I just go back inside, or… ?”

“It’s not like that. There’s just a lot to sort out—expectations versus reality, I guess. Can you come back with me?”

“To your place?”

“If that’s okay. I told Mom I’d bring her home, but after that, I’m yours.” He craned his neck, peered over my shoulder to the foyer behind me. “Is she here?”

“What? I don’t think so.” I glanced at the coatrack. Grandma’s purse was gone, along with Grandpa’s cap and cane, and my mother’s bag. “No, I guess she’s still out. I was drawing, and I fell asleep, and—”

“You fell asleep? She just took off, without telling you?”

“They left around noon, with my mom. Does she owe you a check? She might’ve put it on the counter.”

“Wait. Who are you talking about?”

“Um, my grandmother? Your employer, who lives here? Who are you talking about?”

“Jesus.” He shook his head, rubbing a hand over his eyes. “Nat, Amy. I’m looking for Nat. She’s not here?”

“I haven’t seen her today,” I said. And I hadn’t—she’d never shown up for girl time. “I assumed she was still grounded.”

“But—if she’s not here—” His eyes roamed across the porch, over the lawn, stopping at the edge of the woods, then swung back to me. “How did you know she’d been grounded?”

“Oh.” Shit. “Yeah, you fell asleep during the movie last night, and she came to see me. Don’t be mad.”

“She snuck out?” His mouth puckered, wavered between a snarl and a smile. “Goddamn. That’ll teach me, huh? Need to put a bell on that girl. Like a cat.”

“She made it home, right? Before June got back?”

“I woke up during the credits and she was right next to me, getting chip crumbs all over the couch. Sent her to bed myself. Not sure when Mom got in, but they were both up when I left this morning. She was all excited about coming over here.” I watched him sort through his thoughts, watched those thoughts etch themselves across his brow in worried lines. “She really never showed?”

“No, but it was tentative. She didn’t know if she’d be allowed out. We were supposed to have lunch down at the cove, but I told her to meet me at the house. Would she even go near the water on her own?”

“Has done a couple of times. Worth a look to know for sure.”

It was instinct as much as anything, the way we turned as one toward the path. The way our footfalls synced, pacing each other as I fell into step beside him. I didn’t realize I’d forgotten my shoes until I stumbled on a protruding root. Teddy heard my gasp and reached for my hand, drew me closer as we reached the clearing.

“Well, she was here at some point.” He nodded at the blue-striped beach towel sitting bright and blameless at the base of the giant oak. “We must’ve just missed her.”

“Wouldn’t she have come to the house?”

“She probably did. You said you were sleeping, right? Maybe you didn’t hear the doorbell.”

“Maybe.” I glanced down at our hands, still entwined from when he’d steadied me. So natural and right, I’d forgotten to let go. “Either she went there, or back to your place. Where she also might be, at this very moment.”

It was like I’d run out of words. The conversation was happening on its own, making the same nonsensical loop over the same obvious, already stated suggestions, until I didn’t know if I was parroting him or myself. Dear God, was I a mess. If I didn’t gather my shit together, I was going to ruin everything.

I squeezed my eyes shut, frantically sorting my thoughts from my heartbeats, and when I opened them, his gaze was waiting to meld with mine. His smile untwisted, reformed into something softer. Still, he held himself back, even as I stepped closer. Even as his free hand rose to brush a leaf from my shoulder, then lingered, fingertips barely grazing my collarbone. I could see what it cost to keep himself at bay, though I could hardly fault him. We both knew exactly how useless we’d be to Nat or anyone else once we let ourselves sink beneath that surface.

We had time. We had a summer’s worth of moments to make it perfect.

“Come on,” he whispered. “I’ll check in with Mom, make sure Nat’s settled, and we can take a walk, if you want. Maybe hang out on the porch, or at the firepit.”

“Or in your room.”

The words fell on him as heavy as I wanted, all the questions and answers between us resolved with the meaning of their weight. His eyes flashed and darkened, thunderclouds promising a violent, lovely squall.

That look. That goddamn look that had crushed too many to count, leveled at me full force. Wrenching me in two, as his brow grazed mine.

“Or that. Let’s go.”

I gulped a jittery breath as he walked away from me, headed for Nat’s things.

“Should we check the rest of the woods first?” I asked, hating the shrill timbre of my own voice. Hating even more the space between us, and the way it widened with every step.

“My money’s on her being home. She leaves her towels and shit out here all the time. Might as well grab them now, save her a trip back.” His words ended in a laugh as he lifted the folded towel, shook it out, and draped it over his arm, revealing the package of Nutter Butters underneath. “Son of a bitch. Looks like I need to have a chat with Miss Natasha about going through my room.”

“You hide cookies in your room?”

“I do if I want to get my share. She’ll inhale a sleeve of these in no—huh. That’s weird.”

“What is it?”

“Her shoes are still here. Her clothes too. Everything.” He picked up the baseball cap, pushed aside the dirt-streaked beach cover-up, polka-dotted pink and neatly folded, resting atop the neon-green flip-flops. A water canteen and Teddy’s pack lay side by side at the bottom of the stack. “Is she just like, wandering around in her bathing suit?”

I turned away from him, scanning the trees for a flash of color or a hint of movement. Cocked my head, listened for footsteps or a stifled giggle. The woods were quiet, though—as quiet as they ever got, anyway, what with the rustle of trees and brush, the occasional bird twitter, the steady swoosh of the river. No sign of Nat or anyone else.

“She wouldn’t have gone home barefoot.” Teddy’s face was drawn and wary, visibly fighting a sudden rising tide of panic. It washed over me all at once, chilling me to my toes. “The trail goes to gravel about a hundred feet from the yard, cuts your feet up bad. She knows better.”

“I’ll go back to the house. We could have crossed paths and missed each other.”

“Look for any sign of her—maybe she’s in the garden. Or went to the back door.” He slung the towel and her pack over his shoulder, scooped the food and clothes and shoes into a frantic jumble against his chest. “Maybe she—check everywhere, Ames, and call—oh God. I have to go.”

And he was gone, cutting across the cove and disappearing into the trees, headed down the path to his home, and I was already fleeing, ignoring the rocks and twigs shredding my soles as I raced back up the hill. Trying as hard as I could not to think of her abandoned things, nestled in the roots at the water’s edge.



“Nothing yet, Millie. They’re getting a search together, back down the hill.”

Grandpa’s voice drifted out low, a resigned, downtrodden murmur creeping through the doorway. Grandma raised her head from her folded hands, her silent prayer cut short as I crossed the threshold; crossed from the orderly gleam of parquet to the cool, smooth stone of the kitchen floor. Both of them eyed me, slowing my feet to a stop halfway to the table.

Well over an hour had passed since I’d burst out of the woods and scrambled to find my shoes in the still-empty house. Instead of waiting around on my ass, I’d doubled back and searched everywhere I could think to search—the shed, my mother’s old playhouse. The expanse of gardens and freshly mown grass, all the way to the property line. Never mind that Teddy had spent his morning out there; it wouldn’t have been the first time Nat had roped us into hide-and-seek, giggling from the shadows as we combed the woods, unknowing participants in a game we hadn’t agreed to play.

She wasn’t there. She wasn’t anywhere.

I’d returned to the house breathless and frantic, catapulted through the foyer and past the bewildered faces of my family, just returned from town, to answer my grandparents’ ringing landline. My mother had listened to my half of the babbled conversation with a set jaw, something like fear creeping into her eyes, and calmly taken the receiver from my hand. After a brief exchange with June, she’d hung up, then put in a call to Aunt Mattie, waving me away. Taking over.

Now, I watched her from the doorway as she set a plate of cheese and crackers on the table and poured herself a coffee, ran a dish towel over the granite countertop, brushed away nonexistent crumbs from the stove. Grandpa’s jaws worked around a wad of tobacco in slow, rhythmic contrast to his trembling hands.

“Oh Jonas, this is just terrible,” Grandma murmured. “Oh Lord, poor June. I can’t imagine how I’d feel if my child went missing. I just can’t.”

“You really think she’s—missing? As in lost?” A waking, numbing horror overtook my confusion as the words settled, sowed themselves, rooted in my mind. My grandfather blinked at me, eyes bloodshot and sad. “Grandpa. Tell me.”

“Well now, Amy, you know how kids tend to wander. Could be she’s off somewhere, taking her time to get home. Could be holed up in a hiding spot, or off with a friend. Wouldn’t be the first—” He cut off at the gentle weight of my mother’s hand on his shoulder, her fingers pressing indentations into his shirt. “Anyhow, so far as we know, there ain’t been no sign of her—she’s gone. Vanished into thin air.”

Grandpa kept talking, but his words went fuzzy, circling my head and drifting past unheard as I spiraled away. A single syllable breaking off from the fray, screaming itself raw over and over again.

Gone.

“I’ll put together a casserole for June,” Grandma said, rising from her chair and crossing to the counter. “She’ll need to eat, keep her strength up. You and Benny can take it down the hill. And—yes, I should do one for Madeleine, too.”


OEBPS/e9781534451247/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534451247/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534451247/fonts/NothingYouCouldDo.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534451247/fonts/Lato-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534451247/fonts/IndieFlower.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534451247/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534451247/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Content Warning


		Chapter 1: Summer 2019


		Chapter 2: Summer 2019


		Chapter 3: Summer 2019


		Chapter 4: Summer 2019


		Chapter 5: Summer 2018—The First Day


		Chapter 6: Summer 2019


		Chapter 7: Summer 2019


		Chapter 8: Summer 2018


		Chapter 9: Summer 2019


		Chapter 10: Summer 2019


		Chapter 11: Summer 2018


		Chapter 12: Summer 2019


		Chapter 13: Summer 2019


		Chapter 14: Summer 2019


		Chapter 15: Summer 2018


		Chapter 16: Summer 2019


		Chapter 17: Summer 2019


		Chapter 18: Summer 2018


		Chapter 19: Summer 2019


		Chapter 20: Summer 2019


		Chapter 21: Summer 2018—Fourth of July


		Chapter 22: Summer 2019


		Chapter 23: Summer 2019


		Chapter 24: Summer 2018


		Chapter 25: Summer 2019


		Chapter 26: Summer 2019


		Chapter 27: Summer 2018


		Chapter 28: Summer 2019


		Chapter 29: Summer 2018


		Chapter 30: Summer 2019


		Chapter 31: Summer 2019


		Chapter 32: Summer 2019


		Chapter 33: Summer 2019


		Chapter 34: Summer 2018—The Last Day


		Chapter 35: Summer 2019


		Chapter 36: Summer 2019


		Chapter 37: Summer 2018—The Last Day


		Chapter 38: Summer 2019


		Chapter 39: Summer 2019


		Chapter 40: Summer 2019


		Chapter 41: Summer 2019—The Last Day


		Resources


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		I


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374








OEBPS/e9781534451247/images/9781534451247.jpg
EVERYONE HAS
SOMETHING

N -





OEBPS/e9781534451247/images/title.jpg
WHERE
SECRETS
LIE

eva V. gibson

SIMON & SCHUSTER I@Ha

NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY NEW DELHI





OEBPS/e9781534451247/fonts/Lato-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534451247/fonts/StintUltraCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534451247/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


