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PROLOGUE
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“Brookie,” Mom begins in a warning tone. I sigh but obligingly pop my earbud out of one ear. I have to actually pay attention, because somehow moms can sniff out half attentiveness like last night’s rotting dinner, even across a crackling cell connection.

“Yes, Mom,” I say with resignation. I lightly tap the brakes, trying to survive the treachery that is I-90 from Spokane to Seattle. And like any other college sophomore, I’m aching for home and hearth, especially Mom’s cooking. I survey the slick, stupid mess of the highway. I’d hoped to beat the rush.

Not going to happen.

I downshift, keeping one hand on the wheel with one ear pressed to the cell as to assist my brakes as the blue and red strobes pulse along the banked snow at the sides of the road.

What the hell? Great, I think.

“Be careful, honey, I-90 is sloppy right now. Your father and I have been listening to the weather reports for the Snoqualmie Pass—”

I roll my eyes. “Mom,” I interrupt, trying to be the Good Daughter and missing it with the irritation in my voice. “There’s been an accident up ahead . . .” I squint my eyes as I take in the pileup. Medics are already swarming the vehicles.

“What?” Mom asks anxiously and I can see her put her hand to her heart. Drama R Us.

“Not me, Mom.” I look ahead. “There are three cars ahead of me, but . . . I won’t be home for supper. There’s no way.”

“It’s more important to have you home safely than for you to be reckless.”

Like that would ever happen, I think.

“Did you remember your sheet music?” Mom asks as I watch the police officer’s hands, his orange baton guiding our slow progress around the crunched cars in my lane. My eyes sweep the wreckage and I swallow, my stare shifting to the blooming red that spreads underneath the huddle of medics, so red against all the snow.

Blood.

I shiver, setting the phone on my seat, Mom oblivious as my hand lands on my binder of sheet music on the passenger seat without looking. It’s full of music I practice, music I’ve written . . . audition scores as well. I’m more likely to forget my purse than to leave my music binder somewhere. I hear her tinny voice and scoop up the cell again.

“Yes . . . right here,” I say, distracted by the scene reflected in my rearview mirror.

“Good, because Aunt Millicent is coming to hear you play for Christmas, dear.”

Christ, I think, mentally rubbing my head. My great aunt is 120 at least. She’ll never die because she’s from Alaska. She was one of the early pioneers of that area back in the forties with a bunch of other salty old crabs as she calls them.

Aunt Milli never lets us forget it. Y’know, the old story: When we were kids we walked to school backward in ninety-mile-an-hour winds in ten feet of snow.

My eyes drop to the odometer. Shit . . . thirty miles per hour. At this rate I’ll be home by New Year’s. The dark night crowds in around my Scion as Mom talks about how much Aunt Milli appreciates my piano-playing talent; she claims music runs in the family.

Uh-huh. Blowhard.

I scowl, thinking about the piano-playing puppet I’ve become to the family.

I guess it’s better than being that Asian kid who could speak four languages by the age of five. But not by much.

My parents have pushed me because I’m the local piano prodigy.

I’m just a girl. I never tell anyone what I can do.

What I’m compelled to do. It’s kind of embarrassing. As soon as someone knows my talent with the keys of a piano, it defines me. I wish it didn’t. I just want to be Brooke Elizabeth Starr.

Mom asks me a question. Twice.

Oops.

“Yeah?” I say, my eyes trained on the road, the yellow dashes making me nauseous as huge snowflakes fall. I feel like I’m trapped inside a snow globe.

“I need to let you go, honey. You don’t need the distraction of talking on your cell.” That’s Mom, conservative to the core.

I hear a chime in the background. Our doorbell.

“What’s that?” I ask anyway.

Mom hesitates. “I don’t know, we’ve kept our calendar open; just your brother, Dad and you tonight. Oh . . . and Aunt Milli.”

I give a small groan at that.

“Bill?” I hear Mom ask in a loud voice from what I know is the kitchen. I can see her in my mind like a painted picture. Her back leans against the wall, a finger twisting the long cord of our 1980s vintage wall phone. The guts show through the clear acrylic housing. It lights when it rings.

I can tell Mom’s holding the phone against her shoulder as she calls out to Dad.

There’s a muffled noise . . . then a shuffle.

Those old phones are archaic as hell but they convey sound very well.

“Mom?” I ask because it’s odd that she’s not responding. I sit up straight in my seat as the hot air blowing out of the heater vent becomes suffocating.

Then I hear a sliding crash that sounds like a load of glass falling onto the tile floor. My memories of our home floor plan go into overdrive.

Trophies . . . my piano trophies are on that glass tabletop in the foyer.

I unconsciously clench my cell.

A car behind me honks and my eyes dip again to the odometer. Twenty miles per hour.

I don’t accelerate.

Sweat breaks out on my upper lip as my hands begin to shake.

“Mom!” I scream

A gurgle that makes my stomach drop greets me as I hear the receiver bang against a hard surface.

It’s so loud it almost causes me to drop my phone.

The driver behind me lays on his horn, passing on the left, taking the icy road at forty miles per hour.

He flips me off as he does.

I hear the phone clunk against the wall. I see it in my mind’s eye like a movie, unwinding at the end of its long cord, spinning . . . hitting the wall with a hollow slap of plastic. . . .

Then nothing.

A piercing scream fills the receiver and I gasp, a sob erupting from my mouth. I know that scream.

Joey!

I put on the brakes in the middle of the highway, my ear pressed to the cell, as my hand leaves the steering wheel and covers my mouth.

Cars pile up behind me, some drivers leaning on their horns.

I hear the phone stop banging, then something dragging.

Like a body.

This isn’t real, my mind numbly says.

Thunk.

Someone taps on my window as I begin to lose circulation in my ear.

Breathing. That’s what I hear now. Every sense I have goes off-line except for my ear against that cell.

It’s all I hear.

Someone is breathing into the receiver.

Then they slowly hang it up in its cradle.

Click.

My cell phone silences.

It drops to the floorboards of my car, sliding underneath the gas pedal.

Someone opens the door.

It’s the police officer who was directing traffic.

It can’t be, that was hours ago, I think.

“Miss . . . ?” He looks at me and I stare back.

I can’t think. Feel . . . move.

Mom was just asking me when I was coming home.

I’m sure she’s fine. Something just fell.

She’s not dead. Nobody’s dead.

My body begins a fine quaking that I’m helpless to quell.

Aunt Milli is there . . . being the old-relative cheek pincher she is.

Everything’s fine. Everything’s . . . definitely not fine.

Just breathe. Breathe.

“Miss, I’m going to have to ask you to step out of your car.” A flashlight moves over my face and I don’t blink, his voice sounding like it’s underwater.

I don’t move, I can’t move. Because all I hear is breathing.

It’s so loud it drowns out my thoughts.

The cop moves toward me and I pitch forward face-first.

Darkness greets me where consciousness had been.

Sometimes that is the mind’s only way to protect itself.


Two weeks later


He’s hunkered down in front of me. My mind is searching, searching . . . Oh yeah, Decatur Clearwater.

FBI. That’s right. The memory sluggishly plugs into place in the slow-moving river of my mind.

The debris of my grief makes it crawl.

Marshal Clearwater gives me a sad smile of sympathy, his eyes flicking to the sheen in mine. “I know this is difficult, Miss Starr . . .” he begins slowly, spreading his hands out to his sides as he balances on his heels.

My gaze shifts to his, traveling from orbs so dark they almost blend with the pupils, to a fresh-looking scar that stands at ugly attention at his throat. It’s bright pink, angry.

Somebody did that to him.

Suddenly the violence of that wound reminds me of my family and I swallow hard past the lump in my throat.

I’m not going to lose it yet again, I tell myself.

I bite my lip until I taste the metallic flavor of my own blood. Then take a deep breath.

I nod, my hands clutching the Christmas gift that Aunt Milli had brought me. I close my eyes, the vision of her frail broken body softer than the reality.

The Feds had told me just enough to fill in the visual gaps.

Clearwater stands and presses his card into my hand. “If you need anything, I’m here.”

I think people just say those things. They know that people for the most part inherently do not want to impose on others. Especially families like mine: upper-class white—prestigious. No, we white-bread snobs don’t inconvenience others with our dirty laundry.

I look again at Clearwater, whose dark skin signals his mixed ethnicity. He returns my stare with level, honest eyes. He doesn’t see me as a white rich girl, with that critical gaze fueled by the common assumption that I’m privileged, spoiled. Marshal Clearwater is color blind. Don’t ask me how I can tell, but I just can.

He turns to his partner, a tall, tattooed Fed with cool eyes and an indifferent disposition. Tough. He wears a suit, they all do . . . but it doesn’t cover his neck. Ebony ribbons of ink circle his thick throat and I swallow.

A small hand squeezes my shoulder.

Lacey. I cover her hand with my own.

“It’ll be okay,” she says in a whisper. The empty sentiment runs off my consciousness like water off a duck’s back. Lacey is the last bit of glue from the remnants of a childhood now gone. The one thread in the fabric of my past that’s been there since the beginning. I can’t think of a time in my life when she wasn’t a part of it. Her eyes tell me it’ll be okay.

But nothing will be okay. Ever.

I try to keep my focus narrow but it widens as I sit there. The Feds pick up small plates filled with appetizers provided by our upscale neighborhood in Magnolia.

A house isn’t a home without your family.

I clutch the gift tighter.

Our neighbors use the china Mom kept locked behind glass cabinet doors. I take a deep, shuddering breath as I see the slim, delicate plates being passed. Cups of real espresso are next, the creamy porcelain moving in a parade of hands.

Suddenly, the background of murmured condolences, china and glass clanking . . . my home full of strangers, is too much.

I stand. All I see is black. I can’t see the colors of my family for the sea of black-clad mourners who fill every corner of my house.

I choke on my grief.

Marshal Clearwater sees me, his eyes meet mine.

No one else does.

His face grows alarmed as he sets his dish on the edge of the coffee table. Black eyes grow larger as he draws nearer, weaving through the bodies in black. My breath comes hard and fast.

“Hey,” he says as he moves between the last people blocking his way to me.

I can’t breathe; something heavy is on my chest.

“What’s wrong with her?” I hear Lacey ask in a tight voice, her concerned hazel eyes above mine.

I’m on the ground now, a tight wheeze the only breath that comes through.

People crowd.

“Step back,” Clearwater says in a voice like a bell.

“Deca—” the big Fed begins.

“Hyperventilating,” Clearwater says in terse reply.

My eyes roll to that package from Aunt Milli. It tumbles from my fingers. My panic rises in my eyes, tightening my chest further.

“I’m here, Brooke,” Marshal Clearwater says, those dark eyes never leaving mine. “Breathe slowly . . .”

He sees me glance at the package.

Clearwater picks it up and sets it in my hand. Tears squeeze out of my eyes, running down each side of my face, pooling in my ears.

“Jesus . . . Brooke,” Lacey says, dabbing at the tears, her own mingling with mine as she gives Clearwater a dark look, like he’s the enemy, not my grief. Always ready to champion me, defend me against all comers.

I stare into Marshal Clearwater’s eyes. Thanking him without speaking.

The corners of the Fed’s eyes crinkle as he looks into mine. “You’re welcome.”

My hand holds the small package tighter as my breath comes in a sudden whoosh.

“There you go,” Clearwater says as eyes stare at me as I lay on the floor of our living room, needles from the Christmas tree making it smell like pine.

I take another breath . . . Another. They hurt.

He holds out his hands and I take one, Lacey takes the other.

They pull me up. I turn and scoop up the package again.

I steady myself, slightly dizzy. Feeling like the lamest of fools. “I need some air,” I say, head down.

Clearwater nods. His partner’s root-beer brown eyes follow me out to the patio that overlooks Puget Sound. I let the smell of the sea overwhelm me as I lean against the railing, Lacey at my back.

“Brooke . . .” she begins and I hold up my palm. She continues anyway. “They mean well.” Lacey looks at me as she always does: determined to fix my problems, or just determined.

I nod. I know.

I look over the water. How everything around me appears so normal. People walking in the chilled rain. Leaves lingering in trees too stubborn to release them.

The waves churning in angry abandon.

None of it cares that time doesn’t move forward for those who grieve.

My chin dips to my chest and I sit down on the patio furniture, the temperature too cold for my light outfit of a simple black wrap dress, heels, and thin nylons. It’s what I can manage.

All I can manage. Oh yeah, I brushed my teeth. I give a little hiccupy laugh.

Slowly, Lacey lowers herself opposite me. I look at her, round eyes meet mine, dark blond hair frames a face I’ve known since infancy, through dolls, makeup, boyfriends and now—death. “You don’t have to do this, y’know.”

I nod. I know.

“The police have handed it over to the Feds . . . and they don’t have any questions for me. I’ve been cleared,” I say and laugh. “So . . . it’s time.” Time to escape the inescapable; my guilt will get packed along with the rest of my emotional baggage. I take it wherever I go.

It sounds kinda like a sob.

Lacey reaches out and takes my hand.

“I’ll miss you.” Her eyes search mine. “And for what it’s worth, I think it’s too soon. And, Brookie . . .”

Her use of my nickname makes a fat tear brim and roll from my swollen eyes.

“Your music,” she whispers.

“Fuck my music. I don’t ever want to see another piano again,” I say with conviction birthed from pain. My voice comes out like a raw wound and Lacey flinches.

I inhale deeply, the cold salt in the air soothing my lungs, invigorating me.

“A fresh start, Lacey. It’s what I need. No more music, no more . . . expectations.” I fling my hand around at the house.

“You don’t have to sell this place,” Lacey says in a low voice.

“Why would I keep it?” I ask with heavy sarcasm. “What do I have to come home to?” I hiss, embracing my anger.

Stages of grief, y’know. Of course, the experts don’t say how long each stage is, do they?

I think the anger stage will be awhile.

“And school?” Lacey cocks a brow and I cringe inside a little. Even though everyone at the university understands, the tragedy of my family’s death has sensationalized the small community of pianists. I am no longer a fellow pianist but tabloid fodder . . . the poor little girl forever marked by a brutal tragedy. Once a top contender for Juilliard, my hard-earned respect is now overshadowed by the infamous killings that seem to define me now.

Juilliard could suck it, there would be another . . . golden girl. Or guy. I fold my arms and Lacey knows when she’s lost. Juilliard can’t have me now . . . because—I can’t have them. Music and the memories of my family are inexplicably linked. It’s what I deserve, anyway. Why did I get to live when none of them did? I should have been here. Should have been with them.

“Okay,” she says in a quiet voice. “But you promise me . . . Promise me that you’ll come back.”

Tears of anger masking my sadness run down my face. “I can’t, Lace. I can’t.” How can I play piano when they can’t listen? How can I live here again when every space I breathe in has their absence in it? There would never be enough oxygen for me.

“Miss Starr,” Marshal Clearwater interrupts us.

I clear my throat, swiping at my wet face, which heats with embarrassment. “Yes,” I say.

He pauses, those dark eyes probing my own. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

I nod, expecting more . . . then he says the first positive thing I’ve heard, surprising me. “And good luck in Alaska.”

My hands tighten around the small box from Aunt Milli and I give the first smile of this miserable day of memorial for my murdered family.

“Thank you,” I say, the damp sea breeze lifting the hair at my neck.

He stares at me a moment longer, looking as if he wants to say more. Then he walks away.

Like everyone else.

My hands slide into that box and wrap around the present inside.

My flesh heats the solid brass key.

I hang on to it like the anchor of comfort it is.

It’s hold on or sink.



ONE
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May

Homer, Alaska

I cover my nose then cough. A plume of dust rises and I drop my hand.

What a dump.

I hear a horn beep and turn around. The taxi driver who gave me the ride from ERA, the local air carrier, waves.

I give him the thumbs-up and he drives off. My eyes shift back to the run-down log cabin. I keep my eyes on the wide plank door as I climb the thick steps, the deep graining and knots in the wood, loved by age, mellowed to amber, greet me. I look down at the key in my hand, wrapping suddenly cold fingers around brass that’s stolen my warmth. I slide the gift from Milli into the surface lock and the tumblers slide and click apart. I push the heavy door inward and it opens with a whisper of sound.

The interior is as dismal as I expect.

Everywhere my eyes land is caked in dirt. Years of dust entomb every surface.

It’d take an act of goddamned Congress to clean this place up.

I sigh, trudge out to the cabin’s porch and carry in my suitcases one by one, four in all. I swipe the screen of my smartphone and see that it receives Internet.

Amazing.

Back on the porch, I scan the forty-acre spread, as open as it is achingly cloistered. The spruce trees scattered on the edge of a huge cliff accentuate the lonely frontier feel. Wild lupine shows green against grass that isn’t awake with the late spring of this northern latitude. Fireweed shoots emerge between patches of snow.

I exhale sadly and haul the rest of my gear inside and survey the interior again.

Yup, it’s still shitty.

I set my phone on the kitchen table, disturbing the dust, and put my things on the floor. I move to a crooked cupboard and open it, then open the rest, one by one. I leave them standing open like gaping, toothless mouths.

My eye catches something and I stand up straighter. In the vast nothingness of the lower kitchen cupboards I see a spot of color. I move closer.

It’s a quilt. Large circles intertwine with one another, the patchwork reminiscent of the post-WWII era.

I know what kind of quilt it is: wedding ring.

My great-aunt Milli has slept beneath this. When she was younger than I am now.

A tight burning sensation begins deep in my chest and I know better than to contain it. I let the silent, unstoppable tears come.

The wildlife of my property doesn’t mind my grief. I stand in the middle of my new home, clutching a quilt my great-aunt made with her own hands, knowing that this cabin is mine through the default of her death.

I wonder if I’ll ever be right again.

I don’t deserve happiness. Because they can never have it again.

After an indefinite time, I lay the quilt over a ratty couch and lie down.

I fall asleep before my head hits the cushioned armrest.

My nose twitches at the musty smell.

My crushed heart still beats.

Somehow.
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I wake with birds chirping outside the window. The pale light showcases things that though neglected were once loved. My eyes scan the scarred surfaces of antique dressers forgotten, mirrors whose silvered surfaces toss the light around the space. Pale green paint, like untouched sherbet, is crazed on the moldings that hold doors that have faded to a light amber. So much potential . . . so much age. So much. I shiver and roll over.

Potential doesn’t keep me warm. I’m freezing my ass off. I sit up on the couch, the sunlight gray as it filters through the grimy glass of the cabin. Divided light windows settle into the center of enormous old log walls that intersect at the cabin’s corners, the glass rippled, ancient. It looks like water’s running over the panes. It’s not, they’re just that old.

I look around the interior again and stretch, yawning. My gaze stumbles on an old Toyo heating stove, maybe updated as recently as the 1970s.

Wonderful.

I move to it, arms folded over my chest, hugging my elbows. I crank the knob to on then hit a switch at the back of the old-fashioned stove. My eyes follow the flue as it snakes its way from the main body of the stove and plunges through the tall ceiling. It creaks to miserable life, ticking as it wakes up.

I realize that I don’t know how it’s being fueled and look to a fireplace, open and dark. Rough-hewn logs flank its sides and a matching log, split in half, acts as a mantel. The spruce has aged to a polished soft gold.

Of course, I’m just guessing at the color because everything is vintage beautiful with a layer of gray. And epic dust.

I sneeze and stand by the stove until it’s too hot for me to tolerate. I move away.

Well, I guess this answers the question of propane delivery, I think. I move aside a moth-eaten lace curtain, and my eyes immediately peg a rusty old tank in the backyard, peeling paint completing the rustic yard ornament. I let the curtain drop and walk over to the kitchen, which is part of the living room. My eyes move to the pair of doors that line the back wall and I walk over there, my exploring not quite finished. I push open the door to the right, the hinges protest softly and I catch sight of a shower pan with a curtain hanging off of an eye hook of nickel that’s worn thin to reveal brass. A steady drip of water falls, the sound exploding in a dull pop as it lands in the old porcelain cast iron. The commode stands in forlorn silence in the corner, a small window set high above it. To the right, a wall-mounted sink hangs off the log, with a long chrome chain from the center of the taps that holds a rubber stopper at its end. I sigh, stepping back and shutting the door at the lovely vista. I turn in the tiny open hall, with just a partial wall that divides the kitchen from the small rooms. I move through the door at the left of the bathroom and a small bedroom stands before me. A full-size bed, without bed linen, a small nightstand and two tiny windows, one at the north side and one at the east, open casement style round out the spartan room. A lonely glass kerosene lamp sits in a layer of dust on the nightstand. I back out, closing the door and I sigh again.

This place is nothing like my parents’ six-thousand-square-foot home that I’ve sold. Out in the nothingness of this property, I could be at the end of the earth.

I feel like I am.

I walk back into the kitchen. I swallow hard and turn on the faucet above an ancient porcelain farmhouse sink. Cold water pours out from solid nickel taps, the metal frosting.

I put my hand underneath the rush and snatch it back. It’s so cold it burns.

I might as well be in a foreign country, I think.

I shut off the water just as I hear an engine.

I open the door and quickly shut it behind me; don’t want that precious heat to escape.

I watch a 1970s Bronco pull up the long winding drive and come to a stop. It’s hauling a trailer with the car I just bought, sight unseen. A burly and disheveled guy exits his red-and-white rig. At least, I think it’s red and white, but it’s hard to tell through the dirt, not to mention the rust that’s eating at the wheel wells and edges of it like cancer.

“Hi ya!” he says and gives a friendly wave. I give a little wave back and make my way down the broad split-log staircase to meet him in the center of the driveway, the gravel lost to the weeds long ago.

“I’m Tucker,” he says, sticking out a meaty hand, and I shake it as he vigorously pumps mine. I look at him, trying to reconcile his email correspondence with the face.

I’ve been raised to be socially gracious. In fact, I’m comfortable around most, but . . . the people of Alaska have proven to be an exception.

There’s no pretense and I find I miss it. Or maybe it’s what is familiar?

Tucker ignores my inspection of him as he takes in my great-aunt’s homestead.

I use this opportunity to look him over, from his strange knee-height brown rubber boots to his camel-colored heavy denim pants that meet a beat-up T-shirt that says Catch More But at Sea.

What?

When I reach his face, I see his head is partially covered by a cap made of nubby charcoal-colored wool, pulled on haphazardly, strands of dark hair curling around the rolled brim.

His eyes are warm when they meet mine and I blush as he gives a belly laugh at my perusal. “Like what ya see?” he asks, waggling his brows.

Dear Lord.

“Ah . . . I’m . . .” Oh God.

“It’s okay.” He smiles, letting me off the hook. “I hear you’re old Milli’s niece . . .”

I nod numbly. Don’t ask, don’t ask . . .

“Brooke Starr,” I say, my face heating again. I feel certifiably stupid.

Tucker grins. “How is the old girl doing?”

He’s asked.

I give a small squeak and he says in a low voice, “Is she gone, then?”

I nod again and he reaches out a large hand, the whole of it swallows my shoulder. “It’s all right, Brooke,” he says, his eyes moving to take in the vast property, the sweeping cliffs that hold jagged rocks that meet the sea. “She had a full life, y’know.”

I breathe out a sigh of relief. I don’t fool Tucker. He studies my expression then inclines his head, not questioning me further.

Suddenly, he grins. “I guess you want to see her.”

Her?

He chuckles at my expression. “Cars are always referred to as females.”

Not by me, I think. The best I can do is think of my Scion as That Which Runs. A small giggle escapes me and Tucker glances over his shoulder with a cocked brow.

He moves to the back of the trailer that holds the three thousand dollars’ worth of metal. With a flourish he jerks off the car cover. My eyes widen, roving over the vintage VW bus. The car does me in. The photo he sent me over the Internet looked . . . different. A caption—1967 VW bus, needs body work—had appeared alongside an image of a gunmetal-colored vehicle.

“What . . . how?” I stutter as I take in the huge rainbow-colored flowers over the deep cerulean blue paint, a low glitter winking as the fog departs the property and the sun edges in. I sigh.

“Beautiful, ain’t she?” Tucker asks, running his hand over the psychedelic yawn of a paint job.

I want to blend in, exist unnoticed among the huge influx of migrant fishing workers.

This Scooby-Doo bus is not going to fucking blend in.

I open my mouth to rake him over my blazing anger, but his sweet expression stops me. Tucker straightens. “What? Ya don’t like it?” he asks.

The primer gray would have been perfect. I bite my lip and he waits.

“It’s okay,” I say.

“Hell, yeah!” Tucker enthuses and I smile wanly.

“Okay, just let me unhitch her and you can take a look . . .”

Tucker backs the bus off the trailer. He gets all four wheels on the bare stretch of pastured driveway and gives it a start while I move to the side of the house, out of the way. It’s then that I catch sight of the outhouse around the back of the small cabin for the first time, and a laugh bursts out of me before I can stop it.

Tucker exits the bus and walks around to meet me. He gives another smile. “That’s the shitter?”

I stare at it in disbelief. “The necessary,” I reply primly, and he belly laughs.

“That too,” he winks.

I step onto the broad porch as Tucker finishes tinkering with my new bus. It’s half as deep as the interior of the small cabin. Tucker notices me surveying the deep roof that covers the porch.

“Snow load,” he responds automatically.

I look above me, thinking about a seven-foot-deep porch and how much snow would accumulate to necessitate the size.

Only for the summer, only for the summer, I chant in my mind like a mantra. I know the fishing job is temporary. I can figure out later where I’ll go next—who I’ll become.

Tucker is almost to his Bronco when he turns, his instep on the chrome running board that still clings to the dilapidated body.

“Heard you’re on Chance Taylor’s crew,” Tucker asks like a statement.

I nod. “Yes, I’m a part-time deckhand.”

It’s his turn to look me over. He shuts the door and slowly walks over to where I stand.

I try not to let anxiety rule me. But I’ve never been the same since my family’s death.

It’ll change a person. I’m no longer the free-floating and trusting girl of a few months ago.

Tucker sees my wary expression. “Let me see your hands.”

“My hands?” I ask, confused.

He nods solemnly.

I hold my hands out and he takes them, studying them.

“What did you say you do?”

I haven’t.

I shrug a little, taking my hands back. I stuff them inside my low-rise jeans, shifting my weight on my feet.

Tucker waits as I stare at the ground.

“I was a student.”

“Yup.” He gives me a level stare, waiting.

I sigh. “I studied the piano.”

“Ah,” he says, his dark eyes move to my hands, hidden inside the denim. “They look like hands that have worked . . . but . . .”

I feel my brows rise.

He gives me a steady look. “You’ll get beat up out there.”

“I need the job,” I say. Though not for the reasons he’s thinking.

Tucker looks at me again, shaking his head. “It’s tough work for a woman.”

My chin kicks up. “Yeah . . . well, the pay’s good.” And the location—the distance. Not to mention that absolute divergence from classical music and everything that defined my life before, I mentally add.

Tucker nods, saying nothing more.

“How am I going to get beat up?” I can’t help but ask.

He’s almost in his car. “If it isn’t the sea, then Chance Taylor will do a stand-up job.”

Tucker slams his car door as my stomach knots.

Translation: my new boss is a dick.

He backs up, turning around in the large part of the driveway. I watch his Bronco jostle over the uneven driveway as his hand pops out the window in a one-wave salute.

I lift my hand in return then slowly let it drop.

I have one week before halibut season begins. One week to get this cabin in order and get the tools of the trade and—I look around the dingy space—cleaning supplies.

And three months to forget, my mind whispers.
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I’m still dragging after the long journey to Alaska. My stomach grumbles, and I’m not surprised to discover that there are barely two crumbs within the four dim corners of the cabin. After Tucker leaves I decide it’s time to make a supply run. I unpack my first suitcase and take out the Garmin, a girl’s best friend. The GPS navigational system will tell me where I’m going.

I take stock of the cabin. The TP is moldy and lank; a dry sliver of soap sits crumbled inside a cagelike chrome holder screwed above the old sink. My eyes move to the “shower.” I move the curtain aside. A huge showerhead, the chrome worn through to the brass casing, drips about every thirty seconds. Great. Somehow, I’ll have to experiment with how to get wet in there.

I sigh, adding plumber’s tape to the list.

I sling my backpacklike purse across my shoulder, head outside, and start up the bus. It zings to life beautifully.

It’s colder than a witch’s tit on the shady side of an iceberg, I think, stuffing my hands between my knees.

I let off the clutch and the bus lurches forward. I put it in first gear and crank down the hill.

I make the solitary trek to town, which, as I live at the very end of East End Road, requires nearly fifteen minutes of winding driving. And though I’m from drippy Seattle where everywhere you look is a tapestry of greenery, I can’t help but notice the majesty this rugged place possesses. I carefully avoid handling the memories of Aunt Milli too intimately but her voice breaks through without my permission.

The mountains are like jewels made of ice, Milli whispers inside my brain.

My eyes move to the Kenai Fjords and their glacial peaks rise to my left, the long finger of Homer Spit, the world’s largest natural sand spit, holds its rows of small shops . . . and fishing boats moor to those mountains like an anchor at its feet.

I tear my eyes away from the same view that’s just outside that dirty cabin I’m now living in and move into the parking area of Safeway.

I get out of the bus and slam the door. It shrieks as I do, protesting.

Pulling out my list, I write: W-D 40. Awesome invention, I think.

I walk toward the glass door and pass some girls who are my age, their long dresses brightly colored with metallic thread picking up the low light of the morning and glittering as they move. Their skirts sweep the ground as they pass by me. One of them turns and looks at me, her deep eyes framed by a vaguely Amish-style cap with thin cotton ties. The girl stares.

Sees something she knows, maybe.

She says something in a language I don’t recognize.

I look away. Sometimes strangers will recognize my sadness intuitively, though I try to hide it.

I ignore my feelings of uneasy grief, as per usual, going through the automatic glass doors of the grocery store.

I’ll just grab what I need, then rush back to my lonely little cabin where I can breathe, like an asthmatic without an inhaler. Solitude gives me oxygen.

Just keep breathing.

I don’t dwell on the precept that existing is not the same as living.

I died that night five months ago, along with my family.



TWO
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I collapse backward on the couch and watch a plume of dust explode into the air, colliding with the dust motes that already float.

Yuk.

I fold my arm underneath my head, crossing my feet at the ankles, and scroll through my phone until my finger lands on Lacey’s image. I tap her face and wait as the dialing continues. I’m about ready to tap end call when she picks up, out of breath.

“Brookie,” Lacey answers in a voice tinged with relief.

“Yeah,” I say, a small smile on my face at just hearing her voice.

“I told you to call right away, lame-ass,” she chastises, her voice at once distant with a touch of desperation and that “I need a Brooke fix.”

I sigh, recrossing my legs as I watch the dust settle again.

“Uh-huh . . . I was totally wiped.”

Lacey gives a grunt of disapproval. “Well? How is . . . it?”

I look around at the countertops littered with products from my supply run, the filth in every corner, the showerhead in the bathroom doing a slow, sporadic drip.

“It’s . . . a dump.” I give a small laugh and it comes out sad.

The open phone line’s ongoing buzz sounds during the pause of our conversation. “Oh, Brooke . . . come home,” Lacey says in an insistent voice and I clench my eyes, the heat of my sadness burning like acid behind my eyelids.

“No,” I reply quietly. The relocation hasn’t muted my sadness, my guilt . . . but at least I no longer have to contend with the torment of familiar surroundings that inspire too many memories, that turn my sadness into unbearable grief.

The silence stretches. Finally, I fill it. “It’ll be really quaint when I put in some elbow grease . . .”

“Quaint?” Lacey asks in a disbelieving tone and as usual she doesn’t think anything’s good enough for me.

“Charming?” I add hopefully, though my tone belies my words.

“Those are terms that people use when something could be cute if it was torn down and rebuilt.”

Exactly. Out loud I answer, “It’s not so bad. There’s heat . . . kinda. And there’s running water.”

More silence.

“Like, was no running water really a possibility?” Lacey asks.

I see the roof of the outhouse from my perch on the couch. “Yes,” I say with real feeling.

“Okay,” Lacey says, and I can see her shoring up, the mental image of her folding her slim arms across her chest, blowing an errant strand of light hair out of her face as she tries to resolve my chaos for me. Typical Lacey mode; she’s always been there for me that way.

I don’t want my broken fixed. If I’d wanted resolution I’d have stayed in Seattle and faced whatever music was there.

Instead, I fled.

“Send me a pic of your car,” she demands.

I groan. This just keeps getting worse. Sometimes I want to lie. But I don’t; my honesty is as brutal as my circumstances.

“God, what now?” Lacey asks.

“Well . . . the guy I bought it from thought he’d do me a favor and give it a quickie paint job.”

“Tell me.”

“It’s his idea of hippie chic.”

“Oh for shit’s sake, it can’t be that bad.”

I look through the haze of grime on the windows and can make out the bus from fifty feet away; the bright colors are beacons of tackiness.

Pretty bad.

“Hang on,” I say, then slipping off the couch I shove my feet into my Crocs and step out onto the porch. Like some scene from a movie a ray of light pierces the cloud cover, dousing the bus with its strobe of light.

I hold up my phone, click, then hit send.

I wait for the inevitable.

“Oh. My. God!” Lacey shrieks in my ear and I take the cell away from my ear.

“Right?” I agree, wincing at her pants of hyperventilation.

“It’s like someone puked paint on your car . . .”

“Yeah,” I agree.

“Sorry,” she finally says in resignation.

“Thanks,” I reply, but I’m smiling, thinking about how happy Tucker had been, thinking he’s doing me a good turn.

A pause then, “So what do you think? Really?”

I look around at the cabin . . . the open pasture that rolls to the woods as they stand watch over the cold sea. I can vaguely hear waves crashing on the rocks below.

“I think Alaska can get in your blood.”

“Huh? Really? Don’t you miss . . . everything?” Lacey asks.

My family.

“Not really,” I lie.

“Huh,” she replies, not believing anything. “Turnouts for Juilliard happened,” Lacey says casually.

I knew that. Late April—for entrance in the fall.

I swallow past the painful lump that forms like a soft rock in my throat. The sea breeze tears through the open posts as I stand on the porch. The freshness of the air is indescribable. It’s full of sea and green, and it’s just . . . clean. I suck in a lungful, my cheeks wet.

I say nothing and the conversation stalls.

“Brooke . . . are you, have you . . .”

“No,” I answer in a short, chopped-off syllable. “I told you, I’m not playing again.”

More silence.

“Don’t stop calling me, Brookie. Don’t let what’s happened stop . . . us.”

My hand grips my cell, that thread of our friendship pulling taut between us. It’s from before and it hurts. A million memory fragments swirl in my head like dandelion seeds caught in the wind. I see the Barbies, then the boys, the late-night talks, the tears . . . each one shared, every milestone of our adolescence shared. It hurts so much because when I think of Lacey, my past knocks on the door of my memories. When things were normal. We went from playing dress-up in our mothers’ clothes to actually dressing up to growing up, separate but together. Lacey is feeling the sting of my defenses. The barricades I’ve put up are impenetrable. I don’t want anything breaking past them. Even her right now.
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