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			To Grandma, the greatest lover of stories I will ever know:

			here’s mine.
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			DECEMBER 27, NOW

			NOTE TO SELF: the local time is 11:46 p.m., and there are three hundred and thirty-two miles between Las Vegas, Nevada, and San Diego, California.

			The drive is long and hot, snarling through hills and canyons and pockets of nothing. In the daytime, there is life, the smell of rubber and pavement and the sound of traffic. But it is dark now. It is quiet. And this late hour, in this empty place, does not belong to you.

			The GPS is below you, a bright pop against the night. It calculates four hours and thirty-one minutes for your drive home.

			But you are not going home yet.
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			One

			THE SIREN

			MY TAILLIGHTS CUT a path down the desert road, flickering with every blink of my hazards. I slide sideways in the driver’s seat until my feet touch pavement, and I look past my trunk, past the steady rhythm of the lights, past where I can see anything at all. But it doesn’t look like anyone else is coming.

			And of course they aren’t. It’s been two hours since I merged onto the 15. It’s been twenty minutes since I drove down an unfamiliar exit, following signs for a gas station—which, if it even exists, is still not close enough to see. The only sign of life out here is a radio tower, miles away, blinking its own rhythm back at me. And the people at my destination aren’t expecting me.

			It’s all of the things that a driver, alone in the middle of the night, isn’t supposed to do. And most of it was on purpose.

			I reach across the dashboard past the radio, blaring the only all-night station I can still get from Vegas, and I unlatch the glove compartment. My hand stays with the door as it descends, ready to close it again the moment I see headlights approaching. But I don’t have that kind of luck.

			My laugh comes out as a breath as my fingers find what they’re looking for, just past the car manual and under a pile of napkins: the smooth, cold screen of my phone. It’s like the setup to a joke my stepfather would tell. I thought we were supposed to be the ones hiding your phone, Rosie. That’s what he’d probably say, if he knew about any of this.

			It sits flat in my palm, screen blank. I haven’t heard it once since I left Las Vegas. It should be safe to check.

			No bars. No signal. That would be why.

			“Okay,” I whisper to the lit screen in my hand. “No sudden moves.”

			It doesn’t have anything to say to that. Which is what I appreciate about inanimate objects: no back talk. But this time, I’d really like its word.

			I leave the door open behind me as I follow the path of my hazards. The phone is an arm’s length away like a scout, and I watch the top corner of the screen for a signal. The way ahead flickers in and out, and I stop only at the very edge, where the road back to Nevada extends into the dark. For a second, a bar pops into view. It doesn’t last.

			It lasts long enough, though. The phone buzzes once.

			My arm jerks back hard, without my permission, and the phone lands facedown on the road.

			The sound is dramatic enough that for one wildly hopeful second, I think it must be broken. But when I pick it up, the screen is still lit through a spiderweb of cracks. Like I said, I don’t have that kind of luck.

			Two missed calls.

			Two voicemails.

			And still, zero bars.

			Behind me, back in the car, the easy-listening jazz fades away, and a soft voice filters through the rolled-down windows. We hope you’re still with us, Las Vegas, the announcer murmurs. You’re listening to KLVZ. And don’t you even think of going to bed, because we’ll be here all night.

			“And so,” I say to the dark ribbon of pavement, “will I.”

			A shiver of static cuts the signal, and when my head snaps toward it, I can see how far I’ve strayed down the road. I backtrack carefully, as if my footsteps might stir something that the radio hasn’t, and I slide my fingers under the hood to pop the latch. I’ve never fixed Stanley without my mother here before, but maybe the problem will be obvious.

			The problem is not obvious. The only thing that’s obvious is that Stanley won’t be starting up again anytime soon. He lets out a little hiss and a puff of steam, and that’s about the only answer I get from him.

			“Oh, baby,” I say. “What did I do to you?”

			Stanley the Sedan, who has all the sparkle and stamina of his eighth-grade-history-teacher namesake, has never tolerated long drives under the desert sun. Though up until twenty minutes ago, the desert nights suited him just fine.

			I shiver. It’s hard to imagine the desert sun now. My thin T-shirt might as well be paper against the wind. I had a sweatshirt at some point, but when I checked my bag a few minutes ago, I didn’t see it. Still in Vegas, if I had to guess.

			Behind me, the breeze picks up. And something rustles.

			I look, though I know there’s no one there. Even if there were, the most expensive thing I own is right here, the gently smoking Volvo that no one in their right mind would steal. But I climb into the driver’s seat and lock the doors.

			The radio signal wavers, first to static, then to the kind of thready hum that aspires to static. “Oh, come on,” I mutter, nudging the knob left, to the low, low stations. But despite the radio’s promise, it doesn’t look like it’s going to be here all night.

			This is how we die. That’s what my best friend, Gaby, would say, were she here.

			“This isn’t how we die,” I murmur to the passenger’s seat.

			This is absolutely how we die, Gaby would respond. Desert, middle of the night, waiting for some stranger to give us a lift? We are super getting murdered. Be on the lookout for Rose Colter and Gabrielle Summer, last seen in the back seat of an unmarked van.

			Were Gaby actually sitting next to me, I might remind her that I’ve been listening to her compendium of scary stories and urban legends since we were five. In all the interesting stories, we would be the monsters.

			I balance my phone on my palm, weighing my options, the silence of the desert versus the two missed calls sitting in my voicemail. Carefully, I hit play. One thing I know for sure now: if someone’s calling you in the middle of the night, it’s not to say hi.

			Rosie? My mother’s voice comes through first. She sounds tense, tired—but not like anything is wrong. I’ve gotten good at telling the difference. Can you call me tomorrow, even for a few minutes? Dan and I wanted to check when you’d be home.

			There’s a pause. In the silence, I think I can hear one of my brother Sammy’s cartoons.

			If—if you change your mind, I can drive over right away, she says. I already told Kathy I might have to take some time off, so. She leaves the thought unfinished. Give Jon and Flora a hug for me. I love you.

			I flinch. I know she loves me, obviously. But she never used to say it so much.

			The message comes to an end, and the voice changes from Mom’s sleepy contralto to Flora Summer’s voice, wavering like a tuning bowstring. Even in the best circumstances, she never sounds entirely sure of herself, like every sentence comes with a hidden question mark. Gaby used to say that her mom held conversations like she was trying to walk and talk and check for snipers all at once.

			Rosie? Flora says. I—I know you’re probably driving. But if you get this, I wanted to tell you that you can come back, even if it’s late. We have more than enough room for both of you here, so . . .

			She clears her throat, hard. Please call me. I want you both to be part of this. And the message ends there.

			I don’t notice until that moment that my fist has been clenched the entire time.

			I wasn’t being totally truthful before. I don’t think you need to be that truthful when the only person you’re talking to is yourself. And I didn’t say anything untrue: I did want the road to myself, and my car wouldn’t have survived a daytime drive. But there’s only one reason why I’m here, one reason why I left Vegas just before midnight, four days before I was supposed to: to get out as quickly as possible.

			I lose track of the phone for a second after the message ends. The second lasts long enough that the first saved message begins to play.

			Rose—

			I jam my thumb against the cracked screen hard enough that for a second I think I’ve deleted the message instead of stopping it. But I didn’t. I didn’t. I stare at Gaby’s name long enough to convince myself of that.

			Over the blood pounding in my ears, I hear myself descend into nauseous laughter. It might have solved some of my problems if I had deleted it.

			Fingers still shaking, I delete my mother’s message, and then Flora Summer’s. I leave Gaby’s right where it is, and I tuck the phone back into the glove compartment.

			And then it’s quiet again. Just me and the desert.

			

			—

			THIS FAR AWAY from the cities, with all the different patterns of light and distance, the night sky ripples like water. This time last year, that was what I would have been here for: to spread a blanket across the dirt and watch the stars scrape against the edges of the universe.

			Last year, Gaby would have been here. And let’s be honest, we’d be driving already. She’d hack into some rancher’s Wi-Fi and find some engine repair how-to. She used to brag that she had as many talents as there were videos on YouTube. My own talents are a bit less practical.

			I close my eyes and tilt my head back. I’m not sure how long I stay like that. Or how long the noise goes on without me noticing.

			. . . re?

			I sit up, dead straight. But it’s as quiet as it was before.

			Until I hear it again.

			Ro . . . are . . .

			I open the glove compartment, but the cracked screen of my phone is black. It’s not until I hear the crackle of static that I remember the radio.

			It’s still at the low, low station I left it at before, but this broadcast is coming from somewhere else. The sound is uneven, unclear. But I’m close.

			Very gently, I turn the knob clockwise, but even that’s too much. The static is worse now. Out of the corner of my eye, the radio tower blinks. And I wonder.

			Ro . . . are . . . ere?

			I breathe in, slowly, to steady my hand. And I give the knob the slightest flick to the left.

			The sound is crystal clear this time. Clear enough that before the voice speaks again, I hear her shaky inhale.

			Rose? Gaby says. Are you there?

			I hear the next word form in the back of her throat. But I can’t make it out, I never can. I hear muffled words behind her, definitely male. And the call ends as it always does: with a swish of air.

			And then it begins to play again.

			Rose, are you there? Rose, are you there? Rose—

			All of a sudden, there’s hard, heavy breaths, drowning out the message. Mine. I jump out of the car, sure that I’m going to be sick, but before I get the chance, I catch sight of it again. East of the road. The tower, its light blinking in time with the cadence of Gaby’s voice.

			Rose, are you there? Rose, are you there?

			I’m not sure if I make a real decision. It’s an instinct almost as old as I am: go to Gaby.

			I packed light. All I’ve got to carry is my backpack—and I do, wrenching it out of the trunk and onto my shoulders. I’m already moving forward as I turn, but I double back, reach in through the window of the car to snatch my phone from the glove compartment and my keys from the ignition.

			The tower’s still visible, still blinking. Not too far away.

			I turn the broadcast off. But I can still hear the echo, looping through the back of my brain: Rose, are you there? Rose, are you there?

			Three hundred and sixty-one days ago, that voicemail, timestamped 1:05 a.m., was waiting for me when I woke up. One single short voicemail from Gaby, just minutes before she left the New Year’s Eve party at Ariella Kaplan’s cabin. I wasn’t there. And she wasn’t expecting me.

			That wouldn’t have been so unusual. Despite what people thought, we didn’t do everything together. As long as I had known her, Gaby had always had more. More friends, more energy, more willingness to try whatever. She was brave. She was fun.

			She was killed three hundred and sixty-one days ago, in the early hours of the morning, at the corner of Sutton and Chamblys.

			I leave the road. And as I start to run, my car, the broadcast, and the rest of the world fall away.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			Two

			THE SPOILER ALERT

			I DON’T SEE the blinking light anymore.

			The sun is above the horizon now, angled straight into my eyes. Everything ahead is a blazing blur. But I haven’t changed direction. This should be the right way.

			I pull my water out of my bag. The sun’s not unbearable, not yet, and there’s a lingering chill I can’t shake. But the dry desert air has started to coat my tongue, and a very well-trained part of my brain is asking when I last had anything to drink. That’s the sort of thing I’ve gotten good at. Losing your best friend means relearning the basics of staying upright, until you’re better at it than most people.

			It’s funny. Just last year I would have said I knew more about death than most people. Gaby and I were, after all, founding members of the Thorn Brook Elementary Dead Dads Club. But Gaby’s father died while she was waiting to be born. Mine, when I was two. We knew a lot less than we thought we did.

			Like I said: It was more impulse than decision, leaving my car back there. But terrible decisions are still decisions.

			For the first time since I left the car, I stop. I glance over my shoulder to where the road probably is. And I make a cold, hard assessment. I don’t know where I am. I’ve lost sight of where I’m going. And Gaby Summer is dead.

			Despite the steadily rising heat, the hairs on my arms stand up. Whether in my mouth or in my head, the words always feel wrong. They’re not wrong, though. It’s the one thing I know for sure.

			It was a closed casket funeral. If it were me and not her, Gaby would have needed to see. But I never needed proof. I knew before I officially knew.

			So. Note to self: Here are a few more things you know for sure. It was late when you heard that broadcast. You weren’t exactly in the clearest state of mind when you left Vegas. And most importantly, Gaby’s cell phone no longer works. The only one with that message is you. Anything else is paranoia.

			Hypervigilance. That’s what my therapist, Maurice, had said the first time I tried to use the p word.

			Hyper-what now? I’d said.

			That sense you’re describing, like you’re constantly scanning for threats? he’d said. Hypervigilance.

			Oh? I’d said. That still sounds like paranoia to me.

			Not really. He’d smiled one of those deceptively placid smiles. Not the way you mean it, at least.

			English is Maurice’s third language. So naturally, he understands it better than any native speaker I know. He listens to every part of a word: the meaning, the nuance, and the stuff that goes unsaid.

			But hypervigilance, to me, has always been a physical thing: tight shoulders, tension headaches, that potential energy too deep in my rib cage to unfurl. Sometimes it’s just a feeling, a shift in the air that washes the world into an uneasy gray. It isn’t hearing broadcasts that couldn’t possibly exist.

			The early morning haze lifts. And gradually, up ahead, shapes start to form: dark and boxy cutouts against the sunlight, and behind them, the thin black line of the tower.

			I’m a lot closer than I thought.

			A bit farther and the shapes start to form into neat rows of houses, little villas of reds and oranges and angular bricks. The kind of desert houses that try too hard to be desert houses. The closer I get, the more I see, lined up at the edge of a thin wrought-iron fence, and behind them, violently green grass and the edge of a spiraling street.

			It’s late enough that I should see people. I should at least hear them. But there’s no movement. And it’s as quiet as it ever was.

			I slide my backpack off my shoulder and toss it over the fence.

			It lands with a soft thwump. Not quite soft enough to go undetected. But nothing changes. The air stirs a little, curling the grass in on itself. And that’s about all the response I get.

			So I go ahead and vault the fence, too.

			I touch down on the grass, right into someone’s backyard. There’s a big picture window facing me head-on, curtains trailing at the edges like it’s a screen and I’m the movie. I don’t seem to have an audience. From what I can see, the house is fully furnished and totally empty. Walking quickly, I round the corner and step out onto the street.

			Places like this aren’t totally unheard of in the sprawl of the Mojave Desert. My stepfather has a thing for abandoned places—I’ve heard all about housing developments built in the middle of nowhere, finished and polished and never filled. But I’ve never seen a place so dead look so . . . cared for. The paint seems fresh. The windows are spotless. The grass is similar enough from house to house that I’d think it was fake if I hadn’t touched it myself. There’s a sign facedown in one of the driveways, and I carefully wedge my shoe under it to flip it over.

			A drawing of a ’50s housewife-type grins up at me, teeth glinting in the sunlight. lethe ridge luxury homes, the text proclaims. we’ve been waiting for you!

			I laugh darkly. “Sounds like a threat, bro.”

			I use the broadcast tower’s spire for reference as I curve through cul-de-sacs and dead ends, and I spend more time doubling back than moving forward. There’s no way to get anywhere in this place without cutting across someone’s lawn, but I decide to stick to the street.

			That turns out to be a good move on my part when, with a hiss and a sputter, every sprinkler in the neighborhood starts running.

			“Sprinklers,” I say out loud. Maybe if I reason with my stomach, it’ll find its way back down my throat. “They’re sprinklers.”

			“Mmm,” hums a voice from behind me. “Like clockwork.”

			I spin around. And behind me, where I was walking just seconds ago, there’s a girl lying on her back in the road.

			She doesn’t notice me stumble back a step. Or if she notices, she doesn’t care. She stays sprawled on the ground, her eyes still closed.

			I squint down at her. She’s even whiter than I am, if that’s possible—way too white to be sunbathing in the middle of the street. But she stretches out a bit farther, taking in more and more of the light. The pavement must be getting hot. She doesn’t seem too bothered.

			“Um,” I say. “Are you okay?”

			“What?” she says, eyes still closed. “Oh. Right. You know those times when you just can’t get warm?”

			I try not to stare. That doesn’t work. “Not really.”

			“Well.” She sits up, shaking her loose blonde curls. “All in good time.”

			I get a better look at her face now: round, pretty. Probably my age. And still not looking at me.

			Carefully, I ease my water bottle out of my backpack’s side pocket and take a few steps toward her. “Here.”

			She opens her eyes, but she still doesn’t look at me. She takes in the water bottle instead. “No thank you,” she says.

			“Come on,” I say. “Desert 101: hydrate. And, you know, watch out for snakes.”

			Finally, she smiles. Crooked with a little squint, like that was unforgivably nerdy but she’ll allow it. It’s so similar to how Gaby would have looked at me that for a second I forget what we’re doing.

			“Well,” the girl says, extending her hand. “How can I say no, then?”

			I close the distance between us and hold it out to her. Our fingers brush as she takes the bottle.

			And suddenly she’s looking right at me.

			Her eyes widen a little. She looks me up and down. And then she says, “What brings you here?”

			Without realizing it, I’ve taken a step back again. “Car trouble.”

			“I see,” she says. “You walked all this way?” I make a small, affirmative noise in the back of my throat. “You’ll be going to Gibson Repairs from here. Theresa will take care of you. And I think you’ll be grateful for the quick turnaround.”

			“Th-thank you,” I say. “Is that close to the broadcast tower?”

			Her eyes narrow, just a fraction. “Same road. Eight blocks down Morningside Drive. Why?”

			“Point of reference,” I say.

			She nods at that. “I can walk you there, if you think you’ll get lost.”

			“No, that’s fine,” I say quickly. “But thank you for the offer.”

			I turn away and start walking, but behind me, I hear her climb to her feet, her heels clicking against the blacktop. “Would you like a reading, then? In exchange for the water.”

			“What?” I turn, my feet still moving. She misspoke, maybe, or I misheard her. “Um, no. You can keep it.”

			“You can’t get something for nothing,” she says. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you that?”

			“It’s really fine,” I say. “I don’t need anything.”

			“I don’t mean to tell you your business, Rose,” she says. “But it looks like you need quite a lot.”

			I stop dead. When I turn back, she’s looking at me with a mild, unassuming frown.

			“Did I give you my name?” I say slowly.

			She brushes past that. “What do you want to know?” she says. “Let’s see . . .” She hums and tilts her head to the side. “You want to know if it’s going to get worse, right?”

			I lean hard on my back foot. Lately, when I hear something that doesn’t make sense, it means that I missed the context, that my mind’s been wandering. It’s not wandering now.

			“Okay,” I say. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, so—”

			“Or would you like to know what’s going to happen to Nick Lansbury?” she says. “He’s certainly on your mind, isn’t he?”

			There’s a weight on the curve of my throat. Sudden. Heavy. Normal these days, whenever I hear that name. But it’s a name she couldn’t possibly know.

			“Who are you?” It’s hard to speak, like there’s a wall in my lungs.

			“Okay, okay, I get it.” She waves a hand. “Not everyone wants to get personal, I understand. Something else, then.”

			“Where did you hear that name?” I want it to sound threatening. Instead I sound like I’m underwater. “What do you—”

			“Just a moment now.” She looks me up and down, and her impassive face flickers with something too brief to see. The hot, dry breeze starts to build. And something decisive shifts behind her eyes.

			“You will find a window that is not a window,” she says. “You will find a thing as old as the desert and twice as lonely. You will find exactly what you’re looking for.”

			Behind me, something slams. A window shutter snapped open in the wind—it raps against the side of its house twice, then shivers to a halt. My eyes are off the girl for a second, maybe two.

			But by the time I turn back, there is no girl. Just me. And when I listen for the click of her heels, all I hear are sprinklers.

			I start walking. Carefully at first, conscious of every noise I make and every move in the corner of my eye. And then I tear through Lethe Ridge in a flat-out run. This time I don’t care whose lawn I’m on.

			I don’t slow down, even when the spinning cul-de-sacs give way to a straighter, wider road, even when the identical houses start to thin and I can see glimpses of the small city beyond them. I barely stop to read the sign that marks the end of the Lethe Ridge housing development.

			CITY LIMITS, it says. LOTUS VALLEY.

			ENJOY YOUR STAY!
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			Three

			THE ROAD

			MORNINGSIDE DRIVE, AS far as I can see, runs the length of Lotus Valley. But it’s not much busier than the empty streets I left behind in Lethe Ridge.

			But at least there are signs of life. There’s the odd car headed out to the desert. The Sweet as Pie Diner, from my glimpse through the windows, could actually be described as crowded. I walk past a row of abandoned stores papered from the roof to the dirt with fluttering, yellowed campaign signs, advertising MARGUERITE WILLIAMS: YOUR FRIEND, YOUR ADVOCATE, YOUR MAYOR!

			I don’t see any for her opponent. There are a few older signs, reading WHAT DO YOU YEARN FOR? There’s a number at the bottom, but no name or company, just the symbol of a bird, and in little letters, COMMISSIONS OPEN.

			I’m halfway through town before I encounter another person.

			I force a smile as we approach each other. It’s usually a good way to trick my fight-or-flight reflex into shutting off. But then we lock eyes. And he’s the one who goes pale.

			“God,” he says, and there’s something bone-tired in his voice. “Already?”

			“Sorry?” I say. But he only shakes his head.

			I pass seven more people on my way to Gibson Repairs. One young man in a business suit takes a look at me and runs in the direction he came. But for the most part, their reactions are similar to the first. Muted. Uneasy.

			Most don’t try to speak to me. But there’s this ambient muttering in the air. “Should we call someone?” I hear a person hiss, and when I turn, I see a woman grab her companion’s arm and jerk her along. Farther down the road, someone steps forward, as if to say something, but they’re pulled aside by quick hands and a sharp whisper.

			I walk faster.

			The tower looms ahead, shimmering in the pavement’s heat. I look away from it to the painted sign of Gibson Repairs, coming up on the right. I need to focus. I need to have my car. Because whatever it is I’m going to do next, I need to be sure I have a way to get out.

			I step to the edge of the garage. Someone was just here—one of the wrenches on the wall is gently swinging. But they’re not here now.

			I decide to wait. And then I decide against that. Fear has a way of casting the world in a different light. Distortions, warped fun house mirrors of reality that make the world seem more dire and threatening than it actually is.

			The unease in this town—there’s a better than average possibility that it’s all in my head. And I’ve decided on one rule, these past few months: don’t get lost in your own head.

			“Excuse me?” I try to channel my mother’s phone voice. “Hello?”

			Business doesn’t seem great for Theresa today—there’s no one here but me, no car except for the garage’s tow truck. The girl in Lethe Ridge said she was the best in town. Though that was the only thing she said that made sense, so maybe I should have checked Yelp.

			It’s quiet enough that I can almost hear a click in my blood, the valves of adrenaline uncapping. I square my shoulders, drive my feet more firmly into the concrete, send every signal I can to my body that there’s nothing to be afraid of. Hypervigilance or not, I need my car back.

			“Hello?” I say again. Then, quieter, “You wanna maybe put a bell out here or—”

			“Gibson Repairs,” says a voice, right over my shoulder. “What can I do for you?”

			I whirl around, and I find myself nose-to-nose with Theresa herself. She doesn’t look the slightest bit fazed. The only response I get is a level, flat stare—from one eye, at least. The other eye is strapped into a leathery black eye-patch.

			“Um,” I manage. “I called for someone, but—”

			Her eye widens a little with recognition, and she reaches into each ear and pops out a pair of earbuds. “Roadwork,” she says. She sets aside a small, battered CD player. “Hell on my migraines.”

			She moves in a circle around me. Despite her combat boots, laced all the way up to the knee, her footsteps are barely audible. “Who are you?”

			“Nobody.” It comes out before I can blink.

			Theresa doesn’t miss a beat, either. “Well, then. What brings you here, Ms. Nobody?”

			Something in the way she says it makes me hesitate. It’s not the same uneasiness I’ve sensed from those people I passed in the street. It’s closer to curiosity.

			“My . . . car broke down a couple of miles from the 15,” I finally say. “Near the state line. I was hoping I could get it towed here.”

			“Near the state line?” She hums, impressed. “Which side?”

			“California,” I say.

			“Your feet must be pretty tired, then,” she says. “You’re in Nevada.”

			I almost laugh. The idea was to get out of Nevada. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but I don’t have AAA or anything, and was told you were the person to see—”

			“You remember which exit?” she says. “You could show me, if we went there?”

			“I . . .” Slowly, I nod. “Yeah?”

			“Then it’s not a lot to ask.” She jerks her head toward the tow truck parked to the side. “Let’s go.”

			I go to take a breath as I follow her to the looming, rusted-red pickup. It stops somewhere past my throat.

			I swallow, like that’ll push my insides back into place. “Weird question, but . . . I don’t suppose you’d let me drive?”

			“You suppose right.” Theresa laughs. “There a problem, Ms. Nobody?”

			“No, no problem.” Two minutes into the conversation, and that’s the first lie I’ve had to tell. That’s pretty good these days. “I don’t like being a passenger, that’s all.”

			“You and me both, sister,” she says, swinging my door open like it’s a chariot. It creaks and shudders before it stills. Waiting.

			I can feel the sticky-warm breeze from the garage door behind me, and the soles of my feet itch to run through it. But if I want an escape route, this is the way to get it.

			I let my backpack slide to my feet as Theresa swings herself into the driver’s seat next to me. “Just curious, though,” she says as she starts the truck. “Who told you I was the person to see?”

			I swallow hard, blink harder, try to breathe past the lump in my chest. Somehow I manage words. They even sound calm. “I didn’t catch her name. My age, blonde?”

			“Ohh,” Theresa says, with dry recognition. “What an honor.”

			I watch the road, at first. It doesn’t help. I try to channel the buzz under my skin anywhere else: I tap a beat against the door with my fingers, and when that’s too noticeable, I jiggle my foot instead. I’ve hated the passenger’s seat since I was fifteen, when I got my learner’s permit and realized how many things could go wrong. Even under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t like this. But my circumstances haven’t been normal for a while now.

			I fish out my phone. If I’m going to spend this ride in a haze of nerves, I might as well get this part over with, too.

			New message to: Mom.

			hey, sorry I missed you last night. gonna stay with Flora till new year’s—is that okay?

			That one wasn’t too bad. But now for the tricky part.

			New message to: Flora Summer.

			sorry I missed your call, I type with shaking fingers, phone was off. I think I’m actually going to stay home for new year’s. sorry this was last minute—parents wanted me here.

			There. Easy. My heart’s pounding so hard I might throw up, but when isn’t it?

			Then my phone shivers in my hand. Someone’s texting me back.

			New message from: Mom.

			Of course that’s okay. That was the plan, wasn’t it?

			Maybe she won’t realize anything’s wrong. Until I have to tell her about the repair shop charge that’s about to hit my never-used, for-emergencies-only credit card.

			I start typing a response—except my phone vibrates again. New message from: Flora Summer. Shit.

			Call me?

			Dammit, Flora. This is why Gaby muted you on Twitter.

			at movie, can’t talk right now, I type. email you later?

			And then, to Mom: oh yeah, just wanted to make sure you knew!

			I start to slide my phone back into my pocket, but it buzzes twice in quick succession. If not for Theresa sitting next to me, I might scream.

			“You’re pretty popular,” Theresa says.

			“Something like that,” I mutter as I look back at the phone.

			How are Flora and Jon doing?

			And right below that, from Flora: I hope we can talk about this. You’re very important to me. You and Nick both.

			Biting the inside of my lip, I type back, hard enough that I hope I’ll punch through the cracked screen: I know. and I’ll be back in Vegas soon, so I’ll see you then.

			I hit send. And then I take a closer look at the screen. Shit. I sent that to my mother instead of Flora. Shit, shit, shit, shit.

			hahaha sorry!! I type, the autocorrect covering for my shaking fingers. wrong person! was supposed to meet a friend, turns out they’re out of town. and Flora and Jon are doing okay.

			I hold my breath. Mom is typing, the phone tells me. “Mom is typing” for about a minute longer than I can stand. Then, finally:

			You’re so in demand. Give everyone my love.

			I exhale, and I send Flora’s message to the correct person. This time, there’s no quick reply. And I start to slide the phone back in my pocket.

			Except it buzzes, one last time.

			New message from: Nick L.

			hey, colter. can we talk?

			Vaguely, I feel the hairs on my arms stand on end. I delete the message. But before I put away my phone, I flip through my contacts and delete his entry, too. I didn’t know I still had him in there. Almost a year, and there are still pieces of him I haven’t tucked away. Like broken glass waiting on a bare foot.

			I watch the road after all.

			

			—

			I DON’T GET my first clear look at the town of Lotus Valley until we head back, my car shuddering and bouncing on the tow hook. There’s a steep incline just west of the Lethe Ridge housing development, plateauing into a high overlook, but otherwise, the land is flat as far as I can see. Under the afternoon sun, the broadcast tower looks quiet and unlit.

			I shift in my seat and make a point to uncurl my fists. Theresa’s been unusually quiet since we picked up the car. That was more than fine with me for the first few miles, but it’s starting to make me more nervous.

			“So is the valley nearby?” I ask.

			“Huh?” She doesn’t look at me. “Ah. No. There’s no valley.”

			“Oh. Okay.” I pause. “Lotuses, then?”

			“Nope,” she says.

			“Makes sense,” I say as sincerely as I know how.

			We make another turn, and the tower passes back into my field of vision. I swallow. I’ve got my car now. Which means the detour is over.

			“Could we turn on the radio?” I say. “I—I like the music. When I drive.”

			Convincing. A flawless normal human impression. But I’m not sure the question warrants the stare I get in return.

			I decide to keep my mouth shut until we get back to the garage.

			Theresa swings her long legs out of the truck and strides to the back to unhook Stanley. I follow with a lot more scrambling. “Um,” I say. “About the payment—”

			“Pay me when I’m done. It’s not like you’re going anywhere.” She snorts. “Might take a couple of days, though. You’re not in a hurry, are you?”

			On one hand, there won’t be a credit card charge from the middle of nowhere, dated when I was supposed to be with Flora. But there’s a shift in the air, a pressure that I know doesn’t exist outside my head. For a little while, at least, I’m trapped.

			“I guess not,” I mumble.

			Theresa doesn’t say anything at first, and for a minute, I think we’re done. But as I start to turn away, she says, “You asked about the radio.”

			Something in her tone stops me short. It’s kind of like how that blonde girl sounded, right after I handed her the water. That same sudden interest.

			“Y-yeah,” I say.

			“Well,” she says. “Sorry to disappoint. But we don’t get any signals here.”

			I heard what she said. But I must have misunderstood.

			“Nothing?” My voice sounds admirably steady. “I found your local station, though—while I was out on the highway?”

			“Our local station,” Theresa repeats. I nod. And she smirks. “Then you must have been having a pretty good dream, Ms. Nobody. We haven’t had a local station since 1973.”

			I say something back to her. At least, I hear myself do it—a thank-you, or an apology, or both at the same time. And when I turn back to Morningside Drive, I try to walk like running hasn’t crossed my mind.

			I haven’t slept a full night since I got to Flora’s. I didn’t leave Vegas in the clearest state of mind. And most importantly, the only existing recording of that voicemail is on my phone.

			And yet I know what I heard. I’m sure. And lately it takes a lot for me to be sure.

			“Need a ride?” someone calls from over my shoulder.

			It doesn’t sound like Theresa, but it must have been—it came from the garage. “What?” I say as I turn back.

			Theresa’s not there. Neither is the garage.

			I inhale sharply. The sound echoes down the pavement. Morningside Drive is gone. Lotus Valley is gone. I’m standing in the middle of an empty stretch of road, in the kind of dark stillness you only find in the earliest hours of morning. I’m surrounded by flat, burnt-yellow grass. And the only light to be found is the line of streetlights, few and far between.

			“Theresa?” I try, pointlessly. But the only response I get is a low rumble, far in the distance.

			I take a few uneasy steps, conscious of any movement behind me. And at the end of my sightline, something starts to take shape. Something tall and gnarled, climbing straight out of the middle of the road. An ancient oak tree.

			This isn’t Morningside Drive in Lotus Valley. This is miles away, just outside San Diego, at the corner of Sutton Avenue and Chamblys Road.

			I take another step. The branches of the tree become sharper, more defined. The rumble is louder now, lower. So low that my skin ripples into goose bumps just listening.

			Another sound breaks through—louder, higher, closer. Then a light, faint at first but growing steadily brighter.

			And inches from my toes, the screech of brakes.

			My back foot turns wrong as I try to run, and I hit the pavement backward, palms first. The streetlights around me burst open. And when I blink, it’s midafternoon, and I’m sprawled in the middle of the street, nose-to-nose with the grille of a car. The driver leaps out, and the first thing I see is the insignia on his shirt: lotus valley sheriff’s department.

			I twist around, and Morningside Drive whirls overhead. I blink hard. And it stays right where it is.
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			Four

			THE APPOINTMENT

			THERE ARE BITS of pavement stuck to my skin, dug into little divots. I run my palm under the water until the skin isn’t flecked with black anymore, and then I peel back my sleeve where my forearm hit the street. The fabric isn’t torn, but underneath my arm is scraped up to the elbow. Nice to know this fifteen-dollar shirt is more resilient than I am.

			I glance back up at the mirror, at my dark, ringed eyes and the dirt streaked across my clothes. But my reflection isn’t looking back out at me. She’s looking down at her scraped, angry-red palms.

			And she’s wearing different clothes.

			I jerk back from the mirror. But so does my reflection this time. She blinks back at me, startled, wearing my clothes again. I lift my hand—clean and unscratched—to wave. And she doesn’t miss a beat.

			Post-traumatic stress disorder. The full name doesn’t sound that bad. Reasonable, even. The kind of thing that can be fixed with yoga, or a massage, or some good, solid Me Time.

			It’s when you boil it down to its acronym that things get tricky. Four little letters and subtext for miles.

			I don’t use those four letters. What happened, happened to Gaby. Just because she’s not around to feel the fallout doesn’t mean I have any right to it.

			But I do know what’s happening to me.

			In the most basic and recognizable ways it is cold, hard physiology. A body hardwired to sense danger in a quick movement, or in someone standing too close, or in a series of obstacles between you and the way out. But there’s specificity to each sensation. The hot cement in your chest, the wild and reeling beats of your heart, the dizzy spin of the world. You never have to reach far to remember the worst moment of your life. Your body remembers for you. It remembers with every cell.

			But my body can remember all it wants. My brain isn’t going back there with it. For everything I’ve felt over the past year, I’ve never felt anything I would describe as a flashback. This thing that’s happening to me, it hasn’t been controllable, not yet. But by now it should be predictable.

			Then again. When I shut my eyes, I still see last night, in the Summers’ narrow kitchen. I still see Nick, standing in the center of my vision, smiling that smile. After what happened—after what almost happened—maybe I can’t expect predictable anymore.

			He’s certainly on your mind, isn’t he? That was what that girl had said.

			I squeeze my eyes shut and press my nails once, light but insistent, into my palms. Not what I need to be thinking about. Not now, not ever.

			Easing my phone out of my pocket, I pull up my text messages and flip back to when my therapist texted me his number and charitably pretended he hadn’t already given it to me five times. In case anything comes up, it says. Every one of those five times I nodded, smiled, and silently resolved that if anything came up, I’d handle it myself.

			I shove my phone back into my jeans. I’ve read all about flashbacks, what they’re like. Disjointed, impressionistic, almost physical. They’re not literal time travel. Not like that road. Not like the mirror, just now.

			I know my diagnosis. I’m not sure this is part of it.

			There’s another knock on the door. “Miss?

			“Yes!” I say, stepping back from the sink. “Just a second!”

			I turn to grab a paper towel. And I pause. Opposite me, blemishing the wall of the perfectly clean, perfectly orderly bathroom, there’s a boarded window.

			You will find a window that is not a window. The girl had said that, too.

			I open the door and step back out into the lobby. And I have about two seconds to get my bearings before the deputy sheriff’s wide, concerned eyes are inches from mine.

			“You’re sure you’re all right, miss?” he says. I don’t think he’s moved since I went into the bathroom. Guess it’s a slow day on the Lotus Valley, Nevada, crime beat.

			“Very sure,” I say. “I really appreciate you letting me clean up here, but I should be heading out now, so—”

			“And I’ll get you on your way as soon as possible!” he says. “If you could just step into my office over there, we can get started on your statement—”

			“Am—” I blink. “Am I in trouble?”

			“Oh! No! Of course not!” he says quickly. “I’m citing myself.”

			“For what?” I say.

			“Reckless driving, of course,” he says.

			I blink. “You’re serious.”

			“I injured a pedestrian,” he says with a firm nod.

			I go for a straight face. It’s hard to tell how successful I am. If Gaby were here, we’d be leaving this station with money for new clothes, fresh coffee, and emotional distress. For a second, I’m tempted.

			“Listen, Deputy—” It comes out sharper than I intend. The deputy, whether he meant to or not, is firmly situated between me and the front door.

			“Oh, please,” he says, oblivious. “Call me Jay!”

			“Deputy Jay,” I continue, raising my voice a little. Someone in the foyer keeps ringing the front desk bell. “I wasn’t paying attention, and I wandered into the road. I don’t think this is really—”

			“And it may well be unnecessary, miss,” he says earnestly, seemingly unbothered by the now-constant ringing over his shoulder. “But with the sheriff out of town, I have to make sure all of this is aboveboard. Does that make sense?”

			I gesture to the front desk and ask, “Shouldn’t somebody—”

			“Think of it this way,” he says, as if he didn’t hear me. “Say your parents are on vacation, and you break your mother’s vase—”

			“Jay,” someone calls from the foyer.

			He finally turns away from me. The relief is short-lived. Standing on the other side of the front desk is a blonde girl in a polka-dot dress, finishing off the last swig of my water bottle.

			The girl from the Lethe Ridge housing development smiles at the deputy. “Why don’t you let me get our guest settled?”

			“Cassie?” he says, blinking. “What are you—”

			Then he turns back to me, slowly. His smile fades as his eyes lock with mine. And the blood drains from his face.

			He’s looking at me with understanding. Which is funny, because I couldn’t be more lost.

			“Well.” He clears his throat as he backs away, never taking his eyes off me. “If that’s the case, I’ve got quite the stack of paperwork to finish, so you’ll let me know if you need anything, Cassie?”

			“Don’t I always.” She wiggles her fingers in a wave. “Bye, Jay.”

			And he bolts. I hear a door slam shut down the hall. Which leaves me and the girl.

			I know I’m staring. I don’t think she cares. She looks down at her watch with a light frown. “Hmm. A few minutes behind schedule. But all things considered, not bad.”

			Despite my best efforts, I keep staring. I was holding out hope that she was another one
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