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CHAPTER 1

 

Marissa turned on the water and stuck her hand in to test its temperature. When it was hot, she took her clothes off and dropped them in a pile on the floor behind her, feeling the morning chill hit her exposed skin. She pulled the curtain back and just as she was about to step into the tub she caught her reflection in the bathroom mirror.

Her image suddenly reminded her of the dream she had woken up from not ten minutes prior, but which she had forgotten until this moment. She stopped for a minute, running her fingers through her hair, and let her eyes run over the rest of her body. She held onto her image for a moment, wanting to make sure it wouldn't go away, and then finished stepping into the shower.

The hot water hit her body and slid down its length, erasing the chill she had felt a moment earlier. She felt good.

Today was the first day of her last year of high school. Her parents had told her that she didn't have to go, if she didn't want to. But she did want to. Or rather, she didn't know what else to do. And her friends would be there, so that would be better than sitting around the house alone.

As the last suds of soap went down the drain, Marissa shut the water off and immediately regretted it, as she felt the cold press up against her body again. Grabbing a towel, she flung it around herself and dried off. The hot water had steamed up the bathroom mirror and, this time, when she looked into it, she could see only a vague outline of herself.

She opened the bathroom door and entered her bedroom. As she walked towards her closet, she heard the familiar noise of claw on carpet. The impatient scratching of a cat who could not use door knobs to gain entry to the places he wanted to go. She smiled and walked to her bedroom door, opening it to reveal the slender body of a black and white cat. He sauntered in and Marissa closed the door behind him.

"Hi, Mooney," Marissa said as she bent down towards the small cat, allowing him to rub his forehead on her legs and stroking him on his head. He usually came calling shortly after she was up in the morning.

After their greeting, Mooney strode around her bedroom becoming reacquainted with the place after having been away for eight hours or so. He jumped up to her windowsill and seeing that the blinds were still drawn, tried to squeeze in behind them.

Marissa raised the blinds, and the sun streamed in through the window. She watched Mooney sit up in attention and follow something raptly with his eyes. His tail bounced around behind him, alternately hitting one side of the windowsill and then the other.

She began walking towards her closet again, but was stopped when she heard her phone beep. She picked it up and read the message.

"Up yet?"

It was Jay. She typed a response back, letting her know that she was up and getting ready for school. She actually didn't have much time left before she absolutely had to leave, but that had never worried her before.

Marissa and Jay, along with their friend Olivia, had spent most of the summer sitting by Marissa's pool. Surrounded by the dense trees that formed the perimeter of the property, they had felt protected in their own private world, of which they were both subject and ruler. Some days they had been joined by others, but most days it was just the three of them, bending the clock to their own will, ignoring the hands that pointed towards the demise of the kingdom.

The largest interruption had been Olivia's internship, which she had been thrilled to receive. Luckily, the hours were flexible. She didn't need to be in the office every day, and she was able to work on projects from home. She would often rise before the sun on days that she didn't have to go into the office, and work several hours before joining Marissa and Jay by the pool. When she left Marissa's house in the evening, she would go home and work several more. They loved her at the internship, and she loved that she could still hang out by the pool. She did both exquisitely well.

Jay had the occasional basketball game or practice for the club team she played with during the spring and summer. At 5'7", she was the best guard on the girls basketball team at school, though her slender body didn't look the part. What she lacked in strength, however, she made up for in speed. She was the fastest player on the team, bar none. By the pool, she mostly lounged in one of the reclining patio chairs and read celebrity gossip magazines. Sometimes she would jump into the water to cool off, but would quickly get out again and go back to the magazines, shouting out interesting tidbits here and there to Marissa and Olivia.

Marissa, on the other hand, loved the water. She did her share of lounging too, but it was in the water where she felt at home. Even in the winter, she swam indoors at the gym her family belonged to. This wasn't quite as enjoyable as swimming in her sunny backyard with best friends in tow, but it worked well enough when the weather got too cold. She had been asked several times to join the swim team at school, but each time she had declined. She wasn't interested in the practices and competitions. She felt free in the water, and she wanted to keep it that way.

The girls had been friends since they were very young, and regarded one another with a familiarity they could have accorded to their own selves, but that seemed equally appropriate directed towards the others. The days passed quickly, yet meandered on at their own pace, until they were stopped suddenly by the approaching school year.

Marissa finished getting ready for school while Mooney moved about the room, darting underneath her bed, jumping up on her dresser, exploring the bathroom. Marissa checked her bag to see that she had everything. She looked at her reflection in the mirror once more and gave Mooney a parting pat on the head. She was looking forward to seeing Jay today even though she had just seen her a couple of days ago. Olivia, however, wouldn't be at school today.

Marissa had attended her funeral the previous Friday.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

Marissa jumped out of her car after pulling into the parking lot at school. She had to park in the far lot at the bottom of the big hill because she had gotten there so late. School started at 8:00 a.m. and it was now 7:56. She knew exactly what time she had to be there in order to make it to class on time. She had a minute to spare. Her first class this morning was Calculus, which was good because Mr. Fischer taught that class, and he often didn't take attendance until the announcements were over, which gave her a few more minutes. She had been in his first period class last year. Olivia had been in that class too.

She jogged up to school towards the side entrance, and wished that she could slow down. Today felt so normal, she had forgotten for a while that it had only been three days since Olivia's funeral, and most of the people here, she had last seen there. In fact, it had been one week exactly since Olivia had died. She briefly wondered what the scene was like inside and hoped that not too many people would try to talk to her.

Marissa pulled open the door fearing the worst, and instead was surprised to find everything completely normal. There actually weren't that many people in the hallways at the moment, as there was just a minute or two to spare before the bell. Those she did see talked animatedly, hurrying to class, grabbing one last thing from a locker. It felt exactly like the first day of school should have, except for the fact that she knew Olivia wasn't there and why.

Sitting down in her classroom a minute or so later, she had just missed the bell, but as she predicted, attendance hadn't been taken yet.

"Marissa, you've made it just in time. Bravo," said Mr. Fischer. He was a relatively new teacher in his late twenties, which made him seem both young and old to Marissa.

"I wanted to get off on a good foot this morning, seeing as this is the first day of school." She smiled.

Mr. Fischer moved in close so the other students in the class, who were still absorbed in their own conversations, couldn't hear what he said to her.

"I'm really sorry to hear about Olivia. If you need to leave class at any time for any reason feel free to go. Although it would probably be prudent for me to write you a pass first."

Despite his compassion, Marissa felt annoyed by his comment, but couldn't place her finger on why. She made a waving motion with her hand.

"I'll be fine. And anyways, I'm sure the lecture will be riveting today. Wouldn't want to miss any notes."

He pulled away from her and almost smiled at her attempt at a joke, but just said, "Okay."

After taking attendance, Mr. Fischer began his lecture and Marissa started to tune out, despite her best efforts to take notes. She was fairly confident that she would be able to figure out tonight's homework even if her notes were a little thin. She could always look at her textbook. Her mind began to wander as she sipped the coffee she had brought with her from home.

The viewing had been held the previous Wednesday, two days before the funeral. Marissa went by herself. Jay had asked her if she wanted to go together, but Marissa declined, coming up with some excuse that she couldn't remember now. She was nervous about seeing Olivia's family, especially Olivia's sister, Jordan, who was a couple years younger than Olivia. Otherwise, she felt okay. Sad, but not intensely sad. She didn't even consider not going. It was an obligation she needed to fulfill.

She hadn't spoken to any of the family except for Jordan, who had called to tell her the news. That had been Monday. She was worried about what she would say to them, how she would react to their feelings of grief. It had been on her mind all day.

Marissa arrived at the funeral home and walked into the large room with many people milling about. Before she had a chance to recognize anyone she knew or worry more about talking to Olivia's family, she saw the casket. Oddly enough, she had totally forgotten about that part. She stopped where she was, near the entrance of the room, and looked at the open casket across from where she was. She could just make out the outline of her friend, but couldn't see the stillness on her face.

Her stomach twisted into knots and her breathing became shallow. She felt that she should walk forward, be respectful, and visit the body, but she couldn't make her legs go. Just as she thought she had forced her legs to move forward, she found herself turning back around and walking out the door before anyone she knew could see her. She felt like a coward.

The funeral was held on Friday morning, and considering that she had walked out of the viewing before even speaking to anyone, Marissa decided she needed to be on her best behavior. Oddly enough, no one had asked her about her non-appearance at the viewing. There were a lot of people from school at the church. It even felt crowded. She guessed this is what happened when young people died. She had been to funerals before, but only for people who were already elderly. This was different.

Sitting in the church, Marissa had the sensation of being at an important event. With so many kids from school there, it felt like they were all waiting to see a popular movie or performer. Some place to see and be seen. The idea struck her as inappropriate, but she couldn't help it. The last time she had been surrounded by so many people her age she had been at a concert. For some reason this didn't feel that different.

Jay sat next to her in the pew. Marissa's parents were a few rows behind them. As she looked around the church, she spotted Peter, Olivia's boyfriend. He sat very still, wearing a nice suit, but no discernible expression on his face. He held a handkerchief, but he had no tears. On the opposite side of the church from Peter sat Aaron. Marissa, Jay and Olivia had been friends with Aaron since childhood, and he had been Olivia's boyfriend until the previous January. Olivia had started dating Peter just a few months after, and Marissa had gotten the impression that Aaron was stung by that, even though she knew the breakup had been amicable. His face was wet, and he held a tissue up to his nose every now and then. He looked a bit embarrassed to be showing so much emotion.

Olivia's family sat in one of the front pews. Her father stood with his hands folded together in front of him, as still as a statue. He looked directly at the priest with unwavering attention, as if taking his eyes away would somehow make things worse. He also held a handkerchief, but unlike Peter, he dabbed at his face every once in a while. Olivia's mother stood on the right side of her father, almost a head shorter than him. Marissa watched her blow her nose, and then cast her eyes downward. Her shoulders hunched forward uncharacteristically. Marissa had always been struck by the way she carried herself, erect but never hurried. Just like Olivia.

To Olivia's father's left stood Jordan, Olivia's only sibling. She was just a little shorter than her mother, and with her small frame, often seemed younger than she really was. Until you spoke to her. She was one of the smartest people Marissa knew. Not in the way that Olivia had been smart. Jordan didn't have the perfect grade point average Olivia had, but had an understanding of people and the world that always struck Marissa as insightful. Anything she did intellectually seemed to come effortlessly, and she had a way with people that not even Olivia had possessed. Though Jordan's appearance was somewhat plain, people around her noticed her presence immediately.

Jordan appeared to Marissa to be quite calm. She stood in the same way as her father, but more emotion showed on her face. She looked tired, worn out, as if this had been a particularly challenging math problem to face and she wasn't done solving it yet. She brought her hand up to her eye and wiped away a tear.

At this, a lump rose in Marissa's throat and she felt her own eyes get wet. A tear broke free and slid down her face, which she also wiped away with her hand. She was glad for this tear however. She had yet to cry today, and was worried about what people might think of that. She had wanted to cry, felt that it was necessary and appropriate, she just couldn't. Next to her, Jay was barely holding it together. Her face was red and wet, despite her many tissues, and her makeup had started to run just a little. Not enough to make her look crazy, but enough that people knew that she was upset. Marissa envied her.

When Marissa got home that afternoon, she went straight to bed and fell asleep within minutes. Her bed felt so good. Private, quiet, and warm. She could just curl up and drift off, which is exactly what she wanted to do. Except for a couple of hours of wakefulness to get something to eat and have a modicum of conversation with her parents, she basically slept through until the morning. When she woke, she felt better, the morning sun held back by her blinds, entering her room through the space between the slats. But soon the light faded and she felt the same she had felt all week. Like feeling nothing, if nothing was something. She moved about her house that day doing lots of little things, but not really doing anything.

"Marissa?"

"Yeah?" she said automatically, even though she had no idea what Mr. Fischer was asking her.

"What's the next step for number four?" he repeated.

She didn't even know why she looked up to see the problem. She had no idea what the answer was. Finally, she just gave up.

"Uh, I don't know." She smiled.

Her teacher couldn't help but smile back. "Does anyone else know what the next step is?" Mr. Fisher turned back around to the board to continue his lecture.

She probably should have felt a little more embarrassed than she actually did. But, she knew that she would have all the material down by the time they were quizzed next week. And frankly, Mr. Fischer was probably just checking up on her since she knew it was obvious she was zoning out. She felt annoyed again. She had set her pen down by this point, and didn't even bother trying to pay attention this time.

Olivia had died in a car accident. Last Monday afternoon, she had been in the car driving home from somewhere, and was struck by another vehicle as she tried to navigate through an intersection. No one was sure where she had been. Both of her parents were at work and Jordan had woken up late and Olivia had already gone. There were a lot of country roads in the area where they lived. Two lane roads that snaked their way up and down hills through wooded areas. Generally, the speed limit was thirty-five miles an hour, which meant most people were doing at least fifty. Hitting deer was fairly common. Accidents generally were not. Olivia was actually a very good driver, even though she had just gotten her license in the last year. But the intersection where the accident occurred was tricky.

The road that she was on was narrow and curvy. For most of the way, thick trees bordered it on each side, and it ended at a road that was a little larger and a little faster. On this road, the speed limit actually was fifty. It wasn't traveled heavily, so usually, drivers could stick their vehicle out far enough to get a good glimpse of who was coming in either direction. The road to the right was pretty straight and a person could see a car coming from far enough off to feel comfortable pulling out. But the road to the left curved around to the right shortly after the intersection, and with the trees and the small auto shop that sat on that curve, it was hard to tell who was coming around it and how fast. Drivers had to pull out quickly in case another car was coming around the bend.

There were two witnesses to the accident. One was a driver who had pulled up behind Olivia while she was waiting to make the left turn. A man in his forties, he was the only person in his vehicle. He told police that he saw her pull up to the intersection and wait for a minute. Then he watched her pull the car out a little farther, so that she was sticking out into the road.

The man then said that a couple of seconds later an SUV hit the driver's side of her car, spinning it off to the right. The SUV stopped for an instant, and then to the man's surprise, drove away. With trees on both sides of the road, he couldn't see the SUV coming until it made contact with her car. He knew the SUV was black, and he was pretty sure a man was driving.

The other witness was an employee at the auto shop in his early twenties. He said that he had looked out the window of the shop just a few seconds before Olivia's car had been hit. He could see her car at the intersection and it reminded him of something that he had to do in the shop. Just as he started thinking about it, he saw the black SUV collide with her car. He said he didn't realize at first that the SUV had driven away, because he ran outside right after seeing the accident. But when he got there, it was gone.

Olivia had died immediately upon impact. Her little car was smashed. She had been by herself, and on the floor of the passenger seat the police had found three things. A half-full plastic water bottle, a granola bar wrapper, and an admissions brochure from Olivia’s first choice college, a prestigious university several states to the north.

This is the story Jordan told Marissa when she called her the afternoon of the accident.

It had been a really nice day outside. It had cooled off just a bit, so that it was hot, but not sticky or uncomfortable as it had been that summer. It reminded her that fall was coming, her favorite season, and also that school was starting in just a few days. Marissa felt relaxed and energetic as she sat on the patio, while the sun warmed her exposed skin that was still a little wet. Jay wasn't hanging out today, she had some things she needed to get done, and Olivia had messaged her the night before and said she couldn't make it either. Marissa assumed she had to go into the office. It was just Marissa and Mooney, who sat with her out on the patio, every now and then coming to attention when he heard an interesting sound. Otherwise he lazed about, only periodically opening his eyes.

Marissa's phone rang and for just a second she felt annoyed at the interruption. She was about to blow it off, but noticed the name on the front of the phone. Olivia's younger sister didn't call her often, and she was curious as to what was up. She answered the call.

As Jordan spoke to her, Marissa didn't react right away. She listened as Jordan told her the news with surprising objectivity. She hung up the phone after a minute or so and began dialing right away. Jordan had asked her to share the news with Jay. As she listened to the phone ringing, she wondered what would have happened if she had never picked up the phone. But it was too late.

She had trouble recalling the conversation with Jay now, but she remembered feeling uncomfortable with Jay's emotional reaction. She wasn't sure why. It was strange to be delivering news that she had yet to process. Almost like it hadn't happened yet, but somehow she knew about it. Hanging up the phone, Marissa sat for a while out on the patio, looking out into the trees.

She finally stood up from her chair and walked over to the sliding glass door. She felt strange, like she had never been here before, even though she was in her own house. Both of her parents were home that day, which was odd. She opened the door and looked at them sitting together in the living room. She burst into tears.

She told her parents what had happened, and as she relayed the story they comforted her with words and embraces, which made her feel marginally better. She looked at them then, at the tragic expressions on their faces, and she knew that she hadn't even told them the worst part of the story yet.

It was unclear whether Olivia's death was an accident or a suicide.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

The next couple of weeks went by without incident and, surprisingly for Marissa, mostly everything felt normal. There were a few tears shed, more questions asked about the accident, and counselors stationed in the library who would talk with anyone who felt the need. But otherwise, school was as it always was, and, as always, Aaron had his wheels spinning.

It was the Monday of the third week of school and second period had just ended. Before heading to the cafeteria, Marissa stopped by the gym to get Jay, who was a teacher's aide for the gym teacher who also happened to be her basketball coach. Jay was just walking out. She hadn't bothered to change out of her T-shirt and shorts, but she did manage to exchange some sneakers for flip flops. Marissa could never quite figure out what Jay did during second period, but maybe that was the point. Jay strode towards her, her hair in a ponytail.

"Hey, Bluejay," Marissa said, which was actually Jay's first name. Marissa used this sparingly, and Jay tolerated it sparingly. Jay gave her a look that said Marissa had used up her quota for the week, but otherwise didn't seem too annoyed.

Apparently, as her father often told the girls, Jay's mother had insisted on giving her that name, and she wasn't to be convinced otherwise. Though unusual, Marissa had always rather liked it. For some reason, it seemed to fit. Jay's mom had died before the girls were friends, so Marissa never knew her. But her imagination had constructed an image of Jay's mom based solely on stories that Jay's dad had told them and her unusual name-giving abilities. She imagined that Jay kept a similar image in her own mind.

They found their friends in the cafeteria and sat down with them at their table, chatting about nothing in particular. Marissa picked at the food she had brought, leaving almost half of it uneaten. She had felt hungry when she sat down, but had gotten full quickly. She lost track of the conversation, absorbed in her own thoughts, and now that she was finished with her food she started looking around the room watching what other people were doing. She caught Aaron's eye at a table across the room. She waved and smiled and watched as he got up from his seat still talking to one of his friends. He swung his head to the side to get his hair out of his eyes and began walking towards Marissa.

"Hey, guys," Aaron said.

The table of girls said hello to Aaron in unison and went back to talking amongst themselves. Aaron squished himself between Jay and Marissa on the bench connected to the table.

"What's going on?" Marissa asked, smiling at the way he had sat himself down.

"Nothing really," said Aaron as he ran his hand through his hair.

"How are your classes?" She had only spoken to him once or twice since school started.

"Fine, I guess. But, hey, what are you guys doing on Saturday?" He looked around at Jay also when he said this but she was still absorbed in conversation.

"I suspect doing something with you by the way you're asking," Marissa said.

"That's right." He grinned. "I'm having people over on Saturday. Want to come?"

"Sure. Your parents are out of town?" She posed this as a question, but didn't really need to ask.

"Yeah, they're on vacation, but I can't remember where. They've actually already left. Been gone since Friday afternoon, but they won't be back until this Sunday."

"Doesn't give you much time to clean up the mess."

"No, but it's never stopped me before." His grin returned. "Probably will start around 9-ish, but you guys," he motioned towards Jay, "can come over whenever."

"Okay, we'll see you Saturday."

"Hope you see me before then. It's only Monday, you know. Oh, and feel free to stay over if you want. On Saturday."

Marissa had been to Aaron's parties before. She knew that bodies would litter the floors and the couches come morning, before everyone got themselves together and went home.

He stood up and they made eye contact. Marissa was surprised to see his usually lively eyes dulled just a bit. Before he walked away again, he said, "And make sure that Jay knows. I don't think she heard a word I said."

* * *

Saturday came quickly. Jay came by Marissa's house first so they could walk together over to Aaron's. Aaron and Marissa lived on the same street, but not particularly close together. The street was a dead-end, one lane road with no dividing line in it. There were about ten houses off of it. From the road, all you could see on either side were trees, and the beginning of each driveway with a mailbox next to it. Each house was on a fairly large piece of land, but much of it was covered by trees. This gave the occupants a sense of privacy, exclusivity even, although their neighbors were fairly close by.

Aaron lived on the other side of the street from Marissa and up three houses. His was the last house before the dead end. The girls set off from Marissa's house and made their way over to Aaron's. As they climbed his driveway, they could see that they were definitely not the first to arrive. Five or six cars already lined the driveway.

It was almost nine o'clock now, and the sun had already set. They could hear the noise from the party as they got closer to the house. They decided to just walk around the back rather than go in through the front door. Marissa guessed that this is where most people would be anyways. She was right.

About twenty kids were hanging around on Aaron's patio. As the girls stepped into view, their friends called out to them. The arrival of new guests sparked new energy as the group got temporarily louder and began to mill around. People talked and joked with one another while holding red plastic cups. The sounds of summer still emitted from the trees surrounding them. Insects and animals seemingly invisible during the day made themselves known with chirps, buzzes and squeals. Someone had lit a fire in the fire pit that had grown to a decent size and several people were hanging around its perimeter. Marissa looked up and saw the moon. It was a little more than half full.

She looked around but didn't see Aaron. Finding an exit from her conversation with two guys, she pulled back the sliding glass door to the house and entered. There were a couple of people in the kitchen mixing things from different bottles into their cups and tasting them. The last concoction elicited a groan. She said hello to a couple of girls she knew from school, who had just arrived and were making their way through the house, before she found Aaron and a few other guys in the living room playing a video game. He saw her immediately, paused the game and got up to greet her to the dismay of the other players.

"Hold on," he called over his shoulder, "I'll only be a minute."

"We made it," Marissa said, leaning herself against the doorway to the living room. "Just wanted to let you know we were here."

"That walk up the street is treacherous." Aaron smiled.

"Maybe not the street, but your driveway is pretty steep." She smiled back. "Are you ever coming outside? Or are you going to sit in your living room all night?"

"We're almost done. I'll be out in a bit," Aaron said.

The front door opened at that moment and a group of four guys walked in. She barely recognized them. She thought they might be sophomores. Aaron walked towards them, his hand extended to greet them.

Marissa turned to walk back outside. The party had fleshed out considerably even since Marissa arrived fifteen minutes ago. Several more people hung around the kitchen now, and outside on the patio it had gotten considerably louder. She thought she heard the sound of shattering ceramics. She glanced back at Aaron to see if he had heard, but he was still engrossed in his game. Aaron's family probably wouldn't miss whatever it was anyways. She pulled back the sliding door and stepped onto the patio.

"Marissa?"

It was Jordan. Marissa was shocked that she had come. Although she supposed that the alternative was sitting at home by herself, which probably wasn't a very good option either. Jordan stood on the patio with a group of her friends who stood tightly together, looking around at who was there, smiling and making big hand gestures as they talked.

Her stomach dropped a little. She was still feeling guilty about leaving the viewing, and, for some reason she felt like Jordan was going to call her out on it. She had spoken to Jordan just a few times since the funeral, and had only seen her once or twice in school. She figured she had been taking some time off, which would be reasonable, and which meant Marissa wouldn't have to see her much.

"Hey!" Marissa called out, putting a smile on her face and waving. She made eye contact with the rest of the girls Jordan was with, who looked familiar but whom she didn't know.

"I'm glad you're here. I thought you would be," Jordan said.

"Wouldn't miss it. I didn't think I'd see you though."

Jordan looked away from her for a moment and put her hands into the pocket of her hoodie. "People have been saying variations of that to me all night. But what am I supposed to do? Sit at home? This is distracting, and fun ... and it feels normal."

Marissa nodded back in understanding and began to feel a little chilly herself.

They were interrupted suddenly by an overly enthusiastic voice. "Hey, why don't you guys have any drinks?" Ben, a good friend of Aaron's, called out to them loudly even though he was standing just feet away. He had two full plastic cups in his hand, and began handing one to Jordan and one to Marissa, sloshing some liquid over the sides in the process.

"No thanks," said Jordan, looking like she expected a protest, but he was already focused on Marissa.

Marissa took the cup she was offered and sipped from it. "Are you the butler?" she asked smiling. Ben put one arm around her, mumbled something she couldn't understand, gulped the drink he had offered to Jordan, then stumbled away.

"I guess he's been here a while," Marissa said and laughed. "So, how have you been?" They began walking away from the other girls, off the patio and into the yard towards the trees.

"Fine, I guess." Jordan paused here, debating what to say next. "There's still no word on whether the car crash was an accident or not."

Marissa had been afraid the conversation would proceed in this direction. She didn't really know what to say to this, so she just said the first thing she could think of.

"I know the one witness said it looked like an accident to him, but the other one said it looked like she pulled her car out into the road on purpose. Nothing's changed since then?"

"No. The young guy who was working at the auto shop said it looked pretty straightforward to him. That Olivia just made a mistake and didn't turn in time. But the guy who pulled up behind her swears that she purposefully pulled her car out into the road in front of that SUV. He said that no one would pull out that far unless it was on purpose."

"I can't believe two witnesses to the same event are saying totally different things."

"Yeah, apparently it happens all the time though. Also, they haven't been able to catch the guy who hit her. If they could, that might give us a few more puzzle pieces to work with."

"What a dirtbag," Marissa said.

“I know. I can’t believe someone could just drive away from an accident like that.”

"Me neither. Although you would think a hit and run would be more likely with an accident. An admission of guilt, so to speak. If Olivia really did pull her car out in front of him, and there was nothing he could do, you would think that he would have stopped."

"Maybe, but maybe not." Jordan paused again, "You know that they found those college admissions brochures in Olivia's car after the accident?"

"Yeah?" Marissa waited for Jordan to continue, not sure where she was going with this.

"Well ... there's some speculation that maybe Olivia ... was unhappy because she was under so much pressure. You know, like to get into a really selective college, and to have a perfect grade point average, and phenomenal SAT scores. You know, all that stuff."

Marissa considered this, but it didn't feel right to her.

"But Olivia was a shameless overachiever. She loved the pressure. I never knew her to be any other way. I mean, I know she didn't have the SAT scores she wanted, but I don't think ..." Marissa looked up, finally seeing the uncertainty on Jordan's face. "Why, what do you think?"

Jordan's mouth began to move, but there was no sound at first. Finally, Marissa heard her voice.

"Yeah ... I'm, I'm sure you're right. I know she was like that, I just ... So, you think it was an accident?"

Suddenly, Marissa wasn't so sure. She came up with the best non-answer she could think of.

"I'm sure the police will eventually figure it out."

"But what do you think? Like, without knowing any of the details, what do you feel happened?"

Five minutes ago Marissa could have answered this question with certainty. Now, she gave Jordan the answer she knew she wanted to hear.

"I'm sure it was an accident."

Jordan made direct eye contact with her then, and Marissa knew that Jordan didn't quite believe her. But she let it go anyway.

"Thanks."

They walked a few paces in silence until Marissa had a thought.

"By the way, do you have any idea where Olivia might have been that morning?"

Jordan started to answer, but it suddenly got louder over by the side of the house where Marissa and Jay had first entered the backyard. Marissa looked over out of curiosity and saw Peter and a couple of his friends. He made his way through the party giving handshakes and hugs as necessary, a wide smile plastered on his face, his very short haircut and heavily muscled arms making him look like the quintessential athlete. He had spotted her and Jordan and started to make his way over to them. Marissa thought for a second about going back inside to look for Aaron, or to do anything really, but it was too late. Peter stood between her and Jordan, an arm around each of them. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Aaron open the screen door and step out onto the patio. He stopped for a second, glancing in her direction before starting towards a group of girls on the far left side of the yard. He loudly flung himself into their group causing more than a few high-pitched laughs.

"How are my favorite girls?" Peter asked, still connected to both Marissa and Jordan.

"We'll ask them for you, but we're good," Marissa replied while catching Jordan's eye and chuckling.

Peter removed his arms from the girls as if offended. "Fine. I'll just spread myself around elsewhere." He winked at them as he moved along.

"I'm sure you will," Marissa said so he couldn't hear. Jordan smiled.

She happened to glance back at the side of the house once more and saw three guys walk in whom she didn't recognize. They wore hats with the state university's logo on them and she assumed they were probably students there. They looked familiar, but were definitely not in high school. They didn't go to her school anyway. Marissa watched them making their way through the throng of kids, looking for someone they knew, she guessed. One of the guys, who was leading the way, happened to bump into Peter, which caused him to spill some of his drink down the front of his shirt. Though no words were exchanged, Peter turned and gave the guy a dirty look, who then returned the favor before continuing to lead his friends through the crowd. Marissa wondered who they knew here.

"Do you talk to Peter a lot?" Marissa turned to ask Jordan.

"Yeah."

"I have to admit, he's always gotten on my nerves."

"I understand. He's not a bad guy, he just wants everyone to know how great he is."

This made Marissa chuckle. Aaron walked over at that moment.

"You finally made it outside," she said.

"Yeah," he said a little distracted. Marissa followed his eyes over to where Peter was talking with the same group of girls Aaron had just been with. He turned back to her momentarily and said, "Having fun?"

"Of course," she said smiling. Jordan had walked away, having found someone else to talk to.

"Hey, who are those guys over there?" Marissa asked looking in the direction of the guys with the hats she had just seen walk in.

"Who?" He looked in the direction she showed him. "Oh! Don't you remember? They were seniors when we were freshmen. Friends of my brother actually. Stay here, I'll be right back, I promise." Aaron walked towards them.

Marissa had no intention of standing around by herself and she knew Aaron would find her again. She spotted Jay lounging in a patio chair talking with some other people, and started to walk over when she heard a crash behind her. She turned around to see Ben lying on the patio with the screen door underneath him looking like he wasn't sure how he got there. She couldn't help but laugh as he apologized to Aaron, who had just run over. She heard Aaron say, "Seriously?" before it was drowned out by the laughter of the rest of Aaron's guests.

"What happened?" Jay asked as Marissa sat down in the chair next to her.

"Ben just walked through the screen door."

"He needs to go to bed."

The night wore on. Red cups littered the yard and the patio tables, the volume got louder, and the air got chillier. Nothing else major was broken.

The party had doubled in size since Marissa arrived, which, even for Aaron, was a lot. Marissa was getting cold and, frankly, a little bored, and decided to go back into the house. The kitchen had gotten more crowded and the floor a lot stickier. There were no video games being played but the living room was filled with kids. She didn't see anyone she knew and decided to take a little unguided tour of Aaron's house. She felt guilty walking up the stairs, like she was snooping around, but she was just curious.

Aaron's house was big. Bigger than hers. There were quite a few doors that lined the hallway. Two of them were closed. One of them was Aaron's room. She realized she hadn't seen him in a while. The first room she looked into was his parents' bedroom. She stood in the doorway admiring. It reminded her of a spa.

The next room was an office. Probably for Aaron's father. She stepped in briefly looking at books, knick knacks, and the few pictures that were displayed. Aaron's dad always reminded her of a surfer for some reason, even though he was a successful businessman. She picked up a book from the shelf, and flipped through for a few seconds before continuing.

She entered the next room. It was a den.

This room was comfortable. There was a large TV, though from the looks of it, an older model than the one in the living room. More video games. A somewhat worn leather couch, and more bookshelves. Marissa read occasionally, but not avidly. She perused the bookshelves as she had in the office and picked up East of Eden off the shelf. The paperback cover was worn, with creases from being read so often, and the pages were earmarked in many places. She sunk back into the leather couch with the book still in her hand. A window was to her left. The breeze rolled through the room, and she relaxed her head against the back of the couch.

"Snooping?"

She was startled for a second, then turned her head to see Aaron standing in the doorway, chuckling at her surprise. She wondered how long he had been standing there.

"Sorry. I got cold."

"No apologies necessary." He sat on the other end of the couch from her and looked at the book in her hand. "Steinbeck fan? That's one of my favorites."

"I like the movie. But, I've never read the book. Actually, I never knew you were much of a reader."

"Yeah, these are all mine." He gestured towards the full bookshelves. "That's how I've stayed so smart without having to do any work in school." He grinned.

"Thanks for having everyone over tonight. I think we needed it."

"Sure. Life goes on, right?"

"Yeah, I guess it does."

His eyes caught hers for a moment and she realized that he had green in the middle of his brown eyes. Hazel, just like hers.

Shouting outside caught their attention at the same time. This was not spirited banter; this was the shouting of a brewing argument. As they looked out the window, they could see Peter facing the three college guys. Aaron jumped up and ran from the room. Marissa could hear him making his way down the stairs. She decided to follow.

When she reached the screen door (that Aaron had put back into place), the confrontation was unchanged, except now Aaron also faced Peter. Peter's tall, athletic build made Aaron's medium sized frame seem even smaller.

"You have a problem with my guests?" she heard Aaron saying. It was quiet around them now.

"These has-beens have had a problem with me all night. We were just having a discussion, that's all." Marissa looked over to the college guys, one of whom was swaying on his feet.

"I don't think anyone invited you in the first place." At this, the atmosphere tensed.

"That's cool. This is lame anyways." Just as Peter had turned around to leave, the college friend who had been having trouble staying on his feet, flung his plastic cup, still half full of liquid, square at Peter's back. Though he barely felt the flimsy cup hit him, his humiliation spread like the wet mark on the back of his shirt. Peter charged at the guy, pushing Aaron to the ground in the process, and grabbed him by the collar, before the other guys could push Peter back. With his friends grabbing both of his arms, Peter took a deep breath, freed his arms and adjusted his shirt, before calling out to Aaron, who was still on the ground with the chair he had fallen into, "Thanks for having me over." His buddies laughed as they walked around the side of the house and disappeared. The cup-flinger stumbled a few paces, turned around and vomited.

Aaron jumped up, red in the face, and exclaimed that he was okay to anyone who asked. When someone pointed out to him the scrape on the back of his forearm that was bleeding, he looked surprised and said that he hadn't felt it. Shaking his hair back into place, and uprighting the fallen furniture, he walked back into the house right past Marissa, who was still by the door, and didn't look at her. He disappeared up the stairs.

Jay walked in right behind him and stood next to Marissa.

"Guess the party's over," she said.

* * *

The next day, late in the afternoon, Marissa and Jay sat outside on Marissa's patio. It was a hot day and they had been swimming earlier. Even though it was late September, it seemed summer had no intentions of going away.

They had woken up that morning in Aaron's basement and after weaving their way through a maze of bodies still sleeping on the floor, had made their way down the long driveway and back up to Marissa's where they had been ever since.

"Hey, remember that time when Ben walked through Aaron's screen door?" Jay said. Both girls laughed.

Still chuckling, Marissa said, "Yeah, that was fun. I'm still tired though.

"You're tired anytime you don't get your full twelve hours," Jay said and then continued. "Are you surprised he had people over last night, so soon after?" She didn't have to say after what.

"I asked him the same thing last night, but you know Aaron. And anyways, I guess there's no use in just sitting around twiddling our thumbs.

"Life goes on."

"That's what Aaron said too."

Jay paused before she spoke next. "How do you think Jordan feels?"

"I asked her last night, and she seems okay." For some reason, Marissa left out the part about Jordan asking her whether she thought the crash was an accident.

"Yeah, but you'd never get it out of her if she felt terrible."

"That's true." Marissa looked out into the trees.

Jay leaned back against the lounge chair she was in and put her arms over her head. She exhaled deeply before saying, "How have you been feeling?"

But Marissa never got the chance to answer the question. Her phone indicated she had received a message. For some reason, she felt butterflies in her stomach. She looked at the phone and saw the name, then flipped it open and read the message inside.

"Find me tomorrow. I have an idea." It was Jordan.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

 

Marissa didn't have to find Jordan the next day. Jordan found her.

After classes were over that day she stood at her locker with Jay. They were both going to Marissa's house that afternoon, and Marissa needed to grab something quickly. Just as they were about to leave, Jordan jogged up to them.

"Hey guys, don't go yet," she said to them a little out of breath.

"What is it?" Jay said.

"I want to talk to you both, but not here."

"Is this about your secret plan?" Jay said. She couldn't help but laugh.

Jordan ignored Jay's laughter at her expense. "I'll tell you guys about it in the car. Can you give me a ride home?"

Once in the car, Marissa driving, Jay up front and Jordan in the back, Jordan got right to the point.

"Alright," she took a deep breath, "I need to find Olivia's journal, and I need you guys to help me. Peter and Aaron too."

"You certainly don't need all of us to do that," Jay said. "I'm sure if you go through her room long enough you're bound to find it."

"That's the thing though, it's not in her room, or even in the house. I've thoroughly checked. It's definitely not there."

"Okay. Why do you need it?" Jay asked.

Jordan paused here. Marissa glanced in the rear view mirror and saw Jordan's face form the expression it did when she was trying to gather her thoughts. Marissa thought she already knew what Jordan was going to say.

"I want to find out for sure whether or not my sister killed herself."

Her words reverberated around the car in the loudest silence Marissa had ever heard. For a moment, the car was completely quiet. Each girl sat with her own thoughts, not wanting to speak them aloud. Jordan finally continued with her plea.

"If I can find her journal, I think I have a good chance of finding out the truth. I need to know what happened," and then she added quickly, "and I think it's only right that it be known. Don't you guys want to know the truth?"

No, not really. Marissa thought it before she could stop herself, as her mind flashed back to her conversation with Jordan not two days prior. She didn't like this idea, not at all. She figured if the police couldn't figure it out then they probably couldn't either, and she had no interest in playing detective. If there was no clear evidence either way, maybe they were better off not knowing.

"Guys?" Jordan said.

Finally, Marissa couldn't avoid speaking any longer. "Don't you think we should just let the police handle this? I mean, if they can't figure it out what makes you think that we can?"

"Because we'll have her thoughts."

Marissa thought that was a strange way of saying what Jordan meant to say.

"The evidence is inconclusive," Jordan continued, "the eyewitnesses don't agree with each other. What we need is to talk to Olivia herself. Since we can't do that, we'll go for the next best thing."

Marissa didn't want to do it. She didn't want to go digging through Olivia's things trying to find a scrap of a thought or a feeling that she once had. She preferred to let this all die down. For everything to return to normal. She didn't want to search for what Jordan was asking her to search for. She didn't want to look.

Jay spoke first. "Jordan, I'll go with you."

Marissa was annoyed. Now she would have to go too.

"Really?" Jordan asked.

"Yeah, really."

"Marissa?"

Everything inside of her screamed "no," but she couldn't say it.

"Yeah, I'll go too."

"Great! I knew I could convince you guys!"

"No problem," Jay said, "but if the journal isn't in your house, where do you think it is?"

Marissa suddenly didn't want to hear where Jordan thought the journal was.

"Well," Jordan started, "you know the state park off of route 29? A lot of people go hiking and camping there."

"Yeah?" Jay said.

"That's where I think it is."

"In the park? I don't understand."

"Olivia used to go there regularly, just to be alone, I think. She took me with her once, last summer. There was this particular spot she liked to go to that overlooked the river. She mentioned to me that she would write there, and just leave the journal hidden so no one could find it."

"I didn't know she did that," Marissa said, surprised that she didn't know this piece of information about her friend. "How long had she been doing that?"

"About a year, I think."

Marissa remembered that Jordan had been cut off at the party when Marissa had asked her where she thought Olivia had been the morning of the accident.

"So this is where you think Olivia was the morning of the accident?"

Jay turned and looked at Marissa with a confused expression, not having been privy to Marissa and Jordan's earlier conversation.

"Yeah, it was the first place I thought of."

"So you had an idea of where she was that morning? I thought no one knew," Jay asked.

"No one does know. Except for me."

"You didn't tell anybody?" Marissa asked.

"No. I didn't know for sure. And ... it didn't seem right to mention it without being certain."

"Jordan!" Marissa and Jay called out at the same time.

"Listen, I wasn't even sure she was still going to this place. It was just the first thing that popped into my mind when I heard about the accident."

Marissa felt anger bubble to the surface as she realized Jordan had been keeping this to herself. She was glad it was Jay who spoke next.

"So, you want to go to this spot and look for the journal there?" Jay asked.

"Exactly. And now you see why I want all four of you to go."

"I didn't realize that we would have to go on an expedition to do this," Jay said, reconsidering her previous commitment.

"It's really not a big deal, I figure we can all go up after school. It'll only take us twenty minutes to get there. With five of us searching, it shouldn't take us long to cover all the ground. This spot isn't that big. And, I'm sure it's there. It has to be." Marissa sensed that Jordan spoke this last sentence more to herself than to Jay.

"Alright, I guess you're right. Do you know how to get back to this spot?"

"Yeah, I've been there before."

"I'll let you lead the way, then."

Marissa now felt even more uncomfortable than before. Despite Jordan's confidence, she thought there was a slim chance the journal was even there, much less that they would find it if it was. And, she really didn't like the idea of going all the way out to the state park to do this. Although she enjoyed her backyard, she really couldn't say that she was an outdoors kind of girl. But they were committed now.

They finally reached Jordan's street and pulled into the driveway at her house. Marissa put the car in park but no one moved.

"What about Peter and Aaron?" Marissa asked.

"Don't worry about Peter. I'll take care of him. Aaron, on the other hand," she was talking more to herself now than to the other girls, "he might be harder to convince." They both knew she was referencing what had happened at his house the other night. She looked out the window for a moment, biting one of her nails and then put a hand on Marissa's arm, leaning up from the backseat.

"Marissa, will you talk to Aaron about this? I think he would listen to you."

Marissa was displeased by this assignment. Considering her own lack of enthusiasm she wasn't sure she was the best person to be recruiting others.

"Yeah, sure, I'll ask him."

"I'll go with you," Jay said.

"No," Jordan said, "just Marissa. I think that will work better." Jay just shrugged, and then asked, "Why does Peter need to come? Won't four of us be enough?"

Jordan considered and then answered, "One, I think it would be helpful to have another guy come along. Second, he is—was," she corrected herself, "Olivia's boyfriend, it would only be fair."

"Oh, right," Jay said unenthusiastically.

"Thanks guys. I'll let you know what's up after I talk to Peter. Marissa, keep me updated on Aaron."

"Yes, ma'am," Marissa said as she watched Jordan pull the door handle to let herself out of the car. She smiled at Marissa as she shut the door behind her, and Marissa caught her eyes before she turned away. She could see the spark in Jordan's brown eyes, and was drawn into them.

Marissa and Jay watched Jordan open the front door of her house and step inside before Marissa pulled the car back out of the driveway. Marissa turned to Jay.

"What have you gotten us into?" Marissa asked.

"Me? You agreed to go too."

"I had to after you said you would go. This is crazy."

"It won't be that bad."

Marissa just looked at her.

* * *

The girls pulled up to Marissa's house and left the car in the driveway. Her parents weren't home yet.

"Let's go out back. Want something to drink?" Marissa said.

"Yeah, I'll come with you to the kitchen."

The girls got themselves situated on the patio. Marissa pulled her hair back and secured it with an elastic band, then took off the hoodie she had been wearing to reveal a T-shirt. The late afternoon sun felt good on her arms and neck.

"So, what do you really think about all this?" Marissa asked. Jay opened her bottle of water and took a sip.

"Look, she's upset about her sister, and she wants to do something to make herself feel better. It's the least we can do to go with her. Honestly, I don't think we're going to find anything. I mean, the idea is a little half-baked, right? Even if we do find the journal, what is she expecting? An entry that reads, 'I plan to kill myself today' or 'I don't plan to kill myself today.' I'm not sure what she expects to find, but she's got it in her head that this will give her closure. In the end, it was easier just to agree to go along. We'll go up there, look around a little while, and then come home. We'll probably be back before dinner."

"What if we actually do find something?"

"Then we do. At least we'll have something new to tell the police, maybe make her parents feel better. And Jordan will feel like she's served some purpose."

Marissa took a couple of sips of water as she decided whether or not to ask the question she wanted to ask.

"What do you think actually happened?"

They had not explicitly discussed this before. Jay looked off into the trees for a moment, watching the leaves rustle in the wind. A squirrel jumped from one tree to another.

"Honestly, I feel like it was just an accident. I guess it's just intuition, but there's nothing that makes me believe that Olivia killed herself. I think she just miscalculated when she made that turn."

Marissa thought about this for a moment, and then remembered that Jay hadn't been with her when she talked to Jordan the night of the party.

"Jordan told me there's speculation that Olivia might have wanted to kill herself because she was under too much pressure," Marissa said. Jay dismissed this idea with a wave of her hand.

"We all know that Olivia was Type A to a fault. That still doesn't mean she was suicidal," Jay paused here and looked directly at Marissa. "What do you think?"

Marissa fiddled with her bottle of water, pulling at the label which had peeled off in one corner. She twisted off the cap, but as she pulled it off she lost her grip on it and it fell to the ground beneath them. She bent down to pick it up and when she sat up again, she met Jay's eyes and said, "Yeah, I think you're right." Jay nodded at her and finished off her water. Marissa wondered if Jay actually believed her.

* * *

Marissa started up the long driveway and felt as if she had just been here, even though it was Wednesday afternoon. She certainly didn't mind stopping by Aaron's house, but she still felt uneasy about this adventure they were all about to undertake, and that she had to be the one to recruit Aaron. Frankly, she thought Jordan would have done a fair job on her own. But she had said she would do it, so here she was.

She rang the doorbell and stood on the front step waiting. She glanced around and thought it was funny how different this place looked in the daylight. Her thoughts were broken by the sound of the lock turning.

"Hey! What are you doing here?"

"Just felt like taking a walk up the street," she smiled.

"I figured you were somebody trying to sell me something." For a moment, she thought that Jordan had already spoken to him, and then realized he was just making a joke. She laughed quickly.

"No, just wanted to visit. I left my vacuum cleaner models at home."

He smiled and then motioned for her to enter. He held the storm door open as she passed through.

"Nice and clean," Marissa said as she entered the foyer.

"It took a little while, but you know I came through."

"I didn't have any doubt."

She followed him into the kitchen and sat down on one of the stools at the center island. She leaned forward over the counter and watched as Aaron opened the right side of the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of soda. He motioned to ask her if she also wanted one, but she declined. He remained standing by the refrigerator on the opposite side of the island, leaning back against the counter.

"So, why did you really stop by?" Aaron asked, twisting the cap off of the bottle.

"I told you. Just to visit." Marissa couldn't help but smile.

"We've lived on the same street for almost ten years. I can't remember one time that you ever just dropped by."

Marissa tried to think of something clever to say, but nothing came to her. Finally, she just settled on the truth.

"Okay, you're right. I'm here on assignment."

Aaron tossed his bottle cap at her so that it gently hit her in the arm and pretended to look disappointed. He took a long sip of the brown bubbly liquid inside. Marissa grabbed the cap before it fell to the floor and began playing with it on the counter top.

"So what's your assignment?" he asked.

"I'm supposed to ask you if you'll help look for something."

"Who put you up to this?" He cocked his head to the side and crossed his arms in front of his chest like he was suspicious of her, but she could still see the grin peeking out from his face. Marissa saw the scrape he had gotten when Peter had knocked him over the other night. He caught the direction of her eye and immediately uncrossed his arms and put them back down by his sides.

"Jordan."

"Go on."

Marissa tried not to look as unenthusiastic as she was. "She wants you, me, Jay ..." she paused, knowing that this last name would get some kind of reaction, "... and Peter," Aaron continued standing in the same position, his facial expression unchanged, but the smile that kept peeking out from his face had left his eyes and mouth, "to help her find Olivia's journal."

Aaron's face changed at this as if to ask why Jordan would want this. Marissa continued.

"You know that there's some question as to whether Olivia's death was a suicide," she said this last word slowly as if it didn't quite want to leave her mouth. She saw Aaron's face flinch a little, but he nodded in response.

"Jordan's hoping if she can find Olivia's journal, she may find out something that would indicate whether or not that car accident was actually an accident."

Aaron crossed his arms again and looked out the sliding glass door towards his
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