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Dedication

for anyone trying to find their way home





Epigraph

Love is dangerous.

As is the world.

It isn’t only loss—there’s lots

Of weird malice loose on the planet.

—GREGORY ORR
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I





Anywhere

Days or weeks ago. Zell arrived at my apartment door, her laughter hollow, her hair too short. She’d lost weight since I saw her last, her jaw all angles and edges. She walked right in like it hadn’t been five years since we’d last spoken, and there was a warmth in being with her that made it feel like it couldn’t have been—like we’d been shadows moving alongside each other all this time. She asked me how my day was. We ate white rice from plastic bowls.

Then she offered me a new life like she was offering me a soda, and when a girl like that asks you to run away with her, you do. You take inventory of your little world, shuck off the pieces you won’t miss, and betray the ones you will under the guise of adventure. I had no pets, no plants, no friends who would notice I was gone; my only furniture a mattress, a foldout chair, and a scratched table the last tenants left on the curb. Almost like I’d been keeping my life empty so it would be easier to discard when Zell showed up.

You leave your cell phone on the kitchen counter and throw your clothes into a bag without bothering to fold them. In the car, you catch yourself really breathing for the first time in years, maybe, and it turns out breathing feels magnificent, the glory-dance of lungs. She asked me to run, so I ran, and I didn’t ask where we were going, or why, because it didn’t matter. I was going with her.


* * *

Four days ago, our first day gone. Miles and miles of night, the darkness like a fleece blanket wrapped around us. Zell’s features were lit only by the glow of the dashboard, making it harder to believe she was real and next to me, not the hologram or half-drawn vision I sometimes willed into my dreams as I lay alone in bed. Then the febrile Nevada sun broke the spell, sizzling holes through the cool blue dawn, and she was there: solid, slack-jawed, alive.

She wanted to run so we ran, but first, she wanted to see the Grand Canyon, so we drove through the night from Carson City, past the neon rest stops and quiet drive-throughs, the overpasses brick after concrete brick on the skyline. I drove while Zell slept, the side of her face smashed against the cool glass, her hand coiled around the seat belt like an infant holding its mother’s finger. We parked the car in the packed lot out front, and I bought our tickets at the visitors desk while Zell went to pee. After milling around the gift shop towers of souvenir magnets, we got on a bus and rode through the stuffy morning toward the canyon.

“I always thought you could drive right up to it,” she said. “They make it look that way on TV.”

“Me too.” The natural tone between us still half performed.

“God, buses make me motion sick.” She lifted her hair and fanned the back of her neck with her ticket, looking out the window.

Ten minutes later, we stepped off the bus and gulped fresh air like we’d been drowning. Pale sunlight broke over red-painted ridges, the farthest peaks huddled close like tiny villages, a molten river slicing through the impossible bottom of it all. Zell’s mascara began to melt, from the wind or something more. Then, in one breathtaking motion, her smile bloomed over the crevasse, and I swelled with a wave of déjà vu; this was the Zell I remembered—often cynical and hardened, but every so often a childish wonder spilled out of her, and the crinkles in the corners of her eyes faded. She rolled her gaze toward the white expanse of sky and blotted her makeup. I looked away.

“Weird how we never came to see it before,” she said.

“Who would’ve taken us?”

She was silent for a minute as her hair whipped around her face and she stood there, letting it. Zell’s eyes were bright with whatever it was people came here to find, but feeling things so eloquently, so intensely, was a muscle I hadn’t accessed in a while. My ponytail lolled, the tip licking one side of my neck, then the other.

She told me then about the time she was seven, when her mom took her camping on a seaweed-infested beach in Texas, the only vacation they ever had. How some muscle dude came over to flirt with her mom and helped Zell build a huge sandcastle; how it made her so happy, having a stranger do something just for her, that she didn’t even notice when they left to go fuck in the RV and abandoned Zell on the shore.

“For years, that was my favorite memory.” She wiped her face on her shirtsleeve, then let out a loud, broken laugh. “What kind of shitty childhood is that?”

Watching Zell look out at the wind and painted dust, I could feel wonder trickling in, inching my chest open, guiding me to a place where I could join her in this moment. She glanced over at me, and I swallowed it down.


* * *

Zell at the wheel, we found our way back to I-40 and stopped at a diner for our first meal in twelve hours. I wasn’t sure if it was the lack of sleep, the flooding brightness, hunger, or the elation of being with her, but I felt a little drugged. Pleasantly delirious, like moving through a dreamscape. Without the GPS on our cell phones—Zell made us leave those behind—we used paper maps to navigate. Being off-grid, untethered from daily life and suspended in the meat of living, gave us the air of real fugitives. This, too, was adventure, but it seemed more like finding our way back to being human: navigating the world on instinct and landscape alone.

We slid into a sticky booth where the rubber seat pinched awkwardly at my thighs. The waitress brought two sweating glasses of ice water, and Zell drew a heart in the condensation, a ritual I’d forgotten about. I didn’t say, Nothing’s really changed, has it? I didn’t say, I am so glad you’re still in the world. I smiled and said nothing. We ordered three side plates of hash browns to douse in ketchup and split between us, and a pot of coffee.

“So, what’ve you been up to lately? Still in Phoenix?” I asked, wincing at the cadence of small talk.

Zell and I grew up in the unincorporated town of Phoenix, New Mexico, and were used to telling people No, not that one. Years of insisting on the truth of ourselves, until I got older and left, and now when someone asked it was easier just to say Phoenix and let them believe what they wanted to.

Only fifty people officially lived in Phoenix, according to the bug-splattered sign at its limits; mostly people who worked at the factory or the small casino twenty miles north, or who trickled down from the Navajo Nation. You’d think a small town means you know everybody, but in that blip along an otherwise empty stretch of desert, Zell and I knew nobody but each other. Our moms, both basically teens when we were kids, worked as waitresses in the casino together, and then at the Flying J, then as cleaners in the Achilles Motel where we lived for a while. We learned most of what we knew in that brown-carpeted motel room, from staticky PBS and the shadows who walked by the window openly hollering their needs at one another.

She answered, “Yeah. I moved into the house when my mom got sick. Then stayed a while after she died.”

A pang of guilt snaked through me when she mentioned her mom, and to bury it, I asked why she’d decided to go to New Jersey now. Her face lit up.

“The Barrens,” she swooned exaggeratedly. “You know I’ve always been obsessed with the Barrens.” Her eyes sparked and her voice softened into a monologue about the atmospheric mist and moss, the trees, the light filtering through the leaves; a familiar refrain, this fascination she’d carried since our teenage years. In the motel office, travelers would sometimes leave behind random books and when we got bored we’d flip through them, most interested in the ones that seemed scandalous: paperbacks with outdated dating advice, or issues of Men’s Health and Cosmo. It was there in the pile of discards that Zell found Ghost Towns of the New Jersey Pine Barrens. I wondered if all these years later she still slept with it at her bedside, like a talisman.

“I mean, why wouldn’t you want to live in the only American state with an official state demon,” she said. According to her, posers always cited the Jersey Devil, but real enthusiasts knew the forest harbored a whole ecosystem of folklore. She’d wax poetic about how the Pine Barrens were swallowingly lush and alive in every way that New Mexico was a place for death’s leftovers: Funny how they call something so green “barren.” Can’t imagine anywhere more barren than here.

I asked her if she was in some kind of trouble, if there was more to prompt our leaving than she was letting on, and she made a face.

“I just wanna see some trees, Andrea.” She crossed her arms, glancing out the window. “There are reasons to leave, sure, but they’re just reasons.”

I pretended to concentrate exceptionally hard on the sugar packets so she wouldn’t see my face when I asked the next question.

“Are you, like, pregnant?”

She choked out a laugh, and I couldn’t tell if she thought it was funny, or if she was suddenly racked by some crazed grief. “No,” she said. “No, nobody I’ve known is worth getting knocked up by.”

I felt stupid for how relieved I was, even though that in itself didn’t tell me much about Zell’s life since I last saw her.

“I mean, is it drugs though? Like, is it legal trouble, or—why’d you want to leave so fast, and why,” I steadied my voice, hating myself before the words were out, “after all this time?” What I meant was: Why with me?

“You know how it is. The years roll over ’til they don’t anymore,” she said, affecting a twang I associated with the factory workers back home. “I just don’t want to be found, is all.”

She paused to take a drink, then added, “Why’d you come along, anyway?” Her eyes glittered with a fanglike spark of meanness. It made my neck flush with arousal.

I mumbled something about adventure, and she asked what I was going to do afterward.

“After what?”

“After New Jersey. I figured you’d hang around ’til I get set up, but what are you going to do when you go back to Nevada?”

My stomach dropped. It hadn’t hit me, somehow, that after all this, I’d get on a plane and go back to the same life, same job, same old apartment, the carpet still caked with dirt from Zell’s boots. The thought was unfathomable—to detox from days on days spent in Zell’s presence and return to nothingness.

“I don’t know,” I said. Then the hash browns came and we ate them, silent and fast.


* * *

When we were done eating, Zell pulled a roll of bills from her pocket and paid with the cash we pooled last night. She insisted we couldn’t use our cards, couldn’t leave any trail, and I’d agreed to play along, which meant trusting her fully; so before we left Nevada I drove through the ATM around the corner from my apartment and pulled out my full savings balance: six hundred dollars in crisp, coarse twenties. Zell had brought the car, the maps, what money she could scrounge up: two hundred-ish in crinkled bills, waitressing tips mostly.

I went to the bathroom and rinsed my face, hunched over the automatic sink. I wiped under my breasts and arms with a wet brown paper towel and threw it in the overflowing bin by the door. When I went outside, Zell was sitting cross-legged on the hood of the car.

“Let’s take the scenic drive, go along old Route 66 instead,” she said.

“How much time does that add? I thought we were in some kind of hurry.”

“It’s all about the journey, right? Letting the universe guide us? And mile marker thirteen is right at the exit fork, so that feels like something important. A sign.”

“I thought thirteen was supposed to be unlucky,” I joked, but she barely heard me.

“Anyway, it runs back to the big road eventually. Not like we’ll get lost.”

Zell merged onto the old road, winding and pockmarked, and I adjusted the air-conditioning vents, hoping I wouldn’t get car sick. It was a truly beautiful drive, though, and I forgot my uneasiness. Dwarfed mountains sprouted with tufts of yellow and lilac, the azure sky flat above, and occasional clouds cast shadows on the ground like we were passing under a Macy’s Day balloon. We were the only car for miles, and I had the sudden urge to stop in the middle of the road, get out of the car, and howl into the sunny emptiness.

But we didn’t. We drove an hour, maybe, the clean-cut wind lapping through the cracked window. And then Zell said, “Oh shit, we’re almost out of gas.”

Out in some parts of the desert, it could be hours between gas stations. We were close enough to the highway, I figured, but who could say how far we’d veered? Once the panic set in properly, the engine began to feel like it was sputtering, slowing.

“Fuck,” Zell exclaimed. “Roll up the window. I can’t think with the noise.”

I did, and she switched off the AC and radio, trying to save every morsel of energy. The car quickly hotboxed in the sun, and in seconds we were sweating something awful, wincing at each dip in the engine’s roar. I got prepared to accept that we might have to walk, it might be our only choice. It was impossible to predict how far. Spiraling into survival mode, I took stock of how much water was left in my plastic bottle, examined the position of the sun in the sky, and tried to guess how long we’d last.

When the heat and tension were unbearable, when I was about to plead with Zell to at least open a window, we turned and saw a sign, then another: two gas stations, one on each side of the road. We exhaled and pulled into the left entrance, and I immediately unbuckled and jumped from the car, the breeze chilling dry the droplets of sweat on my face.

Zell got out and closed the door. Then she paused, fear creeping into her face.

“We can’t go in,” she said. “We’ve gotta go to the other one.”

“Why? What do you mean?” I pressed her, dry mouthed and drenched in sweat. The two gas stations were identical, down to the weathered-away green paint on the pump numbers. I tried to understand how she jumped so quickly from relief to fear, but she wouldn’t give me a reason, only: Something bad is about to happen.

“Please, come on, let’s just drive across the street. It’s not a big deal.”

“Okay,” I conceded, my annoyance overtaken by how visibly shaken she was. The ignition took a couple tries before rumbling awake, and we were able to make it out of the lot before the engine clonked out halfway across the (thankfully empty) road. Zell pulled the car into neutral and I got out to push, gliding the car to rest beside the pump at a wonky angle.

I pumped gas while Zell went inside to pay, and I watched the other station for any signs of Zell’s prediction, noticing nothing of note. Minutes later, Zell emerged from around the side of the building. I was pretty sure the bathroom was indoors, but I didn’t mention it.

“I don’t see anything weird going on over there,” I said, gesturing across the street.

“Ha, well, knock on wood.” She was upbeat again, her paranoia suddenly mollified. She rapped her knuckles on the hood of the car.

“That’s not even wood.”

“Everything came from a tree at some point.”

This time, I offered to drive. She turned up the AC, readjusted the vents, and I caught a glimpse of her hand: the grooves of her fingerprints outlined with traces of dirt. Fingernails embedded with slivers of dark moons.

* * *

Three days ago. There was a dog in the hotel office, a weenie: sienna fur speckled with gray, the fattest creature I’d ever seen. His short paws drowned under Shakespearean layers of skin as he trotted from his owner’s calf to the pillow at the corner of the desk. Every time someone entered the office and the bell on the door chimed, the hotel owner’s wife reached into her black satchel and fed him a treat. Many people entered and exited a day, I guessed, though they were one of the last neon signs on an otherwise gutted through road. The blinking green letters squirmed through the incredible dark. I loved that dog.

That night we stopped near Tucumcari, and as we walked to the room, I anticipated one bed and what that would mean. Something between us had sunk back into eternal familiarity, but there were still parts of ourselves we withheld—the parts that revealed in how many ways we were nearly strangers. But the room had two beds, each crowned by a black-and-white poster of Audrey Hepburn hung on the stucco wall.

We undressed efficiently and climbed under the sheets, our psyches plowed by more than twenty-four hours on the road. There was no time to lay in the cover of dark, thinking, overthinking—flooded by that mix of anxiety and reverence I’d begun to associate with these small moments of intimacy. Sleep rolled over me quick and violent.

When I woke up the next morning, I was already braced for Zell to change her mind. For her to be awake, waiting to say, How dumb was this idea. Thanks, though, it was fun. But I was ripped from sleep by the sound of her shutting the door, Dixie cups of black coffee in both hands.

Zell spread the paper maps across her bed. So far, we’d been following I-40, a straight line east, but soon we’d have to navigate north on new roads. She pointed to a thick vein of blue threaded through St. Louis, then Indianapolis; places I’d never been, but that in my mind were painted with the chrome sheen of stainless steel.

We dressed, stuffed last night’s clothes back in our bags, and left the room key on the desk—saving the weenie dog some calories, if only by a little. We settled into the Chevy’s sun-warmed seats and returned to the road.

Here’s the thing about the desert: it represents something to everyone, whether or not they’ve been there. To a lot of people, it means freedom, a geographic incarnation of American individualism as noble, a choice. But like American freedom, it’s only presented in curated fragments: the landscape bordering the highway, not the endless crannies so far out you couldn’t reach them without heatstroke. Not the ruthless drought, the parched and cracked earth warning of a future that lurks in plain sight, and not the pioneers of the past who ate their own families to drive somebody else’s out of the home they’d inhabited for centuries. Walk into the frame of any promise without knowing what it’s made of, and you’ll get what’s coming. Take the everything you’re offered in one fell gulp, and it will swallow you up.

We’d watched the landscape gradually shift from one end of the Southwest to the other; mountainous bleached Nevada, Arizona streaked red, New Mexico yellow and emerald-tufted, West Texas with its brown trees like arthritic hands. The things that grow here aren’t a miracle. They don’t carry mystic wisdom, secrets about how to mine life from the barren dust. Survival in desperate conditions is not magic; it’s a fuck you, an insistence on being.

Before noon, Zell at the wheel, we broke from one side of the panhandle to the other.

* * *

We whittled away the days in surprisingly incident-free stretches, the landscape flattening out into miles of green. At a little bricked town square near Tulsa, we stopped for booths selling fresh peaches and cantaloupes, and Zell bought a candle from a woman with a port-wine birthmark who said it would “shield her heart from negative energy.”

Often as we drove I remembered us as teenagers, sitting in the same spots in the same car, trailing through the desolate streets of Phoenix and planning how to get gone. Time folding in on itself, one page of history kissing the other. How lucky I was to live long enough to see them meet.

For me, disappearance was mostly hypothetical, but for Zell, freedom always meant New Jersey. A state that notoriously smelled like garbage and exhaust. A state Zell had never been within a thousand miles of, but spent a decade-plus idealizing into a promised land: her mythic beacon of the Northeast, grittier and more authentic than New York, and the forest that survives undisturbed at the edge of metropoles; the ruins of old mills absorbed by nature; whole towns abandoned to the bog, pulled back into the earth by vines and time; the Magic City artists’ commune hidden somewhere in the depths. Basically a glorified campground, she’d once told me, but that doesn’t mean people didn’t find magic there, or make their own. Her eyes sparkled, inhabited by a love you can only hold for something you don’t really know.

Zell, familiar as the earthy-sweet smell of my own bedsheets, still seemed to me a mythical being. Her long black eyelashes, nose with the slightest crook to it, her body all sliding tectonic plates. A tenderness that opened and then shut again before you got too good a look. Zell was a person of extremes, and she invited it, curated it: the worship and the demonization. She would allow for nothing in between.

We stopped for the night somewhere in Missouri and popped into a gas station across from the motel to buy drinks and chips to take back to our room—too tired to search for a real meal, uninterested in engaging a stranger or shopkeep to ask.

Perusing the liquor shelf, I suggested, “How about a bottle of Jack, to remember old times?”

Zell smiled mischievously. “How about stealing a bottle to remember old times?”

But I stood at the counter lamely while the clerk ran my card through the grimy machine, then discarded the bag in the trash can by the door.

* * *

Two days ago. Four days gone, and we were running out of money. I knew this, even though Zell insisted it wasn’t true. The brick of cash we’d left with was now a single roll of five- and ten-dollar bills, nestled into the breast pocket of Zell’s flannel shirt. She ritually circled the bills around her pointer finger until they stuck like that.

An hour outside Indianapolis, Zell broke the silent rhythm of the road:

“Oh shit, we forgot about Memphis.”

“What’s in Memphis?” I asked.

“Memphis is in Memphis, duh.” She clicked the blinker and started merging toward the off-ramp.

“What are you doing?”

“Well, we have to go. We can’t just miss Memphis.”

“Are you kidding?”

“Come on, I’ve never been,” she whined, like Memphis was a roadside attraction and not a day’s drive in the opposite direction.

“You want to get stranded in Tennessee? We’ll have to sleep in the car. We’ll have to live in the car.” My face hung open, incredulous, but she took a left under the overpass and onto the other side of the highway.

Was she trying to delay us? Was she dreading that moment of arrival, as I was, when our shared bubble of adventure would end and I would leave? The hope—the fantasy of something to hope for—was a sugary jolt to my brain, but I couldn’t allow myself to get lost in it.

“Just take a nap, we’ll be there before you know it.” She was trying to pacify me like a huffy child, and I found myself irritated with her—a foreign feeling, a little satisfying even, so rarely did I regard Zell with any kind of negativity. But I was a helpless passenger to her hurtling us off course for some reason I couldn’t make sense of, which stung more for what it represented about our friendship—the foundation I tried not to look at, tried in my shame to distract Zell from noticing. It had been dark for hours already, and by the time we arrived, the sun would be up.

I wanted to call it out, lay our roles bare: my worshipful surrender, her manipulative impulsiveness. But I only turned away, my cheek against the rattling window.

* * *

I woke on the side of the road, the world quiet. Soft purple light falling over a field, so lovely I wondered if I’d floated peacefully into death, or a dream. I looked over at Zell, and she wasn’t there. Her door was wide open, the interstate rushing ruthlessly a few yards away.

I sat up, got out of the car, and looked around in panic. I was ready to trudge into the field to look for her, but then I glanced to my right and caught a glimpse: far away enough that her body looked like a deflated beach ball, squatting down by the fence. I ran, feet squishing in the damp ground, the untended grass lashing my ankles.

When I came upon Zell she was digging at the base of a fence post, rutting at the earth with her hands, fingers pointed clawlike. I walked closer and she startled, looked up wide-eyed, like an animal who realizes it’s being hunted.

“What . . . what are you doing?”

“Oh, did you have a good nap?”

“I woke up and you weren’t there,” I said, sounding as childish and disoriented as I felt.

She held up a slip of notebook paper, torn and folded into a lopsided square. “Don’t laugh, but it’s this thing I do, sort of for good luck? I’ve been burying these notes along the trip, little snippets of secrets, or worries, or stories from the day. Or wishes. Like bread crumbs, so when someone uncovers one, they can follow my trail and know where to find me.”

“Who is going to come find you?”

She sighed, as if exasperated by having to explain. “I don’t know, someone important. Whoever is meant to. I mean, life is so twisty. We never know what’s going to happen to us.”

I turned my back on her, the road, the pastel sky melting toward sunrise’s orange peak. A headache coming on.

“Don’t laugh,” she repeated, wiping her dirty hands on her thighs. “I know you probably don’t get it, but . . .”

I looked at Zell, her features softened in the dawn light, and searched for something behind her face—a clue these notes should unlock about the person I knew, or thought I knew, or how to reconcile those people with the person she’d become. For some hint of wavering, a flicker of harm behind her impenetrable confidence. But she was walled off as ever. I was not afraid of her; I was afraid for her.

I said, “We should get going.”

We walked back to the car and drove in silence, the radio and its nineties hits wedging space between us. Zell flitted anxious glances in my direction every couple of miles, but my eyes burned defiantly forward. For the first time, it dawned on me that running away, for her, might’ve been about more than adventure, or reuniting, or New fucking Jersey. That maybe my saying yes had given something unwieldy inside of her permission to grow.

On the edge of the city, we checked into one of those shady by-the-hour motels, and I didn’t ask how much it cost. Just rolled into bed and slept, and when I woke, the sun was sinking down between the curtains. The maid knocked, tried to push open the door against the deadbolt before I yelled out, “We’re still in here!” She looked confused, but went away, barely shutting the door. Zell was awake now, too, so we pulled our jeans back on, brushed our hair, and left.

She drove up to a barbecue place, and we ate pulled pork and mac and cheese from white Styrofoam trays, not talking much; Zell trying, me mumbling simple acknowledgments, her trying harder in response. I was tired, and didn’t know what words I’d use to argue if I had the energy to. For the first time, I just wanted to get where we were going.

Zell moved to start up the car again, then stopped and looked at me. “I know I freaked you out, okay? I’m sorry.”

“I just wish you’d help me understand what’s happening,” I said, not fully sure what I was asking. She looked ahead.

“What I said in Albuquerque, about the years rolling over?” she started. “When I was a kid, I never understood how people didn’t grow up and follow their dreams—like in movies, how a sad housewife settles for someone fine, but who she doesn’t love. Or a person who has a passion or talent, but life gets too hard and they give up on being famous, or even trying to be good at it. But I get it now: you make a choice because it’s there, and you keep making it, and then one day your life is over. You only get the time you get.” She paused, and I waited.

“And when I thought about the choices I wished I could go back and make again, I thought about New Jersey, and I thought about you. So I decided to start there.”

* * *

Yesterday. We blazed across the midlands, burning through every decaying town in our path, sweeping through cities made of glass, lights clustered behind us in the distance. The Chevy roared, devouring miles in fistfuls. We cranked the windows down by hand, blared “Going to Georgia” so loud that fifteen miles away they could feel the chords pumping through their veins. Half the country passed in a blur of melting starlight embedded across the sky.

More than a place, we were escaping lives that felt at once unbearably short and long, lives with no room for being alive inside them. Now, asphalt over Nashville, I was watching all of that crumble. I was seeing the murky red future flatten itself like a canvas, the landscape bleeding from mountain to mossy grave, the star-spangled heartstring of the stretching road. We were singing the Mountain Goats as the past burned in the rearview.

What I remember most was Zell, knuckles white on the steering wheel, hair in a flurry, dark-brown eyes lit ablaze. Screaming to the song at the top of our lungs, what I remember thinking is this: I hope we fucking crash, I hope we die, I hope it’s messy and unavoidable, our flesh and bones mangled together for all eternity. Because nothing will ever be more exactly right than this—alive, electric. Free.

* * *

I stirred awake in the dark. Tall, overgrown brush scraping against the windshield. Again, I looked for Zell and found myself alone. Beyond the driver’s-side door where she should be: a tin-roof house slouching into the tangle of weeds that surrounded it. My gut sank into terror, then embarrassment, when I realized I’d been tricked and abandoned by Zell once more. A middle-of-nowhere darkness, the kind where stars shine diamond-cold and cast the only noticeable light.

Danger seared through my every nerve as I tried to calculate where Zell could’ve gone—maybe she pulled off the road to pee under cover of a bush? Or was burying secrets in the dark, cool mud? But my mind rang with her words: We never know what’s going to happen to us. And suddenly I was terrified she’d done something—hurt herself. That this was all a warning I’d missed. My body filled with a choking urgency to find her before something awful happened. Hopefully, I’d be quick enough for it not to have happened yet.

I crept toward the house, whipping my head around to check for attackers. The foundation was held up on cinder blocks, the wood porch caved in. I climbed up, and my shoes scuffled shards of glass; as if passing through a strange portal, I climbed through the blown-open window frame, slicing my thigh on a small, jagged piece stuck in the windowsill. But it only ripped the material of my jeans, not the skin beneath.

Old records, some still intact, littered the kitchen. The living room floor had sunken in, sucking a floral sofa down with it and collecting thick pockets of leaves, and as I stepped over the orange carpet I feared snakes, raccoons. My heart pounded in my ears as I struggled to adjust to the darkness. It was a place where wild things scurried to shelter, but it wasn’t hard to imagine the people who were here before—as if some echo of their living still pulsed between the walls, in the peeling wallpaper grown fuzzy with mold.

I didn’t have to go looking for Zell: she was right there, beyond the sunken entry of the farmhouse, standing at the bottom of the staircase. I moved quietly toward her, braced for the chance she’d bolt—or attack.

“Zell, are you okay?”

She startled and turned around, let out a tiny squawk.

“Holy shit, I thought you were a ghost.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but it was swallowed in a noise outside: a man’s distant holler, and then the yell of his rifle, cracking open the night sky.

Zell’s eyes went wide as they met mine, frozen in a single panicked moment.

“What the fuck—”

“Shhh.” Zell clamped her hand over my mouth. We stilled and listened, leaping in our skins when another gunshot sounded.

“Sounds like he’s coming from the front. If we go out the back . . .”

“We can sneak around the side.”

“Then run to the car.”

I nodded. Took a last, deep breath.

We bolted through the sunken kitchen, out the back door, leaping across the overgrown yard to the car. The rifle blasted again, and Zell fell reaching for the door handle—for one sharp instant I was sure she was dead—and then she stumbled up, making tiny, strangled noises, slid her body into the front seat, and we sped off through the grass. It wasn’t until our wheels found pavement again that I saw the blood pooling on her shirt.

* * *

Hey, stay with me.

My foot grinding into the pedal. The intestines of the battered car gurgling under the pressure. Dirt and grass and road, skidding, a half-airborne leap from a pothole. Telescopes of light revealing only what’s in front of us, almost too late to swerve. Time moving like this, in seizurelike flashes—a movie playing every third frame. Zell in the front seat, clutching her arm. A bloom of blood seeping into the black upholstery.

* * *

Even over the roar I hear her silence so loud. Except for little gasps, grits of teeth. Hair damp with sweat, curling in the delicate places behind her ears and sticking to her forehead.

Goddamn it, Andrea.

That’s good. You’ve got to stay conscious.

Find a place—

Press the wound. I know it hurts. You have to.

Pull over, or—fuck— She winces, bites down on her lower lip. More blood.

This piece-of-shit car—

Hey, don’t talk shit about my car.

I don’t know why she thought any of us would survive to reach the coast.

* * *

A wave of panic bubbles up, sure, but I exile my body to some corner of the back seat. No time to be flesh, to feel; we slice clean through the muddy darkness.

There’s gotta be a hospital—

No, I told you. I won’t—

I want to say: You’re a grown-ass woman. No one’s going to call your mom and drag you back home. But my voice is too wobbly, the metallic smell of her blood perforating the car, and her mom long dead. Irony she’d appreciate in a less compromised state.

It’s a gunshot. We’ll get fucked for trespassing.

What other option—

She expels a scream. Feral kinetic energy ripping through her. Her eyes are black and wide, the look on her face animal, otherworldly. It scares the shit out of me. I don’t know what’s inside her, but it’s this. The reason she digs in dirt. The reason without a reason.

Come on—just give me this. We’ll figure it out, alone, together, like we always did. Please just get us someplace safe.

I keep pinned to the road but feel her eyes pleading a hole through my skin, and shiver.

Okay. Hold on.

* * *

No way to know where we are. Back roads, pitch dark beyond three feet of ghostly searchlight. How to find a hospital without our phones; too dark for maps, no X marking a spot where we arrive and are saved. It could be hours. If we ever got there. Whose fault would that be? Whose fault was any of this?

I don’t know, just know we have to stop the bleeding. Get the bullet out. Sew her together. Put her back how she was before.

The wheels pound relentlessly against the asphalt, a kind of lullaby.

What other option?


* * *

What does it feel like?

Like a white-hot cut. Like sunburn giving birth.

She’s almost gleeful behind the pain.

Like a goddamn supernova is gushing from my body.

* * *

Dark and dark and dark and dark. Zell’s labored breath, the engine, deep vegetal stench of blood. Just over the Kentucky border, a sign for a town called Bugtussle. All black forest and road. Until.


* * *

Twelve minutes later—what could’ve been seconds, or an hour, or days—a dollop of yellow light breaks the landscape ahead: a dilapidated Days Inn.

I leave Zell in the car, ask for a room, and pay with cash. The room costs eighty dollars, almost half of what we have left, and as I hand the money to the receptionist I get an uneasy feeling I shove down, remembering the crazed look on Zell’s face. How she begged me to do this with her alone.

I pop the trunk, the plastic room key clamped between my teeth, and sling both duffel bags over one shoulder. I slip the half-empty bottle of Jack Daniel’s into a zipper pocket. Zell is gray-skinned, ragdolled over the dashboard, and for a second I’m frozen in bottomless dread or longing. The fabric of her flannel shirt shines oily under the security lights.

“Come on,” I say, helping her from the car with my free arm. “It’s all right, I got you.”

On the long trek through the parking lot up the metal staircase to the motel room, time begins to speed up again, the minutes catching up all at once and knocking me nearly breathless. The white paint from the railings chipping under my palms.

Zell slumps onto the mattress, on top of the bedspread—brown with jade slivers, like leaves at the bottom of a lake. Her shirt is ruined, a patch of dark liquid spreading down her sleeve. I bend down to take it off, my fingers intentional, trying hard to be merely whispers on her skin. She winces anyway.

The wound is a crater the size of a quarter in the flesh of her upper arm. I’ve seen things like this in movies, of course—worse even—but in front of me, it’s terrifying. I cross the room, come back to the bedside with a wooden chair and my duffel bag.

“Here,” I say, placing the bottle of whiskey in her good hand. “Drink up.”

She doesn’t question it, takes a gulp. Amber sloshes against the glass. Another gulp.

“How’re we gonna do this?” she asks.

I take the pocketknife from my bag and begin ripping Zell’s shirt into strips. Her watery eyes shine in the yellow lamplight, waiting for an answer.

* * *

Half our lives ago. We were thirteen, maybe, walking the mile and a half to the gas station to buy frostbitten popsicles with spare change we collected from the hotel vending machine. Zell led the way, as she always did, her darker skin a marvel beneath the sun, while mine just reddened and peeled in ugly patches of freckles. The sand that veiled the sidewalk kept getting kicked into my sandals and going sludgy on the sweaty soles of my feet.

“What flavor are you going to get?”

“Hmm. I think guava. Ooh, or watermelon, if they have it.”

“They never have watermelon.”

I tried to get up the courage to start our game, but then, thankfully, Zell did it on her own.

“Imagine,” she started, a smile in her voice, though she was still walking ahead, not looking at me. “Imagine how good the air is going to feel when we walk in.”

I responded, “Imagine getting some of those ice flakes on the backs of your hands when you slide the freezer open.”

“Imagine they have watermelon. Like, just tons and tons of watermelon. And we each get two because the gas station guy feels so bad for us.”

“Imagine it’s already a little melty, so you have to suck the juice off your fingers.”

“Imagine licking all over it, and getting your face sticky and your whole mouth stained.”

“Imagine it’s gone but you can still feel it melting inside you.”

The “Imagine” game wasn’t just about popsicles; we were addicts for the future, teasing each other with fantasies of whatever small desire there was to look forward to quenching. It didn’t matter if it would never be ours.

I didn’t see it slither out of the wild brush before I felt it; I fell to the ground, scraping my elbows on the concrete. Zell turned around and her face morphed from confusion to panic.

“What happened?!”

“I think I got struck by lightning,” I gasped. The sky was unwaveringly blue above us, but it seemed to be the only explanation.

“Where? Show me,” she commanded.

I struggled to pivot my body so I could see what had become of it. Below the raw, rock-embedded patches on my knees, my ankle was swollen and red.

“Let me look.” I winced as she pawed at the swell and pointed. “That’s fang marks.”

“I didn’t see a snake.” I started crying, sobs knocked loose from my chest. It wasn’t an excuse but an apology: for ruining our momentum, for falling like an idiot, for making Zell join me on the dirty, snake-infested ground.

“It could be poisonous,” she said. “We need to call your mom.”

“It’s too far,” I whined. “By the time we get to the gas station, the poison will get me.”

Zell considered this. She spit in her hand.

“What are you doing?”

“It’s okay, I saw it on Discovery Channel.”

She circled her saliva over the wound with two fingers, washing away the dust, then wiped her hand on her jean shorts. She took an audible breath before she leaned over and closed her mouth over my ankle. She sucked at the swell, and even though it ached a sharp bolt of pain, I was rapt with the sudden sensation of the inside of Zell’s mouth, the wet and fleshy slide and strangeness of it, her flickering tongue.

She came up for air and spit into the dirt.

“There,” she said. “Can you get up?”

I wasn’t sure she’d sucked anything out of me, or if it was poison to begin with, but she helped me to my feet and I dusted the sand off. She slowed down to walk beside me and I hobbled the rest of the way to the gas station. With each step I imagined the woosh of the AC, sliding open the freezer to reveal clusters of bright pink watermelon popsicles, imagined Zell and me cradling the cold and crinkled plastic in our palms, imagined it as if I already knew it to be so.

* * *

I have stopped apologizing. I pour the warm whiskey over Zell’s wound, and she yelps like a hurt puppy. I dip the tip of the knife into the angry red hole in her arm and she jerks it away, and I have to cuff her wrist to the bed with my free hand and watch as she writhes like an animal trying to escape from its skin, all the while biting my tongue to hold back the Sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, worrying the skin of my cheek between my teeth until I taste blood.

Thankfully the wound isn’t that deep, but the flesh around it puckers, clinging to the bullet. I try to keep my hands from shaking and hope Zell doesn’t notice. My eyes flicker to her, but her own are pressed tightly shut. The blood covering my fingers smells like sour fruit, sticky and hot. I hate it, but I can’t help but think of roadkill—the bloated bodies of deer that line all roads far enough from town, their twisted necks and punctured-through limbs, congealed innards streaming from each cavity. How the animal becomes less of an animal with every piece of flesh split from bone.

And there’s a part of me, as I slice new little gashes into Zell’s flesh—a monstrous, greedy part I’m ashamed of, though not entirely surprised by—that is ecstatic to find myself here. In awe as the pages of history overlap yet again, throwing us back together in another shitty motel. Even if we pull this off, Zell could rot from infection or die from blood loss, but still I’m fighting back a grin, feeling ridiculously lucky that fate ricocheted us to this room, provided an irrefutable excuse to hold her in place and put my hands on her for as long as I want. It’s a deep, dark sensory overload, like gorging past the point of sickness: the walls oozing with the near transcendent banquet of desire, and the visceral focus, and how dangerously close it all is to slipping out from under us.

But for however long
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