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At the end, a hush falls over the arena as the crowds are absorbed into the night. At the end, the flashing red light on the ambulance fades like a distant star. At the end, the scoreboards are wiped and every hard-fought point is forgotten. You do one last skate over the slush and cracks in the ice. You feel the cracks zigzag and widen; you extend desperate fingers to avoid the collapse. You stop at the hole, the entry point, the garish splotch of blood. The lights dim until nothing is visible but the silver streaks of a broken mirror. A tiny voice whispers, Game over.
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Defensive Zone Breach
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Some days, you shouldn’t get out of bed.

“Madre de Dios. Who are you? And what happened to your fa–– I mean, what are you doing here?”

His words pinned me to the ground, like a specimen in a glass case, a bug in the Montreal Insectarium.

My normal response would be: “Well, who the hell are you?” and, “I didn’t see a sign that said ‘Private Beach,’ so I have as much right to park myself here as anyone else.”

But I wasn’t exactly parked, more like concealed behind a palm tree and sneaking forward through the grass to, you know, listen in, and it was the other half of his question, the broken one, that really hurt.

Why would I need to hide and sneak, you might wonder? Who really does that, eh?

Someone who doesn’t want to be that specimen.

So there I was, exposed and displayed for all to see. I needed to rip out the pins and bolt or vanish. Frantic, I looked in ten different directions at once. 

I made an attempt and scrambled halfway up, but before I could escape the headlights of his eyes, I froze again. Struck. Blindsided. Breathless. A weird epiphany needled into my brain. It whispered, “death isn’t stalking you anymore.” 

I could have sighed. After all, a part of me still wanted to live.

Not like this, of course. Not like this limping, cowering piece of shit.

There had been many moments over the past six months when I hadn’t wanted to live. When I’d drifted away to the sounds of cheers and the flood of Gatorade over my head and wake up to stabbing pain, blurred vision, casts and pins and coat hangers stuck through me (or at least they looked that way). My face felt like a dartboard, and I’d think, God, you hit a bull’s-eye, didn’t you? It was for getting so cocky, wasn’t it? For thinking I could actually challenge the guys, compete in a man’s world, make it to the NHL. Ha!

Joke’s on you, Erin. He’s laughing.

I would have laughed too, but it hurt too much to laugh, or smile, or move.

But this was my chance to recover. This tropical island with the palm trees and the glittering postcard horizon. Nobody knew me. No one would look at me.

Who was I kidding?

So what do you do when you’d like to dissolve into a puddle and drain into the dirt? You slink away. But I wasn’t capable of slinking, yet. Inelegant hobbling. That was about it. And he’d already seen me, so what was the point?

The point was to escape. Not this moment exactly—although it was bad enough—but the ones that would inevitably follow, the moments when I wouldn’t want to live again. The ones that would make me feel cowardly.

But there is no escape once you’re trapped in the case. The only way out is to change the past. Start over. Reverse the film. Splice it, trim it, use other camera angles. Try another replay, with the mike off or different lines dubbed in. If I were really smart, I’d figure out how to erase the last six months of my life. But the best I can do is mess with the last few hours.

Here you have it. My first attempt at film editing.

* * *
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We crossed the causeway, and what I saw was absurdly beautiful. Palm trees, flowers, glossy leaves.

“Dorothy, we’re not in Canada anymore,” I whispered. But it was more than just Florida. The island shimmered, like an oasis with a surrounding wilderness of sea instead of desert. I can breathe here. Spanish moss dangled like emerald webs from tall trees. People strolled by in pink tank tops and butt-hugging shorts. The air was sharp and fragrant. And the island was dirty.

Not garbage-filth-layered dirty. Fresh dirty, with sand, mud, riotous plants. Not a hint of sterile surfaces or pine-scented disinfectant. Nor was there the smell of sweat-drenched uniforms and stale indoor ice.

This is perfect, I thought.

The perfect place to die, that other voice said. I hated that other voice.

Dad cast me a look, a smile that was sort of droopy-sad. Why did he have to do that? It was like he could read my mind and knew I was comparing everything to . . . before. I think he was comparing, too.

––––––––
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Rrreeep! (Rewind.)

First thing, let’s get rid of Dad’s smile. Snipped. Erased. No more reminders.

––––––––
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Mom’s fingers fluttered briefly on my arm, and Amy sat up to get a better view.

“The hotel’s on the next island,” said Dad.

“Are we taking a boat?” I asked.

“No. Just a bridge. Sanibel’s incredible, isn’t it?” His hand swept over the quaint souvenir shops to our right, nestled between massive, twisted trees, and then the taxi shuttled us past a bald white sign that read, “Ding Darling Refuge.”

I looked at the entrance, at the thick fringe of vines, and at the creepy mangroves with their exposed roots. Weird long-necked birds like snakes with wings flew over a swamp in the distance. It seemed so odd in the middle of tourist-town. But then, I was odd now, too. I didn’t blend in with the perfect crowd anymore. Not that I ever did, but now I was a weed in the garden, just as this refuge seemed to be. Mine was the face that could stop conversations, or make even Reverend Alden stumble over his words. They were still on replay in my mind.

“E- Erin, dear. You’re looking . . . well.”

Do I really look well, jackass?

“We’re here,” said Dad.

Thank God. If I thought about that idiotic reverend one more time, I might have to punch someone. And Dad didn’t like it when I punched Amy. Mom, either. But Mom wasn’t the one who could make me back off with just a look.

So this was it. The island of captives. Captiva, they called it. The hotel resembled a manor from ancient times, with Roman pillars and bulbous white balconies that overlooked the ocean. And the ocean danced at its doorstep, just meters away, the waves curling in and sweeping toward me. I opened the taxi door. Salt tingled the tip of my tongue. I walked forward. Sleek sportfishing boats cruised up and down the coastline, and green specks of islands hovered in the distance. The waves marched in from the Gulf of Mexico, sighing as they splashed down on the beach. You could dive in that ocean, you could swim, you could drown.

––––––––
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This is the perfect moment to get back into the taxi and tell the driver to shuttle me back to the airport, now! Or to wade into the ocean and drown. Make note for new script at this point.

––––––––
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Amy clambered out of the car. “Isn’t it awesome?” she said, her voice all squeaky, her eyes all shiny.

I looked down at my feet, at the way my ever-so-sensible runners sank into the sand.

“It’s a beach,” I said.

“But the sand is like pure white. And look at all the shells.” She pointed at heaps of sun-baked clam shells, with the odd starfish thrown in. “The water is that incredible blue color.”

“Turquoise?” I asked. 

“Yeah. Like your eyes.”

“My eyes aren’t turquoise.”

“Yes, they are.”

“Whatever.”

I noticed something poking out of the sand. An ivory comb, with a crust of shells stuck to the teeth and jewels embedded in the spine. Sapphires, maybe?

I don’t know what the attraction was. I never wore these kinds of things. I wasn’t a glittery type of gal. Still, I bent down and grasped it in my hand. I hardly felt the jolt of pain I got from bending my legs, but as I slipped the comb from the sand, a small vibration travelled through my fingers, followed by a shock.

I dropped it, the pain excruciating in my newly-healing bones. Had I somehow snapped one again? What the hell? For a minute, I blanked out from the pain. And heard a voice: “Sleeping, sleeping for nigh unto eternity. But not now. I feel her. Nearby.”

––––––––
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What was that? Some sort of feedback? Really should clip this, but even the memory of it is making my hands shake.

––––––––
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It’s okay. It’s all right. Remember the time you got hit in the face with the puck. Broke a cheekbone. Nearly cracked your jaw. You said, “I’m tough, man. I’m going to play the next game.” Erin, you can do this. You can come back to us. You can play the next game.

It was Dad’s voice in the hospital that brought me back. He always brought me back.

“Erin?” Louder, this time.

I opened my eyes. “Dad?” 

He was there, bending over me, tucking his arm behind my back. “Slow movements. Remember what the physiotherapist said.”

“Are you okay, sweetheart?” asked Mom, almost touching my arm, but not quite.

I’m not going to break, I felt like saying. But I had, so that wouldn’t cut it anymore.

I nodded and straightened, and took a deep breath. I looked down. The comb was still clutched in my hand. I shook it free. It plopped to the sand and stuck there, oddly out of place, like a . . . girl in an NHL uniform.

“Let’s unpack,” Dad said, giving my shoulder a squeeze.

“Can we go for a swim afterwards?” asked Amy. “I can’t wait to get in that water.”

And get into your bikini, I thought.

Dad was starting to nod, and I nearly panicked. “Amy can swim. I don’t want to swim.”

“Maybe swimming so soon isn’t a good—,” said Mom.

“How about biking?” I interrupted. “Joanne said I could bike, right? To try to get some strength back into my legs.”

“I don’t—,” said Mom.

––––––––
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Now this is where I should insert a new line, Okay, Mom. No biking. You’re probably right. But I just can’t seem to do it. Mom is never right.

––––––––
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“Sure,” said Dad, eyeing Mom. “It’ll be fine, Karen. We can even check out the refuge on Sanibel with the bikes. There’s all those different trees I told you about—banyan, gumbo limbo—and mangrove swamps. They say it’s amazing—full of alligators and birds, too.”

Creepy refuge. Right. But in a way it seemed a fitting destination. That refuge was as wild and tangled and strange as I was now.

I watched Mom’s face grow paler. “Do we really want to see alligators while we’re on bikes?” she asked.

I couldn’t suppress a smirk. “They’re not going to eat us.” 

“It’s happened before,” she said.

“Seriously, Mom?”

“Seriously, Erin.”

“Stop being so nervous. I’m fine. I’m not going to let anyone eat me.”

Dad leaned over and added with a wink, “No, you wouldn’t.”

“Steve, you’re not helping. We’re talking about alligators. You can’t just fend off alligators with a . . . with a . . .”

“Water bottle,” smiled Dad.

“Oh, I give up.”

I grinned, even though it hurt. At least I could still win the small battles.

But it wasn’t about winning anymore. I had to get away. And I needed to feel that power again, the adrenaline pumping through my legs and buzzing in my brain. I wanted to feel . . . better. 

“How about,” I said, “we go for a quick swim this morning, and you let me bike by myself this afternoon?”

“By yourself?” Mom looked at me like I was asking to climb Mount Everest. “Erin, you’re still having trouble walking.”

“I can bike better than I can walk.”

“But what if you fall off and hurt yourself, and no one’s around? And there are supposed to be some poisonous snakes on the island. Darling, I just—”

“Why don’t we go for that swim?” said Dad. “We’ll work our way up to biking.”

“But what if there are sharks in the water?” I mimicked. I couldn’t help it.

Dad slid me a sideways look that said, Cut it out.

I cut it out and we went swimming.

––––––––
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Speaking of cutting, let’s cut the entire beach scene. But maybe I could splice it together with a scene from Jaws. At this point, we’d be racing off the island—or maybe I’d get eaten. Either way, the spool would be empty. Need to rip out the next scene, too.

––––––––
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. . . and I went biking down the path, and not feeling better. As I pumped the pedals, teeth of pain chomped at my legs—wicked, biting, chewing, grinding teeth—but I focused on the trail and kept pedaling. Green palm fronds waved me on. Cascades of blushing bougainvilleas pulled me deeper down the path. Banking, squawking gulls beckoned me toward the ocean. Laughing, chattering voices . . . stopped me.

––––––––
[image: image]


Why is this not working? I was never an expert at media studies in school, but I thought I’d cut this scene.

Okay, one more shot. Shift camera angle, speed up film. Keep bike moving.

––––––––
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“Hey, Sadie. Let’s go for a swim.” (Imagine this on fast forward.)

“Wait a minute. I’m talking, Carlos. Don’t you guys want to hear?”

A sigh whistled though the shrubs. A sigh, and then chuckles and giggles and a hearty “yeah” or two.

I slid off the bike, edged around the palm tree that bordered the path, and ducked down between the sea grass, or oats—whatever it’s called. Ever so quietly, I parted the purple strands of morning glory vines that threaded through the oats, and shifted to get a better view. A blonde girl with dark roots was sitting on the sand. She wore a string bikini and had a perfect face. Model-perfect, gag-perfect—but on second look, fake-perfect, considering all the makeup slathered over her cheekbones and around her eyes. For some reason, she was the magnet. Gathered around her like groupies around a pop star were a bunch of teens sprawled over colorful beach blankets.

“So, get this,” said the blonde. “They found her body somewhere on Sanibel, or parts of it. Washed in from the ocean. They say she probably went swimming and never came back.”

“Maybe she was eaten by a shark,” said a petite, snub-nosed girl to her left.

“’Kay. If that’s what you believe,” said the girl.

“What d’you believe, then?” asked a bronzed guy to her right. He leaned forward, his hazel eyes tracking her body. I tracked him—black curly hair and heavy, interesting brows that arched high on his forehead as if he didn’t believe a word the girl said. He was bare-chested, wearing blue cotton shorts, and a thin crust of sand clung to his pecs and thighs. Hot, yes. But something else held my gaze. Despite the onceover he was giving the girl, he seemed unfocused, distracted. There was tension in his posture, in contrast to his friends, who lay baking on the sand.

“Well, duh,” the blonde continued. “What do you think, Carlos? She was murdered. Her head wasn’t even attached to her body. Some nutcase came up behind her—,” she raised her arms, shoulder-level, like she was holding a baseball bat, “and snapped off her head.” She let it swing.

“Eww,” said a skinny cinnamon-haired girl, wrinkling her nose.

“Cool!” said a dude with dyed platinum spikes and wide brown eyes.

The guy, Carlos, didn’t say anything, but he flinched. Maybe he wasn’t turned on by beheadings. His eyes drifted away from the blonde, following the horizon where blue met blue. Was he picturing the poor murdered girl pitched out to sea or, more likely, was he picturing the blonde skinny-dipping in the rough tide?

I shifted as teeth nipped at my leg again. Crap. Stupid position to be in, hunched under the vines. I reached down to ease the tension, but then I felt a cramp. I clenched my jaw. I needed to scream. The muscle was howling, reacting to a sensation like a thousand needles jabbing me, as if I hadn’t been jabbed by a thousand needles already. I stretched my calf and massaged it gently, but the cramp gripped even tighter. I groaned and twitched, making the sea oats shiver.

“What was that?” asked the girl.

“What was—what?” asked the guy—Carlos—his deep voice breaking in midsentence as if he were holding in a laugh.

“Behind us, in the oats. What if it’s a gator? Didn’t you hear it?”

I froze, tears pouring from my eyes from the freaking pain.

“Probably a tortoise or a bird.” I looked up to see Carlos rolling his eyes. “How long have you lived here, Sadie?”

“Long enough to know that gators do come to the beach sometimes. Can you check it out, Carlos?”

––––––––
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Say no, Carlos.

New audio: Emphatic “No!”

He’s mouthing something else, though.

––––––––
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He pushed off the blanket, sprang to his feet, and headed straight for me.

I slithered backward, trying to shrink behind the palm. But I wasn’t as quick as a snake might have been, and before I knew it, he was standing right in front of me, looking down at me, eyes sweeping my long-sleeved cotton blouse and mid-calf Capris and coming to rest on my face.

“Madre de Dios. Who are you? And what happened to your fa–– I mean . . . what are you doing here?”

So much for film editing.
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When you’re gliding over the ice on a wintry day, on the long snake of a river or the waxy surface of a pond, surrounded by snow-blanketed fields and frost-tipped pine forests, no obstacles bar your path except maybe the odd rut or ripple in the smooth surface. You sail onward or circle endlessly, breathing the fresh, crisp air, feeling the snowflakes tickle your nose, knowing that nothing can ever stop you.

But when you’re in the arena, hemmed in with immovable boards and Plexiglas and the sea of red uniforms that opposes your blue, sticks reach out to snag your gut, skates slip under your feet to trip you, armoured shoulders are thrust into your face, pushing you backward. 

And there’s always one opponent their coach has designated as your shadow. That person knows everything about you. He’s studied the stats, watched your moves in playbacks of previous games. He knows all your weaknesses. And he’ll dig at them. He’ll get in your face. He’ll push your buttons.

There’s nothing malicious about it; he’s just defending his zone. He clearly understands the threat you are to his team.

But they don’t show this dogged shadow on the highlight reels. They only show the push-through to the goal, the clever manoeuvres, or the fabulous save. They skip over the part where you back off after he’s laid one too many punches. They zero in on your coach flipping out on the bench when he’s finally had enough of the harassment. They never show the real game. The real game is not good television.

* * *
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My hands flew up to cover my cheeks. Stop looking at me. Stop thinking it. But replays or useless mental film editing weren’t going to stop him from looking.

“I—I . . .”

What to say? Just sneaking around and eavesdropping on you guys. No biggie.

“What is it, Carlos?” That was the blonde’s voice. Sadie. “Not an animal?”

“No,” he said.

A shuffling noise followed. Oh, hell. Now everyone was coming to investigate.

I tried to scramble to my feet. The last thing I needed was a crowd of spectators. And unlike the last crowd I’d stood before, these guys wouldn’t be applauding, but instead grinding the pins deeper into my wounded wings. I got myself halfway to standing before my calf cramped again, and I teetered.

Carlos reached out and grabbed me before I hit the ground, balancing me in a solid grip that I couldn’t escape from, as the girl, Sadie, appeared, blotting out the pristine sky and curling white waves.

Sadie took a deep breath and stepped back. She had a look on her face like she’d just risked a sip of coffee in one of those fast food joints and discovered that it tasted like a combination of motor oil and cat pee. She turned to her groupies and whispered, “That girl is sca-ry.”

My face burned; my eyes watered. I’d seen it in people’s eyes, in the looks they quickly smothered when they first caught sight of me after I was released from the hospital, but no one had actually said it.

Carlos didn’t say anything, but he didn’t let me go, either.

Sadie swaggered back to me with a little crinkle in her nose. “So, what’s your story?”

“’Scuse me?”

“What happened . . . to you?” She swished her hand around my face.

“Sadie,” said Carlos.

“Well, she is, you know, messed up,” she continued.

You are, you know, a bitch, I thought, but didn’t say. Why couldn’t I say it? 

“That was uncalled for,” said Carlos.

“Come on, baby,” she said. “I was just joking.” She reached out and stroked his arm.

Carlos didn’t comment, but his grip on my arm tightened. Interesting.

“I’m sure it isn’t easy,” she said, her voice softening, but her eyes holding this brittle quality that curdled my gut even more. “You look like you’re in pain. How did you get here?” And why are you here? her expression seemed to say.

“I was just riding my bike—”

“You were riding a bike?” asked Carlos.

“Yeah. I was.”

“Cool,” said the platinum guy. A couple of girls smiled shyly; one even edged away from Sadie.

“Just here on vacation, checking out the scenery,” I explained. “I needed a rest, so I stopped.”

Carlos nodded, letting his hand relax on my arm, but he held fast when I swayed a bit. I gritted my teeth as tiny tremors of shame rippled through me. A breeze could knock me over.

Sadie eyed Carlos’s hand, where it was latched to my arm. Her eyes narrowed. “On vacation, huh? Do you really think you’re ready for a vacation?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, Carlos is holding you up. Maybe biking was a bad idea. Girl, you’re trembling.”

“I’m good,” I snapped. 

“Did you hear the story I was telling?” By the creases in her pale, perfect forehead, it was clear that she knew I had.

“Some of it, maybe.” Damn. Where were those film editors now?

“Well, I’m just saying, it could be dangerous around here. We could drop you back at your hotel, if you like. I’m worried that you won’t make it back. And you’d be much better off taking a lounge chair vacation instead of biking.” She smiled.

I couldn’t believe this. She was being brutally honest, and the brutal part was not lost on me. But maybe I deserved it, for sneaking around and spying on them. 

“Really, Sadie?” said Carlos.

“I’m just trying to be helpful,” she said, sidling closer to him. “I think she needs help.”

“I’ll be just fine, thanks,” I said. I yanked my arm out of Carlos’s sustaining grip and stumbled backward. Turning, I hauled my bike out from under the palm tree and slid over the seat. “I’ll be just fine,” I mumbled, holding back the tears. My muscles still wailed, the whimpering weaklings, but I ignored them and pulled onto the roadway. Cars honked as I whipped between them to the opposite shoulder—the endless stream of vehicles jostling toward the beach—but I didn’t care.

I didn’t pay attention to where I was going, and I missed the turnoff to the hotel. I didn’t want to go back there, anyway. Eventually, as I cycled through the bolts and jags of pain, I crossed the narrow bridge, the sole link between Captiva and the main island. I tromped down hard on the pedals, sucked in my breath, tromped again. Then I heard it, over the purr of engines and woven into the sound of steady traffic—the throb of a louder engine, behind me.

I glanced back, and through a haze of tears I saw him. The guy—Carlos—chasing me on a Harley, easily catching up, motioning for me to pull over.

Right. Forget it. After what that girl Sadie had said, how could I face him? I couldn’t acknowledge that this was what my life had become: stooping, stumbling, cringing behind a curtain.

The path branched ahead, one side leading to the roadway of the Ding Darling Refuge. My wheel wobbled as if tugged in that direction and I veered to the left. My sudden movement must have startled him ’cause he shot past the road, but after I had cycled only a few meters farther, the Harley came growling behind me again.

What now? You can’t escape a Harley on a bicycle. Maybe I could lose him on one of the trails. On the roadway up ahead, a gap opened in the wall of leaves, an overgrown path that weaved through the tangles. A breeze brushed through the leaves, tugging them apart, like an invitation. I pulled over, slid the bike under snarled cactus and odd pretzel-shaped trees, and raced—at a limping pace—into the jungle of mangroves, weeds, and bushes. My breath puffed out in choppy gasps, as I heard a voice call out behind me.

“Hey, you. I need to talk to you. Stop running!”

Sure. Why not? Like there was anything we needed to talk about.

Another cramp chomped at my leg. Maybe I’d have to stop running. But then what? Face him and hear the words again, like a series of gunshots—MA-DRE DE DI-OS . . . even if he didn’t say them aloud.

Sharp leaves plucked at my hair, and prickly cactus snagged my blouse. I lost pace as I tugged myself loose, but then I heard a voice. Faraway, eerie, like wind through a tunnel.

“Over here. You can get away. Over here.”

The summons beckoned from the middle of the thick shrubbery and weeds. Someone guiding me to a hiding place? But who?

“He will hurt you. He will kill you. Hide. Quickly.”

What? Who? Why? I shook my head, but aimed for a manhole-sized gap in the underbrush at the side of the trail.

“Where are you going? Are you crazy?” he yelled. He was right behind me.

I stopped. God knows why, but I turned back. He stood a few paces farther down the trail, his chest heaving. For an instant, his eyes caught me, trapped me. They seemed dark—darker—a sharp contrast to the beaming Florida sunlight that slotted through the leaves. Was there a shadow of anger in them? Would he really hurt me?

He raised his hand. Was there the glint of something in it?

Before I could scream or run or even think, something grabbed me from behind and yanked me backward, pulling me through clusters of leaves and groping branches. A hand was clamped over my mouth, and I couldn’t breathe. I landed with a thump on a mound of plant debris and sand. Leaves flew up around me and shells jabbed my hands. The sharp pricks felt like . . . glass.

I screamed and the memories came crashing back.

Headlights blazing into the window, the crunch of metal meeting metal, and the spray of glass, everywhere glass, piercing me, shredding my skin, erupting in hot flashes of pain.

Why did I have to relive it again? But the memory of that evening resurfaced like a damaged boat that just wouldn’t sink. My thoughts tripped back to life before pain and surgery and cowering in the bushes.

* * *
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I threw my gear into the trunk and slammed it shut. The bulky bag was heavy enough to dislocate a shoulder, but it was worth it.

“Knock ’em dead,” yelled Dad, from the door. Mom scowled, and he quickly backtracked. “I mean, you know, stay out of the penalty box, but give it your all. I’ll be there in an hour.”

I nodded. Sure, Dad, sure. Even though he wasn’t coaching my team this year, I knew he’d be there in fifteen minutes.

I got behind the wheel of my baby, my Mustang—vintage, but still hot—dug out the keys, and started the engine. The car shuddered, but then she purred. She was worth every penny Dad had dished out for her—a virtual fortune, the padded leather seats whispered in my ear.

I flicked a wave to my parents, shot her into gear, and pulled out onto the street. Shouldn’t do it. Really shouldn’t, in front of Mom. But, well . . . I jammed the pedal and burned rubber, earning a scream from Mom and, as I glanced in the rearview mirror, a head in hand from Dad—but I knew he was screening a grin.

I reduced speed as soon as I headed into real traffic, though. Hey, I wasn’t a total idiot. I knew how to drive. I’d taken driver’s ed., aced the driver’s test, wouldn’t touch the street racing crap for a cheap thrill—I got enough thrills on the ice, anyway. I eased onto the highway, avoiding the main road into Niagara Falls. Even though it was November, traffic could still be nuts there. The crescent of the Skyway bridge over the Welland Canal loomed ahead, a giant frozen leap over a slender silver blade, and beyond lay the cluster of hotels and office buildings in St. Catherines, where scattered lights showed in the early dark.

I set the radio to shout volume, but it crooned and whined, fluttering into some soft shit from a country collection—why so damned mellow?—so I flipped stations till it slammed into the heavy guitars of Fallowed Earth. Now we’re talking.

I thudded out the rhythm on the steering wheel, bobbing my head. Needed the steel guitars to get me in the zone. Traffic was light, no one on my tail, headlights a distant blur in the rearview mirror, the white SUV in front at least ten meters ahead. I shimmied to the beat, sang a few lyrics, the pre-rush of tonight’s game flooding my veins. The St. Catherines team didn’t have many skilled playmakers or really fast forwards. Their defense was pathetic. This game should be a cakewalk. No worries.

Screech.

Right. None.

Except.

A car—purple, green, what was it?

Skidding across the roadway.

No.

Thumping over the median.

No.

Missing the snow bank and the SUV in front of me. Plowing into the driver’s side door.

Why?

Shattering glass.

Tearing flesh.

Splintering bone.

Pain. Pain exploding everywhere.

Had to escape. Had to flee. But I was pinned by my Mustang, by my baby.

No, no I wasn’t in a car. I wasn’t covered in glass. It was leaves and shells.

And the wheel hadn’t pinned me, not this time. It was someone’s hand.

Just pry it off. Wake up and pry it off.

I reached up, but the hand was fading, translucent, hollow. Like a wisp of smoke, it dissolved at my touch.

What the . . . ? This was crazy. Who had grabbed me from behind? Who had pulled me meters into the jungle and onto my butt? Whoever—whatever—it was, I’d seen it. I’d felt it. But now, it was gone.

I blinked, lay back down, closed my eyes. It wasn’t real, couldn’t be real. Hadn’t I gone through enough? I’d just relived the car accident, the most terrifying moment of my life, but somehow this seemed even worse. 

’Cause it felt like madness.
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“Hey. Hey girl. Where’d you go?” Carlos swept aside the spiky branches and web-like vines. He thrust through a curtain of leaves, trying to zero in on the location of the scream. What was it with this crazy snowbird, anyway? Weaving her bike between the loco drivers of Sanibel, taking a side path in the backwaters of Ding Darling, then leaving the path—as if anyone could tramp through the thigh-deep swamp water of the mangroves and the dense undergrowth of the old Calusa shell mounds. Not to mention the danger of gators.

Tawny brown flecks flickered in and out of view, just beyond the hump of a cactus. Had to be the girl’s hair.

“Hey,” he called. “Are you okay?”

He shoved aside a particularly robust branch, and there she was, sprawled on the ground, looking unconscious. Her hair was tangled around her face, but a mesh of puckered scars was still visible. The poor girl’s face seemed fragmented and crudely reassembled. He knelt beside her and placed his fingers on her throat.

Her eyes flew open.

“Don’t!” she shrieked.

He drew back.

“Don’t kill me,” she hissed.

He sat back on his haunches. “Now, why would I do that?”

“Because––because you were chasing me.”

He couldn’t suppress a frown.

“Because––because someone told me you would.”

“Someone?” he repeated. “Who would have told you that?”

“I—I don’t know.” Now she was frowning, too. “Someone grabbed me and pulled me here. To hide. From you. They said you would kill me.”

Oh, great. Now the girl was hearing voices.

“Look,” he said. “I don’t kill people. I’m not some evil psychopath. I just followed you because you seemed upset at what Sadie said. And who wouldn’t be? She’s got a mean streak, that girl. I didn’t want you to hurt yourself, or anything. Then you rode your bike like a maniac, into here, of all places. There are lots of alligators in Ding Darling, you know. Or maybe you don’t.”

Her eyes darted from side to side, a frantic ping-pong movement. But she wasn’t scrambling away. “Alligators,” she whispered. “Could an alligator . . . ?”

Carlos smiled, but maybe she was right. He tried to peer casually through the densely woven undergrowth, as he said, “Alligators don’t usually talk. But yeah, it’s possible one grabbed you.” 

“You don’t look very worried.”

“I’m not right now, because I don’t see anything. But maybe we should get out of here, fast.” The girl still gripped the ground, not making any move to get to her feet. What could he do to gain her trust? He’d left his hunting knife at home. What if a gator lurked nearby? “What’s your name, anyway? I’m tired of calling you girl.”

“It’s better than what your friend Sadie called me.” She slammed a sharp look into his eyes and pushed herself to a sitting position.

Carlos sighed. There was nothing complicated about Sadie. She was good for only one thing, but that was usually good enough. But this girl? Man, she looked like she’d been ripped apart, then stitched, glued and soldered back together again. Pink streaks and fuchsia dots marked the sites of previous slashes and stitches. Grafts and scrapes were a purplish hue. Her face was a jumbled puzzle that didn’t line up at a single join. Any clear patch of skin was spattered with old bruises.

When he’d first seen her, she could barely stand, but then she’d ridden her bike at breakneck speed, almost giving his Harley a run for its money. And despite freaking out when he’d touched her, she seemed quite calm now, under control, not about to be stifled by the Sadies of this world.

“Sadie doesn’t really care about anyone but Sadie. She’s not worth worrying about. Now, will you tell me your name?”

“If she’s that self-centered, why do you hang out with her?”

“Well, she’s . . . ah, I don’t know.” He shrugged. “Around. Not important, is it, um, Sue? Angela? Dorothy?”

“Erin,” she finally replied. “Around, huh? That doesn’t exactly put you in a better light.”

He pursed his lips. “True,” he admitted. “Erin,” he added. “But it doesn’t make me a psychopath either.”

“I guess not.” She met his eyes and smiled. It was funny. Her eyes were a luminous turquoise color, like the sea above a coral reef, and her lips were unscarred—the only remnant of her face untouched by whatever had happened to her. She had the hint of something interesting, maybe even beautiful, but it had been scrubbed out by—what? Maybe . . . shards of glass?

“But somebody did pull me into the bushes.”

“Right,” he said, trying to keep a straight face. She seemed completely sincere, but maybe whatever trauma had happened to her had scrambled her brains, too. Still, the obvious answer was a gator, which made him scan the old shell mound even more thoroughly. Erin’s hand, bracing her body, rested on something ivory-colored, not mottled green or brown like the moldy leaves or mud-stained shell fragments that typically lay scattered on the ground.

“What’s that?” he asked, pointing to the object.

Erin looked down, then brushed aside a clump of leaves and gasped. Carlos sucked in his breath at the same time. A lesser girl would likely have screamed, but then a lesser girl wouldn’t have been shredded and mangled and yet still smiling.

Gazing up at them was a skull.
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You know, sometimes life leaves you little treasures, keepsakes you store in a box, or memories you tuck into a special treasure chest in your mind. In the box, you’d place the video of your first steps or, even before that, the recording of the time you looked up when you heard the “Star Trek: TNG” theme song on TV and crawled toward it (I can’t believe I did that). Then there’s the puck from your first goal, the report card that made Mom smile (yeah, there was only one), the picture of your dad holding up the Stanley Cup (well, that went into Dad’s box, but I still think of it as mine occasionally). Into the virtual treasure chest, you’d slip the day Dad handed you the keys to the Mustang, the cheers from the crowd and the splash of Gatorade over your head when your team won the Ontario Championship, the day you rode a barrel over the Falls (that was from somebody else’s box—the “stupid” box—and he ended up in a pine box—but I digress), the day when you lost . . . (now that’s in the “secrets” box). And then there was the skull you found while you were on vacation.

* * *
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I jumped to my feet pretty damned quick. I still didn’t trust Carlos, but I scrambled over until I was next to him, anyway. Clearly that was a better option than continuing to lean on . . . what I was leaning on.

“It’s a . . .”

“Yeah. It sure is. It’s not alive, though. Couldn’t have . . .”

“I know that didn’t grab me,” I said. I’m not crazy, I wanted to add, but didn’t. 

“’Course not,” said Carlos, but his lips twitched. “It’s probably an old Indian body you just uncovered by falling down on the mound.”

“Mound?”

“This is a Calusa shell mound. The Calusa were the first people here on Sanibel and they built up these mounds of shells, probably to give them some height from hurricanes that would flood the island. It may even have helped them escape some of the mosquitoes. But they used them as burial grounds, too.”

“Oh,” I said. “That’s kind of cool, in a gruesome sort of way. Unless I disturbed some ancient spirit.” A chill washed through me, deep and numbing, like I’d just taken a Polar Bear Plunge. Weird.

“You’re not superstitious, are you?” asked Carlos. “I haven’t heard of any poltergeists or ghosts on the island. But it could be something else, something . . . newer.”

“A murder, you mean?”

He shrugged. “I guess we should report it to the police. Hopefully, once they check it out, they’ll have archaeologists combing this mound instead of a pile of CSI people.”

Although he was doing his best to reassure me, I couldn’t suppress a shiver. After all, someone had grabbed me. Could it have been the same someone who’d dumped a body here? Of course, it must have been ages ago, or at least weeks, since the skull was nothing but bare bone. But who would hang out in this jungle, other than someone who knew what was here?

Who are you? I thought, hypnotically drawn to the gaping eye sockets and moss-speckled ivory bone. Did someone hurt you? Break you? Torture you? Separate you from yourself?

I started, as a fluttering, flapping sound echoed through the jungle. “What was that?”

“What?” Carlos tilted his head and listened.

The sound retreated, beaten back by harmless twittering birds. “It sounded like a flag snapping against a pole. Or maybe an animal running through the leaves.”

“I didn’t hear anything, but I’ll take your word for it.”

Skulls? Creepy sounds? Potential psychopaths? I’d really had enough of this freaky place. “I think we should leave, now.”

“Good plan,” he said, with a dash of a smile. “How about you hop on the back of my bike, and we come back later for yours? Quicker, easier ride.” He winked. “I’ll give the cops a call on my cell, once we’re out of here.”

I hesitated. I desperately wanted to haul ass, but this guy had chased me here, and I didn’t know if I could trust him yet. But whoever had grabbed me, it was definitely not Carlos. Face it, girl, your legs are toast, from biking beyond the max. It’s either this guy or snuggling up with a skeleton and . . . whatever.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s go.”

I took one last look at the macabre bulge of bone poking from the ground, between the dewy leaves and shards of shell. It didn’t remind me of a horror-film clip. It just looked sort of sad, tired, and neglected.

––––––––
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You know, like a cast-off pair of jeans. It used to be your favorite, but now it’s worn, ripped in a dozen places—too many to be in vogue anymore. The color has faded to off-blue (just a shade above white), and it’s shrunk so much you can’t really squeeze into it, so you throw it into the dumpster, leave it dangling over the side, and walk away. It still lingers in your memory, though, until . . .

––––––––
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Carlos unexpectedly seized my hand and tugged me back to the path and away from the image of the skull. A tingle flitted through my fingers, as they lay clutched in his warm palm, but I ignored it. He was Sadie’s lapdog, nothing more. He swung aside streamers of leaves and jutting branches, carving a path for me where I’d been scratched and clawed earlier. When we reached his Harley—a black and silver beast with long, slender exhaust pipes that made it look like a hot rod—he handed me his own helmet.

“Don’t you have an extra one?” I asked.

He shook his head. “I don’t normally need one.”

“What about Sadie?” I couldn’t help it. What did he see in her, besides the obvious?

“I usually ride alone.”

For a moment, I felt special.

“Put it on,” he said. “You don’t need any more . . . injuries.”

The moment died. Why did it always come back to that?

I jammed the helmet over my frizzy hair. I tried not to look at him, but that was challenging, since I had to squeeze onto the seat right behind him and slip my arms around his waist. I clamped his body tightly, maybe too tightly.

Carlos switched on the ignition and rolled the accelerator. We tore out of the Ding Darling Refuge like a charging bull, spitting dust and dirt from the bike’s tires, and in seconds reached Sanibel-Captiva Road—the main road through the islands. Instead of veering right, toward Captiva, he banked left and streaked around the paralyzed traffic that blocked the road. Provoking angry protests and shaking fists, he wove in and out between the cars, rubbing in their faces his manoeuvrability and their helplessness, while I couldn’t hold in a laugh. Eventually he aimed toward one of the cafés that crowded the exit to the causeway.

Carlos braked and pulled into a parking space, where the strange multiple trunks of a banyan tree barred any further views of gridlocked traffic. He gave me a hand as I wobbled off the leather seat, and steadied me when I inevitably stumbled.

“I’m okay,” I said, shoving away his hand.

“Sure,” he said.

“I can take care of myself.”

Carlos nodded, but he made no move toward the café. Nor did his fingers slip inside his pocket for his phone. Instead, he studied me, not the way a boy would scan a girl he found interesting, but more like a scientist examining a rat he was dissecting.

“When did you get here, in Captiva?”

“This morning,” I said.

“From?”

“Canada. Niagara-on-the-Lake.”

“Is that like near Niagara Falls?”

“Yeah. Right next to it.”

“Hmm,” he said. “Well, that explains it.”

“Explains what?”

“Your ignorance of everything in Florida, including the dangers of Ding Darling.”

I didn’t reply. Maybe Mom had been more right than Dad about biking in the refuge.

“So you were in, what, a car accident?”

Now he was getting annoying. “Um, weren’t we supposed to make a phone call?”

“Yeah,” he said. “In a minute. So, you were a jock, right?”

“What?” How did he know . . . ?

“You’re used to being able to run, dodge, jump, even fly through the air. You can’t stand it that you can hardly walk.”

Okay, seeing red now. Dropping the gloves. Grappling with impulse control. 

Where did he get off saying this kind of crap to someone he’d just met? And how the hell did he know so much about me?

“What are you, a fortune teller?” I snipped.

A grin snuck onto his face. “Something like that. So, what did you play? Soccer? Basketball? Were you a tennis pro?”

“Look,” I said. “We just found a body—part of one, anyway. We have to call the . . . authorities.” I paused. Where had that word come from? “Police, I mean. Wasn’t that your plan? So call them. I’m not talking about sports with you.”

“Yup, definitely a jock. If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine.” He pulled out his cell phone before I could snap a retort. “Hey, do you call 911 for an old skull?” He smiled and dialled what was probably some information number, then mumbled that he needed to report a “discovery” to the police, but it wasn’t an emergency.

He waited, tapping his sneaker on the asphalt, then began to describe our find. He gave the location of the skull and our location, then slipped the phone back into his pocket.

“Let’s get something to drink.” He motioned to the café—a pastel, wedge-shaped hut. It was made of spongy plaster that made me think of cotton candy.

“I don’t think—”

“Hey, I promise not to mention sports.” He snatched up my hand before I could avoid the gesture, and grinned so widely and benignly that I didn’t pull away.

“We’re stuck with each other until the cops arrive, so we might as well hang out. And figure out what to tell them. We’ll have to keep our stories straight, or they’ll start to suspect us of murder.”

My chest constricted. “Murder?”

“Kidding,” he said. “Maybe you’re not a jock. You take everything too seriously.”

“Yeah, well, when life kicks you in the head, you tend to get serious.”

Carlos smiled again and tugged me toward the frosted glass doors of the café. I couldn’t pull away. I couldn’t resist the traction.

“Then kick it back,” he said.
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It always happens. You’re set for a breakaway, flirting with the defenseman, but honestly not touching him at all, and you get whistled down. Yes, he fell. Yes, he’s moaning and clutching his knee, but just because you’re the last gunman standing (in the vicinity) doesn’t mean you clipped him, speared him, shot him point-blank and scattered leaves over his body. The referee knows all, sees all. The referee is the god of the arena. You can argue all you want, but he will throw you in the box on principle even if the replay proves your innocence. If you’re somewhere near the shit, and it’s broken apart and spread its stench throughout the neighborhood, the only possible explanation is that you must have disturbed it.

* * *
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“She was upset,” said Carlos. “I ran after her, to make sure she was okay.”

Detective Gerard, one of the two Fort Myers cops dispatched to our location, eyed us suspiciously, shifted his hulk of a body, and countered, “You just arrived in Captiva this morning, Erin?”

I nodded.

“And after this other girl insulted you, Carlos, a guy that you’ve never met, was so worried that he chased after you? Or did you know him before?”

“No,” I said.

“Never spoke to him, maybe on the Internet?”

As if.

“No,” I said, going for firm and confident, reining in the shifty eyes. Why do you always feel like you’re a criminal when you talk to
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