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Part One



WHO IS SHE IF NOT EVERYONE ELSE’S?





HOW TO DISAPPEAR

Episode 21

Narrator: The year is 1986, and if my demographics are anything to go by, you’re not there.

I’ll set the scene: Reagan is president. DNA was just used for the first time in a criminal investigation. Challenger exploded over Cape Canaveral in January. Chernobyl, just after that. But, hey – the previous March, ‘We Are The World’ became the fastest-selling single in pop history.

The year is 1986 and the sleepy island of Sandown Bay is waking up.

To its nearly two hundred year-round residents, Sandown is its own self-contained world – to the rest of us, and to its seasonal visitors, it’s a miniscule island situated two miles off the coast of the Delawarean mainland, just past the end of the estuary of Delaware Bay.

Sandown Bay began as a sailors’ port, then, towards the turn of the twentieth century, became a food and drink tourism destination, known for an unmatched abundance of the Delaware Blue Crab; nowadays, Sandown is home to fifteen bars and pubs and no hospital. There’s one school for twenty-one students aged six to eighteen. One grocery store. One bank. One funeral home. A ferry travels to and from the island year-round, trips running every two hours in the summer. In the past, you could drive a quad bike across the frozen Atlantic – granted the winter was cold enough, which it hasn’t been for the past two decades.

To an outsider, the small population and eccentricities of life are cited with incredulity. Claustrophobia. How could anyone live this way? But the residents would tell you they find it the most natural thing in the world. Or, they might, once you got them to talk.

Brought together by their unique circumstances and love of Sandown, the sense of community on the island was – and remains – impenetrable. Which is why, given the mystery it would later become shrouded in, no one seems to have anything to say.

The year is 1986 and a young woman named Roxy Raines steps into the warm August night and is never seen again.






CHAPTER 1

FRIDAY 28 MAY

The morning ferry leaves at nine and I’ve been in the parking lot since six, watching the sun unfurl its first pinkish tendrils over the Atlantic, which is wide and vulnerable and, despite appearances, not actually blue.

Departure time’s approaching now but I’m still the only one here. Directly to my left is a small booth with an unmanned window, like a drive-through, covered in peeling white paint and with an indigo awning that reads TICKETS; to my right, a larger information centre framed by rickety benches and yellow-tipped ferns; ahead, the empty dock. I know the place is quiet because it’s still early, but the lack of noise feels more like abandonment than inactivity. I’m the ghost of the pier.

In the far distance, there’s the illuminated strip of land pressed against the horizon, thin as a strand of hair. That’s where I’m going.

This is what I’m saying about the ocean: it’s blue because of what it reflects rather than what it absorbs, as in, water molecules absorb the red and orange and yellow waves of light and reflect the blue, as in, the ocean is blue because blue is the only colour it’s not. This is true of everything. Not to mention the steps that occur in the brain to even perceive colour in the first place.

I’m simplifying things, of course, and anyway, I’m probably wrong.

There’s a prickle on the back of my neck and I turn, but nothing stirs. Behind is a quiet trailer park, patchy grass like an afterthought on top of the bone-dry lot. I’m under-stimulated. I tune my ears on to the radio.

… and a high of ninety-one. Whew! Heard reports just today that hurricane season’s comin’ early this year, the first storm predicted possibly as soon as mid-June, and it’s looking like a doozy, folks, so …

And then the speck of the ferry first appears along the curve of the earth, the natural spotlights casting across it like some inviolable holy direction.

I stare at the morsel for as long as I can without blinking and count. One minute seven. One minute fifty-four. My longest is two minutes thirty and by then the ferry’s grown to the size of my fist, close enough to make out the details: it’s shaped sort of like a heron’s head, an elongated lower bill and raised skull with seating and a windowed cubicle for the captain. There are no other passengers, as far as I can see. A faded American flag sags heavily against its helm, wilted in the windless summer-cusp heat.

The ocean spreads beyond me, infinite, like I’m at the edge of everything.

My phone vibrates in the cup holder.


Dad: I’m glad you’re safe but I need to know where you are. I worry that there’d be no way of knowing if something were to happen. Text/call. – Dad



Him signing ‘Dad’ makes my stomach ache. Obviously unnecessary and sweet at once. Zaps some humanity into the words. Of course it’s you, Dad, and of course you’re right. I imagine him as he probably is, faintly reeling, which isn’t difficult to do because I’ve seen it before, only once; the dark shadows of his trail-run face collapsed, heavy grey brow stitched, eyes split and searching. And truly, how could I do this to him? It’s the reasonability of his request that bothers me. I know I’m wrong. But this is the only way to become a synapse-trace, a nowhere girl.

I said it all already.


Me: I won’t be back for at least a few weeks. I promise I’m safe, and that this isn’t anything like Celeste, obviously. This is very important. I promise I wouldn’t be doing it if it weren’t.



And then the frenzy in the middle of the night, zooming down the Virginia turnpike: the phone ringing and ringing and ringing without an answer or even a declining to show there was something alive on the other end. Declining would’ve made the choice too intentional. My justification was that I’d already said the kicker, which, to me, is all that matters. This isn’t anything like Celeste.

Or maybe I’m safe isn’t enough. How could he not feel my absence the same way? Both of us here one moment and gone the next.

My decision came from a combination of things. Less urgently, it was the desire to know how the leaving felt, to drive away, age seventeen, and savour the sting of the tether finally snapping against my back after years of pulling, pulling, pulling – a promise to myself that I’m captaining an autonomous vessel capable of vanishing into the night if only it could muster up the courage to floor the gas. More urgently, I knew I wouldn’t get a chance like this again, a corrosive mixture of a lack of responsibility, obligation, achievement and peace. Maybe I’m overdue something good. I didn’t lie: this is very important.

This isn’t only not like Celeste, or despite Celeste – it’s because of her. For her. She’s due something good too. Dad would never understand this. To be honest, it’s difficult to articulate, even to myself, why this whole endeavour is a running-towards, not away. Towards atonement. Towards peace.

Towards Roxy.

In a different way, towards Celeste.

I didn’t even think Dad would realize I was gone so quickly. Shit. I press into the jelly of my eyes with my middle fingers until my vision’s lousy with stars, and jab in another reply.


Me: I promise you. No danger. I just know that you would come and get me and that really can’t happen yet. I love you! I’m sorry.



I shut my phone off. I realize I’ve been sucking on the same gutted sunflower seed for the past ten minutes, maybe, and my tongue is eroded and sore from salt. I open my car door a crack and spit the shell on to the pavement, then shut my eyes and listen to the sea.

Soon the lull of the waves is sliced by the blare of a foghorn, impossibly loud; for all I know the ferry’s teleported here, up against the sharp of the dock. It lurches to a halt. A pair of deckhands rope the thing tight and the gate falls open.

An older man emerges from the captain’s deck, says something to the deckhand, and makes his way off the boat and into the booth I’m parked next to. I roll down my window.

‘You’re raring and ready, eh?’ he says with a voice about as gravelly as I anticipate.

‘Pretty much.’

‘Car ticket?’ he asks, and up close I can see the texture of his face, rough with sun damage. He’s got a wild head of white hair poking from beneath a red cap emblazoned with a Sandown patch. Dense and unruly beard to match. Nose thick with cartilage, small eyes peeking from a hooded brow.

‘Yeah, but I’m a Seasonal, so should be free.’

‘Seasonal?’ He performs a laboured pivot towards the back of the hut, where there’s a crossed-to-date calendar hung on a nail. ‘You’re early.’

The past twelve hours flash before my eyes, of another plate-scraping dinner and packing and gone, driving away from Indiana like it’s the easiest thing in the world. Blurry highway bokehs. Seventies classic radio. I’m not even tired. ‘Just eager.’

‘Mmph.’ He drags a clipboard towards him that rattles against the counter. ‘Name?’

‘Mona Perry.’

‘You got identification, Mona Perry?’

I fish my driver’s licence out of my back pocket and slide it across.

There’s a beat while he scrutinizes, and I worry he can tell it’s a fake, but he’s not looking at my birthday, the 2002 where there should be a 2004. The picture. His small eyes shrink. ‘This ain’t you.’

If he’s only teasing, it’s lost on me. ‘It is.’ And I smile like I’m smiling in the photo, baring teeth like an angry chimp, unmistakable because of the gaps between them and the way my canines sit elevated in my gums. Dad used to joke that he’d always be able to identify me by my teeth – makes more sense upon the discovery that he’s a sick-minded state counsel – but then stopped once that joke was no longer funny. Less funny after we could only wish there was a Celeste to identify. Less funny after I started dodging the nannies and driving out into Indianapolis late at night aged fifteen-and-a-half with only my temporary licence, nowhere to go and nothing to do except make trouble. This was always enough to bring Dad home, at least for a bit.

Anyway, I never got my teeth fixed.

‘Your hair’s different.’

This is correct. My licence says it’s blonde; in the photo it’s down to my elbows. Now it’s dark brown and barely brushes my chin, with bangs accidentally cut about an inch too short. The dye is so fresh it’s still bleeding on to my clothes, and I keep reaching for phantom lengths to pick through. I shrug.

The ferry master, whose badge tells me his name is Frank, tires of the inspection and hands me a laminated ticket from his moneybox. ‘Well, stick that on your dash and you’re good to go, I guess. Still ain’t leaving till nine.’

‘I know. That’s fine.’

‘All right.’ He gives my ID one last quizzical look then returns it. ‘I like it better blonde.’

So did Dad, which was unusual, as he never expresses any opinion towards me about anything. ‘You know what,’ I say, ‘I do too.’

I accelerate before he can respond, down the gentle slope and through the ferry’s yawning gates. Forward until my bumper nearly dings the far railing. Park and stall my engine. Here, I have an uninterrupted view of the journey: two miles of sea that will take a little less than a half-hour to traverse, if the website is right – which it ought to be, given this same trip has been taken thousands and thousands of times.

It’s a straight shot, direct to her.

I might as well be eye-locked with Pandora’s box and the urge to dig my fingernails under the lid and pull is already unbearable.

I swear my phone buzzes again but there’s nothing when I check, so I slide the pamphlet off my dash. The cover bears a group of grinning college-age kids in polos and bandanas and sunglasses, punctuated by a bubble-font title: ‘Welcome, Seasonals!’

Page one contains the information about the employment programme that I already know. It’s a mutualistic swapping of perks: simply for some easy labour, you and a bunch of other tanned and smiley people get free run of an island, a bed to sleep in and some pocket change. The applicant pool is largely made up of students in the tri-state area looking for a free vacation. I researched everything. Lurked on the forums. I made myself the perfect imaginary candidate on the application forms: over eighteen, retail and food service experience. Turns out there’s nothing easier than lying. The best jobs are at the bars but I knew with my baby-face I’d never pass for twenty-one. This was the deal I’d formally signed up for. And I was fine doing the work, because it was necessary to achieve something else: full immersion. Not just a front-row seat, but my show.

The last page has an itinerary. There’s a bonfire tomorrow night where the Seasonals are meant to mingle, more activities over the weekend to get settled, and then everyone starts work on Monday.

I plan to start work right away.

Without the car’s air conditioning the heat is already settling thick on my skin; cold sweat pinches the back of my neck and the windscreen is angling the sunlight into my eyes, like a magnifying glass cooking an ant. I get out to avoid the glare, lock my car and traipse up to the top deck via a rickety spiral staircase. Up here, the whole thing opens out, and I move to the railing, grip its edge and lean over as far as I can bear before I worry about falling and let my gaze travel over the indigo water to the jagged brown sliver at the break in the sea. Even from miles out it’s easy to see the way Sandown Bay is split in two: there’s the flattened half of civilization where the tourists visit and the islanders live, and then it’s the peaks of the trees, deep green and tall, and this goes up and up and up until the incline swells into a mass of rocky cliffs towards the north. Though it’s split in two, it’s not split in half; the woods win. They own fourteen of the island’s fifteen square miles, a largely untouched remnant of the past that probably would have looked the same in the 1800s as it does now. Same trees. Same Atlantic Ocean lapping at their feet. No point developing your island’s natural scenery when everyone comes to your island for the exclusive draw of cheap booze.

The foghorn blares again and I jolt. The ferry lurches forward.

The view had distracted me and only now do I notice the smattering of people who have joined me on the top deck. A twenty-something couple slathers sunscreen on to each other; a group of middle-aged women in floppy sunhats cackle at something, maybe already sloshed; a family with young kids sits within the shade of the canopy. No one that looks like a Seasonal, as far as I can see. This is good; there’s power in being the first.

From above, the island of Sandown Bay looks a bit like a misshapen person. This designation is understandable if not hugely accurate, but if someone were to point it out to you, you might say, Oh yes, that does look like a person, and Louisiana is a boot, and maybe everything actually looks like something else. All of us in a constant state of forced pareidolia, where if you stare at a mass of rustling leaves for long enough you might find a face; where if you stare at a Sandown Bay pamphlet long enough with its sort of vague, saturated pleasantness, you might see yourself there too.

The main ferry dock is situated on the southern half – that’s the part that looks like a head. Then there’s this long isthmus that stretches off, which is why one might say ‘misshapen’ – it’s a neck, sure, but ghoulish, but too long and thin to be human. Then two stout, branching cliffsides for arms, and around mid-torso is where the woods begin and stretch and stretch and stretch.

I need to know all this because there can’t be a learning curve, because anything could be a clue; knowing anything could unlock a door. Anywhere could hide answers. Anyone could hide bones.

I lean forward again, let the fear of it burn my ears to red; there’s something pleasurable about the thin line of pain digging underneath my ribs from the rail, about the beads of sweat prickling my forehead, born to steamed in barely a second.

Roxy’s name tumbles around in my head. ‘Glass Daughter’ slips past my lips without my thinking about it; barely a hum, only the notes, sound overpowered by the whirr of the ferry but the song is there and living.


Eyes stare

Oh, when a million eyes stare

Who is the woman they see there?

What of the life spread on display?



I fish my headphones from my back pocket and jam them into my ears and play the rest of the song. It’s Roxy’s voice, so seductively rough and full-bodied, that makes her music. Iron-clad. So not-delicate, so everything-in-the-room that sometimes she barely sounds like a girl at all – but she’s only nineteen in this recording, just two years older than me. It’s almost impossible to believe. Even then she never called herself a girl. Rightfully so; she had the voice of a thousand lifetimes lived. I can’t get enough. Neither can the rest of the cult following.

Neither could Celeste.


She’s lost

Oh, when they all learn that she’s lost

They’ll pick out the letters that she crossed

out when she gave them her name



Though even Roxy’s not enough to totally quell the crackle of nerves in my gut. Stimulus.

On my phone I navigate on to Twitter and I search the hashtag for How to Disappear.

The announcement of my hiatus dropped like a bomb. The podcast doesn’t have the biggest following, but enough people listen to justify it as a semi-fruitful endeavour.

I’d posted a short screenshot-explanation before I left yesterday. Melodramatic, sure, and it was all very in the moment so I hadn’t read it back, but it got the point across.


When I started creating these accounts, I was doing so in pursuit of truth. Now, looking back at the years of episodes – I’m not sure I’ve accomplished anything I set out to. What’s the point of any of this if there aren’t any answers? Any conclusions? Who am I even talking to? Who am I helping?

What is the point? … Is anyone there?

This summer I’m taking on my biggest story yet. Episodes will halt while I dedicate the next three months (maximum) to uprooting my life to reanimate the cold case of someone whose disappearance has interested me for a long time. I ask that you be patient with me until I’m back.

Basically: please know there’s no universe where I come back with nothing. I’m going to find out what happened to her. An entirely new experience for us all. Isn’t that something!

See you at the end of the summer.

Thanks, CAP



When I checked my phone at the first gas station in Ohio I hadn’t expected the excitement online. People were buzzing. Unusual, I assumed, for a so-called amateur crime writer to go to a scene themselves; amidst all this false, detached and saccharine empathy, I was going to do something real and good.

I couldn’t tell anyone why, though, of course. Why it was this case specifically. Too close. Too personal. I hoped no one would question it.

I scroll through the hashtag.


Maybe it’s someone she’s already covered?

this is LOW-KEY scary and real i hope she’s gonna be OK

Anyone think she might be going to that island in Delaware, where that singer went missing? Seems accessible, and i think CAP mentioned her before.



My heart skips but I quickly see there aren’t any replies.

Above me, the sun beats down like a promise, the ferry picking up speed now, my hacked hair whipping across my face. Sandown Bay grows and grows and grows until I can make out the pier, the boardwalk, each tree, each leaf.

Roxy, I say to the wind, the sea, the trees staring back in the distance. All I want from you is Roxy.


She is nothing but everyone else’s

Who is she if not everyone else’s?







HOW TO DISAPPEAR

Episode 21

Narrator: Your first need-to-know about Roxy Raines is that she was a musician. A singer-songwriter whose lyrics tended towards the narrative – very little I or ego, bounding with natural imagery. A Spotify cut of her first album, Glass Daughter, was re-released in the early 2010s and subsequently developed a cult following, thanks to her unusually modern sound.

[‘Glass Daughter’ plays quietly in the background.]

Those who knew her say she hated being photographed; in the few images that exist, there’s a certainty to her beauty almost too obvious to mention. And in every picture, there’s her rose-painted guitar slung over her back, attached like a limb. Or maybe, because of her inability to connect with others, a cord that fastened her to the rest of the human race. Or, rather, something lodged – a wedge that only pushed her further away.

That same guitar would be found two days after her disappearance on the first of September 1986, waterlogged after being fished from the bay.

Roxy had planned to move to Nashville the week after she disappeared.

That night she’d been performing her last set at The Indigo Lounge, her favourite haunt on Sandown.

She was twenty.

And this is all anyone knows of the night. At least from information that can be taken from the internet. But of course there’s someone who knows more – knew her. It’s just a matter of finding them.

And I was there, in the thick of it, surrounded by the only people in the world with the knowledge to break the whole thing open.






CHAPTER 2

The ferry docks with a sickly lurch. A screaming mob of seagulls hail our arrival, hovering overhead with the floaty aimlessness of kites. Because I was the first to board I’m also the first off, and I start on to the island, the ferryman catching my eye from the harbour with an unreadable blankness as I do.

As a consequence of the hours spent digitally cataloguing the island, I’m struck by the celebrity of the place; this is the same dock I’d virtually walked along, the same oaks lining the run-up, the same covered queue, the same hill reaching up and on to the first main road. I drive underneath a sign hung on parallel lamp posts that reads WELCOME, SEASONALS!, draped with multicoloured bunting.

The pamphlet says to register at the bicycle and golf-cart rental desk so that’s where I head; it takes all of ten seconds to find it, as it’s the first thing there is to look at after traversing the hill. Most visitors leave their cars on the mainland and get around on the island via bike or golf cart so the placement makes sense.

I park in the lot surrounding the shed-like structure and get out, footsteps crunchy on the gravel. The air is an assaulting stink of gasoline and boiling leather seats and sunscreen.

There’s movement from a shape behind the counter of the desk, but with the sun beating in my eyes, I can’t make out from what; it’s only when I’m five steps away that the shape becomes a boy. He hasn’t heard me yet so I observe. Even though he’s crouched with his back turned, fiddling with something in a box, the disproportions of his body are obvious: he’s all limb, too long, too thin. When he turns, I realize this is probably due to a recent growth spurt – I don’t think he’s older than fifteen, full cheeks peeking from under tousled reddish hair. And especially not with the seemingly abject fear he projects when he sees me, like I’m an apparition. He springs backwards and nearly falls ass-first into the box, but anchors himself with a hand on the wall. I feel as if I’ve poked a worm that’s promptly wound itself into an airtight pellet.

‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.’

The kid collects himself with a quick squeeze of his eyes but he’s still hunching, either not realizing his own height or distinctly realizing and wishing he didn’t take up so much space. The sharps of his shoulders are prevalent even through his blue polo shirt. ‘I … It’s OK,’ he says in a voice that can’t quite decide its pitch, peaky and only half-deepened. ‘C-can I help you?’

Obviously he’s nervous, but the way his words come out in pieces doesn’t sound like strictly nerves. ‘I’m a Seasonal. I need to check in.’

This inspires another bout of anxiety. ‘M-Mom!’ he yells, directing the call towards the barely open door that leads further inside the stand. He turns back to me and says, ‘Registration doesn’t start until t … t-tomorrow.’

I eye the pamphlet. ‘Sorry, I must’ve got my days mixed up. Was hoping it wouldn’t be too much of a problem.’

The boy’s mouth is opening and shutting like a fish’s blub, searching for something to say, when a woman emerges from the back door – same tawny hair and the same skin, pale and red-rimmed instead of tanned. She’s wearing a T-shirt underneath a pair of loose olive green overalls and is pretty enough that she wouldn’t look out of place in a lifestyle magazine. In a sort of classical way, too: face like a painting, high cheekbones and soft curves set off by a hard stoicism. Looks young to have a fifteen-year-old. Barely crow’s feet. There’s something familiar about her when she locks eyes with me. ‘What’s the ruckus?’

The boy and I both go to speak at the same time but I let him explain. ‘She’s a Seasonal. She w-wanted t-t-to check in.’

‘Registration’s not for another day,’ the woman says to me with a sort of thoughtful, floaty inflection.

This riles the boy up again. ‘I t-told her –’

‘I know,’ I say. ‘He did tell me. I’m sorry – I think I got the dates wrong. I hoped it wouldn’t be a problem.’

‘Well,’ the woman starts, ‘it’s not, really, it’s just that the rooms still need to be cleaned.’

‘I’m totally happy to wait,’ I say. ‘Or I can do it myself.’

The woman wrings a rag through her hands, inspecting me. ‘You look tired, sweetie.’

I shift, uncomfortable that she’s noticed, that I look like anything at all. ‘Oh, no, I’m fine.’ My eye’s about to twitch. I blink hard.

‘You’re welcome to wait, then, but today’s gonna be a cooker and I don’t wanna leave you out in the heat. We’re just helping out here at the moment but we run a little B and B on the island, rest of the time. How about I take you back there and you can lie down in one of the rooms, huh?’

The unbridled kindness of the offer rattles me and I don’t know what to say. I shake my head, suddenly feeling a bit stupid, worried they can sense it.

‘I’ll show her,’ the boy says.

‘No,’ his mom says, ‘Ellis, you don’t need to be –’

He grabs a jingly set of keys out from under the desk and pockets them. ‘It’s fine.’

I’m about to protest – I’d really rather start mapping out the island physically – but the promise of a bed has made me very aware of the heaviness of my body and maybe I am actually tired. My eyes seem to regress further in my head and my stomach churns sickly with nausea and hunger. I’m far from home. ‘OK. That’s – really nice of you. Thank you.’

Ellis lumbers away from the counter, towards the side door and out.

These people seem safe. I can’t pinpoint why – maybe in the same way any regular floating scrap seems safe when one is lost at sea. ‘Sorry,’ I say, ‘I wouldn’t be able to get something to eat somewhere, would I?’

‘Ellis can whip something up for you.’

Ellis shrugs. ‘I m-make good eggs.’

The woman lowers her elbows on to the desk and holds her head in her hands. ‘What’s your name, sweetheart?’

‘Mona.’

She extends a lithe hand to shake. ‘Sylvia. I help with Seasonal affairs, accommodation and assignments and such, so I’m sure we’ll be seeing a bit of each other.’

‘Sure,’ I say. Behind me, Ellis is already at my four-door. I thank her again and go.

Ellis and I pile into my car, him from the passenger’s side, and I’m struck by a pang of embarrassment when he sees the mess of wrappers strewn across the seat – mints, mainly, and gum, to keep me awake, but also a few from some oatmeal cream pies I’d picked up at a gas station in Pennsylvania, as well as the half-full family-sized bag of sunflower seeds. I scatter the detritus across the floor in one mighty swipe. ‘You didn’t see this,’ I say, as if re-concealing the man behind the curtain.

‘Wow,’ Ellis says, glancing at the back seat. ‘You have a lot of bags.’

‘Where are we headed?’

‘Just up the road. It’s b-barely a five m-m-m-m – gah. Short drive.’ He glances back at his mom, who’s still watching from inside the stand with a sort of warlike intensity.

‘Cool. Thank you for doing this.’

‘It’s OK.’

I look to him and he’s sullen, kind of, but there’s a boyish good nature about it. I’m not even sure what he’s actually upset about. ‘I’m Mona,’ I say.

‘I heard.’

‘You’re Ellis.’

‘Correct.’

‘Are you all right?’ I throw the car in gear and we inch out of the parking lot.

‘Fine. Do you know where you’re g-going?’

Yes. ‘Sort of.’

‘It’s left up here. It’s really easy to get the hang of since the whole island is b-basically one b-b-big road.’ Ellis tells me more things I already know. The main road is called Sycamore and it connects the entire southern half of Sandown, the back of a millipede. If the island is a body then these are its tree-lined veins. ‘There’s a strip that connects the main part to the b-back and our place is just past it.’

‘That’s kind of nice for you guys, right? Out of the way of the main tourist stuff.’

‘Yeah, it’s pretty quiet. Not much back there b-besides the woods and some cabins.’

Early on, we pass the expanse of the island’s airport, which is less an airport and more an expanse the size of two football fields with a couple of propeller planes parked in it.

‘Have you lived here your whole life?’ I ask.

‘Kinda. I was b-born here – well, not on the island; the mainland, b-but you know – and we moved away when I was little. Then we came back when I was ten.’

‘Interesting place to grow up.’

He slumps in his seat. ‘Yeah. Interesting is a word for it.’

‘Oh. Sore subject.’

‘No, I like the p-place. I think it’s p-pretty cool. Kinda small. I mean, really sm-small. Different, I guess. It’s just the p-people.’

‘Mm,’ I say like I know what he means, and I want to say more to get him on side but am uncertain what the words might be.

‘Their attitudes about stuff – it’s like they’re stuck twenty years in the p-past, you know?’ He pivots to my backseat. ‘Hey, can I have some of those sunflower seeds?’

‘Knock yourself out.’

We reach the strip, barely big enough for the road it holds, the perimeter seeming to gradually break up the further it stretches to the sea – slate then rock then pebble. There isn’t a cloud in the sky and the sun’s reflection against each peak of the trembling ocean forces me to squint. There’s something dizzying about the warm blue haze.

Ellis breaks the not-uncomfortable silence, punctuated only by the thwip of shell being spat out the window. ‘My mom is really overprotective. That’s why she was being weird. That’s why I was annoyed. Sorry.’

‘Do you have a habit of getting kidnapped by girls via Subaru?’

‘N-no. I guess she just worries p-people will … judge me.’

‘Why?’

‘Probably b-because I’m so g-g-good-looking.’

I turn to him, eyebrows raised, but he breaks, a smile punctuated by teeth that look like they’re fresh out of braces. Not often swayed by anything overly cheesy, I’m surprised to feel myself smiling back. ‘Fine,’ I say. ‘You got me.’

‘Sorry.’

‘And do they? Judge you, I mean?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘I’m sorry that happens.’

He shrugs. ‘Eh, it’s whatever. Annoying. What can you do. Anyway. We’re up on the left here.’

The white Colonial sits on what’s probably an acre of land, well maintained – flower beds blotch the lot’s boundaries; wilful little bursts of lavender and baby’s breath and orchids. Above us, tidy rows of windows framed by black shutters and sycamore trees. Tinkle of a windchime. A dark wood sign at the entrance reads WILLOWWOOD INN.

‘It’s pretty,’ I say. My car’s the only one in the lot. ‘No one staying?’

‘Not right now. I mean, it’s a B-B-B and B, so it’s never actually that full anyway. There’s only, like, five rooms. And tourist season’s b-barely started.’

I follow him towards the entrance, up three stairs on to a patio that encircles the house. There are two rocking chairs framing either side of the door, which sit eerily still. Ellis unlocks the door. ‘Come on in,’ he says in a breathy, ironic way, and I do.

The lobby is shaped and furnished like a living room, with a sturdy red wood reception desk in the centre, a straightened row of pens and a heavy leather-bound book sitting on top beside a vase full of carnations that look one day away from becoming potpourri. Patterns everywhere: the walls are papered a dark forest green; the couches upholstered with sort of yellow tessellated bursts; a throw is draped over an armchair that is nauseatingly reminiscent of a seeing-eye puzzle. There’s a lemony sweetness to the place that’s pleasant if artificial. Mahogany too. A glossy black piano dominates the far corner.

‘This place is like a time capsule,’ I say, and it’s an understatement. ‘It’s cute.’

‘Yeah, I’m pretty sure it’s looked like this forever. Anyway. You still hungry?’

‘A bit,’ I admit. ‘But don’t worry, you don’t have to make anything.’

‘For real, it’s no b-biggie. Eggs and b-b-bacon?’ Ellis moves beneath an archway into what looks like the kitchen.

My mouth waters. ‘That’s really nice of you,’ I say, lowering myself on to one of the couches, and am swallowed by it in a way that threatens to put me to sleep. I think suddenly of home.

‘Did you come from a long way away or something?’ a disembodied Ellis calls, punctuated by the clattering of a pan.

‘Why do you ask?’

‘Well, my mom said you look tired. I didn’t think you looked like anything.’ He peeks his head back in. ‘Not that you didn’t look like anything, just not tired, I mean. I don’t know. Mom notices that stuff. Anyway you also had enough food in your car to feed a sm-sm-small nation.’

‘I left yesterday from Indiana.’

‘Oh, wow. And you drove all night?’

‘Mm.’ There’s a fireplace that’s caught my attention, homey and intimate, adorned with framed photographs. An unsmiling woman cradles a baby in black and white. What looks like a toddler Sylvia, wearing only a diaper, waters the flowerbeds outside with a hose arching from her puffed belly.

‘But you’re early,’ he says.

‘You know what – I didn’t want to be home any more. Couldn’t wait.’ It’s honest.

‘Oh.’ Quiet. I worry I spoke too seriously, revealed something uncomfortable without saying the words. Then, ‘That’s cool, anyway. I can’t wait until I can drive. I’ll be able to get my temps in November. I wouldn’t be able to here but you don’t have to be as old in Michigan, so that’s pretty cool.’

I toss my phone from hand to hand. ‘Are you moving?’

‘Yeah. End of the summer, pr-probably. Mom wants to sell this p-place.’

Ellis emerges from the kitchen with a plate of what was promised and sets it on the coffee table.

Having not eaten anything hot in probably more than twenty-four hours, I can barely express my thanks before I’m being drawn towards the plate by some sort of foodstuff magnetism. The eggs are silky and warm and practically dissolve in my mouth; the salt of the bacon makes my jaw clench, my mouth watering to the point of caution. It’s hard to keep up the conversation while I eat, so mainly we don’t, me gorging myself while Ellis cleans up in the kitchen.

The kindness of the whole situation has stirred something in me. Neither of them had any reason to do any of this. The thought soon becomes uncomfortable; I banish it.

After I eat, Ellis shows me to my room. There’s a heavy pastoral quilt on the bed, a three-quarter-length set of windows, cracked, lace curtains floating in front of them. On the ceiling, a fan spinning too slowly to be generating any meaningful coolness. ‘This is great,’ I tell him. ‘Thank you.’

‘I’m gonna go back to help my mom, so just hang out here, sleep, whatever.’

I lower myself on to the bed, fighting the urge to burrow in immediately. ‘Is it OK that I’m here by myself?’

He doesn’t seem to understand. Blinks his round blue eyes. I want to live in his world, where everyone has the best of intentions. ‘I mean, I can stay if you want. No one’s gonna b-bother you or anything.’

‘No, don’t worry. Thanks for everything.’

After he leaves, I consider having an uninterrupted look around the hotel, but I’m unsure what kind of secrets there are to unearth in the Willowwood of all places; I decide the promise of time in a bed that isn’t mine is too good to pass up on. I fish my earphones from my backpack and jam them in – play ‘Kelly Green’ by Roxy Raines – and bury myself under the stiff sheets, and I think of her. Dancing, blonde hair cascading up and around her as if moved by an intelligent wind. I imagine her in the bed with me. If she wrote this at nineteen, or even earlier, imagine what she could have done with more time. Sometimes I think I’m in love with her.

I’m out like a light.


This damn place has got her wondering

If you threw her in the sea,

Would she wash up in that same sweet Kelly green?






CHAPTER 3

When I wake up it’s impossible to tell how much time has passed or if it’s passed at all. Hot panic grips me, half because of the strange, harsh midday shadows from the restless trees, skittering in the breeze like quick beasts, and half because I’ve forgotten where on earth I really am. I recount the events from earlier in the day to make sure they have actually happened and I’m not watching a fake life flash before my eyes while I’m dashed across the Delawarean interstate.

It’s warmer now. The thin sheets are saturated with sweat where I have lain unmoving and there’s a gnat flying dizzy circles in the far corner. There’s one word blinking in my mind: untethered. This settles the fear. I am no one, in an anywhere place. This is what I wanted.

I sense, now, two pairs of eyes on me: Celeste’s and Roxy’s at once.

I head back into the lobby, mildly delirious, and rub my eyes. A clock ticks. The carpet’s scratchy against my bare feet. There’s a set of French doors in the back past the lobby, open a crack in a gesturing way, like they’d been expecting me, and I move through them out into the daylight, severe and bleaching. Here, there’s a small gazebo and then, further back, the woods.

This is it – the seam separating the civilization of the island from the wild. Rows and rows of sharp teeth-trees jut from the ground. The depth is impossible; a thousand shades of green and brown, specks of matter floating lazily in the sunbeams that manage to break the thick clusters of leaves. The demarcation between their backyard and the treeline is disconcerting, like something man-made masquerading as natural. Moving closer, I see the whole thing is wrapped with a barbed-wire fence, signs hung against it at regular intervals read: DANGER. TRESPASSING IS STRICTLY PROHIBITED. RISK OF INJURY. The signs are worn and rusted, shrivelling at the edges, some with holes decayed straight through like caterpillar-gnawed leaves. I feel sickly suddenly and I’m sure it’s from a combination of exhaustion and a biological clock run entirely awry but there’s something about the close proximity of the trees, unmoving but coursing with life all the same, that makes me want to lie down again. I’ve never liked the woods. Then I swear there are eyes on me.

‘Mona?’

Whip round. It’s Sylvia.

‘Sorry,’ I say, startled. ‘I was just looking around.’

‘Not much to see back there,’ she says and chuckles a little to herself. She peels a pair of gardening gloves from her hands.

I press my palm flat against the side of my head, still disorientated. ‘No kidding. Didn’t mean to snoop.’

‘Not at all. Your room was ready a while ago but I didn’t want to wake you. Feel better?’

A breeze somersaults past: sea, earth, sun. Ought to be comforting. I realize I never actually admitted to my exhaustion; she just knew. ‘Yeah, actually. Thanks for letting me crash.’

Sylvia reveals a key from her overall pocket and hands it to me. The building I’m staying in, she says, is called Seiburt House.

‘Is this your first year here, then?’

I nod. ‘Going to try and get my bearings today.’

‘Are you from in-state?’

‘No – Indiana.’

‘Oh, gosh. What inspired the trek?’

‘I guess I felt like I needed to … get away from things? For a bit, anyway.’

Sylvia laughs. ‘You’re not old enough yet to be so world-weary.’ The statement’s not derisive, or patronizing, I don’t think; I get the sense she understands. ‘Do you want me to show you where the dorms are? I don’t mind taking you – they’re just back past the neck.’

‘Don’t worry, I don’t want to take up any more of your day.’ The heat, I notice, almost makes my voice sound different from normal, heavy on the air with a blurred, dull lowness.

‘Not at all. And days I give freely, anyway. Nights less so.’

‘It’s OK, really.’ I think of the boy from earlier. I like him. I like him and I don’t like anyone. Between breakfast, and his attentiveness and thorough lack of suspicion, there’s something about him that strikes me as truly kind. In any case, it’d be useful to know someone near my age who’s actually a resident and not just a Seasonal; maybe he’ll have some insight. ‘Is Ellis still around?’ I ask.

‘He’s back working the bike desk for me.’

‘Oh. Well, please tell him thanks again. He was really nice.’

Sylvia massages the back of her neck. ‘He’s a good boy. I’m sure you’ll see him around.’

I thank her again and go.

I trek along the side of the house, back to my car in the parking lot, and focus my modestly topped-up energy on getting to the dorm in one piece, the black ooze of sleep and strangeness still not entirely dissipated. The drive takes me, as Sylvia instructed, back on to the main road and down the sea-swaddled isthmus, the early afternoon sun beginning its downward arch on my left.

Seiburt House is easy enough to find, less easy on the eyes. It’s a protuberance of a building, square and brown and landlocked, no real view of the sea, and inside, the hallway is poorly lit and paved with a muddy carpet curling at the edges. There’s a modest kitchen and a shared bathroom on the ground floor. My room is on the first floor, concealed only by a particle-board door so cheap and worn I’m sure I could crush it in my hands. Opened and there’s a cell: carpet with mysterious stains and cracked white walls, and I’m not actually sure what state the room was in this morning if this is how it looks clean.

The main issue, however, is one of duplication: two beds. Two desks. I’ll have a room-mate. All my research and I couldn’t even bother to anticipate this?

Without any guarantee of privacy my plans of day-by-day documenting, recording are all but dashed. Of course I could record when they’re not here, but they still might show up unannounced, or ask questions about the equipment. A sinking resignation settles in me.

Each of the desks is adorned with a packet of papers – one addressed to me, the other to someone called Peyton Reed. My packet says I’m assigned to The Island Spot, a nearby diner with a thrillingly imaginative name, and I need to report there for my orientation at six thirty on Monday morning. My mercifully morning-person brain doesn’t flinch.

With a huff, I choose the bed beneath the window and toss my duffel bag on to it, on top of a blanket not dissimilar from the disposable hospital variety. It’s even hotter in here than outside, the air itchy and restrictive and smelling of something acrid that I can’t place. I haul the window open from the bottom up; underneath, the sill is black with dirt and gnat corpses. Beside, there’s a door that leads out to a small balcony that offers a less-than-savoury view of a nearly identical building, more dorms. I open the door too to get some air circulating and return to my bags.

I’d packed relatively light. Five T-shirts and five pairs of shorts – two of them a mesh material, for running – and the offer of employment email had suggested I buy a pair of khakis. One denim jacket. Two pairs of jeans. Wrapped in the clothes is the precious cargo: my enormous, bulky headphones, a small handheld mic, and my bigger standing mic that I’d shelled out a fortune for. They’re not going to get much use now, but I’m still glad to have them, just in case.

I’ve been writing and presenting the podcast since freshman year. Three years of half-hour segments, all fully committed to documenting someone else’s life – and all the ways a life can pause. I’m definitely not the only one doing what I do, but I like to think that where some people are gimmicky, I’m respectful; where some people are careless, I’m thorough. I like to think this. I’m not a half-bad writer, and given my personal experience with missing people, do my best to marry anti-sensationalism with viscerality.

There is no brighter beacon in a dim world than truth.

But, sure, I guess it started because of Celeste.

Growing up with a single, attorney dad means I’m incredibly well adjusted and feel I received an adequate amount of attention growing up. That’s a joke. He was never around. But Celeste was always there.

My eleventh birthday
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