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  To the one who taught me love with violence is still violence.








  
  Part I

Aliferous


alif.er.ous (adjective) having wings; winged


“I will show you fear in a handful of dust.”
- T.S. Eliot, The Waste Land


“And we’re all dead, so what’s the difference
Between a God and a loaded gun?”
- Bad Omens








  
  One


There are two ways Caroline’s mother could leave her. 
There is the way a lot of Maria’s friends left: in the backs of ambulances with stiff fingers and lifeless eyes. Caroline has known this way was possible since she came out of her room to find Maria uselessly pumping someone’s chest like she could undo what had been done. The bright lights and brief interview by a police officer.
Now there is this new way. The city a void, taking people with no recourse to find them and no indication they would return.
Caroline steps back and looks at the expanse of posters that bloom across the wall by the bus stop. The eyes of the disappeared a flowing sea, staring at her solitary frame before them. The early morning air unkindly wipes along her nose. She wiggles her fingers and regrets the fingerless gloves. Checks for any fresh names to add.
She scans the familiar ones. A smiling girl nestled in the fray of people, teeth bright against the grain of the photocopied picture, her dark hair disappearing entirely into the background. The date of her disappearance reads a few months prior. Another sign with a similar sentiment but for a boy with spiked blond hair, his eyes frosty as they shine at the camera. Photo by photo, Caroline ensures she’s noted them all.
There’s a new poster today, the tape fresh and crisp against the worn brick of the building that’s become the makeshift community board, edges sharp against the weathered posters it eclipses.
MISSING / Shaina Tooley / Have you seen me? 

Caroline recognizes the woman; her wavy brown hair and gapped smile are a familiar presence in her mother’s living room. An unease at the proximity of this absence, another void in her mother’s apartment, another poster that flaps in the light wind. She writes Shaina Tooley, 26, brown hair, 5‘ 5“, 120 lbs, last seen wearing: cowboy boots at central station. The picture doesn’t capture Shaina like Caroline remembers, her loud laugh and the pleasant spray of freckles across her hooked nose. She’d hoped her mother and Shaina had a falling out; her mother’s cycle of friends changes quicker than loads of laundry at the laundromat. Not that Shaina was missing missing. Like everyone else, it seems.
The smell of rancid oil dances out of the back door of the restaurant by the bus stop. A crow plucks at a nearby ketchup chip wrapper, squawks a disappointment at its emptiness, and flies away.
When the bus pulls up, Caroline is grateful to get out of the cold.
The throb of the post-industrial heartbeat is slow and welcoming as she leaves her home block. Graffiti sprays gallant and brave across alleyways and billboards. The stone buildings ache towards the sky as though their brick bodies desire flight.
While the bus rumbles past the familiar landscape toward her school, Caroline pulls out a clutch of highlighters, the colors spreading an entire rainbow, and props them in the front pocket of her backpack. She goes through her list categorizing everyone into age groups by color.
This sifting helps the names become data, turning blocks into color so she doesn’t have to think about the fact that every day she writes more of her mother’s friends down. That her mother shapes into being next with each face Caroline recognizes on the wall.
The bus doors gasp open, and she flashes a look up to catch a boy her age climbing aboard. Their eyes meet, and she quickly averts her gaze. She wonders if he goes to the high school or if he has somewhere more interesting to be.
Caroline nervously lifts a sliver of skin from the edge of her thumbnail. Did he see her highlighting in her journal? Was that a weird thing to do on a bus? It never occurred to her it might be, now she isn’t sure.
She hurriedly throws her journal and pens back into her backpack, sticking the corner of her thumb into her mouth and tasting a glimmer of metallic.
People have always gone missing in this city. That isn’t new. But six months ago, Caroline noticed people were going missing at a terrifying rate. Four months later, everyone else noticed it, and now there’s a quiet buzz in the homes with proximity to the epidemic, quiet bombs that go off when another poster is stapled up. Every bus stop a forest of faces, community boards in coffee shops overtaken with messages imploring for information on loved ones. She props her knees up and sneakily retrieves her journal to take another read through of the missing.
She started collecting names upon realizing no one else was. According to police, adults are allowed to disappear. With teenagers, there’s a slight kerfuffle of paperwork, dropped quickly under the assumption they ran away.
When that’s the case, there are bashful returns or even bodies found, but for the last half year there’s been nothing. An unnatural silence in the ecosystem of her city. The gone stay disappeared, like they were plucked from this universe entirely.
Caroline stares out the window at the cracks in the sidewalk, the flashes of others’ lives whipping by and thinks of the thousands of people, like blinking lights in the depths of nighttime, slowly flickering, flickering until they sputter and go dark.

      [image: ]There are more posters of the missing affixed to lockers whose owners have disappeared, a flurry of paper announcing their absences. They’ve aged into the scenery with time, and students hardly pay attention as they run to their own lockers. Caroline notices them though, each name carefully transcribed in her journal.
Where most students use the blank metal canvas to pin photos of their friends, Caroline has a lone decoration taped to the back. A photo from a magazine she found in a garbage can by a coffee shop—a stuffy art magazine that talked about important exhibitions around the world. A man with an aqua blue tail floats, his arms outstretched like he is flying in the water, the sunlight breaking through the dark.
“Is that an open locker?” The boy from the bus stands above her. Her body locks up as he waits for an answer.
“It’s the worst one.” She forces herself to respond through tight teeth.
“I think it is the only one left.”
“I think you are correct,” she says carefully. She should keep her responses minimal so he doesn’t think she’s weird or desperate. Part of her wants to explain that she should have gotten a better locker being a sophomore, except she didn’t learn what day they could pick their own until her entire class and the freshman had claimed theirs, but that would be too much of an overshare. How do people make friends? This is exhausting.
“Weren’t you on the bus? I think I saw you in the back.”
She has trouble breathing. “Yup, that was me.”
“Cool.”
“I guess.”
“I’m Dani.”
Caroline tries to smile and offers her name. Wonders if she is supposed to say anything else. Her hands shake and she hopes her loneliness doesn’t leak out of her like a trail for a hound to sniff out.
“I like that photo,” Dani gestures towards the merman in her locker. “I want to see the whole exhibit. He’s really talented.”
Caroline almost tells him that there was something achingly beautiful about the whole series, and she had painstakingly torn them out and saved each printed copy.
Instead, she says, “It’s nice.”
Dani’s smile is thin and doesn’t reach the rest of his face. It’s a look Caroline knows well, when people have reached the point in a conversation with her and she hasn’t given them enough to keep going but they don’t know how to end it gracefully. She decides to make the exit for both of them, standing so quickly the missing poster on the locker above her rustles, her backpack catching so the tape hinges open and it falls askew. She slaps her hand over it to interrupt it breaking completely off. After a few attempts to get the remaining tape peeled up, she catches the right angle, shoves the poster under it, and departs quickly. She runs to class, the stares of the missing heavy on her back as she flees.






  
  Two


Dani gives her his number on the bus ride home, with a joke about them being bus buddies. There were no solo seats left and among the options she had, including a woman who wouldn’t stop sneezing and an angry businessman yelling on the phone, the boy who recognized the art on her locker was the least bad option. He seemed charmed by her presence beside him, or at minimum pleased, which felt vaguely mortifying. His excitement sets an expectation that she is going to disappoint. 
Most of the ride was him telling her about his day and her nodding along. But no one has given her their number before, and she toys with the idea that she could at least attempt being gregarious. She’s prepping the courage to call him, a two-step process that involves getting ahold of her mother to use her phone and overcoming the creeping terror of upholding half of a conversation.
Any bravado she’s mustered pops like a rogue balloon when she comes upon a new person in her alley. The alley is always empty. Every day the bus drops her off with a whoosh as the doors close fast and unforgiving behind her, the air thick with frying oil from the shop below her apartment. But now there’s a man, bobbing and too close to the stairs for her to easily pass.
Nestled in the corner against the brick layers that buffer her second-floor home and the restaurant, he slouches by the metal staircase. His hair is long, silver-lined, and sticks up where grease hasn’t slicked it down. Clothes caked with residue from the streets speak to many years lived on sidewalks. When she approaches, he slumps against his knees with a rocking that reminds her of her mother’s friends.
Caroline sucks a breath in, tries to make herself as small as possible to slip past him. Though the way his head bobs against his chest is familiar, he is a little too dirty for the company her mother keeps, lacking the sticky facade of functional. As she takes one quiet step, he makes a noise like a train rattling past a building. She takes another.
The minute her foot touches the staircase, he snaps awake. Yellowed eyes drill in on her stilled frame. She isn’t sure if the rotten smell is him or scraps in the alley, but it makes her nauseous all the same.
“Hey,” he croaks, and Caroline’s muscles lock up like a springboard ready to release. Their eyes meet, and his are cracked open like shattered gems, each fleck of sunlight refracting a panic that keeps her feet from moving.
He might need help, she reasons, her breath still shallow and head light. He might need help. She can’t be mean and run off because he’s filthy. Pulled taut and vibrating, she turns toward him, waiting for the signal to take flight; ignores the resounding thrumming dread running through her.
The man tries to stand but falls back against the wall, the bricks a cradle for his moon-shaped frame. He slides down, one leg stretched out in front of him, the other bent up. A black patch is sewn to the dirty pants leg of the raised knee.
“Hey darling, please stay.”
Part of her mind yells that it’s an appropriate time to leave, the other part of her thinking that if he is in trouble and she leaves without helping him, that would make her a bad person. There’s a scream locked in her, a thudding voice that tells her she’s overreacting.
He continues when she doesn’t run. “I’m looking for something. Can you help me?”
“I don’t know,” she stammers, and her legs become fused into the metal stairs, her anxiety a welder.
“Heard of angel tar?”
“No.”
“Are you sure? Look, girl, it’s kind of important.”
“I’m sorry.”
Another attempt to stand fails. He has what Caroline calls a light switch moment, something her mother has often. One emotion clicking into another so rapidly it’s as though they are two different people entirely.
He looks demonic, face crinkled in rage as he roars, “Do you know that angels walk among us? That they wear human faces and hide their disgusting, bloody wings with illusion and magic? Stealing people with their perfect smiles and false promises?”
Caroline shakes her head and hyperventilates when her feet won’t honor her command to run.
“Listen to me!” he screams and lunges weakly at her. “I need to get some fucking angel tar.”
When his fingers graze her wrist, as desperate as Adam reaching for God, the tethers binding her snap and she moves. Her shoulders turn first, the rest of her body following in a corkscrew stumble up the stairs ahead of the man yelling incoherently.
Caroline hears the man shuffle and imagines him ambling up the concrete stairs. Her hands shake so badly she drops her keys, the thick monkey’s fist keychain all that keeps them from sliding through the sliver of air between the door and concrete slab, back down to where the man is. She forces a breath and tries to steady herself. He can’t move well; she has time. Her body doesn’t understand her logic and the shaking doubles. Her palms are fault lines shifting under a rotating panic growing with each turn.
The door opens easily and she stumbles in, backpack sprawling out as she falls onto the tile entry square.
“Baby, what are you doing?”
Maria, with pink candy lipstick and sparkling eyelids, is sitting on the couch sticking plastic veneer nails onto her fingertips. Another unexpected addition to Caroline’s after school routine. Maria’s friend Andrea makes drinks in the alcove kitchen. Andrea sings a greeting to Caroline that, despite her anxiety, makes her smile.
If Shaina was only in Maria’s galaxy, Andrea is her moon. She babysat Caroline as a child and is the only reason Caroline knows how to braid.
“Here honey, help your mama out.” Maria beckons Caroline with her naked hand, the other stuck out to dry and studded with plastic. Caroline pushes her backpack to the side with her foot and makes sure the deadbolt is struck through before joining her mother on the couch. Maria presents her nailless hand to Caroline, who grabs the glue and makes a delicate drop in the middle of a fingernail. She presses the pink, gem-encrusted faux nail on top of it and waits for it to set.
Caroline’s hands are still quivering, her body a city crumbling under violent tremors. She forces a breath. And another. Another. Maria doesn’t notice and uses her free hand to click away on her phone, each audible blip blip blip jarring into Caroline’s spine. She sinks into the aged dips of the linen russet couch and spots a stray glinting artificial diamond on the table. She takes it before Maria can realize it’s there.
Maria’s hair, unlike Caroline’s, is an exciting wave of curls and dark wildness haphazardly corralled by bobby pins. Even her face is more feral than her daughter’s, who must resemble her father. Caroline sometimes stares in the mirror and traces out her face, trying to imagine what he would have looked like.
“You didn’t work today?” Caroline asks carefully. She rolls the small gem in her palm and focuses on the way the edge soars through her palm.
“No, it was slow, so they let me off early.” Her mother inspects the nail, finds it satisfactory and returns her hand to Caroline. “They’ll call me when it gets busy again, probably in an hour. Want a piece of gum?” She blows a large bubble, the pop sounding like an exclamation point. Caroline shakes her head. She can tell Maria just smoked a cigarette by the way the smell clings in the air, the weak mint of her gum failing to mask it.
Andrea brings out drinks for all three of them and sits on the armrest of the couch. Caroline begins to stand to give her a seat but Andrea waves her away.
“Yours is juice,” Andrea says and Caroline smiles at the consideration given she’s never drank.
“Once we’re done with this, I think I’m going to go out with Jimmy for a bit,” her mother says. “You think you can handle yourself until I get home?”
Caroline nods, which causes the nail she’s gluing to jiggle off kilter. She quickly fixes it and hopes Maria doesn’t notice.
“Of course you can.” Her mother reaches out to rub Caroline’s head with her other hand. “You’re such a good girl.”
Caroline dodges her mother’s spindly affection and throws her a withering glance. Caroline hates having her hair touched, the static that comes from Maria’s plastic nails giving her an unwitting halo that’s impossible to tame down. Which Maria knows. But she’s too busy sending another message to notice Caroline’s discomfort, her eyes rapt on the screen. A flicker of excitement as a new text bubble pops up. Andrea gives Caroline a conspiratorial look with a slight eye roll that says you know how she is with her boys.
Caroline has an opportunity—her mother is here and in a good mood. And Andrea, who is always in a good mood. Caroline stares at the dark coffee table sprayed with remnants of their night—stray lighters, empty gum wrappers, a key that is definitely not to their apartment—as she comes up with how to phrase her question.
“Shaina’s missing,” Caroline ventures.
Andrea makes the noise of concern people make when they know they should care but don’t.
“When isn’t she?” Maria waves her free hand flippantly, phone clasped between thumb and forefinger.
“No, like missing missing. I saw the poster at the bus stop.”
“Her boyfriend is so dramatic.” An eye roll and another quick check at the hand Caroline adorns with pastel pink. When she’s satisfied by the progress she continues, “They probably fought and she ran off. They fight all the time.”
“A lot of people are missing,” Caroline tries again.
“It’s a city, babe, it eats up a lot of people. Some of them don’t get spit back out.” Maria stands as her cell phone trills. Caroline barely finishes the last nail before it’s swept away with Maria grabbing at the blaring phone and snapping off the sound mid-ring. “I gotta go; there should be some pizza in the fridge from last night.”
“Does Shaina live with her boyfriend?” Caroline’s window is closing, and she becomes breathless trying to get the entire sentence out before it snaps shut.
“I can never keep track.”
Andrea pipes up. “Last I saw her she was in some crack house on Spring Street. The big green one by the sober living apartment.”
The phone blares again and Maria picks it up this time, muttering yeah I’m coming, a force of chaos and spite that blows out the door like the precursor of a hurricane.
“Mom, wait!” Caroline jumps up, and Maria turns to her with an arch of annoyance, a can’t you see I’m busy that Caroline is all too familiar with. The phone clicks shut with someone still talking, a deep voice that sounds like a rhythmic drum solo.
“There’s a creepy dude down there.” Caroline stumbles over her words attempting to get them out as quickly as possible. “Be careful.”
“He bothered you?” Maria asks and Caroline nods. Maria light switches, not at Caroline this time, going from bright joyful to dark rabid.
With a curt turn, Maria trots down the stairs. Caroline stays at the doorway, hand on the knob waiting sentry until Andrea and her mother reach the safety of Jimmy’s car. It won’t be visible from the apartment, but it’s a loud thing, and Caroline can recognize it by noise alone.
The man says something unintelligible. Maria’s voice rises out of the cadence of desperation, clear in the autumn air like a rage-filled bird song. “You stay the fuck away from my daughter, you hear? No, I do not give a fuck what you are looking for, do it somewhere else or you’ll be finding it in hell!”
The tell-tale rumble of Jimmy’s car. More colorful curse words, a car door slam. Then silence.
Caroline sighs, becomes the hollow drum that happens when she’s felt too much anxiety for too long. Her hands hold a shy, weak quiver that jolts with forgotten electricity.
She rushes to her gray notebook, afraid she’ll forget the small parcels of information she was able to glean and thumbs through the pages. Finds Shaina and scribbles spring st large green house by sober living apartments. Caroline pauses, self-conscious as she adds possibly a crack house.
Against the blank pale walls of the living room the sun settles down, leaving the apartment to descend into darkness with the early nighttime of late fall. She needs to go to Shaina’s apartment and see if she’s returned as her mother’s flippant prophecy claims she will. Caroline puts her journal away and carefully deposits the nail gem into the small pocket of her backpack, which she is pretty sure is for loose change but she uses for small trinkets she finds and likes. It rattles against an acorn and a broken rose-gold chain that was abandoned at the park by her house.
Shaina is her only lead. All she has otherwise is generic and ill-recited facts of those who are gone, reiterated across social media posts and posters against brick walls. If Caroline can talk to the people Shaina knew best, she may get insight her cataloging cannot bring her. She can unravel this mystery before her mother disappears next.
Her mouth goes dry at the thought of speaking to a stranger. The familiar panic, the wall that keeps her from crossing the threshold to meaningful conversations. The same feeling she gets when she thinks too much about the phone number blistering against her thigh like an expectation. She tries to stand but her chest clamps up and air suddenly expels from her lungs and she can’t breathe, falling back into the weathered couch, feet scraping against the thin carpet. To solve this mystery she will have to talk to people, and she cannot breathe. Caroline leans forward and puts her forehead between her knees, concentrates on finding the blank nothingness that will allow her lungs to open again. She pushes her thoughts into an abyss until she is nothing but blank and light and emptiness. For the rest of the evening she is a frozen statue of a girl, unable to muster the courage to leave.






  
  Three


“It’s silly to sit apart now that we know one another,” Dani says after getting on the bus. 
She scoots to the side even though she feels knowing each other is a fairly aggressive way to describe their current situation.
Caroline knows this is the appropriate time to ask him how his morning is, but a giant lockbox has taken up residence in her throat, and she instead nods as though that will cover all the usual pleasantries.
“Are you new?” she asks, after a beat when the silence becomes cutting and her breath has opened up just enough to get a sentence out.
“I figured that was pretty obvious.”
Caroline fiddles with the hem of her shirt that’s as dismally gray as the rainy weather outside. Of course, the one time she initiates conversation it’s totally stupid.
As though he senses she needs some saving, he volunteers, “But I’ve lived in the city my whole life. I was homeschooled though, until I decided I wanted to try public school.”
“Home schooling sounds nice.”
“It was okay. I have a huge family, so it wasn’t lonely. They needed help with the business, so it was easier for me to stay home all day and do schoolwork in between.”
“What business?”
“Oh… We make soap. Like, all-natural vegan stuff.”
“Really? That’s super cool!”
“I think you might be the only person who thinks that.” Dani says, and her anxiety returns like a sledgehammer shattering against metal.
“How do you make soap?”
“It’s a secret,” Dani says, then laughs. When Caroline doesn’t join in, he adds, “I’m kidding. I can show you sometime. We must live near each other if we’re on the same bus.”
Caroline nods and adds a small, “Okay,” in case Dani didn’t see. He will probably make new friends before they get the chance to do that. The taut fabric of the bus seat puckers as Dani leans into it, his brown eyes flashing to Caroline, who’s rigid and has forgotten how to move with someone staring at her.
“Whatcha got there?” Dani nods towards her journal.
“Just a project I’m doing. It’s kinda silly.”
“I doubt it’s silly. Can I see?” Dani asks and, even though there’s a slight trill that he’s interested, her hand shakes as she offers the book to him.
“It’s all the missing people.”
Dani’s face tightens and, for a second, Caroline is terrified that he will pull away. That the moment will come where her awkwardness is too much, and he’ll smile placidly and never sit with her again and every day she’ll watch the back of his head remembering the moment she proved herself incapable of friendship.
Instead, he opens the pages, turning through the myriad colors and notes etched in her small handwriting. She uses a fine-tip black pen so everything is even and bold, occasionally smudged if she is too quick to streak a highlight over the ink.
“You’re thorough,” he says and sounds genuinely impressed, his slim fingers grazing over one of the names. She wants to say thank you, but her throat stops working again so she smiles. “What are you doing with all this?”
“Just…just collecting information.” Trying to figure out why before my mom disappears is a mortifying truth left unsaid.
Caroline taps her foot against the dirtied metal floor. Dani turns to another page.
“For now,” she decides to add so Dani doesn’t think she’s completely useless.
“That’s an important first step.” Dani returns the journal with a crisp, theatrical flip. “If you need a partner in crime, you have my number.”
Caroline wiggles her toes and nods. Was he asking her to hang out? Or did he want to solve the mystery as well? Do people just say these kinds of things to be polite?
The stop for their school arrives before she can come up with a charming response.
“See you.” Dani stands in one fluid motion and leaves through the back exit.
Caroline is slower to gather her things. Maybe she’ll invite him to talk to Shaina’s boyfriend, and it will be less scary because she won’t be alone. Maybe Dani can do all the talking and she can take notes. She would like that; she’s better at writing than talking.
It’s not that people are mean to her. That might be easier to swallow or at least be a problem she could fix. It’s the lurking sense that everyone dislikes her. The look of hesitation before people speak to her, the fact she’s never invited to parties and is picked last in partner projects, as though there is some key to socializing that everyone but her understands.
She used to hope things would be different, that she would crack open the cipher of friendship like an archeologist decrypting an ancient code, and flourish. But that hasn’t happened, and as much as she hopes Dani is different, the sour fear he will realize she is not worth knowing sits heavy in her mouth.
She watches as Dani is flanked by a group of boys as he reaches the main entrance of the school. One of them gives him a light, friendly punch. He dodges with a grin, a dancing sidestep, and they walk in together.
She jumps out of her seat, gripping her journal that now reminds her of how pathetic she was to believe Dani was interested in being friends.
If he’d really wanted her to call him, he would have waited to walk with her to school, not left her behind to see his actual friends. She feels stupid for getting caught up in a fantasy. And angry at him for thinking social niceties are kinder than the silence to which she is accustomed.
When she gets off the bus, she’s gripped her marker so tightly it’s broken, black ink leaking through her fingers onto the pavement, mixing with the sprinkle of rain. Dark and staining, evidence of her rage she won’t be able to wash off.






  
  Four


Having looked up sober-living houses during study hall and found where Shaina lives, Caroline stands before a dilapidated brown multi-unit, the drab stucco stained with nicotine from the ever-present line of smokers leaning against it. The streetlamps pop on unceremoniously even though the sun still illuminates the sky, premature light making the pavement glow. 
Her chest starts to close at the thought of knocking on the door. She presses her hand against her sternum, spindly fingers grazing her collar bone as she forces a breath through her lungs.
She looks down at the questions she’s written to ask Shaina’s roommates.
When exactly did Shaina go missing?
Did anything happen before she did?
Was she doing anything unusual before her disappearance?
Did she meet anyone new?
Are any of her things missing like she packed them for a trip?
The house is like a mirage on the dirty city walkway, wavering under the artificial sun. The green house is so filthy she initially thought it brown. A dead yard filled with dog feces and dried plants. What used to be a fence is a solitary wood post with a broken piece laying against it. Caroline looks both ways, hopes a line of cars comes so she can delay longer, but the street’s quiet so she jogs across to the front.
Her heart is a chaotic drummer by the time she reaches the front walkway, her breath shallow and throat narrow. Her palms vibrate. She wishes she could go back to writing names in her journal, safe and alone with no part of her exposed, but she knows that the only way forward is talking to Shaina’s friends. There’s only so much posters can tell her, only a matter of time before her scribbles become a recording of her mother’s absence. If she can get anything, any crumb of a lead, it’s worth talking to them. Caroline focuses on a deep breath then forces her legs to move up the sidewalk to the pale door. Before she can think further, she knocks quick and loud and waits while movement is heard from the inside.
After a few minutes that sound like the time a family of squirrels nested in Caroline’s walls, a woman swings the door open and regards Caroline with flat eyes and an expressionless face. She’s skinny with a soft gut that hangs over the studded belt on her low-rise black jeans. A crop top exposes a belly button piercing in the beginning stages of infection. Caroline likes her glasses, large and chunky and chic against her rigid black hair and crisp bangs.
“Hey,” the woman says. “You here for someone?”
“Kinda,” Caroline stammers and realizes too late she hadn’t thought of a good introduction to get to her meticulously crafted questions. “My mom is friends with Shaina.”
“Ah.” The woman steps aside and reveals a living room with shaggy carpet and a depressed couch weathered bare by use, hosting two people. A large glass piece sits on the coffee table before them, swirled blue and green with thick tar at the base, a grinder that looks small and precious in comparison beside it. Maria only does weed when there is nothing else, but Caroline can recognize the tools to smoke it as easily as she can recognize expired IDs covered in powder and razor blades. This might be a useless visit for reasons entirely out of Caroline’s control. She tentatively steps inside as the woman says, “That’s her boyfriend.”
“She’s not here.” The man leans deeper into the couch, his brown hair unkempt across his face.
“Where is she?” Caroline goes inside.
“Who knows.” The girl beside Shaina’s boyfriend finally speaks, leaning forward to tap out a cigarette before squinching it down into a nub against a painted ashtray, the sleeves of her oversized sweater falling forward with her. “Alec shouldn’t have put up those stupid posters. Everyone’s calling us now.”
“She’s never gone this long. I thought it was a good idea, okay?”
“Dude, she just doesn’t want to fuck with you. She’s not missing.”
“So, you’ve talked to her?” Caroline asks as Alec sulks.
“Nah.” The girl cups her hand to light another cigarette, takes a steep inhale. Slow release and the lighter clattering back on the table before she continues. “But they fought hard the night she dipped and he knows that.”
Caroline looks to Alec to confirm, but he has a faraway misty gaze, like Shaina is before him and he’s reliving whatever argument drove her away. Caroline clenches her hands and frantically scrambles for something to say. The questions she wrote whip away like a summer storm taking loose dandelions into the wind. There’s an urge to open her journal and remind herself but that would be weird. How do people make these things look natural? She swallows, throat cottony. She’d spent all her time figuring out what information she needed, not how to socially navigate getting it.
The woman at the door slips past Caroline and perches on the armrest of the couch beside Alec.
“Aren’t you Maria’s kid?” she asks and, to Caroline’s jump of surprise, adds, “I’m Jane. I’ve been to your place a few times. You were a bit younger, though.”
“Yeah,” Caroline doesn’t remember her at all.
“Oh shit, you’re Maria’s kid?” sweater girl asks. “You look like a whole ass adult. What did she do, have you at twelve?”
“Fifteen,” Caroline says quietly. She doesn’t like talking about her mother’s age, the inevitable resounding silence that follows as people do math. The look of pity and discomfort.
“Crazy, man. Can’t even imagine having a kid then.”
Neither can Caroline, being a year older than her mother was when she had her, but she doesn’t say anything.
“For real,” Alec says, but his jaw is still clenched. “Look, I know Shaina and your mom had a little tiff before she took off, and it’s real sweet you’re trying to look for her ’cause Maria is probably feeling some kind of way, but she’ll turn up.”
“Thanks,” Caroline whispers.
“Look at her, she’s so sweet,” sweater girl says. “How did Maria make such a good kid?”
Alec shrugs and starts to roll a cigarette. Jane stares at Caroline, her gaze unshrinking and hard to read. The wall behind him is stained a faded brown that crawls up the eggshell white like rogue vines. Caroline would prefer self-immolation over this.
“Does Shaina have any other friends she might be staying with?”
“Sorry kid,” Jane says. “No one’s seen her. We’ve already checked. Not much else we can do, yeah? She probably skipped town.”
Caroline nods, murmurs a goodbye and turns away, teeth grinding that she got absolutely no good information from this exchange. Her fingernails bear into the slate journal cover as she bubbles with anger for not figuring out how to fit her questions into a conversation.
She knew Shaina was missing. All they confirmed was that no one but Alec cared about it.
Her rush to escape the awkwardness in the house runs Caroline right into the loping gait of a boy her age. They stumble and he grabs her arms on either side to stabilize them both as they veer off the walkway into the dead yard.
A flash of a smile cuts across his face then quickly reverts to flat terrain. There’s a black necklace that looks like a flat Celtic knot, loud against his white shirt.
“You don’t look like the usual type that runs around here,” he says. It’s not unfriendly, but it isn’t warm either. It’s a practiced sounding cadence like there’s another language jangling against his tongue. Caroline freezes, his fingers on her arms turning her skin into alarm bells clanging inside her. She steps out of his grasp and smooths her shirt down to buy time as her heart skitters out of control.
“I was looking for someone,” she says carefully, hating how much talking to people makes her panic.
“Did you find them?” A small smirk creeps out of the corner of his mouth. His eyes are green and gold, like precious metal exploding in an emerald forest. His head tilts in a way that she can only think of as hawkish, a predatory bird seeing a mouse.
“No,” she exhales.
“Have you considered some people like being lost?”
“It’s worth checking.” She takes another step back, his gaze intrusive as she desperately hunts an exit.
“You wouldn’t understand,” he says, catching her hand that’s still stained black with ink and taking a brief unimpressed look before dropping it. “You strike me as someone who would want to be found.”
“Sure.” She jerks her hand back, pulling it to her chest as she whips away and sprints back to the bus stop. She’s positive she is imagining it, but she can feel the boy staring at her back. Her anxiety synapses through her like lightning and she refuses to look until she’s guaranteed safety. As she climbs aboard the bus, she risks a glance behind but he is gone, the space he occupied blank and filled with swirling dust and faded light.
Once seated, she gets mad at herself all over again reviewing the questions that would have been incredibly helpful to have asked. She didn’t expect to be as thrown off as she was, though she isn’t sure why she didn’t anticipate her mind going stark white.
Caroline writes: house had Jane, who knows my mom, Alec, Shaina’s boyfriend; and sweater girl don’t know actual name but knows my mom.
Shaina not at any friend’s house, they are positive she will show up but when???
Sweater girl thinks she doesn’t want to see Alec but hasn’t spoken to Shaina either.
She scribbles the physical address for good measure and sighs.
Decides to add: weird boy with cool necklace at front door.
Has a compulsion to write I’m completely useless at this but there isn’t a section for it.






  
  Five


Caroline settles into the stone staircase that she goes to every lunch, two blocks away from school. A perfectly quiet place to eat her sandwich while reviewing her journal and attempting to forget the complete disaster of the visit to Shaina’s house. 
“You didn’t strike me as someone who leaves campus.” The voice comes from above her, and she barely catches her lunch before it tumbles out of her lap.
It’s Dani, which shouldn’t surprise her at this point since he seems to be constantly sneaking up and stressing her out with attempts at friendship. He wears a dark navy V-neck and tapered jeans, and his backpack is slung over one shoulder. His eyes are a deep brown, like lush soil, gleaming against the sun. He is attractive enough where she almost forgets how creepy it is that he’s at her secret lunch hiding spot. Almost.
“Did you follow me?” she asks and curls in a defensive snarl.
“Kinda. Not in a stalkerish way! I saw you and was coming over to ask if you wanted to sit together, but then you slipped through the fence, so I tried to catch up and by the time I realized you were going a few blocks away, I was too invested to turn back. Now we’re here, and I’ve completely invaded your space, haven’t I?”
Dani looks down and a soft red blooms on his cheeks, which endears him to her immediately. She scoots closer to the wall of the stairwell and Dani accepts her implicit invitation to take a seat beside her.
“Why don’t you eat lunch with everyone else?”
She wants to think of something clever to say, something mysterious or quirky that will intrigue him. Something to make her seem like an elusive creature rather than a messy loner. Instead, what comes out of her mouth is, “I don’t know.”
Caroline focuses on her sandwich and attempts—fails—not to be self-conscious as she takes another bite.
“It’s pretty here.”
“That’s why I like it.”
“You’re good at finding things.”
“How so?”
“Your journal. You find patterns in missing people, nice lunch spots. It’s a good knack to have.”
Caroline blushes and notices a small hole in her in the netting of her shoes that makes her pinky toe peek out. The corded bows at the top deflated and sad, one half untied. Her skinny jeans are a little too short, her ankle bone poking out at the fringe showing a small bruise where she bumped her mother’s coffee table tripping her way out during a late morning.
“I just notice stuff.”
“What’s your interest in missing people anyway?”
A wash of dizziness flows over Caroline as she considers a response. Even with his friendly demeanor she won’t tell him the truth. It’s too raw and grossly vulnerable.
“I don’t think the police are doing a lot about it, and I don’t want the whole city to go away.”
“I don’t think everyone can disappear. That’s not possible.”
“My mother’s friend went missing this week.” Caroline needs him to understand it’s still important, and the proximity to the truth of her search makes her teeth buzz with apprehension.
“I’m sorry.”
“I didn’t know her well. It’s just unsettling.”
“I hope she turns up.”
“Yeah.”
“I could help you,” he says so quietly she initially believes she misheard him. Or she’s so desperately lonely she imagined the overture.
The bell distantly rings, a tinny vibration that signals the end of their break. She quickly wraps up her sandwich and slams her journal back into her bag. Normally she’d be walking back before the first bell.
“We’re going to be tardy.”
“We’re already late, you don’t have to rush.”
For a brief moment she absolutely hates Dani, with his pristine presence and interest in her because she knows that will fade and he’ll leave when he finds other people, which he already has it seems, and it makes it that much more confusing that he’s following her off campus. She tries to take a breath but instead tears brim at her eyes and she turns in the direction of school, hoping, if she runs fast enough, she’ll make it before the second bell.
“Hey, it’s okay.” Dani reaches out and touches her shoulder, steadying her against her windmill thoughts, and pulls her back to him so they’re facing one another. “I’m sorry.”
“Why are you apologizing?” she snaps and closes her eyes in resignation as the second bell sounds out over the streets.
Sometimes she feels like she is a walking, human, Jenga game. When all the right pieces are positioned perfectly, she can move through the world with only vague fault lines, a slight, occasional, tremor. Take one piece out and she becomes unsteady. Take too many and she crumbles.
Caroline grinds her teeth to keep from crying, forcing another breath. The road is silent, the ambient buzz of the school lunch period gone with the students returning to class.
“Do you want to just…not go back?” Dani offers.
“What?”
“If we never return, we’re technically not late.”
She has to admit it’s sound logic.
“I have the perfect place. We can even walk there.” Dani gives her a conspiratorial smile before walking off and all she can do is follow.

      [image: ]The darkness of the arcade violently juxtaposes the neon sign in the window that promises endless games and entertainment. Caroline coughs from the dust kicked up by their feet. The space is filled with whirls of light and peppery jingles as Dani leads her to the center of the room past a first-person shooter game and next to the basketball arcade hoops.
He presents the air hockey like it’s an art piece he’s immensely proud of, feeding a few dollars into it so it whirls to life, the hum of air rising like a morning sun and making the entire table vibrate.
“I haven’t played one of these in so long.” A flash of memory of a long-forgotten boyfriend of her mother’s teaching her how to skate her arm across the playfield for maximum efficiency.
“It’s my favorite.”
“I went to the place my mom’s friend lived.” She tentatively taps the puck and it spins lazily. “They think she left town.”
“That could have been dangerous.”
“I was just going to a house.”
The puck plunks into her goal and she looks up to a very smug Dani.
“But what if someone made her disappear? And now they know you’re looking for her.”
Caroline recalls Alec’s insistence that she drop it, and a sour taste covers her tongue. She was so fixated on the larger trend of missing people that she hadn’t considered Shaina may be a more local, domestic disappearance.
“I hadn’t considered that,” she admits, a sudden flushing embarrassment, and makes a mental note to write the possibility down when she gets home.
“That’s why you need a second head. To think of stuff you don’t.”
“Do you want to come over tonight?” she blurts before she can overthink it, an unruly heartbeat following.
“Yeah.”
“Bus stop at my house?”
“Sure thing.” Dani shoots the puck into Caroline’s goal before she can blink. “How does 8 PM sound?”
It’s an awfully late time to have someone over but she just nods. She’s more assertive with her shot this time but is pretty sure when she makes a goal it’s because Dani let her.

      [image: ]Hours later, when the sky has darkened and the clock on the microwave bleeds ten till 8 PM, Caroline shows up to the bus stop, clenching her fists against the nighttime chill, tighten release, tighten release with the mounting pressure in her chest. Once again, she regrets wearing fingerless gloves, the tips of her fingers pale and prickling. She hugs the oversized, ancient thermos of black tea and gazes at the posters cluttering the wall behind the bus stop. The tea is the basic kind her mother sometimes lifts from work. She knows Dani likes tea, but the kind he brings on the bus smells spicy with a hint of coconut while hers smells ashy and bright, a whiff of late-night diners and drunks yelling over unwashed tables.
Her black windbreaker crinkles under the pressure, and she’s self-conscious of the fact she looks like a rotund armadillo, her thick sweater peeking out of the sleeves and open collar. A mystery petrichor smell hangs in the air; the restaurant that normally fills the street with the smell of frying oil is dark and silent.
The bus crests the hill and her chest clenches at the sight of the two headlights, tendrils of light reaching towards her as the distance closes. She doesn’t remember when she last hung out with someone outside of school. When she was twelve someone came by her house and they spent the evening looking in gutters for lost treasure. They never returned. Caroline takes a deep breath, her ribs unwillingly expanding into the cold.
The bus stops and she tries to swallow the dryness out of her mouth before Dani hops out. He looks underdressed for the weather, and Caroline panics that he thinks they are going to be spending the night inside. He can’t meet her mom and doesn’t know if Maria will stay out the whole night. The dryness in her mouth travels into her throat, and she frantically clears it as Dani waves and steps towards her.
“Hey,” he says, and her fingers flicker weakly at him in greeting.
“Um, my house is full, so I was gonna take you somewhere else.”
“That’s fine. You brought coffee?”
“Tea.” Caroline lifts it slightly like an offering. “It might not be good.”
“I’m sure it’s fine. Where to?”
Caroline’s heart hammers at the anticipation that Dani might find her roof utterly stupid, but she doesn’t have a back-up plan and charges forward. “This roof, it’s a cool place to hang out.”
“Sounds great.”
Dani falls into stride with her as she starts off towards it. Caroline can feel a faint trace of Dani’s heartbeat through his arm. Warmth radiates from him, pushing up against her chilly frame. He reaches his hand to grab hers. For an electric second they are connected until Caroline sees the stairs to her roof and breaks away.
“Right there! It’s a bit of a climb. I hope that’s okay.”
“Oh, heights don’t bother me.”
She zips the thermos into her jacket and jumps to snag the first rail, scrambles a bit, kicking until she can catch her foot on solid metal. When she turns her head to check on him, he’s patiently waiting. The light wraps around him, as though the world itself knows he is special and so bathes him in gentle gold.
Caroline turns and starts upwards. Below, Dani exhales as he snags the bottom rung and swings, causing the whole ladder to sway before he swiftly scoops himself up. The metal is cold and fog-wet, and Caroline’s hands chill at the touch. The city slips into the nightlife of artificial light and intoxication. It’s only in her imagination but she swears she can hear the beating thump of the nightclub nearby. Her mother is probably there with Jimmy, her hair wild and free, body moving to its simulated rhythm of faux freedom. Caroline sees this as she climbs, her mother’s plastic nails glinting in the tectonic lights, her laughter heard by no one but the music, the only proof of its existence the vibration in her sternum.
By the time Caroline reaches the top, there’s a stream of tears running down her face. Hurriedly, she wipes them away and runs to the other end of the roof to compose herself before Dani catches up. When he arrives, she is leaning over the edge to look at the street below, the wind blowing her hair back.
“This is cool,” he says.
“There’s no street lamps this high.” She looks at him as he stares into the sky. A splatter of glimmering stars cast into the deep night blink above them, and she can see them lighting up in the reflection of his eyes.
“Have you seen stars without light pollution?” he asks, and she shakes her head. She’s never left the city. “It’s gorgeous, in the country, how the stars are so bright. It’s sad how they get covered up here.”
“That would be neat to see.” She forces herself to say because she can’t think of anything else and she knows she has to say something. She thinks they’re plenty bright here on the roof and wonders what a more intense sky would look like.
“It is. My family took a trip once to a farm, to see distant relatives. It was nice. There’s Orion’s Belt.” He points to a triad of them. “It’s like a Greek story; he was a hunter.”
“I like constellations,” Caroline says, not mentioning the hours she spent in the library at lunch in middle school consuming every book on the topic. She learned early on that librarians let you stay as long as you were reading. And disappearing into the shelves there was better than braving the cafeteria and eating alone.
“I like stories.”
“You ever think how the whole world is stories upon stories? Like everyone is their own story that bumps into other people’s stories.”
“I’ve never thought about it that way.”
“It’s kinda stupid.” Caroline looks at her hands, the knuckles too calloused for her thin fingers and decides it’s time for tea.
She struggles to pour the thermos, and Dani takes a hand to steady her, warm palms across her shivering knuckles. Her breath stills and as quick as the touch happened it was over, him pulling away as the amber liquid pours smoothly into his cup.
Caroline’s mortified by the dusty taste. Dani doesn’t seem to react. The only light on the roof is the sky and distant streetlamps. Dani’s face is a play of shadows—cheekbones that touch the light, illuminated bridge of his nose when he turns toward her.
“So, in the few hours I haven’t kept my eye on you, did you run off and conduct more interviews, or did you take my advice?”
“No. Shaina was the only person I knew.” Which isn’t entirely true, but she can’t tell Dani the circle her mother keeps is shrinking.
“That’s too bad. I was going to invite myself to the next one.”
“I wish.” Caroline tries to laugh but it’s like her lungs are filled with ants and it comes out as a frantic exhale.
“If you do get yourself another lead, please let me come?”
“Why do you wanna help so bad?” Caroline internally winces at how aggressive her tone is.
“I already told you. I like stories. Missing people is the most interesting one that’s happened in my life so far. I mean, besides coming up with excuses to spend time with you of course.”
Caroline flushes and chokes. She thinks he might be flirting with her, but that’s a fortress of social knowledge she hasn’t touched.
Despite her apprehension, she lets Dani settle himself beside her. Their shoulders briefly touch, the hairs of her arms prickle as if they’re reaching towards him. She’s glad the darkness hides how flustered she is.
“How much do you know about constellations?” Dani whispers into her ear. Her body rushes with heat. Nerves shoot down from her neck to the tips of her toes, causing them to briefly wiggle in her shoes.
“A bit.” 
“Tell me about them,” he says and she acquiesces, her arm reaching up toward the sky to point. It’s easier to talk when it’s someone else’s words, and she relishes his rapt attention. She pretends not to notice when his hand slides to her other side, resting so his pinky barely grazes her hip. His arm against her back like a knife slash. As she talks, she allows herself to lean into him, barely, just barely, and by the way his breathing changes she can tell he notices.
They trade constellation facts until the deep chill of midnight sets upon them, the temperature dropping as it careens towards the early morning.
“I think the last bus is coming soon.” He says it like this is the only reason he’d leave, like if the bus schedule would allow, he’d remain on her roof for hours. 
Despite the need for sleep weighing heavily on her, she wishes the buses ran forever and they could stay out until the speckled sky turned to light. The walk back to the stop is silent and by the way he pauses before hopping aboard she thinks he feels the same way too. 

      [image: ]The bus leaves and the neon light number on the back is the last thing to disappear. Wind rushes through her legs, wrapping around her waist, chilling her body. Disappointment that the night has ended is heavy in her joints as she turns homeward. 
A jingle sounds in the air and Caroline spots a slinking dark figure trotting up the sidewalk from where they just came. It looks like a dog, but its ears are too big, a twitching shadow against the struggling streetlamps. 
The creature’s nose is trained on the sidewalk like it’s following a trail, its tail dragging along the concrete making a shuk shuk shuk noise as it continues
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