

[image: image]



[image: image]



ALSO BY

HOLLY JACKSON

[image: image]

PLUS NOVELLA . . .

Kill Joy



[image: image]

HOLLY JACKSON

[image: image]



To Harry Collis, who at 100 years old is probably the oldest Young Adult reader in the world . . .

[image: image]

First published in Great Britain 2022 by
Electric Monkey, part of Farshore

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers
1 London Bridge Street, London SE1 9GF

farshore.co.uk

HarperCollinsPublishers

Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper,
Dublin 1, D01 C9W8

Text copyright © Holly Jackson 2022
The moral rights of the author have been asserted

eISBN 978 0 0085 0727 5

Signed edition HB ISBN 978 0 0086 0559 9

TPB ISBN 978 0 0085 9262 2

PB 978 0 0085 0723 7

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publisher and copyright owner.

Stay safe online. Farshore is not responsible for content hosted by third parties.



THE GETAWAY VISTA 2017 31B FLOOR PLAN

[image: image]



[image: image]



[image: image]



ONE

Here and not. Red and black. One moment there, another gone. Her face in the glass. Disappearing in the light of oncoming headlights, reappearing in the dark of outside. Gone again. The window kept her face for its own. Good, it could keep it. Back, the window didn’t want it either.

Red’s reflection stared through her, but the glass and the darkness didn’t get her quite right, blurring the details. The main features were there: the too-pale glow of her skin and the wide-set dark blue eyes that weren’t hers alone. You look so much alike, she used to hear, more than she cared to. Now she didn’t care to hear it at all, even think it. So, she looked away from her face, their face, ignoring them both. But it was harder to ignore something when you were trying.

Red shifted her gaze, looking instead at the cars in the lane beside and below. Something wasn’t right; the cars seemed too small from up here at her window, but Red didn’t feel any bigger. She watched a blue sedan edging forward to pass, and she helped it along with her eyes, pushing them ahead. There you go, bud. Ahead of this thirty-one-foot-long metal can, speeding down the highway. Which was strange when you thought about it; that you traveled down a highway when high was right there in the name.

‘Red?’ The voice opposite interrupted her thoughts of lowways and highways. Maddy was looking at her through the dimmed inside lights, skin screwed up around her sandy-brown eyes. She gave a small kick under the table, jabbing Red in the shin. ‘Did you just forget we were in the middle of playing a game?’

‘No,’ Red said, but yes, yes she had. What had they been playing again?

‘Twenty Questions,’ Maddy said, reading Red’s mind. Well, they had known each other all their lives; Red had only gotten a seven-month head start and she hadn’t done a lot with it. Maybe Maddy had learned to read her mind in all that time, more than seventeen years. Red really hoped not. There were things in there no one else could ever see. No one. Not even Maddy. Especially not Maddy.

‘Yeah, I know,’ Red said, her eyes wandering to the other side of the RV, to the outside door and the sofa bed – currently sofa – where she and Maddy would sleep tonight. Red couldn’t remember; which side of the bed did Maddy like again? Because she couldn’t sleep if she wasn’t on the left side, and just as she was trying to read Maddy’s mind back about that, her eyes caught on a green sign outside in the night, flying over the windshield.

‘That sign says Rockingham, aren’t we getting off this road soon?’ Red said, not loud enough for anyone at the very front of the RV to hear, where it would have been more use. She was probably wrong, anyway, best to say nothing. They’d been driving on this same road for the past hour, I-73 becoming I-74 and then US 220 without much fanfare.

‘Red Kenny, focus.’ Maddy snapped her fingers, a hint of a smile on her face. It never creased, though, Maddy’s face, not even with the widest of smiles. Skin like cream, soft and clearer than it had any business being. It made the freckles on Red’s face stand out even more, side by side in photos. Literally side by side; they were almost the exact same height, down to the highest-standing hair, though Red’s was dark blond where Maddy’s was more light brown, a shade or two separating them. Red always had hers tied back, loose bangs at the front that she’d cut herself with the kitchen scissors. Maddy’s was untied and neat, the ends soft in a way Red’s never were. ‘I’m the one asking questions, you’re the one with the person, place or thing,’ Maddy prompted.

Red nodded slowly. Well, even if Maddy also liked to sleep on the left, at least they weren’t on the bunks.

‘I’ve asked seven questions already,’ Maddy said.

‘Great.’ Red couldn’t remember her person, place or thing. But really, they’d been driving all day, setting off from home around twelve hours ago, hadn’t they played enough road trip games? Red couldn’t wait for this to be over so she could finally sleep, whether left side or right. Just get through it. They were supposed to arrive at Gulf Shores around this time tomorrow, meet up with the rest of their friends, that was the plan.

Maddy cleared her throat.

‘And what answers did I give, remind me?’ Red said.

Maddy breathed out, an almost sigh or an almost laugh, hard to tell. ‘It was a person, a woman, not a fictional character,’ she said, counting them off on her fingers. ‘Someone I would know, but not Kim Kardashian or you.’

Red looked up, searching the empty corners of her mind for the memory. ‘No, sorry,’ she said, ‘it’s gone.’

‘Okay, we’ll start again,’ Maddy said, but just then, Simon stumbled out of the small bathroom, saving Red from more Organized FunTM. The door bounced back into him as the RV sped up.

‘Simon Yoo, have you been in there this whole time?’ Maddy asked, disgusted. ‘We’ve played two whole rounds.’

Simon pushed his black, loosely waved hair away from his face and held an unsteady finger to his lips, saying, ‘Shh, a lady never tells.’

‘Shut the door, then, jeez.’

He did, but with his foot, to make some point or other, almost overbalancing as they hurtled along the highway, changing lanes to pass. Wasn’t their exit soon? Maybe Red should say something, but now she was watching as Simon waded forward, leaning on the tiny kitchen counter behind her. In one awkward motion, he slid onto the booth beside her, knocking his knees on the table.

Red studied him: his pupils were sitting too large in his dark, round eyes, and there was an incriminating wet patch on the front of his teal-colored Eagles shirt.

‘You’re drunk already,’ she said, almost impressed. ‘I thought you’d only had, like, three beers.’

Simon moved close to whisper in her ear, and Red could smell the sharp metallic tang on his breath. She couldn’t miss it; that was how she knew when her dad was lying to her, No I didn’t drink today, Red, I promise. ‘Shh,’ Simon said, ‘Oliver brought tequila.’

‘And you just helped yourself?’ Maddy asked, overhearing.

In answer, Simon balled both his fists and held them in the air, yelling: ‘Spring break, baby!’

Red laughed. And anyway, if she just asked, maybe Maddy wouldn’t mind sleeping on the right tonight, or for the rest of the week. She could just ask.

‘Oliver doesn’t like people touching his things,’ Maddy said quietly, glancing over her shoulder at her brother, sitting just a few feet behind her in the front passenger seat, fiddling with the radio as he chatted to Reyna in the driver’s seat. Arthur was standing just behind Oliver and Reyna, now shooting a closed- mouth smile as he caught Red’s eye. Or maybe it was actually Simon he was smiling at.

‘Hey, it’s my RV, I have a claim to anything in it,’ Simon hiccupped.

‘Your uncle’s RV.’ Maddy felt the need to correct him.

‘Weren’t you supposed to have a driving shift today too?’ Red asked him. The plan was to share the drive equally among the six of them. She had taken the first two-hour shift, to get it out of the way, driving them out of Philly and down I-95 until they stopped for lunch. Arthur had sat with her the whole time, calmly directing her, as though he could tell when she was zoning in and out, or when she was panicking about the size of the RV and how small everything looked from up here. Mind readers everywhere, clearly. But she’d only known Arthur six or seven months; that wasn’t fair.

‘Reyna and I swapped,’ Simon said, ‘on account of the beers I’d already drunk.’ A wicked smile. Simon had always been able to get away with anything, he was too funny, too quick with it. You couldn’t stay mad at him. Well, Maddy could, if she was really trying.

‘Hey, Reyna’s really cool, by the way,’ Simon whispered to Maddy, as though she had some claim over the coolness of her brother’s girlfriend. But she smiled and took it anyway, a glance over at the couple, picture-perfect, even with their backs turned.

A break in the conversation; now was the time to ask before Red forgot.

‘Hey, Maddy, about the sofa bed –’

‘– Shit!’ Oliver hissed up front, an ugly sound. ‘This is our exit right here. Move over, Reyna. Now! NOW.’

‘I can’t,’ Reyna said, suddenly flustered, checking her mirrors and flipping the turn signal.

‘They’ll move for you, we’re bigger, just go,’ Oliver said, reaching forward like he might grab the wheel himself.

A screeching sound, not from the RV but from Reyna, as she pulled the hulking vehicle across one lane. An angry Chevrolet screamed on its horn, and the guy at the wheel threw up a middle finger, holding it out the window. Red pretended to catch it, slipping it into the chest pocket of her blue-and-yellow-check shirt, treasuring it forever.

‘Move, move, move,’ Oliver barked, and Reyna swerved right again, making the exit just in time. Another horn, this time from a furious Tesla they left behind on the highway.

‘We could have just come off at the next one and worked it out. That’s what Google Maps is for,’ Reyna said, slowing down, her voice strange and squished like it was working its way through gritted teeth. Red had never seen Reyna flustered before, or angry, only ever smiling, wider each time she checked in with Oliver’s eyes. What was that like, to be in love? She couldn’t imagine it; that was why she watched them sometimes, learning by example. But Red should have said something about the exit earlier, shouldn’t she? They’d made it almost all day without any raised voices. That was her fault.

‘I’m sorry,’ Oliver said now, tucking Reyna’s thick black hair behind her ear so he could squeeze her shoulder, imprinting his fingers. ‘I just want to get to the campsite ASAP. We’re all tired.’

Red looked away, leaving them alone in their moment, well, as alone as they could get in an RV with six people, thirty-one- feet long. Apparently that extra foot was so important they couldn’t round it down.

The world on her side of the RV was dark again. Trees lined the road, but Red could hardly see them, not past her own reflection and the other face hiding beneath it. She had to look away from that too, before she thought about it too much. Not here, not now.

The truck in front slowed as it passed a speed limit 35 sign, its brake lights staining the road red ahead of them. The color that followed her wherever she went, and it never meant anything good. But the road moved on, and so did they.

Oh, wait, what was it she needed to ask Maddy about again?



TWO

A strange yawning in Red’s gut, the sound hidden by the wheels on the road. She couldn’t be hungry, could she? They’d only stopped for dinner at a rest stop a few hours ago. But the feeling doubled down, twisting again, so she reached out for the bag of chips in front of Maddy. She removed a handful, placing them carefully in her mouth one by one, cheese dust coating her fingertips.

‘Oh yeah,’ Simon said, standing up and sidling out of the booth, heading toward his bunk beyond the mini-kitchen. ‘And youse all owe me seven bucks for the snacks I got at the gas station.’

Red stared down at the chips left in her hand.

‘Hey.’ Maddy leaned over the table. ‘I’ll cover you for the snacks, don’t worry about it.’

Red swallowed. Looked down even farther to hide her eyes from Maddy. Not worrying wasn’t a choice, not one Red had anyway. In her darkest moments, those winter nights when she had to wear her coat to bed, over two pairs of pajamas and five pairs of socks, and still shivered anyway, Red sometimes wished she were Maddy Lavoy. To live in that warm house as though it belonged to her, to have everything they had and everything she didn’t anymore.

Stop that. She felt a flush in her cheeks. Shame was a red feeling, a hot one, just like guilt and anger. Why couldn’t the Kennys heat their home on guilt and shame alone? But things would get better soon, right? Real soon, that was the plan, what it was all for. And then everything would be different. How freeing it would be to just do or think, and not have to doublethink or triple-think, or say No thank you, maybe next time. To not beg for extra shifts at work and lose sleep either way. To take another handful of chips just because she wanted to.

Red realized she hadn’t said anything yet. ‘Thanks,’ she mumbled, keeping her eyes to herself, but she didn’t take any more chips, it didn’t feel right. She’d just have to live with that feeling in her gut. And maybe it wasn’t hunger after all that.

‘No worries,’ Maddy said. There, see, she didn’t have any. Maddy had no need for worries. She was one of those people who was good at everything, first try. Well, apart from that time she insisted on taking up the harp. Unless Red was one of Maddy’s worries. It did seem that way sometimes.

‘Are we in South Carolina yet?’ Red said, changing the subject, one thing she was good at.

‘Not yet,’ Oliver called behind, though he wasn’t the Lavoy she’d asked. ‘Soon. I think we should be at the campsite in around forty minutes.’

‘Woohoo, spring break!’ Simon yelled again in a high-pitched voice, and somehow he had another bottle of beer in his hand, the refrigerator door swinging open behind him.

‘I got it,’ Arthur said, passing an unsteady Simon in the narrow space between the sofa bed and the dining table, clapping him on the back. Arthur darted forward to catch the refrigerator door and pushed it shut, the dim overhead lights flashing against his gold-framed glasses as he turned. Red liked his glasses, standing out against his tan skin and curly dark brown hair. She wondered whether she needed glasses; faraway things seem to have gotten farther and fuzzier lately. Another thing to add to the to-worry list, because she couldn’t do anything about it. Yet. Arthur caught her looking, smiling as he ran a finger over the light stubble on his chin.

‘Given up on Twenty Questions, have you?’ he asked them both.

‘Red forgot her person, place or thing,’ Maddy said, and that made Red think: Wasn’t there something else she’d forgotten, something she wanted to ask Maddy?

‘Chip?’ Maddy offered the bag to Arthur.

‘Ah, I’m good, thanks.’ He backed away from the bag, almost tripping over the corner of the sofa bed. A look clouded his eyes, and now that she was looking, was there a slight sheen of sweat on his forehead? Red didn’t normally catch these things, but this one she did. Did that mean she looked at him too often?

‘What’s up?’ she said. ‘Deathly allergic to cheese puffs?’

‘No, thankfully,’ Arthur said, feeling his way as he sat down on the sofa bed.

Oh yes, Red needed to ask Maddy about which side she slept on. Shit, Arthur had just said something and she hadn’t listened. Best to go with a well-placed ‘Huh?’

‘I said at least I don’t feel as dizzy as Simon probably does.’ ‘Carsick?’ Red said. ‘Well, RV-sick?’

‘No, it’s not that.’ Arthur shook his head. ‘Probably far too late to be telling you all this, but I’m not that great with tight spaces.’ He looked around at the crammed-in furniture and the compact kitchen. ‘I thought it would be wider –’

‘That’s what she said!’ Simon interrupted.

‘For god’s sake, Simon, enough with The Office references,’ Maddy said. ‘He’s been doing that since middle school, before he even knew what it meant.’

‘I’m standing right here, Mads, don’t third-person me.’

‘Can you all shut up for a second?’ Oliver spoke over Maddy’s retort. ‘We’re trying to navigate over here.’

Red turned back to Arthur. ‘Well, good thing you’re not spending a whole week in this cramped RV. Oh . . . wait.’ Red smiled at him.

‘I know, right.’

Arthur was Simon’s friend, really, but he was all of theirs by now. He didn’t go to their high school, he went to one in South Philly, but he and Simon were on the same basketball team, both joined last year sometime. Red guessed Arthur didn’t much like his friends at his own school, because he’d been coming to all their parties and hangouts since senior year began. And that was okay, because she liked having him around. He always asked how she was and how was her day, even though Red usually answered with lies or exaggerated stories with only faint traces of the truth. He showed interest when Red wasn’t interesting at all. And there was that time he dropped her home after that New Year’s Eve party and let her sit in his car, warming up in the dry air of the heater before she had to go inside the cold house and find whatever mess her dad had left for her. Arthur didn’t know that was happening, he thought they were just talking, talking the night away at two in the morning outside her house. A small kindness he never knew he’d given her. She should give him one back.

‘We’ll be at the campsite soon, I think,’ she said. ‘You can get out and stretch your legs in the great big outdoors. I’ll come with you.’

‘Yeah.’ Arthur smiled. ‘I’ll be fine.’ His gaze dropped from her face to the table, where she was resting one hand. ‘I was meaning to ask earlier, but I didn’t want to distract you from driving. What does your hand say?’

‘Oh.’ Red blushed, raising the hand and rubbing at it self-consciously, realizing as she did that there was something written on the back of that one too. To-do lists everywhere, even on her own body. To-do lists and never-get-done lists. ‘I’ve got a two-for-one special for you,’ she said. ‘On our left hand, we have: Call AT&T.’

‘Ah, I see. Fascinating. What about?’ he asked.

‘You know,’ Red said. ‘Just to check in with them, see how they’re doing, whether they had a good day.’

Arthur nodded, a wry smile to match hers. ‘And did you do it?’

Red pursed her lips, looking at the empty box she’d drawn near her knuckle. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I ran out of time.’

‘And hand number two?’

‘On hand number two,’ Red said, drawing out the suspense, ‘we have the very elaborate and detailed instruction: Pack.’

‘You must have done that one,’ Arthur said.

‘Just about,’ she replied like it was a joke, but she was telling the truth this time. Packed literally right before she left the house this morning, no time to even double-check her bag against her list. She’d been too busy making sure there was enough food in the house for her dad while she was away.

‘Well, if you did it, why haven’t you checked it off?’ Arthur said, pointing to the small empty box on the see-through flesh of her hand. ‘Here.’ He stood up, grabbing one of Maddy’s pens from the table that she’d used in an earlier game of Hangman. He uncapped it and leaned toward Red, pressing the felt-tip end against her skin. Gently, he drew two lines: a check mark in the little box. ‘There you go,’ he said, standing back to admire his handiwork.

Red looked at her hand. And it felt stupid to admit it to herself, but the sight of that little check mark did change something in her. Small, minuscule, a tiny firework bursting in her head, but it felt good. It always felt good, checking off those boxes. She held out her hand proudly for Maddy to examine and got the nod of approval she was looking for.

Arthur was still watching her, a look in his eyes, a different one that Red couldn’t decipher.

‘Brazil nuts,’ Red said.

Arthur’s face screwed up. ‘What?’

‘I used to be allergic to them as a kid, but I’m not anymore. Isn’t that weird, that a person can just change like that?’ she said, fidgeting with the front pocket of her light blue jeans. She’d been sitting here in this spot a long time now. Too long. ‘My mo—p-parents had to write it on my hand, so I wouldn’t forget. Also, does the pattern in the curtains remind anyone of something?’ She touched the white-and-blue curtain hanging down next to her, running her hand between the pleats. ‘It’s been bugging me all day, can’t work out what it is. A cartoon or something.’

‘It’s just a random pattern,’ Maddy answered.

‘No, it’s something. It’s something.’ Red traced her finger over it. Like the silhouette of a character she couldn’t quite place. From a book she was read at night, or a TV show? Either way, best not to think back to that time, to when she was little, because of who else might be there.

‘Tomatoes,’ Arthur said, saving her from the memory. ‘Give me a rash around my mouth. Only when raw, though.’ He straightened up, as did the wrinkles in his white baseball jersey, navy on the arms. ‘Anyway, I think I better help with the directions. I’m sensing that Simon is being a hindrance.’

‘I’m doing a stellar job, thank you very much,’ Simon said, looking over Oliver’s shoulder at an iPhone with a marble orange case; must be Reyna’s. There was a map on the screen, a blue dot moving along a highlighted road. The blue dot was them, the six of them and all thirty-one feet of RV. Thank god it wasn’t a red dot. Blue was safer.

Arthur sidled to the front, blocking Red’s view of the screen, her eyes falling instead to Maddy, who gave her a not-so-subtle wink.

‘Huh?’

Maddy shushed her silently, nodding her head ever so slightly in Arthur’s direction. ‘Checks all the boxes,’ she whispered.

‘Stop it,’ Red warned her.

‘You stop it.’

They both stopped, because just then Maddy’s phone rang, an angry-wasp buzz against the table. The screen lit up with the view from the front camera: the off-white ceiling and a sliver of the underside of Maddy’s chin. Across the top was the word Mom and FaceTime video, with a slide to answer button waiting patiently at the bottom.

Maddy’s reaction was instant. Too quick. She tensed, bones sharpening beneath her skin. Her hand darted out to grab the phone, holding it up and away to hide it from Red.

Red knew that was what she was doing, she always knew, though Maddy didn’t know she knew.

‘I’ll call her when we get to the campsite,’ Maddy said, almost too quiet to hear over the wheels, pressing the side button to reject the call. Looking anywhere but at Red.

Mom.

Like Maddy thought Red would split open and bleed just to see the word.

It had been the same for years. In freshman year, Maddy used to take kids to the side and tell them off for saying yo Momma jokes in front of Red. She didn’t think Red would ever find out. It was a forbidden word, a dirty word. She even got weird talking about the Mummers Parade in front of Red.

How ridiculous.

Except, the thing was, Maddy wasn’t wrong.

Red did bleed just to see the word, to hear it, to think it, to remember, the guilt leaving a crater in her chest. Blood, red as her name and red as her shame. So, she didn’t think it, or remember, and she wouldn’t look to the left to see her mom’s face in her reflection in the window. No, she wouldn’t. These eyes were just hers.



THREE

Red concentrated on staring ahead. She wanted to think about the pattern in the curtains again, but she couldn’t risk looking that way. Instead, she looked down at the check mark drawn on her hand, eyes tracing the lines, trying to summon back that tiny firework.

Maddy placed her phone facedown.

‘Shall we play another game?’ she said.

If Red had to sit here any longer, she might go mad. Even just walking a few laps of the RV might help. Thirty-one feet, you know, not just thirty. The 2017 GetAway Vista 31B. 2017 was also the year that – no, stop.

She was about to stand up when the sound of a duck quacking stopped her, mechanical and insistent. It was coming from behind her head.

‘Oh, that’s me,’ Oliver said, jumping up from the passenger seat and squeezing his wide shoulders past Arthur and Simon. ‘Mom’s calling,’ he said.

Red breathed in.

‘How do you know it’s your mom without looking?’ Simon asked, a look of genuine confusion on his face.

‘Personalized ringtone,’ Oliver said, walking past the dining table to the tiny kitchen, running his hands through his golden- brown hair, the exact same shade as his eyes. His backpack was sitting on the counter. He unzipped it. ‘My mom started it; has personalized ringtones for the whole family,’ he explained, digging his hand inside. ‘She has duck à l’orange for her birthday meal every year. Hence the duck.’ He found the ringing phone, pulled it out. ‘Arthur, can you take over directions?’

‘No problem.’ Arthur took the empty seat.

‘Hey, Mom,’ Oliver said, holding the phone out to get a good view of his face. He stepped forward and slid onto the booth beside Red. Catherine Lavoy’s face filled the screen, her hair the same color as Oliver’s, neat and curled. Faint lines around her eyes as she smiled out of the phone. She looked tired, her face full of shadows.

‘Hello, sweetie,’ she said, an uncharacteristic croakiness catching her voice. She cleared her throat. ‘I just tried Madeline but she wasn’t picking up.’

‘I’m here, Mom,’ Maddy said, with an awkward glance at Red, but Red pretended not to notice. It was stupid anyway because Red liked Catherine. More than liked her. Catherine had been there Red’s entire life. She was kind and caring, and she always knew just how to help her. And, most importantly, she always cut sandwiches into triangles. Oliver pressed the button to activate the rear camera so Maddy could wave at her mom. ‘Sorry, I didn’t hear it ringing.’

‘That’s okay,’ Catherine said. ‘Just calling to check how you guys are doing. Are you at your stopover point yet?’

Oliver pressed the front camera on again, and Red could see from the direction of his gaze that he was looking into his own face, shifting his angles so the light found his cheekbones. ‘No, not yet, we’re close to the campsite I think, though. Hey, where are we?’ he called to those at the front.

Arthur checked over his shoulder. ‘Driving through a Morven Township. Should be around twenty-five minutes.’

‘Who was that?’ Catherine asked, searching the corners of her screen as though they could give her the answer.

‘Maddy’s friend, Arthur,’ Oliver said.

‘Who’s driving?’ Catherine asked.

‘Reyna is currently.’

‘Hi, Mrs. Lavoy,’ Reyna called from the front, not taking her eyes off the dark road.

‘Hello, Reyna,’ Catherine shouted back, too loudly, her voice crackling against the speakers. ‘Okay, so you’re almost there?’

‘Correct.’

‘Great. Oh, is that Red there?’ Catherine asked, peering into her screen, raising it closer to her eye.

Oliver tilted the phone, trapping Red inside the camera. She smiled.

‘Oh, it is! Hello, sweetie, how’s it going?’

‘Yeah, good. No official complaints to file.’

Catherine laughed. ‘And are my children behaving? You know I trust you the –’

Catherine froze on the screen, dead pixels distorting her face.

‘The –’

Her hand jolted across the screen, blending into the mess of her face. No longer a person, just blocks of muted color.

‘Mom?’ Oliver said.

‘Th . . . th . . .’

Her words scattered into layers, robotic and strange.

Red’s image was frozen too, eyes wide, afraid she’d be stuck in Oliver’s phone forever.

‘Mom, can you hear me?’ Oliver said. ‘Mom?’

‘Ca . . . n you g . . . uys hear me? Hello?’ Catherine’s voice broke through, but her face couldn’t keep up, mouthing words that already existed, talking before she could speak.

‘Got you,’ Oliver said. ‘Well, sort of. Guess the service must be spotty around here.’

‘Okay, well.’ Catherine’s face fast-forwarded, twitching as it dragged itself to the present. ‘I’ll let you get on with . . . is that a beer bottle?’ Catherine’s eye moved to the camera again, staring at a shape on the counter behind Oliver’s shoulder.

‘Yeah, it’s mine,’ Oliver said smoothly, without a beat. He might just be a better liar than Red.

‘You aren’t drinking on this trip, are you, Maddy?’ Catherine raised her voice to find her daughter off-screen.

‘No, Mom,’ Maddy began. ‘I know –’

‘– You are seventeen, I don’t want to hear from anyone that you’ve been drinking. You can have fun without it.’

Which reminded Red; Maddy turned eighteen in just a couple of weeks. She was already worrying about how to get her a birthday present.

‘Yes, I know. I am. I won’t,’ Maddy said, leaning forward so her mom could hear her more clearly.

‘Oliver?’

‘Yes, Mom. I’ll watch her. Take chaperone duties very seriously, won’t we, Reyna?’

‘Yes ma’am,’ Reyna called.

‘All right.’ Catherine eased back from the camera. ‘I’ll let you go, then. I’ve got some prep to get on with. Text me in the morning before you head off again.’

‘Will do, Mom,’ Oliver said.

‘Okay, bye everyone, bye Red.’

They called ‘Bye’ in clashing tones, Simon going high and shrill for some reason.

‘Love you, Oliver, Maddy.’

‘Love you, Mom,’ they said in perfect Lavoy synchronization, and Oliver thumbed the red button, disappearing Catherine back to that warm house in Philadelphia.

‘Whew.’ Maddy breathed out. ‘What more does she want? My big brother and his girlfriend are already accompanying me on spring break at her insistence. It’s so annoying.’

She was talking to Red, she must have been, because just then her eyes flashed and she snatched them away, realizing she’d been complaining to the one with the dead mom. But that was okay because Red was thinking about the cartoon Phineas and Ferb; they weren’t a match for the pattern in the curtains, but now the full theme song was running through her head.

‘It’s fine,’ Oliver said to his sister. ‘Reyna and I are renting our own condo. You won’t even see us; we’ll leave you and all your friends to it. Wouldn’t catch me staying in an RV for a whole week with a bunch of teenagers.’

‘Yeah,’ Maddy said, directing her voice at her brother now, ‘but Mom doesn’t know about that part.’

‘And what Mom doesn’t know can’t hurt her. She’s just stressed with work stuff at the moment,’ Oliver said, coming to his mom’s defense. He did that a lot.

Red really wanted to stand up now, to escape this conversation, to go stand with Arthur at the front, but Oliver and his wide shoulders were trapping her here. Simon came and sat down too, just to make the situation worse, dropping in beside Maddy and digging his hand through the bag of chips. He shoveled an entire fistful into his mouth.

‘Yeah, I know,’ Maddy said, cheeks still flushed. ‘But she doesn’t have to take it out on me.’

‘She’s just protective of you,’ Oliver countered.

‘What are youse all talking about?’ Simon said, spewing orange crumbs from his mouth as he did.

‘My mom,’ Oliver explained. ‘She’s stressed because she’s in the middle of this huge case at the moment.’

‘Oh yeah, she’s a lawyer, right?’ Simon asked, going in for more chips.

Oliver did not look amused. ‘She’s assistant district attorney,’ he said, and it was hard to miss the pride in his voice, the way he overpronounced those three words. Which Red translated to mean: No, Simon, you idiot, she’s not just a lawyer.

‘What’s the case?’ Simon said, oblivious to the disdain on Oliver’s face.

‘You’ve probably heard about it on the news,’ he said, pointedly. ‘It’s a pretty big deal.’

A huge deal, Red thought.

‘It’s a homicide case; a murder involving two members of the biggest organized crime gang in the city,’ Oliver said, a shadow of disappointment in his eyes as he didn’t get the reaction he was looking for from Simon. He elaborated: ‘The literal Philadelphia Mafia.’

‘Oh, cool,’ Simon said, between bites. ‘Didn’t know the Mafia was still a thing, I love The Godfather. “Revenge is a dish best served cold,”’ he said in a dreadful Italian American accent.

‘Very much still a thing,’ Oliver said, settling in to his story now that he had Simon’s attention.

Could Red climb under the table to get out? Urgh, no: too many legs.

‘There was some leadership dispute going on in the crime family, I won’t bore you with the details. And at the end of August last year, one of the leaders, Joseph Mannino, was killed by another, Francesco Gotti. Allegedly, I should say. Shot him twice in the back of the head.’

Red tried not to picture it, studying the curtains again. She had heard it all so many times; she probably knew the details even better than Oliver. Not that she was going to say so.

‘We are officially in South Carolina!’ Arthur called, pointing to a green sign out the front, illuminated by the RV’s headlights.

Oliver kept talking: ‘Mom is the lead prosecutor taking Frank Gotti to trial for the murder. The pretrial conference is in a couple of weeks –’

April 25 to be exact, Red thought, surprised she had remembered that particular detail. That wasn’t like her.

‘– and then it’s jury selection and the actual trial.’

‘Cool,’ Simon said again. ‘Mrs. Lavoy, taking on the mob.’

Oliver seemed to swell a little, sitting up taller, blocking Red in even more. ‘But it’s not just all that. She had to fight to even get this case. Normally a crime like this would be considered a federal case and would be tried by the US attorney’s office. They’ve tried to prosecute Frank Gotti multiple times, on various charges like drug trafficking and racketeering, and have never once got a conviction. But Mom managed to argue that this murder was under the DA’s jurisdiction because it wasn’t specifically related to drug trafficking and because Frank Gotti killed Mannino himself; he didn’t pay a hit man like they normally do.’

Simon yawned; Oliver was losing his crowd. But he didn’t take the hint.

‘And we know that,’ Oliver continued, ‘because there was an eye witness. Someone actually saw Frank Gotti walking away after shooting Mannino dead. And that’s why Mom’s so stressed – because the entire case rests on this witness’s testimony. And, as you can imagine, in cases against the Mafia, lead witnesses are often intimidated out of testifying or straight-up killed. So Mom has had to make sure the witness has been kept entirely anonymous in all the court documents. Witness A is what the press are calling him.’

‘I see,’ Simon said. Did he regret asking? Red certainly regretted having to hear it all again.

‘But if she wins this case,’ Oliver said, eyes flashing as though this were the most important part of the story, so Simon better stay with him, ‘it will be career-defining. The current DA is retiring after this term, and if Mom gets this conviction, she’s basically guaranteed to win the Democratic primary this year and be elected DA.’

‘Let’s not jinx it,’ Maddy chimed in, and it was nice to hear someone else’s voice for a change, other than Oliver’s and the one in Red’s head.

‘No’ – Oliver nodded down at his sister – ‘but I’m saying, if Frank Gotti is found guilty, Mom has a great chance of becoming DA.’ He turned back to Simon. Poor Simon. ‘Her biggest competition at the moment is Mo Frazer, another assistant DA. He’s very popular, especially with the African American communities, but if Mom gets this conviction, I think it will give her the edge over him.’

Oliver finally drew back, bowing his head like he was waiting for someone to personally congratulate him.

‘Congratulations,’ Red said, resisting the urge to add one small clap. Simon took the opportunity to escape.

‘Shut up, Red,’ Oliver replied, trying to make it a joke. There were times when Red thought of Oliver as a borrowed big brother; she’d known him her entire life, longer than Maddy if you thought about it like that. But then there were other times she wasn’t even sure he remembered her name. Not like it was a difficult one: think primary colors.

‘She’s done incredibly well for herself. DA before the age of fifty. Of course, by that time I’m going to be US attorney general,’ he said, again like it was a joke, but it really really wasn’t. Oliver managed to turn everything into a dick-measuring contest. Red snorted at that, giving the voice in her head a pat on the back.

‘What?’ Oliver turned to her, his wide shoulders even wider now, a blockade either side of his neck. ‘Okay, so what are you doing with your life? I actually can’t remember which college you’re going to this year, remind me?’

A lump in Red’s throat.

‘Harvard,’ she said without blinking. ‘Full-ride scholarship.’

Oliver’s eyes snapped wider, bottom lip hanging open. She had just one-upped his pre-law at Dartmouth with a pre-med girlfriend, how dare she? Red enjoyed the look while she could.

‘Wh . . . R-really?’ he said.

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Early admission.’

‘Red,’ Maddy said in a mock-warning voice, her eyes silently scolding. She used to enjoy annoying Oliver too.

‘What?’ Oliver looked between them.

‘I’m not going to college this year,’ Red said, relenting. It was fun while it lasted, living that other life.

Oliver laughed, a sigh of relief buried in there somewhere. ‘I was going to say. Full scholarship at Harvard, ha! Didn’t think so.’

Oh he didn’t, did he?

‘You’re not going anywhere?’ he asked now, fully recovered from the shock.

‘Red missed the application deadline,’ Maddy explained for her. Which wasn’t the truth, but it was a good lie, a convenient one, because how very Red it was.

‘You know me,’ Red said, just to hammer it home.

‘How could you miss the deadline?’ Oliver turned to her, a look of cold concern on his face, and Red didn’t like where this was going, but she was trapped right here in this fucking booth forever.

She shrugged, hoping that would shut him down.

It did not, Oliver opening his mouth to speak again.

‘I don’t understand it,’ he said. ‘You were such a smart kid.’

Don’t say it, please don’t say it.

‘Seems a shame,’ Oliver went on. ‘You had so much potential.’

And there it was. The line that ripped her open. She’d lost count of the number of times it had been said to her, but there was only one that truly mattered. Red was thirteen and Mom was alive, screaming at each other across the kitchen, back when it used to be warm.

‘Red?’ Maddy was saying.

It was too hot in here.

Red stood up, knocking her knees against the table, swaying as the RV turned.

‘I gotta go –’

But she was saved by Arthur, calling: ‘Shit, I think we went the wrong way.’



FOUR

‘What do you mean?’

Oliver got up from the booth – thank god, Red was free – and walked the four strides to the front, nudging Simon out of his way.

‘Let me see,’ he said to Arthur, holding his hand out for the phone with the directions.

Red was free and she wasn’t about to sit at this table any longer. She sidled along and out, moving toward the congregation at the front, perching on the corner of the sofa bed. Oh yes, now she remembered.

‘Maddy, which side –’

‘– No, it’s fine.’ Oliver spoke across her, swiping his finger on the screen. ‘It’s redirected us. Just keep going down this road, it takes us past a small town called Ruby. Then it should be a left turn and we go south for a bit, toward the Carolina Sandhills National Wildlife Refuge,’ he read from the screen. ‘Campsite is right around there. We should be just over ten minutes, everyone.’

‘Perfect,’ Reyna said, taking one hand off the wheel to rub at her eyes.

‘You getting tired?’ Oliver asked her. ‘I can take over?’ His voice was different when he spoke to Reyna. Softer at the edges.

‘No, I’m good,’ she said, shooting him a quick smile over her shoulder, stretching wide across her light brown skin. It seemed almost a waste, that a smile that nice was meant for Oliver. That was a mean thought. He meant well. Everyone always meant well.

‘You okay?’ Arthur asked Red, vacating the passenger seat so Oliver could take it and coming to stand beside her.

She nodded. ‘RV feels smaller when you’ve been in it for ten- plus hours.’

‘I hear that,’ he agreed. ‘We’ll be there soon. Or we could both get shit-faced like Simon and we won’t care anymore.’

‘I’m not shit-faced,’ Simon said from behind Arthur. ‘I’m a very comfortable-amount drunk.’

‘I’m not so sure Tomorrow Morning Simon will agree,’ Red said.

‘I’m not sure Now Maddy agrees either,’ Maddy said, turning around and perching on her booth so she could see them all. ‘You don’t want to peak too soon. We have a whole week ahead of us.’

Simon finished off his beer in one large gulp, eyeballing Maddy as he did so.

‘Is it this left turn here?’ Reyna asked, slowing down. ‘Oliver?’

‘Sorry, um . . .’ He stared down at the phone in his hands. ‘The GPS has gone weird. I think I’ve lost service. I’m not sure where we are.’

‘I need an answer,’ Reyna said, idling to a stop just ahead of the intersection, hand hesitating over the turn signal.

A car horn sounded behind them. And again.

‘Oliver?’ Reyna said, her voice rising, the knuckles bursting out of her skin like bony hilltops as she held the wheel too hard.

‘Um, yes, I think so. Left here,’ he said, uncertainly.

But it was all Reyna needed; she pushed off and took the turn, the car behind screaming its displeasure as it zipped off across the intersection.

‘Asshole,’ she said under her breath.

‘Sorry,’ Oliver said. ‘Your phone isn’t working.’

‘Not you, the car,’ Reyna clarified.

‘I can’t get the map to work,’ Oliver said, swiping furiously at the screen, closing the map app and reopening it. It was blank; a yellow background and empty grid lines and nothing else. ‘It doesn’t know where we are. Zero bars. Hey, does anyone have any service?’

Red had left her phone over there on the table. But if she had zero bars, it could mean she had no signal, or it could mean that AT&T finally cut off her service after the last unpaid bill.

‘I’ve got a bar,’ Arthur said, his phone cupped in his hand.

‘Who’s your provider?’ Oliver looked up at him.

‘Verizon,’ he said. ‘Hold on, I’ll get the route up.’ He tapped at his screen. ‘Already had it loaded from when I was directing Red. Okay, so yeah we took the correct turn. You keep on this road for two miles, then it’s a right down Bo Melton Loop.’

‘My phone is struggling too,’ Maddy said, holding it up and shaking it, like that might spark some life back into it.

‘We’re deep in the country now, folks,’ Simon said, leaning on his words in an atrocious Southern accent, spliced with a touch of crazy old man. Sober Simon was normally quite good at accents. He prided himself on them, in fact, always guaranteed a part in the school play. You should hear his upper-class English gentleman.

Red watched out the wide windshield, a panoramic view of darkness, the two headlights carving up the night, bringing it into existence. There was no world anymore, only this RV and the six of them, and whatever the dark brought them.

Arthur made a small noise: a groan in the back of his throat as he stared down at his screen. Red stood up, looking over his shoulder to see what it was. He glanced back at her and cleared his throat. Maybe she was standing too close.

‘Looks like I just lost service too,’ he said, right as Red’s eyes registered the zero bars at the top of the screen.

‘Shit,’ Oliver hissed, tapping Reyna’s phone again, like he could make it work through sheer force of will. If anyone could, a Lavoy could.

‘It’s okay,’ Arthur said to him, ‘I still have the route up, just can’t see where we are on it. We’ll have to look for road signs.’

‘Old-school navigation,’ Reyna commented.

‘Let me help,’ Simon said, shuffling over to Arthur and Red, crowding them. ‘I’m good at maps.’

‘You say you’re good at everything,’ Red said.

‘I am good at everything,’ Simon answered. ‘Except being humble.’

There was no one else on the road. No passing headlights, no red glow of brake lights up ahead. Red stared out the windshield, concentrated.

‘When’s the turn?’ Reyna asked.

‘Not yet,’ Red answered, her eyes now following the highlighted road on Arthur’s screen, no blue dot to guide them, trying to match it with the darkness outside.

‘Wouldn’t trust Red with directions,’ Maddy said.

‘Hey.’

‘Well, I mean, it’s not like you’re ever on time, is it?’

Red leaned back to look at Maddy perching on the booth, head resting on the bed of her knuckles. ‘I’ll have you know,’ she said, ‘that everyone else was later than me this morning. I was first by, like, ten whole minutes.’

Maddy looked sheepish, biting one lip.

‘What?’

‘Nothing.’

Red knew it wasn’t nothing.

‘Maddy, what?’

‘I, um, I told you we were meeting at our house at nine. But I told everyone else we were meeting at ten.’

‘You told me a whole hour earlier?’ Red said, and why did it sting that she had? It was a lie, yes, but it was a considerate lie. Maddy knew Red would be late; she didn’t know all the reasons why, but she knew the end result and that was the same, wasn’t it?

‘So technically, you were fifty minutes late and everyone else was on time.’

‘I missed the bus,’ Red said, which wasn’t true: she spent the last of her change on her dad’s favorite cereal and then walked the whole way, bag wheeling behind her.

‘Ha, look, that road’s called Wagon Wheel Road,’ Simon snorted, pointing at the screen.

‘Is that the right I make?’ Reyna asked, hand darting to the turn signal, though there was no one to signal for.

No, it wasn’t here.

‘No, no, no,’ Arthur said quickly. ‘It’s the next one. I think.’ Reyna sped up again, following the road as it curved around. ‘Wagon Wheel.’ Simon was still chuckling to himself.

‘Here, this right,’ Oliver said, taking charge. ‘Turn, Reyna.’

‘I’m turning,’ she said, the faintest trace of irritation in her voice. Too many cooks. Which made Reyna, what? A spoon? The Lavoys had fancy spoons at their house: pearly handles and no stains.

There was a new sound, joining with the wind as it rushed against the sides of the RV: a rasping noise beneath them. The road was growing rougher, gravelly, the RV lurching as it rolled down. There were no more yellow markings, no more my lane and your lane, and from the light of the high beams Red could see rows and rows of trees standing either side, silent sentinels on the dead-of-night road.

She felt watched, which was stupid; trees didn’t have eyes. But neither did doors, yet her mom used to stick googly ones on Red’s so she felt safe in her bed in the dar—No, stop, she needed to concentrate on where they were going.

‘Looks like we’re in the middle of nowhere,’ Maddy commented from her perch, cupping her hands around her eyes so she could look out the side window.

‘As is the campsite, so we’re good,’ Oliver replied.

The RV staggered as it hit a pothole.

Arthur was chewing his lip, eyes narrowed behind his glasses. ‘I think it’s left here,’ he said, not sure, not loud enough to reach Reyna.

‘Left, left here!’ Simon didn’t have the same problem. But Reyna didn’t listen, didn’t trust the drunk one.

‘It’s left,’ Red said.

‘You sure?’ Oliver asked her, but Reyna had already pulled the RV into it, and the road wasn’t even paved anymore, just dirt and rocks, dust kicking up into the headlights. ‘This can’t be right, let me look at the map.’ He snapped his fingers for Arthur to pass his phone over. ‘Reyna, turn around.’

‘I can’t turn around!’ she said, more than a hint of irritation in her voice now: a full underlayer. ‘This road is way too narrow and this RV is way too big.’

‘Where are we?’ Red asked Arthur, leaning across to see, like it made any difference.

‘I think we’re here somewhere.’ He pointed at the screen. ‘McNair Cemetery Road. Maybe.’

‘That’s definitely wrong,’ Oliver said. ‘We have to turn ba—’

‘– I can’t!’ Reyna shot him a look.

‘Is there a turn?’ Red nudged Arthur.

‘Wait, I think there’s a left soon,’ he said, zooming in to the mouth of the small road on his phone. ‘Might circle us back to that other road.’ He glanced at Red and she nodded.

‘For fuck’s sake,’ Oliver said, one of his knees rattling against the dashboard. ‘We wouldn’t have gone the wrong way if I was directing.’

‘This is stressful,’ Maddy said, her hands buried in her loose hair. ‘We should have just flown and rented a condo like everyone else from school is.’

A flush in Maddy’s cheeks as she realized what she’d said, their eyes meeting for half a second. Red was the reason they didn’t fly and rent a condo like everyone else. That was why Maddy came up with the RV idea. Way cheaper – just gas and spending money. Come on, it will be fun. It was all Red’s fault.

‘Just keep going,’ Red said to Reyna, blocking everyone else out.

‘I don’t see a left turn.’ Reyna leaned closer to the wheel, straining to see.

As they followed the corner around, the headlights got lost in the woods, recoiling as they bounded off some body of water: a creek hiding somewhere behind the trees.

‘Where’s the left turn?’ Reyna pushed forward.

‘There!’ Simon pointed out the windshield. ‘It’s here. Go left.’

‘Sure?’

Red glanced down at the map in Arthur’s hands. This was it. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Down there.’

‘Doesn’t even look like a real road,’ Oliver said as they peeled down it, dirt and gravel loud against the wheels.

It was narrower, tighter, the trees pressing in on them, barring the way with low-hanging branches that scraped the top of the RV.

‘Keep going,’ Red said. Her fault that the others were here and not on a nice plane tomorrow instead, with all their other friends.

‘I’ve lost the map,’ Arthur said, blank grid lines taking over his screen.

‘Keep going,’ she said.

‘Not like we have a choice,’ Oliver retorted.

The trees broke away from the road, cutting their losses, giving way to low-lying scrubland and long grass on either side.

‘Is it a dead end?’ Oliver asked, staring out the front.

‘Keep going,’ Red said.

‘Pretty sure it’s a dead end,’ Oliver decided, though none of them could see. ‘Reyna, it’s wide enough here, you can turn around and head back.’

‘Okay.’ Reyna gave in, pushing her foot against the brake.

The RV slowed, rattling against the barely-there road.

A sharper sound, like a crack, splitting the night in half.

‘What was that?’ Simon asked.

The RV hitched, drooping down at the front left side, Red stumbling into Arthur as it did.

‘Fuck,’ Oliver said, staring at Reyna over there on the sunken side, slamming his fist into the dashboard. ‘I think we just punctured a tire.’
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FIVE

Reyna turned the engine off and the night grew too quiet, only the sounds their own bodies made, Red’s breath catching in her throat.

‘I’ll go first.’ Oliver stood up, pushing past the others as he walked over to the door of the RV, just beyond the sofa bed. His steps were heavy, shaking the ground. He opened the door and let the outside in.

A wash of cool night air hit Red in the face as she watched Oliver take the four steps down to the outside world.

Maddy went next, sliding out of the booth to follow her brother.

‘You okay?’ Arthur asked Reyna, who was standing up from behind the wheel, stretching out her neck.

‘Yeah,’ she said, the slightest tremor in her voice. ‘I don’t understand what we could have hit. There’s nothing on the road.’

‘Let’s go see.’ Arthur gave her a kind smile and then turned, heading out the door, Simon trailing closely behind him, slightly less steady on the steep steps.

‘After you,’ Red said, gesturing Reyna ahead of her. ‘I’m sure it’ll be okay.’

‘It will be all my fault somehow,’ Reyna said to her, a secret flash from her deep brown eyes. ‘Just you watch.’

Was she talking about Oliver? Red knew that feeling, but she didn’t know Reyna had felt it too. The two of them, Lavoy- adjacent but not Lavoys and didn’t they know it. Except lots of things were
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