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		WILL

		How many times do I have to say it? Yes, I see the picture. You’ve been shoving it in my face for, like, the past forty-five minutes. And, yes, I understand what it is. It’s a body, obviously. It’s a dead body. I’m not blind, okay?

		Sure.

		It looks like it’s been floating in the ocean for, oh, I don’t know, a long time. Bloated, like it’s going to split open that wetsuit it’s been shoved into. And icy blue-white. I guess that’s what happens when all the blood leaks out. The skin, it looks like a worm that you’ve been fishing with for too long, like spongy and pale and just gross. And, it’s a guy. It’s male. Maybe fifteen years old, I guess. Blond. Is he blond? It’s hard to tell. I mean, first, it looks like the fish have been nibbling at him, and then also, his head’s been smashed in, like with a baseball bat, or a golf club. His forehead, his eyes, his nose. There’s basically just a crater where his face used to be.

		No, this isn’t easy for me. It sickens me. It’s horrifying. It’s not like I like looking at dead people. But—did you show this to Asheley? Tell me you didn’t show this photo to Asheley. It would … She just … She doesn’t need to see this. It would just be cruel. It would be too much for her.

		Do I recognize the wetsuit? I don’t know. I recognize the type of wetsuit. With those aerodynamic lime-green swoops up the sides of the legs. Yeah, it’s a Quicksilver. But that particular one, how should I know if I’ve seen that particular one before?

		I’ve already told you, maybe I do know who it is. Or maybe I don’t. That depends. ’Cause there’s a lot of assumptions you’re making, I’m sure, and they’re wrong. It was nothing like what you think it was.

		Yeah, I’d love to explain. I’m eager to. I’ll tell you everything.

		For one thing…. No, first, I need to make one thing clear.

	
		ASHELEY

		You have to understand, I love my brother. I’m scared of him too, but …

		That’s why this is so hard. Regardless of what he has or hasn’t done, I feel for him, you know?

		Will’s had a tough time. A whole lot tougher than I have. I was only four when our parents split up, and I can’t really remember anything, but he was almost six. He understood what was going on and it was rough on him, totally disturbing. Mom actually sat him down after Dad left and said to him, “You’re the man of the house now, Will. That’s a lot of responsibility. If you can’t handle it, who knows what might happen.”

		It must have terrified him. I know it did. To be six years old and told that if anything bad happens to your family, it’ll be all your fault?

		I don’t know if she was drinking yet then. Probably. Maybe. Until this year, we never really talked about her drinking. It was just there. Crazy things would happen. She’d disappear for three days, and we’d get a call from the cops—excuse me, the police—way out in San Jose telling us to come pick her up. Or worse.

		Will never figured out what to do with the emotions all this stirred up in him. By the time he was in middle school, he was getting in all kinds of stupid trouble—not criminal, not like he was turning into a delinquent, but he was volatile. Some kid would tease him about his new haircut, or like, pull the stupid yellow sweatband he always wore off his head, and he’d turn into a flurry of fists, spinning and flailing and not hitting anything, just himself, basically. It always made me sad. It was like something was exploding under his skin, like he was combusting. I remember once he brought a dead frog to school and kept it in his locker so long that you almost had to wear a gas mask to get past it. They had to evacuate the hallway and bring the fire department in to cart the thing away. It was like he was trying to repel everybody.

		By the time he was a freshman in high school, he’d calmed down enough to not make a spectacle of himself all the time, but he still didn’t have any friends. He’d sprouted up suddenly—he’s six four—and he was crazy skinny because he hardly ever ate, just picked at whatever you put in front of him. He hung around in his bedroom, reading sports autobiographies and listening to, like, Interpol at full blast. The only time he ever left the house was to go out to the cliffs and drive golf balls as far as he could into the bay. In school he was like a ghost, hugging the walls so nobody would see him, sitting in the back of every classroom drawing pictures of these, like, skeletal people, these like malnourished ghouls playing basketball or tennis or golf or whatever. I think that’s sort of how he saw himself.

		It’s not like it sounds. He has a good heart. You should have seen him when he jumped into action, when he had to bark Mom down from some drunken ledge. He could suddenly be more mature and capable than anybody the world’s ever seen. It was just later that he’d shake for hours on his bed, sobbing. I couldn’t console him no matter how hard I tried.

		And things had just started to turn around for him this year. It helped that Mom had been on a bit of an upswing. She’d given up drinking. She was four months sober and she was cooking dinner for us sometimes and everything.

		He trusted me. He always trusted me. And I always did the best I could to help him. I dragged him to CVS and proved to him that the cashiers weren’t going to laugh at him for buying acne cream.

		He was getting so, so, so, so much better. I’d finally convinced him that it was okay to take the sweatbands off and stop wearing that same striped polo shirt, tucked into his shorts, every day. I mean, he didn’t suddenly turn himself into, like, a fashion icon, but at least he looked normal, at least he didn’t seem so autistic anymore. And he was eating. He looked healthy. I caught him laughing at Family Guy sometimes. The girls were starting to whisper about how cute he looked.

		And now … I …

		I mean …

		I just, I wish there was some way to make sure he came through this okay.

		So, as long as you keep that in mind while we do this, I guess, yeah, I can try to explain what happened and how we ended up down here in Mexico.

	
		WILL

		We’re from Morro Bay. That’s in California, like the foothills of Big Sur. Middle of nowhere California. It’s not L.A., it’s not San Francisco, it’s not really anywhere. It’s sort of tucked in there along the shore and hard to get to, so it’s got a kind of snooty, closed-off air to it. There’s a lot of money—like people who’ve made a fortune somewhere else move there to get away from the riff-raff. I mean, that’s not true of everybody, it’s still California, there’s still people who’ve sort of bottomed out there, but even them, they’re not anonymous. They’re part of this sort of totally insular community. That’s where our mom is.

		I want to know that Asheley will be allowed to go back there.

		She, maybe, won’t be completely safe or happy, but at least she’ll be somewhere familiar. She’ll be able to think straight. She’ll, maybe, be able to figure out what comes next. I don’t care what happens to me, really, I don’t. But Asheley …

		You have to believe me. She had nothing to do with any of this. It’s not her fault. None of it.

		Guarantee me that, and I’ll tell you everything. Whatever you want to know.

		Okay, then.

		The guy in the photo. I know exactly who he is.

		And yes. I killed him … but I had to. I had no choice.

		Why? That’s complicated. That’ll take a while.

	
		ASHELEY

		The thing is that it had seemed like this summer was going to be better for us. Things had been looking up. Like I said, Mom had been sober for four months. And then …

		Okay, I’m on the softball team and Will plays golf, and on this one particular Saturday in June, both of us had events. Mom hadn’t managed to get to either one. Which was disappointing, but whatever. She might have been getting better with the alcohol, but she still had hard days. I’d figured she was hiding away at home so she wouldn’t be tempted by the other parents drinking beer in the stands.

		Will’s event was a bigger deal than mine. He was at Hill Grove Country Club for the Countywide High School Invitational. It’s like the championships for high school golf teams. If you win, you get to play in the statewide competition at Hillcrest.

		He’d texted me from the fifteenth hole: I’m up four strokes! Maybe I’ll win? WTF?!

		I was proud of him, relieved for him. Part of me was wishing I could be there to cheer him on.

		And I was having a sort of breakout day too.

		The Condors—that’s our team, the Morro Bay Condors—were playing the Paso Robles Pumas that afternoon. They’re a good team—our biggest rivals. For three years running, they’d gone neck and neck with the Condors right up to the end of the season, and we’d psyched ourselves up like crazy for this game.

		This was my first year on the team and I was pretty mediocre. Freshman and sophomore years, I ran cross-country and it was just depressing. There’s so much time to think when you’re tromping down the side of the road all alone that you just inevitably end up going over all the ways your life totally sucks. This year, I decided to make a concerted effort. If Mom was changing her life, I figured, I should change mine too, or try to anyway, get out of the house, put myself in situations where I might make some friends. I was sick of doing things that isolated me, and I figured if I changed my attitude, joined a team sport, it would force me to get out of my head a little bit.

		So far, though, I hadn’t felt much camaraderie. I got along fine with the other girls, but we weren’t exactly friends. I’m like that. It takes a lot for me to really trust anybody. I can be distant sometimes. I keep to myself a lot, sorting through the weird family things Will and I have had to deal with. When I’m around other people I put on a good face. I try to be chipper. But that’s not the same as actually allowing them to get to know me.

		And I felt inferior, too, probably. Definitely. Sometimes I’d stand way out there waiting for a ball to come flying my way, sort of daydreaming and losing total track of the game and wondering why they put up with me at all. I mean, I’m not horrible. I’ve got coordination. I’ve got twenty-twenty vision, which helps me catch pretty well. But half the time, I can’t hit. I can throw pretty well, but my aim’s all off. I wouldn’t know a balk if it hit me. No wonder they stuck me out in right field.

		That day against the Pumas, though, since it meant so much, I tried extra hard to keep my head in the game. I kept track of the outs and made sure to set myself before every pitch, knees loose, glove hovering in front of me, ready to bolt in whichever direction the ball might be hit. When I was up at bat, I reminded myself to watch the pitcher’s hand and follow the ball all the way to my strike zone. And then, when I swung, I reminded myself, push off on your back leg, that’s where the power is, and swing with your whole arm—shoulder, elbow, wrist. It almost didn’t matter if I made contact or not, what mattered was that I was completely ready, deep in concentration. Like they say, my head was in the game.

		Good thing, too. The Pumas were fierce.

		They had this girl on their team named Velasquez, a huge girl, her calves were like whole hams, and she could just crush the ball.

		By the time I was up at bat in the fifth inning, they were beating us three to one, and that’s with Becca throwing her eighty-six mile an hour fastball. Usually, nobody could hit those.

		Talk about pressure.

		We had runners on first and third and two outs. I was, of course, the number nine batter, which meant the Pumas, along with everyone else in the world, me included, figured I couldn’t hit to save my life. Already in this game, I’d grounded a weak roller straight at the third baseman my first time up and struck out, like really struck out, completely whiffed the ball my second time up. The outfielders were playing in. And as I walked up to the plate, I could just sense the spirit leaking out of our dugout, like everybody already knew our rally was over.

		I’d been in this situation before and what usually happened was that all the sounds around me thrummed louder and louder. I’d hear the catcher shuffling her knees in the dirt. I’d hear the ump coughing. I’d hear my teammates cheering me on. And the wind rustling the grass. When I tried to push these sounds out of my head, to concentrate like I should be doing, on the ball, they’d intensify. And then I’d have my own voice to contend with, the sound of my thoughts, saying, “Block it out. Feel yourself. Keep yourself loose. It’s just you and the ball. Nothing else exists.” And the things moving in my peripheral vision, stray napkins floating across the infield, the shortstop pounding her fist in her glove, everything. Until finally, all I could focus on was the tornado of distractions around me and the voice in my head screaming, “Stop thinking. Stop thinking. Stop listening to me!”

		The thing is, this time, I wasn’t nervous like I usually am.

		It really was just me and the ball. It’s hard to explain. It’s like I was in a trance. I couldn’t hear anything. The Pumas’ pitcher kicked her leg up. Her arm started its pinwheel and the ball pushed forward. Time started moving really slowly. I could actually see the seams on the ball—I mean, who knew? I always thought that was a myth. I could see exactly how the ball was going to move, like I was peering up a track watching it roll toward me. There was a crack and a pain shot up my elbow and all of a sudden the sound came rushing back. Everybody was screaming. The chain-link fence around the dugout was rattling. “Run!” They were all shouting. “Run! Asheley, run!”

		And oh did I ever run. Then I was aware of everything going on.

		The ball floated over the left fielder’s head, not because I’d hit it especially far, but because she’d been playing so far in that any fly ball would have gone over her head. I rounded first and made it safely to second by the time she’d gotten control and thrown it in.

		Two RBIs! That was me who did that! It was exhilarating.

		Naomi was up next. She, even more than Becca, was our all star. She’s completely why the Condors have been so good the past few years. She could run. She could hit—not for power all the time, but she reliably put singles and doubles into the gap, which anybody who actually plays the game can tell you is actually better and harder to do. My God, could she field. Her position was shortstop, and I swear, nothing could get past her. At least once a game she made some leaping, contorting miracle play.

		See, she had the right build for softball. The really good softball players are sort of boxy. They might be tall, but they’ve got bulked up shoulders and super muscular legs. That’s Naomi—she was somehow able to be a total jock and still feminine and attractive to the boys. I think it’s that she was curvy. All those muscles she had were softened by baby fat. She’d go to school in singlets and blood red shorts down to her knees (red’s our school color, well, red and white—go Condors go!), and with her perfectly highlighted, perfectly buoyant hair, still manage to come off as glamorous.

		And of course she hit me in. She got a home run. And I got to stand behind home plate and high-five her as she came around.

		She wrapped her arm around my shoulder as we walked back to the dugout together. “Killer hit, Ash. You made her throw you the pitch you wanted.”

		For the rest of the game, she sat next to me on the bench, trash-talking the other team, comparing notes on which teachers I thought were the biggest pushovers and which ones scared the crap out of me, things like that.

		It was weird.

		And then, weirder, she said, “Hey, you’re going to Becca’s party, right?”

		“Uh,” I said, “I don’t know. When is it again?”

		“Wednesday. Don’t tell me you’re not going. Everybody’s going. I’m sure Craig wants to go.” Craig, my boyfriend. Well, my ex-boyfriend now, I guess. I’ll get to him later. “Becca’s parents bought something like five kegs. How can he resist?”

		Becca’s family owned a Spanish-style mansion tucked up in the hills north of town, a legendary place to the students of Redwood. They’d had the two or three acres of forest behind the house landscaped for some exorbitant amount of money. A swimming pool and hot tub carved right out of the rock. Lots of dark nooks and caves and places to disappear and smoke a joint or make out. For years, ever since her oldest brother had been a student, they’d been having end-of-the-year blowouts there. Her rich hippie-doo parents funded the whole thing and then always made sure to be away in Hawaii during the actual party itself.

		“Maybe,” I said. “I’ll talk to him about it.”

		“Maybe? That’s all I get?”

		In my three years at Redwood, I’d never gone to one of Becca’s parties. I’d thought about it the year before, but on the day of, I’d lost my nerve. I figured, if I was wanted, someone would have personally invited me, and now, here was Naomi doing exactly that.

		“Okay,” I said. “I’ll be there.”

		“Promise?”

		“Yeah.”

		She held her hand up between the two of us, her fingers curled into a loose fist. “Pinky promise?” We looped our pinkies around each other and pulled. “Oh, and you know what would be great is if you were able to drag Will along too.”

		“You want me to?”

		“Sure.” Naomi’s gaze flicked away and back to me, like she was beating back a secret of some sort. “If you want, I mean,” she said, almost too nonchalantly.

		She liked him. Or anyway, she thought she might like him. That had to be it.

		And this is, I guess, the point I’m trying to make. I could tell that day that my life was about to change. And what would that look like, you know what I mean? Because … it’s hard to explain. He’s never really had anyone he could talk to. And I know, the house can sometimes get too oppressive for him and he starts envisioning all the ways he’ll be trapped in it forever, pushing and pulling at Mom and her addictions, forced to take care of her for the rest of her life. That’s how he thought about these things.

		I want to make sure I’m explaining this right. He’s got crazy, overpowering protective impulses, and since he was little, he’s believed there wasn’t anybody out there—nobody but him—who cared enough to make sure Mom or me—I guess especially me—would be okay. I’m not saying that excuses him. I’m just … it just seems important to make that clear.

		And, so on this day, when everything seemed to be full of hope for me, I wondered, how great would it be if Will could have something like that too? Like, if he could finally have some friends besides me? A girlfriend even! And one as cool as Naomi!

		I was excited by the idea. And then, also, I was relieved by the thought that I wouldn’t have to worry so much about him.

		“Absolutely,” I said to her. “I’m sure he’ll be excited to go.” Then, thinking, every little bit helps, I told her, “Hey, you know that tournament going on at Hill Grove? Will sent me a text a little bit ago. It looks like he might win.”

		She nodded her head, gazing off toward some intense place only she could see as she took this news in. “Cool,” she said. “Very cool. You know what that means, right, Ash?” Cracking a half-smile, she scrutinized me waiting for the right answer. “Tequila shots! If you’re going to celebrate, you’ve got to do it right.”

		By the end of the game, my imagination had gone wild on me. I couldn’t help it. I kept imagining Naomi and Will and Craig and me racing around Morro Bay together all summer, kicking back at the beach all day, cool in our sunglasses, chasing each other around town as we drove from party to party on the weekends, being the glamorous kids everybody circled around on those nights when there was nothing to do but hang around in the woods, smoking pot and slamming beer, searching for the secret codes in the constellations. All these things I’d never done, all these ways Will and I were finally going to get to have the kind of normal high school fun that we’d always been too bunkered down to have before.

		Really. This is what I was imagining. I guess I was naive, but what I really wanted, more than anything, was for us all to develop a kind of close-knit, kind of happy family feeling together.

		And then we won the game, and as we did the loop of congratulatory high fives, the other girls on the team kept slapping my ass and saying things like, “Killer job, Asheley” and, “That was all you.”

		And you know? It was like a perfect day. Too perfect, maybe. I should have suspected that something would sneak up and clobber me.

		There was even a sign. As we were packing the bats and helmets and stuff into the duffel bags, I saw Keith’s rusty old green Eagle creeping up Verona toward Paradise Drive. I knew it was his because I recognized the giant Deadhead skull plastered across the rear window and the huge crack on the windshield. And he was going so slow, like ten miles per hour. I could tell he wasn’t headed anywhere, just meandering around like he sometimes does.

		Sorry. Keith is Mom’s boyfriend. He’s a little off. Smokes a lot of pot for “medicinal purposes.” Sometimes he’ll space out on you for what seems like hours—staring at you, his cheek twitching just a little. It’s freaky. Mom claims it’s PTSD, but come on, it was the eighties when he was in the army. He was stationed in Germany for, like, six months, but mostly he just sat around at Fort Hood.

		One thing he’s always reliable for, though, is letting me know when Mom’s on a downswing. That’s when he jumps in the Eagle and drives around town like a zombie.

		Why didn’t I wonder what was going on? Denial, maybe. Or maybe it was that, for one time in my life, I was being selfish…. Either way, I regret it now.

	


End of sample
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