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				for Brad.

				I owe you a solid.
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				PROLOGUE

				The night before Amelia Anne Richardson bled her life away on a parched dirt road outside of town, I bled out my dignity in the back of a pickup truck under a star-pricked sky.

				The back of a pickup truck. A country song, jukebox cliché. I was eighteen.

				Afterward, the late-night mosquitoes floated out of the dark to settle on my thighs. Hovering and sucking at my skin, drawn in by the thick, mingling scents of sex and sweat and summer.

				I swatted them away and lay back alone on the oil-stained steel, legs twisted into the scratchy cheap fabric of a K-Mart sleeping bag, propped dizzily on my elbows, examining the moisture collecting under me by the weak glow of the moon and the dashboard lights. James was a silhouette in the cab, nonchalantly smoking and tapping his knuckles against the window glass. His sweat dried on my skin. The sound of blood in my ears, rushing and receding with each breath, pulsed in time with the flare at the end of his cigarette. He inhaled, the cherry glowing, illuminating his mouth. His teeth were slick pearls behind the filter.

				That afternoon, I’d walked across a rickety platform to collect my high school diploma from the principal—a beaming man with sweat-darkened patches on his collared shirt, a man whose mouth stretched with broad, smiling pride when the highest achievers of the graduating class laid one hand on the rolled slip of paper and the other in his outstretched palm. Hearty handshakes all around for the top kids: the bright future–havers, the scholarship winners, the team captains, the college bound.

				He nodded at me, the salutatorian, the aspiring lawyer, bound for a high-powered life in a city far away. “I know you’ll go far,” he said as he pumped my hand.

				But then, after the photos were taken and cheeks kissed and polyester gowns shucked off like a snake’s skin, I’d gone only as far as the outskirts of town, where James turned the truck down a rutted road through the woods, into an open field, and parked with a jolt on the rough grass.

				Parked under a wide-open sky pricked by thousands of stars.

				Parked his hand between my legs and half threw me out the tiny back window and into the flatbed, where my feet flew over my head and I scrabbled for purchase on slippery steel. I peered back at him; he smiled, shrugged.

				“Ha,” he said.

				“You can’t throw the salutatorian around like that,” I said.

				 A sleeping bag came through the window next, and then James himself, all long legs and arms. He was long, lanky, the most spiderlike boy I had ever seen. His Adam’s apple bobbed on his fleshless neck. Skinny wrists gave way to huge, bony hands with knuckles that gnarled and knobbed like an old man’s. He exited the cab, his clothes whispering against the glass. I lay down.

				Graduation night, too-smooth boyfriend with a beater pickup and no diploma of his own, the sky full of stars and the night full of chirping crickets—a perfect, planned-out, teenaged tableau. This wasn’t the first time I’d been here, not even the first time I’d thought that I was too tired, the truck bed too dirty, but gone ahead anyway, letting him groan and shudder on top of me until he’d finished and lay his damp, musty hair against my chest. I liked the sex, sometimes. But more than that, I liked the closeness of afterward, the way his skinny arms would wrap around me and we’d lie, tangled and warm, breathing moist air into each other’s mouth. And this day, they’d told us, was ours. A step into the future. And now, right now, a moment for two bright young things on the verge of the rest of their lives to stop, strip, and spend one more night—one more hot, beautiful, stagnant summer—together in the back of a pickup.

				James straddled my hips, grappling with the glinting button on my jeans, baring my legs and belly to the breathless openness of the blue-black sky. His shoulder pressed into my open mouth, and I could taste the damp cloth of his T-shirt against my tongue.

				It was quick.

				He didn’t say a word, didn’t make a sound, and neither did I. Not until, with his sweat still drying on my skin and his scent still draped over my body, he pulled back and looked down at me. In the dark, his features were nothing but vague lights and shadows.

				His voice came from somewhere above me.

				“This is the last time we’ll ever do this.”

				I laughed at first.

				“We’ve got all summer,” I started to say. All summer to be here, be together. The words died on my lips as he looked back at me.

				“We’re done,” he said. “This is done.”

				I inhaled, one deep breath. Our eyes met. His were opaque. Mine were swimming. When he moved away, I only knew by the sudden sensation of air—cool and empty, moving over my thighs.

				It was over in minutes, seconds, in the flutter of an eyelid. I gaped up at the place where his face had been moments before, blinking, seeing only the stars partially obliterated by a thick piece of hair that had fallen over my face. I thought about crying—thought about screaming, begging—but my throat had seamed itself shut. My jeans were twisted into an impossible knot around my knee.

				I disentangled myself from the twisted sleeping bag. Kicked the crumple of denim off my leg, thinking to myself, it’s a little late for dignity. I laid back on my elbows and watched James. Watched him wrap his sensual mouth around one cigarette after another. Watched the sweat and slick evaporate from my thighs.

				***

				Later, I would sink down into a bathtub full of scalding hot water, lay my swollen eyelids against the cool porcelain, and shake so hard that my bones made soft clinking sounds against the tub. Later, I would toss back four painkillers against my clenching throat, and let my thoughts ramble and circle back again to James’s heavy-lidded eyes and hard, clutching hands. To an article I’d once read that included the phrase, “For many, the emotional trauma of a broken heart can manifest as real, physical pain”—and that I thought, at the time, was the stupidest thing I had ever heard.

				In the corner, above the sink, the small black second hand of the clock silently ticked away toward midnight.

				It was still graduation day.

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 1

				They found her just after dawn on June 24th, crumpled awkwardly by the side of the road with a rust-colored blossom drying in the dirt beneath her.

				Grant Willard, a rough man who worked the overnight shift at the stationer’s plant outside of town, was the one who saw her first. Later, he told anyone who would listen that he’d thought someone had left a bag of clothes lying in the dirt there, where the snaking curves of County Road 128 crossed briefly over Route 9 and then veered off toward the swelling, distant Appalachians.

				“Looked like a damn rag doll,” he announced to an enthralled crowd at the local bar later that night. He tugged on the scraggly beard that grew in burnt-orange patches on his chin. Drops of Bud Light accumulated in his mustache.

				“Just all jumbled up together like that, looked like someone threw her out of a truck and kept right on going.”

				“Was she naked?” another man asked. He pronounced it nekkid. The bartender, a woman with a home perm and a mouth that bled lipstick in cracked, radiating lines, rolled her eyes and snorted.

				“No, man,” Grant said. “She had on some kind of dress thing. She looked all crumpled up, kinda boneless, like, in a pile.” He paused. “Yeah, like a boneless pile.”

				He liked the sound of that and said it a few more times, smacking the top of the bar for emphasis, before one of the ladies on a neighboring stool turned to him and said, “Grant, shut the fuck up.”

				Grant, a local celebrity for a few weeks after the incident, didn’t mention that he’d been near to falling asleep at the wheel, drifting toward the shoulder when he recognized a human form in the dust at the side of the road. He had jerked the wheel hard to the left and then skidded to a stop just past the body, with his truck straddling the faded yellow centerline, gaping in the rearview mirror at what was definitely a woman’s delicate arm outstretched toward the pavement. He told no one the full truth. He had seen her, sure, but seen her too late. He had run over her fingers. Breakable bones, the tiny phalanges and brittle carpals, splayed and splintered in the gravel. Ivory dust mixed with rough rock, but no blood. She was dry, dry inside like a ten-thousand-year-old tomb, with the last of her life barely dampening the dirt underneath.

				***

				Within twenty-four hours, there wasn’t a person in town who didn’t know the story: how the dead girl lay in the dirt, how the state police blocked the road and avoided looking at her while they worked, how the day turned so swiftly, blistering hot. Choking waves shimmered, rose in stifling S curves from the pavement while the men mopped their foreheads and guzzled water and professed exasperated bafflement over the dead body that lay at their feet. Before they came, just after dawn, the hometown cops—both just twenty years old, both local boys—stood awkwardly over her as they waited for someone with more experience to show up. They shuffled in the dirt, admonished each other by turns not to disturb anything, stole sidelong glances at the body.

				“What the hell was she doing out here, anyway?” said Stan Murray, who was still trying to regain his credibility after leaping away from the corpse fifteen minutes earlier when a passing truck caused tiny vibrations in her dead fingers.

				“Aaaagh!” he had screamed in a stunning soprano voice. “It’s moving!”

				Jack Francis, his blue polyester policeman’s shirt unbuttoned as far as decency would allow, exposing the kinky, straw-colored hair that spilled over his undershirt collar, rubbed a dust-darkened finger against his chin.

				“She bled out right here,” he said authoritatively, hands in pockets and indicating the rust-colored stain on the ground with one pointed toe. “Someone probably brought her out here just to do this. Premeditated, and all.”

				“Who is she?” asked Stan, reaching toward the ragged skirt bunched around spindly, ashen legs, studiously ignoring the stains in his single-minded quest for identification. Jack swatted his hand away.

				“That’s a skirt, Murray. She doesn’t have any fucking pockets. Get your fingers away from the evidence.”

				Stan squatted dangerously close, more blue polyester straining against his ample backside, holster sticking awkwardly off his hip.

				“Jack, you ever seen anything like this?”

				“Dead body, you mean?”

				“No, everyone’s seen a dead body, man, I mean like this.” Stan’s gesturing hand passed over the woman—the life wrung out in bruises beneath her eyes, soaking and blooming and drying in the dirt, as he waved his palm over her breasts and the curve of her hip and her delicate, motionless face. Rice-paper skin slack over hard, hard bone. Even like this, you could see that she’d been pretty.

				Jack turned away and stared up the road, away from the strange intimacy of Stan’s hand making its slow journey through the air above the dead woman, up at the heat-distorted shape that would soon reveal itself to be a caravan of police cruisers.

				“Never seen a dead body at all, to be honest,” he muttered, gritting his teeth against the swirling dust and squinting at the line of cars, slowly coming into focus.

				Jittery chatter gave way to machismo posturing as the police chief’s cruiser pulled up. Beside it, crime scene workers disembarked from a van and made cautious circles in the dust, searching. One of them held up a cigarette butt. Jack Francis visibly stiffened next to him. He turned toward the younger man. “Officer, something wrong?”

				“Sorry... that’s mine.”

				The chief of police, a man with a deeply creased face and shiny, bald pate, who for twenty years had been fighting the urge to call younger officers “son,” beckoned Jack toward him.

				“Son,” he said, “it’d be a good thing if you tried not to single-handedly mess up the entire crime scene.”

				Jack reddened. “No, sir.”

				Stan Murray, emboldened by the presence of the other men, sidled over to the place where Officer Jack Francis stood, red-faced and with hands still jammed into his pockets.

				“That was smooth.”

				Jack didn’t answer. Stan’s smile faded into a look of discomfort.

				“Fuck you,” said Jack, finally, but without venom. The two stood together, looking lost, too young to buy booze or grow a beard. They shifted from left foot to right, hands finding purchase in pockets, groping for cigarettes, chain smoking and straddling the faded yellow line that was criss-crossed by the snaking skid marks of Grant Willard’s unfortunate truck. They turned together to watch the by-the-book movements of the state police as they circled, measured, photographed, lifted cold limbs and then let them fall. They stared toward the specter of death that lay in a heap on the side of the road.

				Innocence can only last so long, especially that kind that comes from growing up sheltered by quiet neighborhoods, immaculate concrete sidewalks, so much nothingness for miles around. Kids riding plastic Big Wheel bikes too fast down dead-end streets; spills taken on sharp corners; asphalt picked out of knees and elbows that bleed, scab over, then heal. Same faces, same streets, day in and day out, eyes that never witness anything more desolate than those empty, gravel-strewn county roads. And then, one day and all at once, the veil lifts. Jack and Stan, looking miserably at their feet and each other, knew this.

				The dead girl, whose name no one knew yet, lay still. Her wide-open eyes, glazed, dead eyes, fixed their milky gaze on the Appalachians, looked up to the last patch of asphalt where County Road 128 turned a corner and vanished. The mountains swallowed it. The men looked at her as she looked away from them. Seeing Amelia, who saw nothing at all.

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2 

				The phone in our house rang seven times between the hours of ten and eleven o’clock that morning. The calls began as soon as Grant’s story had made its way around town, starting with the gas station attendant at the corner of Main Street and Route 7, passing lightning-fast over country roads and quiet streets, tumbling from one mouth to another so quickly that, for fifteen minutes, every phone in the village of Bridgeton rang busy. People buzzed and hummed and speculated. It seemed impossible that the dead girl, the rag doll on the road-shoulder, could remain anonymous for long. Not with everybody talking about her, her, her.

				The first six calls were spreading the news. It flooded in from neighbors, fellow gardeners, supermarket shoppers whose elbows would brush against my mother’s when they stood side by side and reached for the shrink-wrapped, violet-veined chicken cutlets in our grocery’s meat section. Ladies who frosted their hair and cropped it short in sensible, stylish bobs. They sipped lemonade in their shabby chic kitchens, pressed fingers to the dial pad, spilled the sensationalism of our mysterious tragedy into the receiver. Jaws wagged all over town.

				My mother sat, listening—interested at first, then simply patient. She hung up with a sigh, turned toward me with a hand in her thick hair.

				“A girl was killed last night,” she told me. “Just outside of town.”

				The words were out of place in our relentlessly cheerful kitchen. Rays of sunlight originated somewhere within the neatly poured glasses of orange juice and flooded over, drenched the tablecloth, poured onto the sweet, printed wallpaper and around the shelves decorated with retro-red mixing bowls and vintage-inspired placards that read MAKE IT WITH JELL-O!, gently draped the gingham tablecloth and white-painted wood chairs.

				I was smothering a biscuit with jelly, drowning it in purple before taking a bite. My stomach clenched, painfully, my throat constricted, I choked and then forced it down, putting the uneaten remainder back on my plate where it would remain untouched. The previous night’s events were in my mouth—there it was, my little story, bitter and bad tasting. It was unpalatable, too sour to swallow and too ugly to spit out.

				He fucked me, and then he left me.

				I couldn’t say it—not here, with the juice and sunshine and china.

				“What?” I said.

				“A girl,” she said, again. “Or young woman—they found her body early this morning. That was Lena on the phone, she heard it from.... well, who knows, but the police are out there now. They don’t know who she is.”

				“Where?”

				“Out by One Twenty-eight, where it crosses Nine. But I wouldn’t go out there right now, even if there was something to see I wouldn’t want you to—”

				“No, Mom, no, that’s not what I meant. Morbid curiosity. I don’t want to see.” I put a hand to my temple, pushed my plate away. The tablecloth bunched and rose in folds underneath it. The orange juice glowed brighter. It was radioactive. It was hurting my eyes.

				“Are you sick, honey?” my mom asked. She put a hand on the crown of my head, put her upper lip to my forehead, checking for a temperature. The gesture was achingly familiar. For as long as I could remember, my mother’s soft upper lip had been the litmus test for ailments of all kinds. It foretold the future, discerned cold from flu, measured fever within a tenth of a degree. I wanted to cry.

				“I think I’m okay,” I said.

				“You got in pretty late last night,” she said. “Aren’t you tired? Maybe you’d like to take a nap on the sunporch.”

				“Okay,” I said, and all at once, I did. I would lie on the creaky white wicker sofa, wrapped up in a blanket that was soft knit and covered in yarn pills, feeling the tickle of stray hairs on my forehead as a backyard breeze swished by. I thought about the dappled light that bathed the afternoon, and the rustling, shhh, shhh sound of the trees. I thought of the drowning moment when sleep overtook, when sight, sound, and touch vanished behind closed eyes, and of how good it would feel to leave behind last night and its gritty, pained aftermath. Just for now. Just for a little while.

				I thought, too, of the dead girl, somewhere at the base of the Appalachians, waiting anonymously in the dirty heat for someone to make sense of whatever was left of her.

				My eyes closed over the summer afternoon. I sighed toward unconsciousness.

				My last thought, slipping by like one of the brief shadows cast by the rustling trees, was that my field—the one where, twelve hours before, I had sat in silent shock while the boy I loved tore our carefully made plans to shreds—was only steps down the road from where the body lay.

				Shhh, the trees said.

				I hushed.

				Drifted.

				Slept.

				Until call number seven, his voice on the line.

				It was James who’d heard the story first, James who came up on Grant Willard’s Ford, waiting to pull away from the police barracks on Institution Road. He had slowed, chin-bobbed at the other driver to Go ahead, man, before he spotted Grant. Not in his grit-streaked truck, but on the side of the road, emptying his guts into an appalled patch of black-eyed Susans.

				Grant turned, wiping beer bile from his whiskers.

				“Rough night, Grant?”

				“Shit, man, I just came from the cops. There’s a dead body out on One Twenty-eight. Damn near ran her over.”

				Even in the mess he’d made, James still turned to me first when he had something to say. The ringing phone cut through the soft wash of sleep, and then my mother was shaking my foot and saying, “Honey, honey?”

				“Yeah,” I said sleepily, lifting my head.

				“It’s James on the phone.”

				Something must have registered on my face, because she pressed her hand to the receiver and mouthed, Should I say you’re not here? I shook my head, reached for the phone. She handed it to me, gave my foot another reassuring pat, and retreated back into the kitchen. I had started to sweat inside the blanket. I kicked it off.

				“Hello,” I said, holding the phone to my mouth. My words felt hollow, guarded.

				“Hey.”

				“Hey.”

				There was silence for a minute, the two of us measuring each other to the sound of breath echoing in the receiver. Me, willing myself not to cry and wondering whether I’d somehow imagined the whole thing. Wondering whether he’d even meant to call. I could picture him—finger on the keypad, dialing on groggy autopilot, remembering too late that things had changed.

				I wasn’t his girl anymore.

				James finally spoke again.

				“So, there’s a dead girl in the road up by One Twenty-eight.”

				“I heard.”

				“From who?”

				“Mom’s friends have been calling all morning.”

				“Gossiping old biddies,” he said.

				“Of which you are one,” I said automatically, and when James laughed I surprised myself by joining in with a weak chuckle. My laughter was brittle, but it was a shared moment, and the aftermath hit me with painful force. This shouldn’t be happening.

				Our shared moments were over.

				We’re done.

				I wanted to scream into the receiver, but knew that if I opened my mouth, all that would come out was raw, sobbing hurt. The trees were sighing. Leaves flipped over in the wind, exposing their pallid, veined undersides. The breeze rushed in the receiver and mixed with my own shallow breath.

				“Where are you?” James asked.

				“On the porch.”

				“I can hear the wind.”

				I swallowed and prayed that my voice would stay even.

				“James?”

				The line was silent, but I could feel him. Waiting.

				“James,” I said, again.

				“Yes.”

				“I don’t understand why you’re calling me.”

				“Rebecca, I—”

				He stopped. I waited. I could hear him now, grinding his teeth. I knew the sound. He did it when he wanted to say something but couldn’t put it together properly.

				I waited.

				In the seconds that passed, I began to wonder if I’d lost my mind. If it hadn’t happened—or at least, hadn’t happened the way I remembered. In the bright light of day it seemed too brutal to be real, my recollection too inexact. The opaque blanket of that blue-black dark obscured it the way it had blurred James’s features as he looked down on me. I struggled, but couldn’t make the memory brighter than the faint glow of the dashboard and the burning flare at the end of his cigarette.

				Only my swollen eyelids and churning gut told me that something had happened last night.

				“I don’t know what to say to you,” I said. “Last night—I mean, you...”

				“I want to see you,” he said.

				“Why do you want to see me?” I bit the words off as my voice cracked, felt the last tenuous threads of self-control slipping away. “Why would I want to see you?”

				“I don’t know. I guess, last night...” he trailed off. “You’re angry at me?”

				I sat in silence, fighting the urge to snap back. No shit, I wanted to say.

				“Rebecca?”

				Had I imagined it?

				He cleared his throat. “Please... don’t be mad.”

				Impossible.

				“James,” I said. My voice was a dead thing, flat and toneless. “Did you or did you not break up with me last night?”

				At first, he didn’t answer. I heard the skritch of flint, the short sucking inhale as he lit a cigarette.

				“I don’t know.”

				I don’t know.

				***

				I tried to make that fit—to reimagine last night as something less final, something other than an execution, something nebulous and misunderstandable that left us neither together nor apart. Not done, not undone.

				It seemed impossible that something which had felt so brutal and decisive to me could feel to him like limbo.

				But I wanted to believe him. I had trusted James, and in return, he had loved me, protected me, kept my secrets. In his eyes, even more than in mine, we were always solid.

				“Rebecca, let’s talk. I want to see you.”

				“Don’t do me any favors,” I said bitterly. “If this is just going to be a rerun of last night—”

				“That’s not what I meant.”

				“What is it you want to say?” I pushed.

				“Will you listen?”

				“I don’t know. Is what you’re going to say worth listening to?”

				“I don’t know,” he said, urgency creeping into his voice. “But I’m coming.” 
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