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PART ONE






I didn’t go to Alice’s funeral.
I was pregnant at the time, crazy and wild with grief. But it wasn’t Alice I grieved for. No, I hated Alice by then and was glad that she was dead. It was Alice who had ruined my life, taken the best thing I’d ever had and smashed it into a million unfixable pieces. I wasn’t crying for Alice but because of her.
But now, four years later and a lifetime happier, finally settled into a comfortable and routine life with my daughter, Sarah (my sweet, oh-so-serious little Sarah), I sometimes wish that I had made it to Alice’s funeral after all.
The thing is, I see Alice sometimes—at the supermarket, at the gates of Sarah’s day care, at the restaurant where Sarah and I sometimes go for a cheap meal. I catch glimpses of Alice’s glossy corn-blond hair, her model-like body, her eye-catching clothes, from the corner of my eye and I stop to stare, my heart pounding. It takes me only an instant to remember that Alice is dead and gone, that it can’t possibly be her, but I have to force myself to move closer, to reassure myself that her ghost isn’t haunting me. Close-up, these women are sometimes similar, albeit never, never as beautiful as Alice. More frequently, though, they look nothing like her.
I turn away and get on with whatever I was doing before, but all the warmth will drain from my face and lips, my fingertips will tingle unpleasantly with adrenaline. My day is, invariably, ruined.
I should have gone to the funeral. I wouldn’t have had to cry, or feign despair. I could have laughed bitterly and spat into the pit. Who would have cared? If only I’d seen them lower her casket into the ground, watched them throw the dirt into her grave, I would be more certain that she was really dead and buried.
I would know, deep down inside, that Alice was gone for good.
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“Do you want to come?”
Alice Parrie is looking down, smiling. It’s lunchtime and I’m sitting beneath a tree, alone, absorbed in a book.
“Sorry.” I shade my eyes and look up. “Come where?”
Alice hands me a piece of paper.
I take it and read. It’s a brightly colored photocopy of an invitation to Alice’s eighteenth birthday party. Come one and come all!! Bring your friends!! it reads. Free champagne! Free food! Only someone as popular and as self-assured as Alice would issue such an invitation; anyone more ordinary would feel as if she was begging for guests. Why me? I wonder. I know of Alice, everyone knows of Alice, but I’ve never spoken to her before. She is one of those girls—beautiful, popular, impossible to miss.
I fold the invitation in half and nod. “I’ll try. It sounds like fun,” I lie.
Alice looks at me for a few seconds. Then she sighs and plonks herself down next to me, so close that one of her knees rests heavily against mine.
“You will not.” She grins.
I feel my cheeks begin to color. Even though my entire life can sometimes feel like a façade, a wall of secrets, I’m not good at lying. I look down at my lap. “Probably not.”
“But I want you to come, Katherine,” she says. “It’d really mean a lot to me.”
I’m surprised that Alice even knows my name, but it’s even more surprising—in fact, quite unbelievable—that she wants me to come to her party. I’m practically unknown at Drummond High and have no close friends. I come and go quietly, alone, and get on with my studies. I try to avoid bringing attention to myself. I do well enough, but my grades aren’t exceptional. I play no sport, have joined no clubs. And though I know I can’t do this forever—live my entire life as a shadow—for now it’s okay. I’m hiding, I know that, I’m being a coward, but right now I need to be invisible, to be the kind of person who arouses no curiosity in others. That way they never need to know who I really am, or what has happened.
I close my book and start to pack away my lunch things.
“Wait.” Alice puts her hand on my knee. I look at her as coldly as I can, and she withdraws it. “I’m serious. I really do want you to come. And I think what you said to Dan last week was fantastic. I really wish I could think of things like that to say, but I never can. I’m just not quick enough. You know, I never would have thought about that woman’s feelings like that. Not until I heard you tell Dan off. I mean, you were great, what you said was just so right, and you really showed him up to be the moron that he is.”
I know immediately what Alice is referring to—the one and only time I’d let my guard down, momentarily forgotten myself. I don’t often confront people anymore. In fact, it’s something I try very hard to avoid. But the way Dan Johnson and his friends had behaved two weeks ago had disgusted me so much that I couldn’t help myself. We had a guest speaker talking about career planning and college admissions. Sure, the speech was boring, we’d heard it all a billion times before, and the speaker was nervous and stuttered and hesitated and talked in confusing circles, only becoming worse as the crowd became noisier, more restless. Dan Johnson and his group of creepy friends had spotted their opportunity. They were so cruel and deliberately disruptive that the woman ended up leaving in humiliated tears. When it was all over, I stood behind Dan in the hallway and tapped him on the shoulder.
Dan turned around with a smug, self-satisfied look on his face, clearly anticipating some kind of approbation for his behavior.
“Did it ever occur to you,” I started, my voice surprisingly strong, fueled by anger, “how much you’ve hurt that woman? This is her life, Daniel, her career, her professional reputation. Your pathetic cry for attention means a whole lot of humiliation for her. I feel sorry for you, Daniel. You must be very sad and small inside to need to hurt someone like that, someone you don’t even know.”
“You were amazing,” Alice continues. “And to be honest, I was totally surprised. I mean, I think everyone was. No one speaks to Dan like that.” She shakes her head. “No one.”
Well, I do, I think. At least the real me does.
“It was admirable. Courageous.”
And it’s that word that does it: courageous. I so want to be courageous. I so want the coward in me to be obliterated and smashed and destroyed that I can no longer resist Alice.
I stand up and hook my bag over my shoulder. “Okay,” I say, surprising myself. “Okay, I’ll come.”
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Alice insists that we get ready for the party together. She picks me up in her car, a battered old Volkswagen, shortly after lunch on the day of the party and takes me to her place. She lives alone, she tells me as she speeds along, weaving in and out of lanes, in a one-bedroom apartment in the inner city. I’m surprised by this, astonished really. I’d imagined that someone like Alice would live in a comfortable house in the suburbs with her devoted parents. I’d imagined her being spoiled, pampered, coddled (just as I used to be), and the fact that she lives alone makes her suddenly seem more interesting, more complicated than I’ve given her credit for. It’s clear that Alice and I have more in common than I’d imagined.
I want to ask her a million questions: Where are her parents? How does she afford her own apartment? Is she ever afraid? Is she lonely? But I keep quiet. I have secrets of my own. I’ve learned that asking questions only puts me at risk of being interrogated myself. It is safer not to be too curious about others, safer not to ask.
Her apartment is in a square, very ordinary-looking brick building. The stairwell is dark and uninviting, but when we get to her apartment, breathless after jogging up four flights of stairs, she opens the door to a room full of color and warmth.
The walls are a deep burnt orange and are decorated with large, bright abstract paintings. Two enormous, soft-looking couches are draped with burgundy fabric and strewn with colorful African cushions. Unlit candles cover every horizontal surface.
“Voilà! My humble abode.” Alice tugs me inside and watches my face expectantly as I look around the room. “What do you think? I did it all myself, you know. You should have seen it when I moved in, so boring and plain. It’s amazing what a bit of color can do to a room, isn’t it? A little creativity and some bright paint is all you really need.”
“This is so cool,” I say. And I can’t help but feel a little envious. Alice’s space is so funky, so much younger than the modern, minimalist apartment I live in.
“Really? You really like it?”
“Yes.” I laugh. “I really do.”
“I’m so glad. I want you to like it as much as I do because I plan for us to spend a lot of time together. And I can see us spending a lot of time right here, in this room, talking and talking and talking, sharing our precious secrets deep into the night.”
I’ve heard that charming, powerful people have the knack of making you feel as though you’re the only person in the world, and now I know exactly what that means. I’m not quite sure what she does, or how she does it—another person would have come across as overly eager; obsequious, even—but when Alice gives me her attention like that, I feel golden, warm with the certainty that I’m fully understood.
For a brief, insane moment, I imagine telling her my secret. I picture it all clearly. Me and Alice in this room—both a little tipsy, both giggly and happy and ever so slightly self-conscious with the feeling you have when you’ve made a new friend, a special friend—I put my hand on her knee so that she is still and quiet, so that she knows I’m about to say something important, and then I tell her. I tell her quickly, without pausing, without meeting her eyes. And when I’ve finished, she is warm and forgiving and understanding, as I hoped she’d be. She hugs me. Everything is all right and I am lighter for having told. I am free.
But this is all just a dream. A crazy fantasy. I tell her nothing.
I’m wearing my usual jeans and boots and shirt, and I’ve brought some makeup with me to put on before we go to the party, but Alice insists that I wear a dress. Her closet is bursting with them, in all sorts of colors and lengths and styles. There must be at least a hundred, and some still have tags. I wonder where she gets the money, how she affords so many clothes, and I’m tempted, once again, to ask.
“I have a bit of a clothing habit.” She grins.
“Really?” I joke. “I would never have known.”
Alice reaches into the closet and starts pulling out dresses. She tosses them on the bed.
“Here. Choose one. I haven’t even worn most of these.” She holds up a blue one. “You like?”
The dress is pretty, but I’ve already spotted the one I’d really like to wear. It’s red and patterned in paisley, a wraparound dress with a tie waist, made from some kind of stretchy fabric. It looks like something my mother might have worn in the 1970s and would go nicely with the tall boots I’m wearing.
Alice is watching me. She laughs and pulls out the red dress. “This one?”
I nod.
“It’s gorgeous, isn’t it?” She presses it against herself and looks in the mirror. “Expensive, too. It’s a Pakbelle and Kanon. You have good taste.”
“It’s beautiful. But why don’t you wear it tonight? It’s still got the tag on it, you’ve never even worn it. You were probably saving it—”
“Nope. I’m wearing something else. Something special.” Alice holds it up in front of me. “Try it on.”
The dress fits perfectly and, as I suspected, goes well with my boots. The red flatters my dark skin and hair, and I smile at Alice happily in the reflection of the mirror. I’m excited now, glad that I agreed to come.
Alice goes to the kitchen and takes a bottle from her fridge. It’s champagne. It’s pink.
“Yum,” she says, kissing the bottle. “My one true love.”
She opens the bottle, aiming the cork at the ceiling, and, without asking if I want any, pours us each a glass. She takes hers into the bathroom to shower and dress, and when she’s gone I lift my glass and take a tiny sip. I haven’t had alcohol since the night my family was destroyed. Not a drop. But then, I haven’t enjoyed myself with a friend since that night, either, and so I tip the glass up to my mouth again and let myself enjoy the feel of the bubbles against my lips, on my tongue. I let another small mouthful slide down my throat and imagine that I can feel the effect instantly, the alcohol rushing through my veins, making my lips tingle, my head spin. The champagne is sweet and easy to drink, like a cordial, and I have to force myself not to swallow it all too quickly.
I savor each mouthful, enjoying the way my body relaxes more and more as I drink. When the glass is empty I am happier, lighter, almost carefree—a normal seventeen-year-old—and I curl up on Alice’s colorful sofa and giggle at nothing at all. And I’m still just sitting there, smiling, enjoying the comfortable heaviness of my body, when Alice returns to the room.
“Wow. Alice. You look …” I shrug, unable to find an adequate word. “You look stunning!”
She lifts her arms and spins on her toes. “Why, thank you, Miss Katherine.” She’s pleased.
Alice is beautiful, strikingly beautiful. She is tall, with generous breasts and long, shapely legs, and her face is a picture of perfection: her eyes a deep and glorious blue, her skin golden and luminous.
I’m not exactly ugly, but beside Alice I feel completely unremarkable.
While we’re waiting for our taxi, Alice takes our empty glasses to the kitchen and refills them with champagne. As I stand up to get my glass, my head spins a little. It’s not an unpleasant feeling—in fact, I feel easy and loose and relaxed. And this feeling, this light-headed happiness, this sense that the world is a benign and friendly place, is suddenly very familiar and I realize just how much this feeling terrifies me. It’s the trick that alcohol plays with your mind—enticing you to let your guard down, to trust the world to look after you—but I know that this feeling of safety is only a dangerous illusion. Alcohol encourages you to take risks that you wouldn’t normally; alcohol means you make stupid choices. And more than anyone, I know how devastating the consequences of a single bad choice can be. I live with those consequences every day.
I accept the glass but I only pretend to sip it, barely letting the liquid wet my lips, and when the taxi arrives I pour the rest of it down the sink.
Alice has rented the ballroom at the top of the Lion Hotel. It is huge and grand, with enormous windows and magnificent views of the city. There are white balloons, white tablecloths, a band. There are caterers polishing champagne glasses, and platters of expensive-looking finger food. And because it’s a private party, nobody asks us for ID when Alice gets us each a glass of champagne.
“This is fantastic.” I look at Alice curiously. “Did your parents do all this for you?”
“No.” Alice snorts dismissively. “They wouldn’t know how to host a barbecue, let alone something like this.”
“Do they live in the city?” I ask.
“Who?” She frowns.
“Your parents.”
“No. No, they don’t, thank God. They live north of here.”
I wonder how Alice can afford to live here in the city, how she pays her rent. I had assumed that her parents supported her, but that now seems unlikely.
“Anyway,” I say. “It’s very nice of you to throw a big party like this for your friends. I don’t think I could ever be so generous. I’d rather spend the money on myself. A trip around the world or something cool like that.”
“Generous? You think so?” Alice shrugs. “Not really. I love parties. Particularly when they’re all about me. I couldn’t think of anything better. And, anyway, I’m not interested in traveling.”
“You’re not?”
“I don’t know anyone there; nobody knows me. What would be the point?”
“Oh.” I laugh. I wonder if she’s joking. “I can think of a few good things about it. Swimming in the Mediterranean, seeing the Eiffel Tower, the Great Wall of China, the Statue of Liberty … and not knowing anyone. Imagine how liberating that must be.” I notice that Alice is looking at me skeptically. “Are you really not tempted by that?”
“Nah. I like it here. I like my friends. I love my life. Why would I want to leave?”
“Because—” I am going to tell her of my intense curiosity about the rest of the world, the fascination I have with different languages and ways of living, with the history of the human race, but we are interrupted by the arrival of her first guests.
“Alice, Alice!” they cry, and she is suddenly surrounded by people, some I recognize from school, older people I’ve never seen before. Some are dressed very formally, in long dresses and suits and ties, others are dressed casually, in jeans and T-shirts, but they all have one thing in common: they all want a piece of Alice, a moment of her time; they want to be the focus of her attention, make her laugh. They all, without exception, want her to like them.
And Alice is the perfect hostess. She makes all her guests feel welcome and comfortable, but for some reason it’s me that she chooses to spend most of the evening with. She keeps her arm linked through mine, drags me from group to group, and involves me in every conversation. We dance together and gossip about what different people are wearing, who they are flirting with, who seems to be attracted to whom. I have a wonderful time. It’s more fun than I’ve had in years. And while I’m there I don’t think of my sister once, nor of my devastated parents. I dance and laugh and flirt. I forget, temporarily, about the night I realized the awful truth about myself. I forget all about the night I discovered the shameful, grubby coward at the core of my soul.
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After Alice’s party, people at school are noticeably more friendly to me. I get smiles and nods in the corridors from students I don’t recognize, and a few even say “Hey, Katherine!” surprising me by knowing my name. And Alice finds me at lunchtime, sits down beside me in the cafeteria, and makes me laugh with stories about the other students, gossipy tidbits of information about people I barely know. It’s fun, and I’m more than happy for the company, glad not to be alone anymore.
I don’t question why she would want to spend time with me. I used to be popular, after all, and am used to being liked. Alice says she wants to be my friend; she seems to enjoy my company; she listens, intently, to everything I have to say. So I am grateful and flattered and pleased. And for the first time since Rachel died, I feel something resembling happiness.
On the Thursday following her party, I call Alice and invite her over for Saturday night. I live with my aunt Vivien, my father’s sister. I like living with Vivien; she’s warm and easygoing, and I’m grateful that I’m no longer at home, that I can finish high school where nobody has heard of Rachel or the Boydell sisters. I spend a lot of time alone because Vivien goes on so many business trips and if she’s free on weekends she goes away with friends. She’s always encouraging me to invite people to the apartment and clearly thinks it strange that I never socialize, but I’ve grown used to my own company and enjoy being able to choose exactly what to eat, what to watch, what music I listen to.
“I’ll make dinner,” I tell Alice.
“Awesome,” she says. “Hope you’re a good cook.”
“I am. It’s one of my many secret talents.”
“Secrets, hmm?” Alice is quiet for a minute. “Have a lot of them, do you?”
I laugh, as if the very idea is absurd.
I spend Saturday buying food. I used to cook a lot before Rachel died, when we were still a family, and so I know what I’m doing and what I’ll need. I buy all the ingredients—chicken thighs, cardamom pods, yogurt, cumin, ground coriander, basmati rice—to cook one of my favorite curries. That way I can make it early, before Alice arrives, and when she gets there I can let it simmer and grow more delicious as we talk.
I’ve become so used to keeping everything guarded and private, so reluctant to let anyone close, that I’m surprised to realize how much I’m looking forward to Alice’s company. I don’t know when or how the idea of friendship and intimacy became so appealing, but all of a sudden the thought of having fun and getting to know someone new is quite irresistible. And although I’m still afraid of revealing too much, still conscious that friendship can be risky, I can’t quell this feeling of excited anticipation.
I get home, prepare the curry, then shower and dress. I have an hour before Alice arrives, so I call my parents. Mom and Dad and I moved about a year ago. Too many people knew us at home, too many people knew what had happened to Rachel. It was impossible to cope with the pitying stares, the curious looks, the conspicuous whispering wherever we went. I moved in with Vivien so that I could finish high school in the city, a place so big I could keep to myself, remain anonymous. My parents bought a house a couple of hours north. They wanted me to live with them, of course, and argued that I was too young to be leaving home. But I’d started to find their sadness overwhelming, their very presence suffocating, and so I convinced them that the city was the perfect place for me to be, that my very happiness depended on it, and they finally relented.
“Boydell residence.” My mother answers the phone. I changed my last name when I moved and now go by my grandmother’s maiden name, Patterson. It was surprisingly easy to cast off my old name—so easy, at least on paper, to become a new person. I miss my old name. But it goes with the old me, the happy, carefree, sociable me. Katherine suits the new, shyer version. Katie Boydell is no more. Rachel and Katie Boydell—the infamous Boydell sisters—both are gone.
“Mom.”
“Sweetheart. I was just about to call you. Daddy and I were talking about your car.”
“Oh?”
“Yes. Now, don’t argue, darling, please. But we’ve decided to get you a new one. It will be safer than the old one. We’ve got the money and it just feels ridiculous to let you drive around in that old bomb.”
“It’s only eight years old, Mom.” I drive her old Volvo, which is already a very new and conservative car for someone my age.
She continues as if I haven’t spoken. “We’ve found this lovely Honda. It gets great mileage, it’s a sweet little car, but best of all it scored really well on all the safety tests. It’ll be perfect for you.”
There’s little point arguing, I don’t want to upset her or make a fuss. Since Rachel’s death my parents have been obsessed with my safety, with doing as much as is humanly possible to make sure that I stay alive. I have no choice but to accept their gifts, their concern.
“Sounds great, Mom,” I say. “Thanks.”
“How’s school going? Have your grades picked up at all?”
“Yes,” I lie. “I’m doing much better.”
“I’ve been reading about the pre-med program at the college here. It’s really highly rated, you know, and has a reputation as good as any in the country. In fact, it really seems to be the place to study the sciences and medicine these days. And there are a lot of outstanding doctors teaching there. It’s something I’d like you to consider, darling. For me. You could live with us, and you know how pleased Daddy would be if you did that, and you could really concentrate on your studies without worrying about rent or bills or your meals. We could take care of you, make it all easier.”
“I don’t know, Mom, I don’t know. I’m enjoying English right now, and history, too.… Science isn’t … anyway, I thought I might get a degree in art history, maybe. And, Mom, I really like living here.”
“Oh, of course you do. Vivien’s place is perfect and I know she’d be more than pleased to have you stay there. And what you’re studying now is a wonderful beginning to your education. But it really is only a beginning, darling. You will need to get back on track. Eventually. When you’re ready.”
Back on track. When you’re ready. This is as close as Mom can get to mentioning what happened to Rachel, to acknowledging our loss, the life we had before she died. I was top of my class and doing very well. I’d hoped to do well enough to be pre-med in college and then go on to medical school. Obstetrics had been my ultimate goal, I had everything planned. But when Rachel died, my plans fell apart, things went completely off track. The track itself was ripped from beneath me, torn from the ground, obliterated.
And I discovered, during that horrific time, that science and mathematics, all the precise and utterly dependable stuff I used to love so much, were completely useless when it came to understanding grief. Or dealing with guilt.
And now I doubt that I’ll ever be ready to get back on track. I’m on another track now, just slowly, slowly gaining some momentum, and I don’t think I can, or want to, make the sideways leap off.
“I’ll think about it.”
“Good. And I’ll mail you some of these brochures.” My mother laughs then, but I hear the little catch in her throat, the sign that this conversation has made her want to cry. “I’ve collected quite a few of them.”
I touch the mouthpiece of the phone, as if by doing so I can give her some comfort. And yet there is no comfort to be given. Her life is lived only in degrees of pain.
“I bet you have,” I say, as warmly as I can.
“Oh.” Her voice is once again crisp, businesslike, all emotion under control. “Listen to me hogging the conversation like this. I bet you want to speak to Daddy. He’s not here, darling, but I can get him to call you later.”
“That’s okay. I’m having a friend over for dinner, actually. Maybe I’ll call tomorrow.”
“Oh, I’m so glad you’re having some fun.” I hear that catch in her voice again, then her quick cough to bring her voice back under control. “Have a lovely evening. I’ll tell Daddy to call you tomorrow. Don’t you call. It’s our turn to pay.”
When I hang up, I feel flat, all excitement for the evening ahead gone. I regret having made the call. It hasn’t made me happy—and I’m certain that it has only made Mom more miserable. It’s always this way with Mom, these days. She’s always talking, always planning, always full of ideas and pragmatic conversation. It’s as if she can’t bear to be quiet or to allow herself a moment’s silence. This way, she gives herself no space to remember, no room to think about what she’s lost. It also prevents the person she’s speaking to from getting a word in, from talking about something she would rather not talk about, from mentioning Rachel.
The modern way to grieve is to talk about it, to let yourself cry and scream and wail. My counselor said we must talk. And I tried, that long, long first year after Rachel was killed, to talk about what happened, to express my sadness, to verbalize our loss, to own my despair. But Dad refused to listen and Mom would cut me off, change the subject, and if I pushed it she would start to cry and leave the room.
I gave up. I felt as if I was torturing her and I became thoroughly sick of myself, of my neediness. In talking about it, I’d been seeking forgiveness, absolution from the feeling that Mom and Dad blamed me for what happened. But I was asking the impossible, I soon realized. Of course they blamed me—for my cowardice, for my escape, for my having lived. We all knew that if one of their daughters had to die, it should have been me.
And I no longer believe that there is any better way to cope with bereavement. There is just a shitload of pain to carry—a permanent and dreadful burden—and talking about it doesn’t remove that load or make it any lighter. Rachel died in the most horrific way imaginable. Words are useless against the harsh truth of that. Rachel is dead. She is gone forever and we will never again see her lovely face, never again hear her music. She is dead.
Why we should need to wallow in this reality, relive it again and again, poke and prod and examine it until our eyes are bleeding, our hearts crushed with the horror and inconceivable sadness of it, is beyond me. It cannot possibly help. Nothing can help. If Mom needs to be stoic, to pretend that she is fine, to hide her despair behind a transparent veil of crisp efficiency and businesslike conversation, then that’s okay by me. It seems as good a way as any to go on with her diminished life.
I press my forefinger into the small circular scar above my knee. It’s the only physical evidence I have of the night Rachel was killed, the only physical injury I suffered. The wrong girl died that dreadful day. And though I can’t actually wish that I’d died instead of Rachel—I am nowhere near brave enough to be a martyr—I know too well that the better sister died.
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Rachel walked onto the stage and the crowd fell silent instantly. She looked beautiful, tall and striking; her red velvet dress—which I knew Mom and Dad had paid a small fortune for—accentuated her height and poise. She was only fourteen, but onstage she could have passed for a woman in her twenties.
Mom squeezed my hand excitedly, and I turned sideways to smile at her. Oblivious, she stared up at Rachel on the stage, her lips pursed in that funny expression she made when she was trying hard not to break into an enormous smile, her eyes wet with happy, devoted tears. On the other side of her, Dad turned to catch Mom’s eye but met mine instead; we smiled at each other—amused at Mom’s expression—bursting, both of us, with pride.
Rachel sat at the piano with the skirt of her gown draped elegantly over her legs and began playing. She started the recital with a Mozart sonata—a pretty, delicate piece, with a melody so familiar to me that I could anticipate every note, every fortissimo and crescendo. And I watched her, mesmerized as I always was by the music she created, but also by the transformation that took place each time she performed. Onstage, all of Rachel’s shyness and awkwardness disappeared. Onstage she was majestic and commanding, so swept up with the performance and the music that she would forget herself. When she was playing, it was impossible to imagine that she could be shy and uncertain, that she was still just a girl.
During the entire recital, which lasted more than an hour, Mom didn’t take her eyes from Rachel for a second. Whenever Mom listened to Rachel play, she seemed to lose herself, become unaware of time and place and whoever she happened to be with, and go into an almost trancelike state.
I, too, played the piano. Technically I was quite accomplished. I’d even won school competitions. But Rachel was the one with real talent; she’d already been offered three different international scholarships. Whether she should accept a place in Berlin, London, or Boston for study—to pursue her dream of becoming a concert pianist—had been the main topic of conversation at our house for weeks. For me, the piano was just an enjoyable hobby and I had no desire to practice all day, every day. But the piano was Rachel’s great love, her passion, and she worked at it tirelessly.
Rachel was eighteen months younger than me, and despite what people say about the older child being the high achiever, in our family the opposite was true. Rachel was driven and ambitious. I was far more interested in boys and parties and hanging out with friends than I was in achieving any academic or musical brilliance.
Mom and Dad talked endlessly about Rachel’s future as a concert pianist—they were devoted to her career. I know that people were sometimes shocked by what could seem like favoritism on Mom and Dad’s behalf, their doting idolization of Rachel and apparent lesser interest in me. I’m sure people even felt sorry for me in the mistaken belief that I must feel neglected. But I didn’t feel that way, I didn’t have to—Rachel and I always wanted such very different things. I was more than happy for Rachel to be the brilliant sister. I knew the hard work she put into being a prodigy, and I had no desire to dedicate my own life that way. I enjoyed my friends and my social life far too much. Rachel might have been a genius but I had a lot more fun—and despite what it might have seemed like to an outsider, I always believed that I had the better deal.
Rachel was different. She didn’t seem to need friends the way most people do. That wasn’t to say she was cold, or didn’t love people, because she wasn’t and she did. She loved deeply and generously. She was ferociously loyal to those she cared about. But she was shy; social events only made her awkward and uncomfortable and she was dreadful at making small talk. She could be so quiet and self-contained that to those who didn’t know her well, she could seem aloof or indifferent. But when you did manage to draw her into conversation, she would surprise you with how much she had actually noticed of what was going on. She had a gentle wisdom far beyond her years, and almost everyone who made the effort to get to know her grew to admire her. My sister was the only person I have ever met who was completely without envy, greed, or malice; the only person I would ever compare to an angel.
And so, regardless of what the papers said when she was killed—all that painful speculation and misguided conjecture about our relationship—I never lost sight of how I really felt. I worshipped Rachel, both while she was alive and after her death. I was, and always will be, her greatest fan.
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Alice turns up for dinner right on time. She is so cheerful and full of energy that as soon as she walks inside and starts talking, I feel better.
“My God,” she says in a low voice, looking around Vivien’s apartment. “This is totally fab. Your parents must be, like, super-trendy.”
“No.” I shake my head. “This isn’t my mom and dad’s place. I live with my aunt. She’s away for the weekend.”
“So it’s just us?”
I nod and Alice jumps into the air and whoops with joy.
“Yay. God, Katherine, I’m so glad. I thought your mother and father were here. I thought this was like some big ‘Come and meet my parents’ thing.” She rolls her eyes. “As if we were getting married or something. Thank God.” She kicks her shoes off and starts strolling around the room, looking at things, taking in the view.
I’m all ready to explain to Alice why I live with my aunt instead of my parents, something about the reputation and quality of Drummond High compared to the schools back home, which isn’t actually untrue. But she’s far more interested in the actual apartment itself than in how or why I live there.
“It must be fantastic to live like this,” she says, wandering down the hall, peeking into rooms. Her voice is loud and echoes down the hallway. “Have you ever had any parties here? I bet you haven’t, have you? Let’s have one. This’d be the most awesome place. I know heaps of people we could invite.
“Ooh,” she exclaims suddenly. “Look at this!” And she reaches up and grabs a fancy-looking bottle. “Irish whiskey. Yum. I love it. Let’s have some.”
“It’s not mine,” I say. “It’s Vivien’s.”
“Doesn’t matter. We’ll replace it. Your aunt won’t notice.” And she carries the bottle into the kitchen, finds the glassware, and pours a generous amount into two glasses. “Got any Coke?”
“Sorry.” I shake my head.
“Water will do.” She goes to the tap and fills the glasses with water and hands one to me. I take a tiny sip. The whiskey smells foul and tastes even worse—bitter and dry and very strong—and I know I won’t be able to finish it.
Drinking wasn’t a part of my plan for the evening; I hadn’t even considered it. But Alice’s eagerness to drink makes me realize how out of touch I really am. Not everyone is as terrified of the world as I am—not everyone has been burned.
We take our glasses onto the balcony and look out over the city. It’s mostly Alice who talks, but I’m happy just to listen and enjoy her energy, her joie de vivre. And I’m remembering what it’s like to have fun with someone my own age, reacquainting myself with a different version of me—a younger, happier version—the girl who took it for granted that life could be like this, that it should be like this: free and light and full of joy.
“Hello, world!” Alice leans over the balcony railing and shouts, her voice echoing around us. “Hello, world!”
She turns back to me and leans against the railing, tilts her head. “When I’m older I’m going to have a place just like this. Only it’s going to be even bigger. Fancier. All my friends will be able to come and stay. And I’m going to have lots of help, too.” She puts her nose in the air and talks in an affected voice. “I’m going to have staff, dahlink. Housekeepers. Personal trainers. Butlers. Maids. I’ll even have someone who comes around every night just to pour champagne.”
“Of course,” I agree. “Otherwise, you might break a fingernail. Or get sticky.”
“Quelle horreur!” She opens her eyes wide with fake alarm, and looks down at her hands. “There is such danger inherent in being occupied with the mundane. I aim to rise above it.”
I laugh. “You’ll need a personal barista, too. To make your coffee in the mornings.”
“And a chef to cook my food.”
“Your very own massage therapist.”
“A hairdresser.”
“A stylist to choose your clothes.”
“A gardener.”
“A chauffeur.”
“Yeah.” She sits down in the seat next to me and sighs dreamily. “I’ll never have to do anything. I won’t always be complaining about doing housework all day every day like my mother. I won’t do any. I won’t even have to run my own bath.”
“What if you get sick of it? All those people around you all the time? Maybe you’ll start craving some time alone.”
“Nah,” she says. “Why would I? Being alone is boring. I hate being alone. Hate it. My life isn’t going to be serious and boring. It’s going to be fun. A party. A massive, never-ending, lifelong party.”
I think, Alice is just the type of person I need to be with—she lives for the present and, very conveniently, has an amazing lack of curiosity about the past.
When Alice has finished several glasses of whiskey—I’m still sipping slowly, safely, on my first—she announces that she’s starving and we go inside. She pours herself another drink and offers me one but I hold up my almost full glass and shake my head. Alice frowns.
“You don’t like it?”
“It’s all right, I guess.” I smile and take a sip and try not to grimace. I could explain my fear of alcohol, use it as an excuse, but I would only end up sounding like a nagging parent, some kind of freakish puritan.
Alice stares at me for a moment, as if trying to work something out, but then she puts the bottle down and shrugs.
“More for me, then,” she says.
I dish out the curry and take our overflowing bowls to the kitchen table. Alice’s enthusiasm for the food is gratifying.
“Delicious!” she declares, shaking her head in disbelief. “You’re amazing. You could open your own Indian restaurant or something.”
I laugh, but I’m flattered. My mood has improved dramatically. The feeling of gloom that I had after talking to my mother has completely disappeared.
“So.” Alice taps her bowl with the back of her fork. “What shall we do after this?”
“We could play a game. I’ve got Scrabble. And Trivial Pursuit.”
Alice shakes her head. “Boring. I can’t concentrate on Scrabble for more than a second. Too much like homework. What about Pictionary or charades? Something fun.”
“But we need more people for those games.”
Alice is silent for a moment, thoughtful, then she looks at me and smiles. “I know someone who could come over. Entertain us a bit.”
“Really?” I force myself to smile, but I’m disappointed. I’ve been enjoying myself immensely and don’t think we need any entertaining. The fact that Alice wants to invite someone else over makes me feel boring. “At this time of night?”
“It’s nine o’clock on Saturday night! The clubs haven’t even opened yet.”
I shrug. “Who?”
“Robbie.”
“And?”
“And what?”
“Who’s Robbie?”
“He’s a friend. He works as a waiter in a really posh restaurant. He’s a total scream. You’ll love him.”
Alice takes out her cell phone and starts to dial before I get the chance to ask any more questions. I listen to her invite him over—her voice confident and deep and flirtatious—and wonder if she has ever felt shy or uncertain. It’s impossible to imagine.
“He’ll be here soon.” She stands up and stretches, rubs her belly contentedly. “This was such a terrific idea, Katie. Awesome food, good company, and so much more fun to come.”
“Katherine,” I say. “I’m not Katie. I’m Katherine.”
Alice tips her head to the side, looks at me quizzically. “But you look like a Katie. You really do. You weren’t always called Katherine, were you? When you were younger? Such a stuffy name for a little girl. Katie is cute. Fun. It suits you.”
“No,” I say. “I’m Katherine. Just Katherine.” I try to keep my voice light and friendly but it comes out sounding harsh, an overreaction. I never used to care what people called me—Kat, Katie, Kathy, Kate, I enjoyed them all—but I can’t stand any of the shortened versions of my name anymore. I am Katherine Patterson now, through and through.
A small frown crosses Alice’s brow, and she stares at me, almost coldly, but in a moment her face clears, she shrugs, then smiles and nods. “Sure. Katherine is more distinguished, anyway. Like that old actress, whatsername, you know, they made a movie … Katharine Hepburn. And a longer name suits your air of mystery better.”
“Air of mystery?” I protest, glad to have an excuse to laugh. “I don’t think so.”
“Oh, but you have.” Alice leans forward. “Everybody at school wonders about you. So pretty and smart. So quiet and private, but not because you’re shy or scared or anything like that. It’s as if you just don’t want to get involved. As if you’ve—oh, I don’t know, got some kind of big dark secret and you don’t want to make friends with anyone in case they find out what it is. You have everyone intrigued and intimidated. Some people even think you’re a snob.”
“A snob? Really? Well, they’re wrong. I’m not.” I stand up and start clearing the table, avoiding Alice’s eyes. The conversation is starting to make me uncomfortable—it’s getting too close to the truth. I do have a secret. A big dark secret, as Alice put it. And though I’m not a snob, it’s true that I don’t want to participate and that I have avoided making friends, for exactly that reason. Clearly I haven’t been as inconspicuous as I’d hoped.
But Alice laughs. “Hey, don’t be upset. Come on. I’m only teasing. It’s really cool to be mysterious like that. I like it. You’re aloof. And I’m probably just jealous. I wish I was a bit more mysterious myself.” She puts her hand on her chest and closes her eyes. “A mysterious woman with a tragic past.”
I’m amazed at how close Alice has come to hitting on the truth. I feel exposed and uncomfortable and have to fight an urge to run away and hide. I need to keep my secret safe. I’m scared that Alice is going to continue with this conversation, interrogate me until she knows everything, but instead she shrugs, looks around the room, and shakes her head.
“God, this place is awesome. We absolutely have to throw a party.” She takes the plates from my hands. “You cooked. I’ll clean up. Sit down. Have another”—she looks at my glass and shakes her head—“milli-sip or two of your drink.”
Alice fills the sink with hot, soapy water, starts washing, then comes back to the table to chat some more, tell me another story. There is a knock on the door.
“It’s Robbie!” Alice claps her hands together happily and rushes down the hallway.
I hear her greet someone, giggle, and exclaim. I hear the deep rumble of his response. And then he is in the kitchen.
He is tall and blond and very good-looking in an athletic, wholesome way. He grins at me and, unexpectedly, holds out his hand.
“Katherine. Hi. I’m Robbie.”
“Hi.”
His handshake is warm and dry and firm. His smile is spontaneous and open, and for the first time in what feels like a hundred years I feel the mild but unmistakable pull of attraction. I feel myself start to blush. I turn away and pretend to fuss with the dishes, still piled messily beside the sink.
“I’ll just finish these. It’ll only take a minute.”
“No. No.” Alice takes me by the shoulders and pulls me away from the sink. “I’ll do them later. Promise. Let’s just have some fun.”
There is a lot of curry left over, and Alice insists that Robbie try some.
“Is that okay?” He looks at me apologetically as she serves him up an enormous bowlful.
“It’s fine. Honest,” I say, and I mean it. I made far too much. Enough for six.
Alice asks Robbie if he’d like to “partake of an alcoholic beverage” but he shakes his head, says something about soccer practice, and pours himself a glass of water instead. He watches Alice pour herself another drink.
“Whiskey?” he says. “That’s a bit hard-core, isn’t it?”
“Yep.” She winks suggestively. “Hard-core. Just like me.”
The three of us go back outside onto the balcony, and Robbie starts eating enthusiastically. I feel a little shy with him at first, but he is so friendly and so nice about my cooking, and his conversation is so amusing, that it doesn’t take long for me to warm to him. Robbie is twenty and he works at some upmarket restaurant as a waiter, and in no time at all I’m laughing freely at his stories about all the obnoxious customers he has to deal with.
When it gets too cold, we move inside and sit around on the floor in the living room. All the whiskey Alice has drunk is starting to show. Her cheeks are flushed. Her voice is slurred, and she is speaking a little too loudly, interrupting Robbie to finish his stories for him. He doesn’t seem to mind, though, just smiles indulgently when she interrupts and lets her talk.
He loves her, I decide. The way he looks at her, the way he was available on such short notice so late on a Saturday night. He’s completely in love with her.
Alice gets up and goes to the shelves to poke through Vivien’s CD collection.
“My God!” she says. “I should have brought my iPod. This is all so old. So nineteen-eighties!” But she eventually chooses a Prince album and slides the disc into the player.
“My mom loves this song,” Alice tells us. “She dances to it all the time. You should see her dance, Katherine. She’s unbelievable. She looks like some kind of movie star. She just looks so amazingly beautiful when she dances.” And she turns the volume up and starts swinging her hips seductively from side to side.
Alice is smiling, her eyes closed, and I can’t help but wonder at this unexpected admission of admiration and affection for her mother. The few times I’ve heard Alice talk about her parents, she has been dismissive, scornful, almost as if she hated them.
Robbie and I both stay seated and watch Alice dance. She’s a good dancer, smooth and sexy, and Robbie stares up at her, smiling. He looks completely smitten and I think how nice it would be to be loved like that, how exciting to have someone interested in me romantically. And for the first time since Rachel died, since Will, I allow myself to imagine that one day I might have someone like Robbie to love. Someone handsome and smart and kind. Someone who will love me, too—despite who I am and what I’ve done.
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When the first song finishes, another comes on, one with a faster beat, and Robbie jumps up, stretches his hand out toward me, and pulls me up. And so we dance, the three of us. We dance close, our bodies touching, our hips and thighs bumping, our arms around one another. Robbie puts his arms around Alice. He kisses her and I watch them, their bodies pressed tight together. They are both so beautiful, they fit together so perfectly. Alice notices me watching and smiles, then whispers into Robbie’s ear. Robbie lets Alice go and wraps his arms around me, hugs me tight, and then he leans back, puts his hands on my cheeks, bends down, and presses his lips against mine. It’s a chaste kiss, almost brotherly, but it’s thrilling. Alice smiles, nudges me, giggles. And suddenly the three of us are hugging and laughing and I am deliriously happy. I feel liked. I feel attractive. I feel young again.
And when the small voice starts up in my head—the voice that tells me I don’t deserve happiness, that I shouldn’t take what Rachel can’t have—I refuse to listen. I decide, at least for tonight, to ignore the side of myself that disapproves of everything that I want. I’m giddy and carefree. I am Katie Boydell again. Just for one night. Young and happy and impetuous. Katie. Fun and adventurous. Katie. Just for this one evening, Katherine is gone and I can be me.
So we giggle and dance and hug to song after song until our faces are shiny with sweat and we become thirsty and need to go to the kitchen for water. When we’ve finished dancing, we pull the cushions from the sofa and set up a makeshift bed of pillows and blankets and collapse on the floor. We don’t stop talking until after three a.m.—and our sleep is the sleep of the exhausted, heavy and deep and still, the three of us close, legs tangled, faces buried in the pillows.
When I wake, Alice is curled up next to me. She is on her side in the fetal position, her hands clenched in front of her face. She looks like a sleeping angel getting ready to fight, a strangely innocent-looking boxer. She is breathing quickly and shallowly, and I can hear a little high-pitched squeak from her nose as the air rushes in and out. Her eyelashes flutter, and I can see her eyeballs roll beneath her lids. REM sleep. Dreams.
I extricate myself slowly and as quietly as I can. I’m still dressed in my skirt and T-shirt. I go straight to the bathroom and take my clothes off and step into the shower.
When I’m finished, I get dressed and go to the kitchen.
Robbie is at the sink, washing dishes. He has almost finished the pile left over from the night before—the mess Alice promised to clean up.
“Hey,” I protest. “Thanks. But you shouldn’t be doing that.”
“Good morning.” He looks up and grins, and despite his messed-up hair and bloodshot eyes, he still looks incredible. “Don’t worry about it. I don’t mind doing dishes. Actually. I kinda like it. I remember being a kid and watching Mom do it. I always thought it looked like fun. All that splashing. All the bubbles.” He lifts a bubble on the palm of his hand, blows it off so that it falls back into the sink. “How are you feeling? Tired? We only had about four hours’ sleep.”
“Yeah, I know. I am a bit wrecked. How about you?”
“Excellent. All ready for a day of soccer practice and a long night waiting on assholes at the restaurant.”
“You poor thing. You should go back to bed. Get some more sleep.”
“Nah.” He shrugs. “I’m used to it. You want some tea? I put the kettle on.”
“I’d love some. But I’ll make it. I’m very fussy about my tea.”
“Oh?”
“I only drink the proper stuff, you know, the whole tea-leaf-and-teapot thing. People think I’m crazy. My pickiness annoys everyone. It’s always better if I just make it myself.”
“That’s cool. I like the good stuff best, too. My mother hated tea bags. She used to only drink the real deal, too.”
“Used to?”
“Before she died.” He looks down at his hands, which are immersed in the water. “Just over a year ago.”
“Oh, Robbie, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”
“No,” he says. “Of course you didn’t.”
I could leave it at that, change the subject and talk about something happier, something less intense, but I remember the way people used to do that when Rachel died. I remember how bizarre and hurtful it felt to have the subject of her death brushed off and discarded as if it had no more importance than a conversation about the weather. So I don’t change the subject.
“You must really miss her.”
“Yeah.” He looks up, and his eyes are wet with tears. “Yeah, I do.”
“And your father? How’s he doing?”
“He’s okay, I think. But it’s really hard to know for sure, isn’t it? I mean, I can’t just come right out and ask, can I?”
“Why not?”
“Because what if he’s not okay? What then? What can I do about it?”
I know better than to offer up meaningless platitudes, to tell the lie that words can heal. Because I know that they don’t, they can’t. Words are just words. They’re powerless against the force of real pain, real suffering.
“Nothing,” I agree. “You can’t do anything. Not really.”
“Exactly. And if you tell each other the truth, how sad you feel, then you’re only going to feel worse, because then you have to worry about the suffering of the other poor guy, as well as deal with your own crap.”
“Yeah.” I shrug. “It’s probably better if you just deal with your misery your own way. And eventually, hopefully, it becomes less intense. Less at the front of your mind every day.”
Robbie nods his agreement. And then we’re silent for a minute. I wait, giving Robbie the choice of continuing the conversation or changing the subject. His next words come out quickly, in a breathless rush. “I was about to move out when she got really sick, but I stayed because I wanted to help and because I wanted to be with her, you know, spend as much time with her as possible before she … because we knew by then that she was definitely going to die, it was just a matter of when. But that was two years ago. And I’m still there. I’m twenty years old and I still live at home because I feel too sorry for my old man to move out. But the really stupid thing is, I don’t even know if he actually wants me there. He probably wishes I’d just move the hell out so he could be alone, so he could wallow in peace. He probably thinks I want his company. It’s just … well … it’s just all screwed up, basically.”
“So your dad’s still pretty sad, then?”
“Usually he seems okay. Or at least he acts okay. Usually he’s strong and really wants to get on with things, and make sure that the house is happy, clean, full of food, all that stuff. You know, we’re always having friends over, pizza-and-beer nights, as if everything’s okay, as if life couldn’t be better without a woman in the house. But then one night, about a week ago, I was heading to his room, I was gonna tell him something. And I just stopped for a minute outside his door, dunno why, maybe … Anyway … I stopped and I heard him crying. Really crying, you know, that heartbreaking, noisy, sobbing kind of stuff. It was horrible. I mean, sure, I know he really loved Mom, I know he misses her, but he sounded so … so helpless. Like a child. As if he had no control of himself. As if all this happiness crap was just bullshit. Something he does just for my sake. And I didn’t know what to do, so I just stood there for a second, wishing he’d stop, that he’d shut the hell up. It was weird. The worst thing was that I felt no sympathy. I just hated him for it, for letting me hear that, for not keeping up the pretense that he was okay.”
“I know what you mean. Seeing your parents like that really makes you grow up; it makes you realize that the world’s just a big scary place that they have no control over. And if they can hurt so much, if they can’t control things, what hope is there for you?” The words are out before I realize what I’m saying, what I’m revealing.
“Exactly.” Robbie looks at me, suddenly alarmed. “Shit. Your mother hasn’t died or anything, has she?”
“Oh, no.” I shake my head and laugh, as if the idea that I’m familiar with death is absurd. “She’s fine. I’ve just thought about this kind of thing a bit. And I’ve read some of my dad’s books on bereavement and stuff. Morbid, I guess. Crazy.”
“Well, you really nailed the feeling. Most people freak out when I say that my mom died. Most people get all upset or embarrassed and change the subject. And my counselor’s useless. She always asks me what I’m feeling and how I feel about what I’m feeling. And then she tells me that my feelings are perfectly valid while all the time there’s this underlying message that I should really try to feel something completely different. I’d get as much insight talking to a roll of toilet paper.”
I’m about to reply when Alice calls out from the other room.
“Good morning,” she says, her voice raspy and deep from the late night. “People? Where are you? I’m getting very lonely in here.”
Robbie and I smile at each other and shrug, let the conversation end. We take the teapot and the milk, the sugar, and the cups and go into the living room to join Alice.
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I pick Sarah up earlier than usual from her day-care center. I watch her through the window for a moment before she sees me, and am pleased to see that she looks perfectly happy. She’s playing with a heap of bright green Play-Doh, alone, completely absorbed with patting and pounding it into a goopy, colorful mess. She’s a solitary little girl, uncomfortable with people—just as Rachel used to be—and though I’m glad that she’s cautious, I also worry that this will make things difficult for her. After all, she has to mix with people, whether she wants to or not.
It’s odd, because I never saw Rachel’s shyness as any kind of disadvantage. In fact, it was a trait that I found endearing in her. But for my daughter I want life to be perfect. I want everyone to love her. I want everything to be as easy and happy and untroubled as possible.
People tell me that I’m overprotective, that I need to let Sarah go, give her space to make her own way in the world, but I don’t believe there is any such thing as overprotecting your loved ones. I want to grab these people by the arm and shout, There is danger everywhere, you fools! You think you’re safe, you think people are trustworthy? Nice? Open your eyes and look around! But they would only think I was crazy. They are naïve, oblivious, unaware that the world is full of people who wish you ill, and I’m amazed that they can be so blind.
Being a mother is difficult, contradictory, impossible. I want my daughter to be happy, to make friends, to laugh and feel joyful. I don’t want her to be paralyzed by fear and anxiety. But I also want her to be careful. To go into this dangerous world with her eyes wide open.
When I open the door and enter the playroom, I stand behind her and wait for her to sense my presence and turn around. I love the moment when she first sees me, the look of pure delight that lights up her face, the way she’ll forget, instantly, whatever it is she’s doing, and rush into my arms. She comes to day care only two afternoons a week, Wednesday and Friday—painfully long, boring afternoons for me—and I’m always relieved when I pick her up on Friday afternoon, glad that another week is over, that we can be together for four whole days before it’s time to bring her back.
I’ve come to pick her up early today for our annual trip. I’m taking her to the mountains, to the snow, and I’m as excited as a child at the prospect of Sarah’s delight when she sees it. We can make a snowman, have snow fights, perhaps ride a toboggan. We can drink hot chocolate by the fire and enjoy the cold, enjoy also a little time on our own, away from my parents.
“Mommy!” she cries when she sees me. She stands up and rushes over, knocking her stool over in her haste, and when I stoop to hug her, she wraps her arms around my neck. “Are we ready to go?”
“I am. How about you?”
“Did you pack my things?”
“Yep.”
“My Sally-bear?”
“Of course.”
“But what about Nana and Pop?” She knows how much my parents depend on her, and it saddens me that at her age she already worries about them.
“They’re going to have great fun this weekend, too. They’ve got friends coming to dinner and everything.”
Her face brightens. “Are they ’cited?”
“Very. Almost as excited as you and me.”
I scoop her up, collect her bags, sign her out, and go to the car. The trip out of the city is quick and trouble-free; we’re too early for the Friday-night rush hour. In the car, Sarah is quiet. She sits staring out of the window, thumb in mouth, slumped and relaxed. She has always been like this in a car, and driving was always the best way, when she was a small baby, to get her to sleep or to stop her from crying.
I drive carefully on the highway, keeping my car as far from others as I possibly can, remembering my father’s lectures on defensive driving. Dad tried to dissuade me from taking this trip. The roads will be terrible, he said, all the worst drivers, the maniacs, head there on the weekends. And you’re not used to driving in those conditions. He spoke curtly. Don’t be such a fool, Katherine.
I understand his terror—people are killed on the roads every day. One small error, a tiny mistake in judgment, a lapse in concentration—any of these could put us in the way of the many hurtling tractor-trailers that crowd this highway. Two more lives gone in an instant. An already shattered family annihilated. My father knows, better than most, that the unthinkable happens. He knows that nightmares can and do come true.
So it’s for his sake that I keep my eyes glued to the road, my hands firmly on the steering wheel, my mind alert. It’s my father’s fear that keeps me from pushing down on the accelerator as hard as I can.
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“No no no no. No way. I don’t want to go there.” Alice shakes her head. “It’s so awful, full of fat people. And there’s no decent food.”
“Full of fat people?” Robbie shakes his head. “You can be such a bitch sometimes, Alice.”
“It’s the truth. The place is a dump. It’s crap, believe me. It’s full of the kind of people who eat margarine instead of butter and iron creases in the front of their jeans. My parents used to love it there. Which is about as big an argument against the place as you can get.”
Alice hasn’t told me much of any real substance about her parents, and I wonder about her relationship with them. Occasionally she speaks of her mother with a love and admiration that is almost palpable, and at other times she is derisive, almost cruel. When she mocks them—their poverty, their bad taste, their stupidity—I’m shocked that she can be so unfeeling toward her own flesh and blood.
The three of us are trying to organize a weekend trip away together. I’m excited and imagine a lovely weekend of swimming and eating and talking. But we can’t agree on the best place to go—and we have a small budget, which makes it difficult because Alice is being fussy.
I feel a little guilty because my parents have a house in the country that they use for weekends occasionally. It’s a lovely house, modern, all pale wood and stainless steel, with spectacular views. My father designed it and incorporated all the things he loves about houses: comfort and style; clean, straight lines; and most important, light and air. There is also a swimming pool and a tennis court, so there is always something to do, and it sits on five acres of land, tucked privately behind a dense screen of pine trees.
My parents would be glad to let me use it—they often suggest that I take some friends there for the weekend—and I know they’d be thrilled to think of me enjoying myself there. But I don’t think I could endure it. I’ve been there only once since Rachel died—a few months after her death, when Mom and Dad and I were still in shock, still behaving like a group of aimless lost souls. And it was so painful being there without Rachel—her absence some kind of malign vacuum that sucked all the joy and beauty from the place—that I haven’t been back since.
We used to drive to the country during vacations and stay for a week, or sometimes two. It was a good, quiet place for Rachel to practice. The grand piano was always the focal point of the living space, and when she was still alive, Mom and Dad and I used to sit on the deck, sip lemonade, and listen to Rachel play. Except for Rachel’s music, they were very quiet vacations—there was no television or radio, no outside source of entertainment—and so we spent the days walking and swimming, the evenings playing Scrabble or chess.
It’s hard now to believe that I was often bored on those trips. It’s painful to remember that I sometimes resented being there: I missed my friends, my social life, whatever boy I had a crush on at the time, and was usually impatient to get back home. I wish now that I’d taken more notice, that I’d been more present. I wish now that I’d known how fragile it all was. If I’d understood how easily everything could be destroyed, I wouldn’t have taken it for granted.
With hindsight I can see so clearly how lucky we were. With hindsight I’m ashamed of the fact that I had no idea.
So, despite the obvious suitability of the country house, I don’t mention it. Instead, I suggest that we head to the beach.
“But it’s too cold to swim. What’s the point?” Alice objects.
“Don’t be such a wimp. The beach is great at this time of year. There’s no people but the water’s still warm.” Robbie smiles at me, then widens his eyes a fraction in fond amusement at Alice. “A most excellent idea, Katherine.”
“Hey.” Alice stares at me and then at Robbie. “I saw that look you two just gave each other. Having private little exchanges, are you now? About me, even?” She is smiling, but there is an edge to her voice, a cold glint in her eye. “Just remember that this is all about me. You two don’t exactly have a thing going. You wouldn’t even know each other if it weren’t for me.”
“Shut up, Alice.” Robbie rolls his eyes and lifts his empty cup. “I need some more coffee. Be a good host and go and get us some.”
Alice puts her face right up close to Robbie’s, and for a moment I’m not sure what she’s going to do. She looks angry, and I wonder if she’s going to scream, or tell him to leave, and for a moment I even think she might bite him. Instead, she presses her lips hard against his and opens her mouth, forces her tongue between his lips. Just as suddenly she pulls away, stands up, and collects our empty mugs.
“Another coffee? More tea, Katherine?” She smiles cheerfully.
“Sounds perfect. Thanks.”
Robbie watches her leave the room.
“Was she serious?” I ask him.
He turns to me with a startled look on his face, as if he’d forgotten I was there. “Serious?” And then he nods. “Oh, yes. You mean everything being about her? Very serious. She’s a narcissist through and through. She really only cares about herself.”
At the time I think Robbie is just exaggerating. He loves her, after all, so he couldn’t mean this too seriously. Alice is a little selfish, a little self-absorbed, I’ve certainly noticed that about her. But so what? She can also be amazingly generous and kind. She has a remarkable ability to listen and to make others feel special.
“But you love her anyway?”
“She’s like a drug. I can’t get enough.” He looks suddenly sad. “I know she’s bad for me, I know I won’t ever be happy with her, but I can’t help myself. No matter what she does to me, I just keep coming back for more.” He shrugs and looks away. “I’ve got an addiction. An Alice addiction.”
“But what—?” I’m about to ask him what exactly she has done, why he thinks she is bad for him, when Alice comes back into the room carrying our steaming mugs.
“Thanks.” Robbie reaches out for his, and Alice bends down to kiss him tenderly as he takes it from her grasp.
“You’re an angel, Robbie. A star,” she says. Robbie rolls his eyes, but he is pleased by her display of affection, it’s obvious on his face.
She hands me my mug. “And you, Miss Katherine. You’re a total legend.”
I smile, sip my tea.
Alice sits down, leans forward, her face aglow. “I was just thinking when I was in the kitchen. I was just thinking how cool it is that the three of us have found each other. I mean, I know it’s probably super-corny to say so, but we really do get along well together, don’t we? I mean, we just seem to fit together, like … oh, I don’t know … like pieces in a jigsaw puzzle. We just totally get each other.” And she smiles, looks down, suddenly self-conscious. “I just wanted to say that. Just wanted to say that you two are really important to me. My best friends in the world.”
There’s a brief moment of silence before Robbie claps his hand on his knee and snorts loudly. “Pieces of a jigsaw puzzle? Did I hear you right? Did you really say that?” He looks at me, and his face is transformed by delight, all signs of his earlier concern gone. “Did she really say that?”
“She did.” I nod. “I think she did.”
“Oh my God.” Alice covers her smile with her hand. “Okay, I did. But in my defense, I was brought up by a woman who ate Days of Our Lives for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. I can’t help it if I’m a walking cliché. It’s petty and mean to laugh at me, Robbie, and you’re always scolding me for that. You hypocrite!”
“Too bad!” Robbie shakes his head. “Katherine and I want to go to the beach, and you have no excuse for being so difficult. No excuse at all.”
“Of course I do. I have every excuse in the world. Everything is difficult for me.” She puts her head down, speaks with mock shame. “You see, I have to overcome my upbringing, fight against all my natural inclinations.”
“I knew it!” Robbie laughs. “You’re secretly a margarine-lover, aren’t you?”
And the three of us laugh, clutch our stomachs, laugh some more.
“To be honest”—Alice puts her head down, pretends to be embarrassed—“I love ironing creases in my jeans. I have to force myself not to. It’s hard, but I’m getting there. Overcoming it slowly.”
And we laugh and make plans for our weekend away. I forget to wonder about what Robbie said about Alice, don’t think to ask him again later. So Alice has a few minor quirks. Don’t we all? I’m too happy to let that bother me. I’m having far too much fun to listen to the tiny little warning voice starting up in my head.
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“And then what happened?” Carly leaned forward, her eyes wide. “Come on. You can’t stop there.”
But Rachel was standing in the doorway. Her pajamas were rumpled and her face red and blotched. I could tell she’d been crying.
“Rach?” I put my arm out. “What’s up?”
“I had another bad dream.”
“Oh. Come here. Come and sit with us.” I smiled at Carly in apology. I’d been telling her all about the night before, a night I’d spent with my boyfriend, Will. We’d kissed and touched each other, and almost ended up having sex. Carly had insisted on hearing every detail.
Carly was my best friend. She was loud and straightforward and funny. When she’d first started at our school I took an instant dislike to her. I thought she was a show-off and that her jokes were stupid. She didn’t like me much, either, at first, and told me later that she’d thought I was, in her words, a snotty, stuck-up rich bitch.
But Carly and I had become firm friends at camp, a torturous seven days of cold, damp, hunger, and discomfort that was meant to help us “find ourselves.” Carly and I were given the task of cooking together, and we forged an unexpected friendship while battling each night to make something edible from very limited ingredients and dealing with the constant, vocal complaints of the other campers. I was impressed by Carly’s ability to create a joke out of everything, and Carly later told me that she’d admired my fierce determination to make the best of what we had. We’d been inseparable since.
Rachel sat down on the floor next to me, and I put my arm around her shoulders.
“The same dream again?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Rachel has been having this really awful dream,” I explained to Carly. “She sees a girl that she thinks she knows, and the girl is smiling, so she walks up to her.”
“And then the closer I get,” Rachel continued, “the more familiar this girl’s face looks. And at first I’m really happy and excited to see her, I have this really kinda strong feeling of love, as if I know her from somewhere. But as I walk closer I start to think that maybe this girl is not as friendly as she looks, or that there’s something really bad about her. And then, when I’m standing right in front of her, I see that she’s actually me, that she’s got my face, and all of a sudden I know what that means. To see my own face like that. It means that I’m going to die, and I’m just so scared … and I try to turn away, to get away from this girl … but she smiles, a really horrible, evil smile. And I try to run and she starts laughing and laughing and, of course, I can’t get away. And then I wake up.” Rachel looked at Carly. “It’s really scary. I know it doesn’t sound that bad, but it’s terrifying. This girl, this me-girl, is like some kind of death messenger.”
“Erk, that sounds totally creepy.” Carly shuddered. “No wonder it freaks you out.”
“Why don’t you lie down in here for a while,” I suggest to Rachel. “Try and get back to sleep. You’ve got that big rehearsal tomorrow. You need to rest.”
Rachel got into my bed. I pulled the covers up over her and went back to sit next to Carly on the rug.
“So?” Carly nudged me. “Continue, please. What did Will do next?”
I shook my head. “No,” I whispered. “Wait till Rachel’s asleep.”
“I know what you’re talking about,” Rachel called from the bed. “I know you’re talking about boys and stuff. I heard you when I came in before. Don’t stop because of me. I don’t care. Honestly. I won’t even listen.”
Carly raised her eyebrows as if to say, See? No big deal.
“You promise?” I said. “Promise you won’t listen, Rach?”
“I can barely keep my eyes open,” she said. “I’ll be asleep before you even say two words. And I don’t want to know what you and Will do to each other, believe me. It’s gross.”
And so I told Carly what had happened between Will and me. I told her almost everything in a rushed and quiet voice so that Rachel couldn’t hear. At least, I told her about the physical stuff, but I left out what we’d said to each other. I didn’t tell her how we laughed with wonder and joy, how we whispered tender words and promised to love each other forever. The loving words we’d exchanged were sacred, and I kept them to myself.
The following day Carly and I met Rachel after her piano rehearsal. We’d recently started drinking coffee, and we liked nothing better than going to a café and sitting over a cappuccino for as long as we could—watching the other people, gossiping about our friends. It felt like a grown-up thing to do.
We took Rachel to the café with us that day, and she talked about how excited she was about her upcoming concert. The other musicians were fantastic, she said, and they all saw completely eye to eye about how to interpret the piece they were going to perform. I liked talking about music, and I knew the people Rachel was talking about so I was interested. But after a while I could see that Carly was getting bored; her eyes were drifting, and she started tapping her fingers impatiently.
“Carly,” I said. “Hello? Are we boring you to death?”
“Sorry.” Rachel’s cheeks flushed. “I’m going on and on about this, aren’t I? It’s just so exciting. Sorry. Let’s talk about something else.”
Carly dismissed Rachel’s apology with a shake of her head. “What time do you two have to be home?” she asked.
“No particular time for me.” I looked at Rachel. “But you have to get home and practice.”
Rachel glanced at her watch. “Yes. But there’s plenty of time.”
“You know Jake and Ross and those guys?” Carly looked at me, and I could tell by the way she smiled that she had a plan I wouldn’t want Rachel to be a part of.
“Yeah.” I knew them vaguely. They were from the boys’ school and were a grade ahead of Carly and me. They were in a band and were known for being both very wild and very popular.
“They’re having band practice this afternoon. At the old farmer’s shed. Well, I think it was going to be a band practice, but it’s turned into more of a party. Apparently, quite a few people are going to watch them play. You know, music, a few beers. It should be fun.”
“Sounds awesome,” I said.
“Band practice?” Rachel said. “How cool. I’d love to hear them. Can I come?”
“They’re seniors, Rach. They’ll be drinking and stuff. You’ll feel totally out of place.”
“Not if there’s good music, I won’t.”
“No. No way. Don’t be stupid. You have to go home and practice.”
“Oh, come on, Katie. Please. Can’t I just come and watch for a while and then go home? I know you think I’m just a baby, but I’m not. And I really need some fun. I’ll be practicing every minute of every day for the next few weeks. The music will inspire me. Please.”
“Inspire you?” I roll my eyes. “Yeah, right. Amateur grunge rock? As if.”
“Please, Katie? Please? Just for an hour?”
“No.”
“Oh, for God’s sake,” said Carly, looking irritated. “Just let her come. What does it matter? We don’t have time to sit here and argue about it.”
There was no real reason to keep saying no—we could go for an hour and get home before Mom and Dad, and Rachel would still have plenty of time to practice—I just didn’t want her tagging along. But I couldn’t say that without making Rachel cry, and if she cried now she’d ruin everything—I’d have to take her home, look after her, wipe her snotty nose. Despite what she said, she really could be a big baby at times.
“All right, then.” I kept my voice deliberately cold. “You can come. But don’t blame me if Mom and Dad have a shit fit.”
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Aunt Vivien tries to hide it, but I can tell that she’s surprised when I say that I’m going away with Alice and Robbie for the weekend. She hugs me tight before she leaves for work.
“You enjoy yourself, young lady,” she says.
We’ve agreed to head to the beach, and we take my car, the new Honda, because it’s the fastest and the most comfortable. We leave on Friday morning. Both Alice and I should be at school, but the teachers are fairly lenient with seniors. They probably won’t even notice our absence. In any case, I’ve brought my copy of Hamlet and plan to reread it while lazing on the beach. Robbie has taken a rare weekend off from the restaurant. The three of us are excited and in good spirits and laugh and joke for most of the drive. When we arrive we go to the supermarket and stock up on supplies for the next few days. Alice fills the shopping cart with chocolate and candy, Robbie and I collect more practical things—eggs and milk and bread and toilet paper. We put our groceries into the trunk of the car and check our map, then head east on the little road that takes us toward the beach.
We’ve rented an old two-bedroom cottage. We found it listed on the Net, and though there were a couple of photos of the interior—the kitchen and the dining room—we’re not entirely certain what we’re going to find. So when we arrive and see a charming, whitewashed little house with a deck overlooking the beach, we are both delighted and relieved.
We rush inside and run through the house, laughing and shouting.
“This is perfect!”
“God. Look at that enormous old bathtub!”
“And look at the view. You can hear the ocean from every room. Wow! This is just gorgeous!”
“Oh, hey, come here and look at the bedrooms. Look at those beds.”
We put our swimsuits on and race down to the beach. We all run straight in to the water without bothering to test the temperature, and dive under the waves. The water is icy, but I am far too happy, far too high on life and friendship and the knowledge that there are three entire days of fun ahead, to worry about the cold. Alice and Robbie splash each other and hug. Alice runs from him, laughing and stumbling. He catches her, but she pulls away and one strap of her swimsuit slips down over her shoulder and her breast is exposed. This makes her laugh some more, and she spins and squeals like an excited child, and pulls her other strap down so that both of her breasts are free. Then she cups them in her hands, lifts and squeezes so her nipples are pointed at Robbie.
“Bang, bang, you’re dead,” she says.
“Oh. Aaaaah.” Robbie clutches his chest and topples backward into the water.
Alice turns to face me, nipples pointed.
“No, no.” I laugh. “Please. Have mercy.”
I see movement in the corner of my eye and turn to see a middleaged man and woman. They are walking past, staring, their faces stony with disapproval and disgust.
Alice follows my gaze and sees them. I watch her expression change from one of laughing amusement to one of anger. Suddenly she turns so that she is facing the couple directly. She reaches behind herself and tugs at the string of her bikini top so that it swings loose in her hand; then she puts her hand on her bikini bottoms and pulls them down, steps out of them, and straightens up. She looks at the couple, naked and defiant, and smiles a cold, challenging smile.
The man and woman rush away, red-faced, muttering and shaking their heads.
Alice watches them go, then tips back her head and laughs.
We feast that night on take-out hamburgers and fries. The fries are crunchy, the burgers juicy, and the three of us stuff ourselves. When we’ve finished, we spread out on the sofas and talk lazily about nothing much at all.
“God, I hate people like that,” Alice says out of the blue.
“Like what?”
“Like those narrow-minded small-town hicks we saw at the beach today.”
“Narrow-minded? Really? You’ve got them totally figured out?” Robbie looks at her curiously. “After seeing them for a total of five seconds?”
“Small lives, bad haircuts, and horrible clothes. Fat and ugly to boot. The kind of people that vote for right-wing politicians and hate gays. The kind of people who say things like, She’s a nice girl, even if she’s black. I wouldn’t say I’d go as far as asking her to dinner, though.”
I laugh at Alice’s wicked satire, assuming that she’s joking. But Robbie doesn’t laugh. He looks at Alice and shakes his head. “You can be such a bitch sometimes.”
“That may be true, but I’m right about them.” She points at him. “You’re just too nice for your own good.”
“I’m not nice. You’re unfair. You just—”
Alice yawns loudly, interrupting, and stretches her arms up over her head. “Maybe I am unfair. But who cares? The whole world’s unfair, Robbie. And believe me, I know those kind of people. I know their type. They’re exactly like my parents. Sad. Bitter. Ugly. Always so nosy about what everyone else is doing because their own pathetic lives are so boring. I can see it in their eyes. I can smell the stench of them from a hundred feet away.” She stands and stretches again, flashing her tanned midriff and her belly ring as her T-shirt lifts. “Anyway, this conversation is getting boring. We’ve had it too many times before, and we’ll just have to agree to disagree. I’m suddenly very, very tired.” She blows us both a kiss and walks from the room.
Robbie and I smile at each other, listen to Alice mutter to herself as she undresses, hear the squeak of the bed as she climbs in.
“Don’t get up to anything naughty without me,” she calls from the room. “Nighty-night, children. Be good.”
“Night, Alice.”
“Do you want to go and sit outside? On the deck?” Robbie suggests to me, after a while.
“Sure.”
I can tell by the expression on his face as he arranges our chairs and by the way he waits for me to sit before he speaks that there is something on his mind.
“I want to ask you a question,” he says.
“Okay.”
He sighs. “I hate asking this type of thing. And I understand if you don’t want to answer. Feel free to tell me to drop dead.”
“Okay.” I laugh. “Drop dead.”
“At least let me ask the question first.”
“Sorry. Ask away.”
He looks back at the house before he speaks again. “Does Alice ever confide in you? About me? You know, tell you how she feels?”
“No, not really.”
“Not really?” Robbie looks at me expectantly, as if hoping I’ll elaborate.
But the truth is that when we’re alone together, Alice very rarely mentions Robbie. Of course, if we have plans to do something together she mentions him, but she has never really talked about her feelings for him. I asked her once if she loved him, if she considered him her boyfriend, but she just laughed dismissively, shook her head, and said that she wasn’t girlfriend material. And although it’s obvious that Robbie doesn’t feel so casually about Alice—he’s quite clearly head over heels in love with her—I’d always assumed they had some kind of understanding.
But Robbie wouldn’t be asking me these questions if he knew exactly where he stood. Clearly he’s hoping for more from his relationship with Alice than she’s willing to give. I have a sudden urge to tell him to protect himself, to steel his heart, to look for another girlfriend if he wants something serious. But I don’t. I can’t. I really don’t know what Alice thinks of her relationship with Robbie—perhaps she does love him but is reluctant to admit it, perhaps she’s just afraid of being hurt—and I don’t have the right to give advice or make warnings when I’m just as much in the dark as he is.
“I’ve only known her for three months, Robbie,” I remind him.
“But you two have become pretty close, you spend so much time together,” he answers. “You must have some idea what she thinks. Even if she doesn’t come right out and say it.”
“But she hasn’t said anything, honest. And so no, I don’t know any more than you do.” I look at him, puzzled. “Anyway, didn’t you say that Alice was bad for you? You compared her to some kind of unhealthy addiction. I thought you were”—I hesitate, trying to think of the right word—“um, I don’t know, in this with your eyes wide open?”
“More like my heart wide open, I think.” He smiles sadly. “Sometimes I can be rational about it and be happy just to take whatever she’s willing to give. Sometimes I can concentrate on all the bad stuff about our relationship and convince myself that anything serious with Alice would only make me miserable. But the reality is that I want more.” He sighs. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have interrogated you like that. It’s really boring when people try and talk about their relationships with a third person, isn’t it? I hate it when people do it to me.”
“Don’t worry. I’m not bored. Not at all. I just don’t have any answers.”
“Maybe I should go and see one of those people who can tell you the future. What are they called?”
“A psychic?”
“That’s it. A psychic.”
“Why don’t you just ask Alice? Talk to her seriously. Ask her what she wants.”
“I’ve tried. I ask her what she feels, what she wants, all the time. She’s an absolute master at avoiding questions—haven’t you noticed that about her? I tell her I love her and she laughs and changes the subject. If I get too serious, she gets annoyed and tells me to be quiet.”
“Maybe you need to be more forceful?” I smile and put my hand on his knee and squeeze affectionately. “Ask her if she wants to marry you and have your babies and live happily ever after,” I joke.
“I would marry her, that’s the sad part. The truth is that I’d marry her and get her pregnant and have six beautiful kids and buy a house and get a stupid, boring job and support them all forever. I’d do it in a heartbeat. I’d love to.” He sighs again. “I love her. There’s just no one else like Alice, is there? She’s beautiful, funny, smart … and she’s got so much passion for life. So much enthusiasm. She can make the most boring thing in the world seem like fun. She can turn an ordinary day into a party. Everyone else seems just, so, well, lifeless and empty in comparison.”
“Gee, thanks.”
“Shit. Sorry! I don’t mean you.”
“That’s okay. I’m only kidding.” I laugh. “It sure sounds like you’ve got it bad, though.”
“Yep. Pathetically, ridiculously in love. With a girl who’s scared of commitment.”
I wonder if he’s right. I’d always assumed that when someone said they were afraid of commitment it was really just a convenient way of getting out of an unwanted relationship. A way of dumping someone gently, without destroying the ego of the poor soul being dumped. It’s me, not you, I just can’t commit is certainly a less bitter pill to swallow than Hey, I just don’t like you enough to hang around. See ya later. But he may be right about Alice—there’s definitely something about her, something secret and closed, and despite all her apparent warmth and openness, this part of her remains hidden, untouchable.
“Did she say that?” I ask.
Robbie is staring out toward the beach, deep in thought.
“Robbie?”
“Sorry?” he says. “Did she say what?”
“Did Alice actually tell you that she’s afraid of commitment? Or is that just what you think?”
“She didn’t say it. God.” He laughs. “Imagine Alice saying something like that. No. She didn’t say it, but it’s pretty obvious, and it would make sense, don’t you think?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know how you can tell these things.”
“I mean because of her mother and stuff,” he says. “Her real mother. All that rejection. She’s bound to be wary of love.”
“Her real mother? What do you mean?”
“Oh.” He stares at me. “She hasn’t told you?”
“No. She hasn’t told me anything. What? Is she adopted or something?”
“Yeah. Shit! I probably shouldn’t say any more. I should wait and let her tell you herself.”
“You’ve practically already told me,” I say. “Her real mother rejected her and she was adopted. I already know she doesn’t like the people who adopted her. Or at least, I assume they’re the ones she calls her parents.”
“Yeah. She hates them.”
“Now it all makes a bit more sense. I didn’t understand before. I wondered how she could say such horrible things about her parents, call them fat and stupid, and then in the next breath turn around and say something really nice about her mother. It’s because they’re two different people. She has two mothers.”
“Yep. Her real mother, her biological mother, is called Jo-Jo.”
“Jo-Jo?”
“Yeah. Hippie for Joanne. She’s a hopeless old junkie. A more selfish, self-absorbed woman you’ve never met.”
“But Alice—”
“Totally loves her,” he interrupts. “Worships her. And Joanne’s filthy rich. She inherited a pile of money from her parents. Now she lavishes it on Alice. Gives her whatever she wants. And there’s this weird snobbery stuff happening. Even though Jo-Jo is useless, she acts superior to the people who adopted Alice. And Alice totally buys into it.”
“So that’s why she has all those expensive clothes, why she doesn’t need to work,” I say. “Jo-Jo gives her money.”
“Yep. Some kind of guilt thing, I suppose. She was too messed up to look after Alice and her little brother when they were kids, so she throws a whole lot of money at them to make up for it.”
“Brother? Alice has a brother?”
“Yeah.”
“A brother.” I shake my head, astounded. “Wow. I had no idea. She’s never even mentioned him once. What’s his name?”
Robbie frowns. “I don’t actually know. Alice gets weird when she talks about him. Just calls him her baby brother. I know he’s been in some kind of trouble with the law, something big, but I’m not exactly sure what. Drugs probably, like his mother.”
I’m astonished to learn that Alice has a brother, that she was adopted, that she has secrets almost as devastating as mine. Alice and I have more in common than I’d imagined, and I’m suddenly certain that this all adds up to a coincidence so extraordinary that it can be explained only as some kind of sign: a sign that Alice and I were fated to meet, that it was our destiny to become friends.
“What a mess,” I say.
“Yep.”
“Life can really suck sometimes,” I say. “Poor Alice.” But what I really mean is Poor us. All three of us have had terrible things happen—murder, cancer, abandonment—and for the first time I’m tempted to tell Robbie about Rachel. It’s not sympathy I want but the credibility that comes with having faced and lived through something tragic. I can say that I understand, and I do, but to Robbie and Alice—who know nothing of my past—my words would sound hollow. The soothing but uncomprehending words of the fortunate.
But I’m terrified I may regret such an indiscretion in the morning. I say nothing.
I wake early the next day and despite the late night, I feel refreshed and happy. Sun is streaming through the window onto my bed, and I lie there for a while with just the sheet over me and enjoy the warmth of the sunshine on my skin. I can hear the deep rumble of the ocean, and I can hear Robbie and Alice talking quietly and laughing in their bedroom.
I get up, put on my robe, and go to the kitchen. I make a cup of tea and take it to the deck. I lean against the railing and stare out at the beach. The ocean is a beautiful, clear turquoise, and the waves break gently on the shore. With my mug cupped in my hands I step off the deck and walk toward the water. I finish my tea, put the empty cup on the sand, look back toward the house and up and down the beach to check that no one is watching. I undo my robe and let it slip to the ground. I run into the water, and when I’m deep enough I dive beneath.
The water is so calm that I’m able to float comfortably on my back and swim a smooth and easy freestyle. When I’ve been swimming for a while and am both tired and refreshed, I get out, put my robe on again, and head back to the house.
“Katherine?” Alice calls out as I step inside. “What are you doing?”
I go to their room and stand in the doorway. Robbie and Alice are sitting up in bed, their legs tangled. When he sees me, Robbie pulls the sheet up to cover himself and smiles sheepishly. I grin at them happily. “It’s a beautiful morning,” I say. “Beautiful. I’ve been swimming and the water is perfect. You two should go. I’ll cook us some breakfast. Eggs Benedict, if you like.”
“You’re going to make me fat with all this gorgeous food.” Alice yawns and stretches her arms up over her head. “Fat like my monster adoptive parents.” She looks at me and raises her eyebrows. “Speaking of which …”
“Yes,” I say, and for some reason I’m embarrassed, as if I’ve been caught doing something I shouldn’t. I think it’s the way Alice is looking at me—like an angry mother waiting for her child to admit to a crime she already knows of. “Robbie told me about … that you’re adopted. I hope you don’t mind.”
But the cold expression has disappeared from her face, and I’m suddenly not sure whether I imagined it. She shrugs indifferently and yawns again. “It’s not as if it’s a big secret. I just never got around to telling you. It’s nothing really, anyway. Hardly worth talking about.”
I notice a frown cross Robbie’s brow, an almost imperceptible pursing of his lips. He sighs and rolls his eyes. “Of course. It’s nothing. Like everything else to you, eh, Alice? Nothing. Nothing, nothing, nothing. Your favorite word.”
“Hey, Robbie,” Alice says, her voice hard and cold, the expression on her face chilly, “if you don’t like the way I live my life, if you disapprove of the way I think about everything, then what are you doing here? Huh? Robbie? What exactly are you doing here?”
“I don’t disapprove of the way you think. I didn’t say that. I just think it’s crap the way you brush off everything to do with feelings like it doesn’t mean anything. It’s some kind of defense thing—and I think it’s unhealthy.”
“What?” She stares at him incredulously as she slides off the bed and stands beside it. She puts her hands on her hips. She is wearing a white nightie, a modest and pretty, almost childlike gown, and a spot of color has appeared on each of her cheeks. Her eyes are bright with anger. She looks innocent and beautiful and dangerous all at once, and it’s hard not to stare. She shakes her head and smiles bitterly. “What are you saying, Robbie? What are you talking about?”
“I’m talking about you, Alice. Your family. Your mother and your brother. I don’t even know your brother’s name. Katherine didn’t even know you had a brother. Don’t you think that’s weird? You never talk about him. You never talk about your parents or your childhood. You never talk about anything.”
“And why should I, Robbie? Just because you think it’s the right thing to do? What is it that you’re so desperate to know, anyway? What sordid little detail is it that fascinates you? Huh? You already know that Jo-Jo is a heroin addict. You already know that I was adopted. I don’t talk about my brother because I barely ever see him. I don’t talk about him because we didn’t grow up together, because he was adopted by some stupid assholes and he had a crappy life and now he’s in prison, okay? I don’t talk about him because people like you couldn’t possibly understand what he’s been through.”
I stand there watching them. It’s difficult to tear myself away, impossible not to listen. Alice has secrets. Why shouldn’t she? I want to tell Robbie to leave her alone, to drop the whole subject, but this is not my fight. I turn and start toward the kitchen, and Alice shouts my name.
“Don’t run away,” she says.
Her tone is cold and demanding and it annoys me. When I answer, I’m equally cold. “I’m not running away,” I say. “I’m going to make breakfast. I’m hungry.”
“I just want your opinion,” she continues, as if I haven’t spoken. “Don’t you think I have the right to decide what I do or don’t want to talk about? Or is it unhealthy of me to keep things to myself?” She glares at Robbie, then turns to me and raises her eyebrows. “Or should friends talk to each other about everything? Everything that has ever happened?”
“No,” I say, my voice quiet. “Of course not.” Of course you can have secrets, I think. I have secrets of my own. Let’s bury them deep and try hard to forget about them and never ever talk about them. Ever.
But I don’t have a chance to say any more because Robbie interrupts. “Let’s just leave Katherine out of it, Alice. It’s not her fight.”
“Yeah, well, she’s standing there eavesdropping as if it is.”
“I am not,” I say, suddenly defensive. “I wanted to go. You asked me for my opinion.” And I stop myself from continuing, before I start to sound like a petulant child. “Anyway”—I shrug—“I’m starving. I’m going to make breakfast.”
I turn around and stalk to the kitchen. The door slams loudly behind me. I hear Robbie exclaim and then Alice’s furious retort. I’m stung that Alice has been so unkind, and a little humiliated to be treated like some kind of nosy stranger. I pull the ingredients from the fridge—eggs, bacon, lemon, chives, butter—bang them on the counter, and slam the door shut angrily.
I make the hollandaise sauce first. I crack the eggs and separate the yolks from the whites carefully. I can still hear the hum of Robbie’s and Alice’s voices from the room. They are much quieter now, and sound calmer, as if they might be making up. And as I’m whisking the yolks, one arm holding the bowl tight against my belly, my other arm moving briskly round and round, I find myself smiling. We’ve had a fight, I think, a real fight. Our first one.
Just the way friends do.
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Sarah and I get to the mountains before five. I love it here: the slow, relaxed pace of it, the cool, brittle air and the beautiful man-made lake. It has become much more cosmopolitan since we used to visit as kids, with cafés and restaurants lining the main street, but it still has a sleepy country feel to it. I think it’s because of the wide streets and the slightly abandoned feel of the town.
I’ve booked a little cottage in a site near the lake, unimaginatively named Lake Cabins, but I’m pleased with our cabin when we arrive and have a look around. It’s already warm, as the owner has been kind enough to turn on the heat in anticipation of our arrival, and has a small deck that overlooks the lake.
“But where is the snow?” Sarah rushes to the window and peers outside, pressing her small hands against the panes.
“There’s none here, sweetie. But we’ll catch the special train up the mountain tomorrow and we’ll see lots and lots of snow.”
“Is it a magic train?”
“I think so,” I say.
“A magic snow train?”
“Exactly.” I nod.
“Can I play outside?”
“For a little while,” I tell her. “It’s getting dark.”
I help Sarah put on her fleece jacket and her boots, and she sets off outside, squealing and excited to be in a new place.
“Don’t go near the water without Mommy,” I remind her.
I get the box of groceries—milk, tea, sugar, cereal—from the trunk of the car and bring it inside. I can see Sarah from the kitchen, and as I unpack and start our dinner I watch her digging in the ground with a stick, talking to herself in a happy singsong voice. I’ve brought basil, garlic, and pine nuts, and the rest of the ingredients I need to make a pesto with spaghetti. I’ve also brought lettuce and an avocado to make a green salad, and some balsamic vinegar to dress it with.
When I’ve processed the pesto, made the salad, and put a big pot of water on the stove to boil, I put my jacket on and go outside. I sit on the deck and watch Sarah play.
“Mommy?” she says after a while, without looking up from her game.
“Yes?”
“Mommy. Are you happy?”
“Of course I am.” I’m surprised by the seriousness of her voice. “I’ve got you, so I’m very, very, very happy. I’m the luckiest mommy in the whole world. You know that.”
“I know.” She nods seriously. “I know you’re happy about that part. But are you sad because you don’t have a daddy?”
“But I do have a daddy. Grandpa is my daddy.”
She pauses for a moment, thinking. Then she looks up at me, her brows knotted in thought. “I mean a daddy for me, that’s what I mean. Are you sad that you don’t have a daddy for me?”
“I’m a little bit sad.” My instinct is to go to Sarah, to pick her up and cuddle her and tickle her and smother her with kisses. I would much rather avoid these sad discussions; they are too intense, too painful, I think, for such a little girl. But I know from experience that she wants these questions answered and that she will keep asking and asking until she’s satisfied. “I miss your daddy, and I wish he hadn’t died. But you make me so very happy that I’m much more happy than I am sad.”
She smiles, a small, tentative smile of relief.
And I wonder if it’s true. Happiness is such a hard emotion to quantify. There are moments when I’m happy, certainly, moments with Sarah when I forget who I am and what has happened, moments when I can forget the past completely and enjoy the present. But there is a weight about me, a deep sadness, a feeling of disappointment with the capriciousness of life that is hard to shrug off, hard to ignore. There are times when I realize that days and weeks have gone by without my registering them, as though I’ve been absent, or living life on some kind of automatic pilot. Sometimes I feel as if I’m a robot programmed only to ensure that Sarah is looked after, responsible for the smooth running of her life, with no capacity to desire anything for myself. My main hope for happiness now is Sarah. If she’s okay, if she can live a life free of tragedy and heartache, then I can consider myself satisfied. But that’s the most that I’m willing to expect for myself now, Sarah’s contentment; loving her is the only emotional investment in life that I’m willing to make.
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“So we’ll see you Friday evening, then?” my mother says.
“Yes.”
I’m just about to say good-bye and hang up the phone when she asks, “Why don’t you bring your new friend with you? Why don’t you bring Alice? We’d love to meet her.”
I doubt that Mom and Dad really want Alice to come; they no longer appear to enjoy any type of social interaction. It’s a strain to laugh and smile and make conversation when the only thing you can really think of is the death of your child—it’s a subject that is impossible to bring up without frightening people away. But I appreciate that she’s making an effort for my sake, that she wants my life to be as normal as possible.
I’ve thought of introducing Alice to my parents, but I’ve always decided against it. My parents are so sad, so quiet, that it can sometimes be hard for people to know how to behave around them. And I haven’t yet told Alice about Rachel. So she would doubtless find their intense seriousness, their inability to laugh, quite disconcerting.
“I don’t know, Mom,” I say. “She’s probably busy.”
“Oh please, darling. Please just ask her, at least. I know we’re dull, I know it’s probably a drag, but it would be really nice to see a new face. And it would do your father a world of good to see you happy and having some fun with a friend your own age.”
It’s so rare for Mom to ask something of me, and she sounds so genuinely keen for me to bring Alice, that I agree to ask. I promise to let her know the next day whether Alice will be coming or not. She wants time to buy some extra food.
Alice says yes, she’d love to come, and she laughs and says that she’s been waiting for me to ask.
Inevitably, on our first night there, Rachel’s name is mentioned. But I manage to change the subject quickly and so avoid the awkwardness of having to tell Alice what happened beneath the curious stares of Mom and Dad. They would certainly wonder why I’d never told Alice before.
But I know that I’m going to have to tell her. There’s no way we can get through an entire weekend without Rachel’s name coming up again. So when Alice and I say good night to my parents and go upstairs to bed, I ask her to come into my room for a minute.
“Why?” she whispers, giggling. “Have you got a secret stash of drugs in there?”
“I just want to tell you something.”
Alice looks at me wide-eyed, surprised by the tone of my voice. “Okay,” she agrees. “Just let me pee first. I won’t be a sec.”
When she returns we sit on my bed, facing each other, our legs crossed.
“I had a sister,” I say matter-of-factly. “Rachel. She was murdered.”
“What?” Alice leans forward, frowns. “What did you say?”
I wait. I know that she has heard me and just needs time to process the information. It’s always like this when you first tell someone. Always hard to believe at first.
“Tell me,” she says eventually.
And I start to talk, and as I talk I sob quietly. I tell Alice everything. The entire story, starting from the moment when Carly and Rachel and I were having coffee all those years ago, the moment I decided that we would go to the party. And I cry with remembered horror, but also with relief that I’m finally telling someone, and I talk and talk and cry some more. And Alice just listens. She doesn’t say anything, or ask questions, but she keeps her hand on my knee the whole time.
“Oh my God,” she says when I finally finish. “You poor thing. Your poor family. Why didn’t you tell me before? Oh my God. Poor Rachel.”
“Yes.” I nod. “Poor Rachel. Poor Mom and Dad. It just sucks. It ruined everything.”
Alice wraps her arms around me and holds me while I cry. Then, when I’m completely exhausted and my head aches, when the bedside clock is flashing two a.m., she helps me into bed and lies down beside me, brushing her hand over my hair until I sleep.
I wake the next morning with Alice standing beside my bed, a steaming cup in hand. “I brought you tea.” She puts the cup on my bedside table and sits on the bed. “Have you had enough sleep?”
Alice is dressed. Her hair is damp, and I can smell the citrus of her shampoo. I sit up, feeling rumpled and tired and stale. I pick up the cup. The tea is hot and strong and sweet, delicious in my dry mouth.
“How are you?” I ask after I’ve drunk half the cup and feel lucid enough to speak. “What time did you get up? You must be exhausted.”
“No. I feel great. I got up early and had breakfast with Helen on the porch.”
I wonder why Alice has started referring to Mom by her first name. My parents are usually the Mr. and Mrs. type.
“We’ve been talking about Rachel,” Alice says.
“Oh.” I’m shocked. I can’t imagine what they would have said to each other. Mom is usually so reluctant to talk to strangers about Rachel, so afraid of reducing her life and death to a story. “Is that … I mean, how did Mom … Is she … did she actually talk about it?”
“Did she talk? My God, Katherine, she didn’t stop talking. I think this is really what she’s needed. It’s been … um, what’s that word … cathartic for her, I think. Helen’s a brave, strong woman but she needs, I don’t know … she really needs some kind of outlet for all of this. It’s so clear that she’s just been holding it all in, repressing all her fury and misery for so long. I mean, don’t get me wrong, this morning was completely exhausting, emotional for both of us. We laughed and hugged. We were both crying so hard, we even had a shot of rum in our coffee. I mean, she just opened up completely this morning, told me all this stuff … things that I don’t think she’s told anyone before.” Alice tilts her head and smiles dreamily. “And I gave her some different perspectives. A new way of seeing things. A more sympathetic and tolerant view of the whole situation. I think I really helped her, you know. Really helped her let go of some of the shit she’s been bottling up inside.”
“‘The shit’?” I say. I’m irritated but not sure why. “What shit is that exactly?”
“Oh.” Alice blinks, then looks at me a little warily. “Are you okay? You don’t mind or anything, do you? It just kind of happened. I’m not even sure who brought Rachel up. I mean, I think I did initially … but I couldn’t just sit there with Helen and not say anything about her. I kind of felt false or like I was lying or something, to pretend I didn’t know. But wow, once I mentioned Rachel’s name, that was it. Helen just couldn’t stop talking.”
The way Alice is calling my mother Helen is infuriating. Every time she says it, I have to control the urge to tell her to shut up.
“I’ll have to go and see if she’s really okay.” I sigh. I toss the blankets off my legs and stand, avoiding Alice’s eyes as I put on my robe. “She’s become very good at hiding her true feelings since Rachel died. You wouldn’t be able to tell what she’s really thinking unless you know her very well. And she can sometimes be ridiculously polite. To the point of self-destructiveness, really.”
I leave the room without giving Alice a chance to say any more. I know I’m being rude and probably overly dramatic, but I’m sure that Alice has read everything all wrong—I’m certain that if they’ve been talking about Rachel, Mom will be feeling bruised and upset. And something about Alice’s attitude toward the whole thing seems oddly self-congratulatory. Annoyingly smug.
I find Mom in the kitchen. She’s standing at the island, kneading some dough, and there’s flour everywhere, a smear of it on her cheek. She is humming.
“Oh! Darling.” She smiles and puts her hand on her chest. “You startled me.”
“How are you?” I look at her carefully.
“Oh! I’m feeling quite …” She touches her lip vaguely, leaving a smear of flour behind. Her eyes tear up and I think she’s about to cry, but then she smiles. “I’m feeling fine, actually. Alice and I had a lovely talk this morning. A really good, honest conversation about Rachel. It was, well, it was liberating to get it all out.” She laughs then and shakes her head. “I was swearing like a sailor, darling. I even drank rum like a sailor, too.”
“Rum? Already?” I look up toward the kitchen clock. “It’s only just past ten!”
“I know. Aren’t we wicked? Your friend Alice.” Mom shakes her head, smiles fondly. “She’s quite a character, isn’t she? Such good fun.”
“I guess so.” I open the fridge, busy myself looking through it. “Although it’s hard to imagine you swearing.” I can’t help it, I sound disapproving.
“Well, I was.” If Mom has noticed my mood she’s not letting on; she remains cheerful and bright. “Those poor men. Their ears must be burning still.”
“‘Poor men’? What poor men?” I close the fridge door, stare at her.
“Well, boys, really, not men. The boys who killed Rachel.”
“‘Poor’? I don’t think so. At least they’re still alive.”
“That’s right. They are. And they’ve got to live with what they’ve done forever.”
“Good,” I say viciously. “So they damn well should.”
“Indeed.” My mother looks at me. “It’s okay. Get it all out, darling. Swear if you want to.”
“God, Mom, I’ve already done all that.”
“Good. Well, that’s good. I’m glad you have.” She laughs. “It feels good to get angry, doesn’t it? It feels good to behave badly sometimes.”
“I wouldn’t call it behaving badly. I’d call it behaving like a normal human being.”
“Of course. You’re absolutely right. Alice pointed that out.”
“And you’re okay?” I don’t know why I’m not relieved. But there’s a strange and shameful part of me that’s disappointed to find her looking so happy. I suppose I’m a little jealous that it was talking to Alice, not me, that made her feel this way. “You’re not upset?”
“Upset? Well, of course I’m upset, sweetheart. My beautiful, talented daughter was murdered. But it just feels so good to … to have acknowledged how fucking angry I really am. To let a bit of that anger out.” She shrugs and turns back to her kneading, pushing into the dough furiously. “It just feels so great to express it. I was so vicious about those men, those boys, those bastards, I almost started feeling sorry for them.”
“Oh. Well. That’s—” I stop, turn away and go to the counter, busy myself finding the sugar, a cup, scooping leaves into the teapot. I’ve never heard my mother swear before. Never. In almost eighteen years. And far from feeling happy that she’s finally releasing some of this natural anger, far from feeling pleased to see her let go a little, I am close to tears. I feel hurt. I’ve tried so many times to get her to talk about Rachel, to express some anger, to scream and cry and rail at the unfairness of it all, but she’s always been so stony and stoic, tight-lipped and unwilling to let herself be overcome by emotion.
Where I have always failed, Alice has succeeded—and so easily and quickly!
I finish making my tea silently, and as I’m about to leave the room and head back up to my bedroom to drink it in aggrieved solitude, Mom approaches. She stands directly in front of me, puts her hand on my shoulder, and squeezes. “She’s a lovely girl, your friend Alice. I’m so glad you brought her up this weekend.”
I nod and force myself to smile.
“And she clearly thinks the world of you,” Mom says. “She couldn’t sing your praises highly enough. I’m so glad you two have become friends.” And then she leans forward and kisses me on the cheek. She smiles, and it is the happiest, most genuine smile I’ve seen on her face since the moment she learned that Rachel had died. My mother holds her arms open wide; I put my tea down and my arms around her. We hug, squeezing tightly for a long, long time, and by the time we let go, all the resentment I’ve been feeling toward Alice has vanished. She’s made Mom happy and instead of feeling childishly jealous, I should be grateful. I’ve been unreasonable and self-centered and petty. And as I head back upstairs I promise myself that in the future I’ll be much more generous and understanding toward Alice. After all, she has the best intentions. She’s a good friend, a kind and giving friend, and her heart is always in the right place.
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Rachel and Carly and I stopped at Carly’s house on our way to the party. Carly took off her school uniform and changed into a pair of jeans, a tight pink tank top, and a pair of flat gold sandals. She offered to lend us something to wear and I chose a pair of jeans and a striped T-shirt, but all of Carly’s clothes were far too big for Rachel.
“You’ll just have to wear your uniform,” I said.
“I’m going to look like such a loser,” Rachel whined, looking down at herself. And though she had already removed her school tie and untucked her shirt, there was nothing she could do about the length of the skirt—a long, dark-green kilt that hung well beneath her knees, an obvious sign of our private-school status. “I’m going to stick out like a sore thumb.”
“Who cares?” I said. “You’re going to stick out anyway. You’ll be the youngest person there, the only fourteen-year-old within a hundred miles.”
“But I—”
“Rach,” I interrupted. “Stop complaining. You shouldn’t even be coming, remember. These are my friends, not yours.”
Rachel and I both took our hair out of ponytails and let it hang loose—Rachel’s long and straight and golden, mine brown and curly-wild. We borrowed some of Carly’s lip gloss and made our eyes dark with her mascara and eyeliner.
Carly took her cell phone from her schoolbag and switched it off. She tossed it on her bed. “If you don’t want your parents calling,” she said, “leave yours here, too.”
Rachel looked at me, uncertain, waiting for me to make the decision. I shrugged, took my phone from my bag, switched it off, and tossed it on Carly’s bed. Rachel quickly did the same.
When we’d squirted ourselves with some of Carly’s mother’s expensive-looking perfume—bottles of which covered her dressing table—we set off. We didn’t have enough money for a taxi, so we decided to walk. After we’d been walking for five minutes, idly discussing which houses we did or didn’t like as we passed them, Carly reached into her shoulder bag and brought out a plastic bottle.
“Hold on a minute,” she said. She stopped walking, twisted the cap off, and took a long drink. The way her eyes watered and the way she gasped as she lowered the bottle revealed that she wasn’t drinking water.
“Vodka.” She held the bottle toward me. “With a bit of lemonade. Want some?”
I shook my head in amused disbelief, but took the bottle anyway. I should’ve known that Carly wouldn’t go to the party without some alcohol. She was the first girl at our school to start drinking, the one who arranged for someone older to buy it for us whenever we needed it.
I lifted the bottle to my mouth and took a tentative sip. It was strong. Much more vodka than lemonade. “God, Carly, that’s lethal,” I gasped as I handed it back.
“Rach?” Carly held the bottle out toward Rachel and lifted her eyebrows questioningly. Rachel looked at me as if for permission.
“May as well.” I shrugged. “You won’t like it, though. It tastes like gasoline the first time you try it.”
Rachel took a small sip and, as I knew she would, screwed her face up with disgust.
“Yuck. That is vile,” she said.
“It’s just a means to an end.” Carly shook her head when Rachel tried to hand the bottle to her and pushed it back into Rachel’s hands. “The more you drink, the easier it gets. It’ll help you relax, help you have a good time.”
Rachel did what Carly suggested and put the bottle to her lips and took another drink.
“Not quite so bad,” she said, making a face. “But I think I still like normal lemonade better.”
Carly laughed. “But normal lemonade won’t help you enjoy yourself the way this will. Take my word for it.”
I’m not sure why I didn’t worry about what Rachel was drinking. I still don’t know why I didn’t take care of her better, monitor her drinking and make sure she stayed sober. I guess the vodka had an almost immediate effect on me—on all three of us. We shared the bottle as we walked, each of us taking frequent sips, and soon the alcohol started to taste better and we started taking greedier swigs.
When the bottle was empty, Carly stopped walking.
“Hold on.” She put her bag on the ground and pulled out a large glass bottle, turning it so that we could see the label: Stolichnaya Vodka. “You didn’t really think I’d let us run out, did you?” She grinned. “We’ll have to drink it straight now. There’s no more lemonade.” She refilled the plastic bottle and held it out to Rachel. “You can go first. It’s going to taste like fire again. But you’ll get used to it.”
Rachel took a large swig. The expression on her face as she swallowed made Carly and me laugh.
By the time we arrived we were all quite tipsy. Rachel had a neat circle of flushed skin on each of her cheeks and a huge grin on her face. She looked pretty and innocent and very young.
“How do you feel?” I took her hand in mine and smiled. The vodka had dissolved all my earlier irritation, smoothed out all my rough edges. I no longer felt so mad at her for coming with us. It just didn’t matter. “Are you okay?”
We hadn’t entered the shed, but we could hear the music, the dum dum dum of the bass, the sound of voices and laughter, young people having a good time. Young people with no adults around.
Rachel just stared at me, still smiling, and nodded. She started moving her body in time with the music. She raised her eyebrows, and cocked her head, as if to listen more carefully to the notes.
“Come on.” Carly stood behind us and pushed us gently forward. “We’re not going to stand out here all afternoon. Much as I love you both, I didn’t walk all this way just to hang out here with you two.”
It occurred to me as we headed inside that I hadn’t actually thought any of this through very carefully. We’d planned to be gone for only an hour. We’d planned to get Rachel home by five, with plenty of time to practice the piano. But we’d been at Carly’s for a good ten minutes and the walk had taken another forty. And as I watched Rachel heading into the party, the bounce in her step matching the rhythm of the music, I realized that it was now inevitable that we’d be late getting home. If Rachel had just gone home, everything would have been okay. I could have called Mom and Dad later and made up some excuse for my absence, said I was doing homework at Carly’s. They would have been annoyed but not as angry as they were going to be now that Rachel was involved. Rachel being home late would be a big deal, she was still only fourteen and was missing out on piano practice—and missing piano was always a major crime. And I had no idea how we were going to hide the smell of vodka. One thing was certain: we were going to be in trouble, big trouble.
I may as well make the most of it, I thought as I followed Rachel inside.
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Alice walks ahead of us. She’s only a fraction in front, barely two steps, but it’s enough to make it difficult to include her in a conversation, enough to make it clear that she’s not in the mood to talk. I don’t think she’s unhappy or angry or upset—far from it, she’s in good spirits, glowing with energy and beauty, clearly excited to be going out on such a beautiful autumn evening and enjoying the last of the warm weather.
But she gets like this sometimes, preoccupied and silent. Robbie and I know her well enough not to worry that she might be upset or offended about something; we understand that she is sometimes happier not to participate. Robbie even made a joke about it once. Robbie and I were talking animatedly of our shared love of music—from rock and pop to opera—when we discovered that Alice had fallen asleep on the sofa. We had no idea how long she’d been asleep. We’d been talking on and on, oblivious, for hours. I think she’s tired of our constant blathering, Katherine, Robbie had said, laughing, when we found her. I think we talk too much. We’re boring
her to death. And he’s probably right. Robbie and I never run out of things to say to each other—our conversations can continue for hours and hours.
In fact, Robbie and I talk so much, and get along so very well, that I started to worry that it might be upsetting Alice. I wondered if she might not be jealous. But when I asked her if she minded me talking to Robbie so much, if she wanted me to back off, she shook her head and looked at me quizzically.
“Why? I love it that you get along. My two favorite people in the world. I’m thrilled that you’ve got so much to talk about,” she said.
“Oh, good. I was scared you might be … well, think that I was stepping on your toes, that you might be jealous.”
“Jealous?” Alice shook her head, looked thoughtful. “I’ve never been jealous. Of anyone. Of anything. I can honestly say that it’s not an emotion I’m familiar with.” And then she shrugged. “Jealousy’s a stupid, futile little sentiment, if you ask me.”
It’s Friday night and I probably should be at home studying. But I studied hard during the week, and both Robbie and Alice had begged me to come out. School is important, I know that, but right now my friendship with Alice and Robbie is more so. Right now, having fun, living the life I’ve denied myself for so long, seems more than important. It’s crucial.
Robbie and I are talking about skiing. Robbie loves it and suggests that the three of us head to the slopes next winter.
“I’m not very good, though,” I admit. “I’ll probably just slow you down, ruin your vacation.”
“I’ll teach you,” Robbie promises. “You’ll be good by the time we leave.”
I laugh. “Such arrogance. You don’t even know how bad I am. To teach me to be good at skiing would be something close to a miracle.”
“He taught me.” Alice turns around and slows her pace so that she can walk beside us. She shuffles between us so that Robbie and I are forced apart and she can walk in the middle. “I couldn’t even stand straight on the skis, but a week later I was skiing like a champion.” She hooks her arm through Robbie’s and smiles up at him. “And you are so sexy when you’re skiing.” She looks at me. “He’s just so confident and in charge when he skis. So totally lovable.”
Robbie suddenly stops walking and looks down at Alice. He is frowning. “Lovable, huh? You could have fooled me. That’s not quite the impression I got when we were there.”
Alice laughs and pushes her body closer to Robbie’s. “Silly,” she says. “You obviously don’t understand me, then.”
Robbie doesn’t respond to Alice’s affection the way he usually does. Instead, he shakes his head in a gesture of irritation. “We’re here,” he says, unhooking his arm from Alice’s. He nods toward a bar that has the sign “Out of Africa” in front of it. “This is the place.”
He pulls open the door and steps aside so that Alice and I can go in ahead of him. I smile at him as I pass, and though his mouth curves upward the smile doesn’t reach his eyes. And I can tell by the stiff way he holds himself that he is upset or angry or both.
Inside it is very dark, lit only by small lamps on the walls and candles on the tables. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust but when I do I see that the walls are a deep red and that there are brightly colored cushions on each of the chairs.
“I’ll go to the bar and get us some drinks,” Robbie says.
“What an excellent idea,” says Alice. “I’ll have a bottle of champagne.”
“A whole bottle?” Robbie stares at her. “Don’t you think that’s a bit—”
“No,” Alice interrupts. “I think it’s perfect. A bottle. Thank you.”
Robbie shakes his head and looks at me. “Katherine?”
“Lemon, lime, and soda, thanks.”
Alice rolls her eyes. “‘Lemon, lime, and soda, thanks.’” She imitates me in a high-pitched, mocking voice. “No alcohol for Miss Goody Two-shoes.”
“I can’t, Alice. I’m underage. I don’t have ID.”
“You don’t have to explain yourself, Katherine,” Robbie says. “I’m just going to have a soda. I’ve got soccer tomorrow. Alice can drink alone tonight.”
“Wow.” Alice sighs. “What a load of fun you two are. Lucky me.”
Robbie frowns down at her, his mouth set, his eyes cold, before turning away and heading toward the bar.
Alice watches him walk away. “I think he’s mad at me,” she says, shrugging. She looks around the room, staring openly at the other customers.
I turn to watch Robbie, who is standing at the bar, waiting for our drinks. He is staring straight ahead, his face blank. He looks miserable.
“What just happened?” I ask Alice. “Why is he suddenly so angry?”
“Oh, I think I reminded him of something when I talked about our ski trip. He got a bit upset when we were there. I spent some time with one of the ski instructors. Just one night. Robbie didn’t like it.”
“‘Some time’? ‘One night’? What do you mean?”
Alice doesn’t look at me. She is staring at a couple at a table to the side of us. “I mean exactly what I said.” She sighs and speaks in a clear, deliberate voice, as if I have difficulty hearing or understanding. “Just one night. With another man. In his room. I’m sure you don’t want the details. Robbie wasn’t happy. He seems to have some kind of misplaced proprietary feelings toward me.”
I’m so shocked by what Alice is admitting that I can think of nothing to say, and I sit there stupidly for a moment, my hand over my mouth. I knew that Alice had a fairly casual view of her relationship with Robbie, I knew that she was far less committed than he. But that she actually spent the night with another man while on a trip with Robbie is astounding. Either it was an act of deliberate cruelty or, just as shocking, it proved that Alice had some kind of bizarre inability to imagine how such behavior would affect Robbie.
Before I have the chance to gather my thoughts and make some kind of intelligent response, Alice jumps up from her seat and starts waving her arms.
“Ben!” she calls out as she leaves our table and approaches the couple that she’s been watching for the last few minutes. “Ben Dewberry! It is you. I thought I recognized you. I’ve been staring and staring, and then I heard your voice. I knew it was you, for sure, as soon as I heard you speak.”
Alice is so loud that there is a moment of silence in the bar as people stop talking to listen. Ben and the girl sitting opposite him—a tall girl with long, wild red hair and pale skin—stare at Alice as she approaches. Ben looks shocked, almost frightened.
“Alice.” He stands up and extends his hand as if to shake Alice’s, but she ignores it and steps close to embrace him. She kisses him, hard and for too long, on the lips. When she steps back, Ben’s cheeks are flushed and he looks uncertain and embarrassed. “Wow. What are you doing here?” He has an Australian accent.
“Having dinner, of course, silly. The same as you.” Alice takes hold of Ben’s hand and turns back to face our table just as Robbie arrives with the drinks. “Robbie, Katherine. This is Ben. Ben Dewberry, the first true love of my life.”
Ben looks over Alice’s shoulder at his companion and shrugs, starts to say something, but Alice, who has her back toward Ben’s friend, tugs on Ben’s arm.
“Come and sit with us,” she says. “Come on. We can all sit together.”
“Oh. I don’t think …” Ben looks at his friend. “Philippa and I …”
Alice spins on her heel and faces Philippa. “Hello there. I’m Alice.” She lets go of Ben and puts her arm out toward Philippa. They shake hands. Alice smiles and Philippa nods, smiles stiffly.
“You’ll come and join us, won’t you?” Alice says. “At least come over and sit with us for a while. Ben and I haven’t seen each other for years. We’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”
Philippa and Ben agree to join us, and as they gather their things, Robbie looks at me, his expression one of irritation and disbelief, and rolls his eyes. The waitress helps us pull a table over and join it to ours to make enough room for the five of us.
Except for Alice, who seems oblivious to everyone else’s discomfort and chats away happily, we are all very quiet and awkward as we sip our drinks. Alice talks about the summer when she went out with Ben. Ben seems uncomfortable and embarrassed, and smiles at Philippa apologetically every time Alice mentions how much she enjoyed having an Australian boyfriend and how she used to love listening to his accent.
“Let’s order some food,” Alice says suddenly. “I’m dying of starvation. You’ll order for us, won’t you, Robbs? You’ve been here before, you know what’s good?”
“Oh.” Philippa shakes her head and looks at Ben with a panicked expression. “No. We’d better go back to our own table now.”
“Don’t be silly.” Alice reaches over the table and puts her hand over Philippa’s. “We’re all enjoying your company so much. Please stay and eat with us. You know, the three of us were totally bored and irritable before you two joined us. We’re all bored out of our minds with each other, really.” Alice tips her head back and laughs. “We’ve spent so much time together lately that we can barely stand the sight of each other anymore.”
Alice continues laughing, but everyone else is silent. I stare down into my drink and try to hide my burning cheeks. I feel humiliated and upset. I’ve been enjoying Alice and Robbie’s company so much, feeling so happy to have such close friendships again, that Alice’s comment—her obvious disdain of something I’ve come to value so dearly—makes me feel ridiculous, injured.
I’m sure that Robbie feels equally upset—and for this reason I’m unable to look at him. To see my humiliation reflected in his eyes would be unbearable.
Ben says, “Sure, we’ll eat with you guys. We’re having a great time.” His voice is loud, overenthusiastic. “Aren’t we, Philippa?”
“Excellent. Thank God for that.” Alice slaps her hand on the table triumphantly. Her champagne bottle is empty and she looks slightly drunk—her cheeks glowing, her eyes brilliant—and she seems completely oblivious to the tension among us. “Let’s get some more drinks to this party,” she announces. “We’re dying of thirst here, Robbie. What do you recommend?”
Robbie clears his throat. “I’m just going to have another Coke.” He smiles at Philippa and Ben in a forced way. “What do you guys want?”
“More water?” Philippa lifts an empty glass. “If that’s okay?”
“Ben’ll have a beer,” Alice decides, nudging him, grinning. “Won’t you, Ben? You’re not a party pooper.”
“Sure.” He nods. “Why not? A beer would be fine.”
“And more champagne,” Alice says, tossing a hundred-dollar bill toward Robbie. “Another bottle.”
“Could you come and give me a hand, Katherine?” Robbie asks as he takes the money. His voice is stiff and controlled. He looks furious.
“Sure.” I watch Alice as I get up. She’s been so weirdly belligerent since we arrived that I’m afraid that my going to the bar with Robbie will incite another snide remark. But she’s leaning toward Philippa and doesn’t even glance our way as we leave.
Robbie and I walk to the bar in silence. When we reach it, Robbie turns back to look at our table.
“Damn Alice,” he says. “She’s got some kind of agenda tonight. This is going to end in tears.”
“What do you mean?” I feel a knot of dread tighten my lower belly. I don’t want anything unpleasant to happen. I don’t want Alice to behave badly, to be cruel. I don’t want Robbie and Alice to break up, or for Alice to do something so horrible that I’m forced to question my friendship with her. The idea that this all could be over is too dreadful to contemplate, and I have to control a rising sense of panic at the thought of a future without my friendship with Robbie and Alice, a future far too lonely and dull and miserable to bear. “Let’s just have dinner and get her out of here. Get her home to bed.”
Robbie stares at me. “You haven’t seen her like this before, have you?”
“Like this? I don’t know. I haven’t seen her be so deliberately unkind before, if that’s what you mean.”
He shakes his head. “This is different. I’ve seen her like this a few times now. It’s really weird. And scary. Like she’s on a self-destruct mission. There’s no way we’ll be able to get through to her tonight. She won’t listen. And I’ll bet you a million dollars she’ll want to make a big night of it. And she’ll drag Philippa and Ben along for the ride, you watch.” He laughs bitterly. “She can be ruthless when she’s like this.”
I’m not sure what Robbie is so worried about—what he’s saying doesn’t make a lot of sense—but I’m frightened anyway. “So we’ll go out and have some fun. Go dancing or something. We can look after her, can’t we? We can make sure nothing bad happens.”
“If I were you, I’d bail now, while I could. I’d go home myself, but someone’s got to make sure she makes it home alive.” He looks over at the table again.
Alice is talking animatedly to Philippa. Philippa has her arms crossed defensively over her chest and is leaning back, away from Alice. She isn’t smiling.
We collect the drinks, and as we are walking back to the table, Philippa jumps up. She walks quickly, her head down, toward the ladies’ room
“Is Philippa okay?” I ask Ben as we put the drinks down.
“I …” He looks at Alice. “I think she might be …”
“She’s pissed off because I told her something about Ben and me.” Alice laughs. “Jesus, Ben. You picked an uptight one this time. If you wanted to find someone totally different from me, you sure succeeded.”
Ben laughs uncertainly. I can’t believe that he is just sitting there, and I’m about to ask if he wants me to go and check on Philippa when Robbie stands up.
“I forgot the water,” he says abruptly, and heads back to the bar.
And then I see why Ben is not in any hurry to chase after Philippa. As Robbie turns away, Alice puts her hand beneath the table. She puts it on Ben’s thigh, high on his thigh, and then moves it so that her hand is directly over his crotch.
I stand up immediately. Alice is smiling at me, a smile stripped of any warmth, and I’m certain that she knows what I’ve just seen, and that she’s glad.
“I’m just going to the bathroom.” I maneuver myself between the table and my chair so clumsily that the chair tips backward. “Shit,” I mutter as I grab the back of the chair before it falls. “Shit.”
“Calm down, Katherine,” Alice says. “What’s the matter with you? You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”
I pull myself upright and glare down at her, and then I look at Ben, who at least has the decency to look embarrassed. “I’m going to the bathroom,” I say as coldly and as calmly as I can. “To see if Philippa is okay.”
Alice lifts her shoulders dismissively, and I turn and walk away. I wonder if Robbie will return to the table and see what I’ve just seen, or if he doesn’t see it, at least sense that something very odd is going on. I don’t particularly want Robbie to see Alice’s hand between Ben’s legs; it pains me to imagine his hurt and humiliation, and I don’t want the evening to end in drama and tears and painful recriminations. But Alice is humiliating Robbie and he deserves better, and there’s a definite part of me that wants Alice to be punished for it, a part of me that wants to see Robbie slap her face and dump her for good. And yet I still have a small and ridiculous (but persistent) hope that everything will miraculously turn out all right—that Alice will stop acting so crazy, apologize, so the three of us will be able to go home happy and laughing, return to normal.
But even if Robbie does see Alice touching Ben, it may not be the end of their relationship. After all, I’ve just learned that Alice had sex with someone else while they were on vacation and Robbie still wants to be with her. I’ve really no idea how much Robbie would put up with from Alice, but I’m concerned and quite sad to think that my friendship with Alice may have just changed irrevocably. She has been so unkind tonight, so deliberately cruel to both me and Robbie—and to Philippa—that I don’t think I’ll be able to trust her again. At least not so blindly. Right now, I’m not even sure that I like her anymore.
In the bathroom one cubicle door is closed, and I assume that Philippa is hiding inside.
“Philippa?” I tap gently on the door.
There’s no answer, but I sense her become stiller, quieter.
“Philippa. It’s me, Katherine. I just wanted to see if you were okay.”
“Katherine?” I see her shadow move beneath the door and then she unlatches and opens it. “Thank goodness it’s you,” she says. “I thought you might be Alice.”
Her eyes are bloodshot and her cheeks have bright red stains of color on them. She looks as though she’s been crying.
“Are you all right?” I say.
“Yes.” She puts her hand over her mouth and looks down. When she has composed herself, she looks up again and smiles. “I’m fine. Thanks.”
She goes to the sink and washes her hands, catches my eye in the mirror.
“So what are they doing out there?” she asks.
“Oh.” I look away from her reflection. “Just talking, waiting for the food, you know.” I’m not sure what she’s seen, don’t know how upset she is.
“So Alice and Ben aren’t screwing on the table yet?”
“What?” I say.
She laughs curtly, checks her face in the mirror, touches her hair. “I don’t care if they are, you know. I couldn’t care less. Ben’s a creep. I hardly know him. This is only the second time we’ve been out together.”
“Really?” I stare at her. “So he’s not your boyfriend?”
“No way.” She shakes her head. “God, no. Give me a little more credit than that.”
I am smiling now, with relief and amusement.
She grins back at me and then tips her head and laughs delightedly at the ceiling. She laughs loudly and happily, as if she’s been holding it in, and I realize that she hasn’t been in the stall crying at all. “Alice had her hand on Ben’s thigh. He thought I couldn’t see. She knew I could. I can’t tell you how truly embarrassing it was sitting there like that, playing her weird, psycho little game. Completely surreal … I wish I’d said something. But I’m never quick enough, I can never think of something witty or intelligent to say when I’m in a situation like that.” She pauses for a moment, then looks at me more seriously. “What is it with her? With Alice? I’m sorry, I know she’s your friend, but why does she have her hand on the leg of some creepy guy who is out to dinner with another girl? And why on earth would she do something like that when she has someone as lovely as Robbie with her? They are together, aren’t they? It’s hard to tell. Especially when she’s so busy flirting with Ben. But he seems really nice. Robbie, I mean, not Ben. Ben’s about as nice as a bathful of slimy toads.”
“Robbie is nice. He’s lovely,” I agree quickly. “And I don’t know. I don’t know what’s wrong with Alice tonight. But, honestly, she’s not usually like this. She’s not usually so horrible.” But as I say it I realize that my words feel hollow and untrue. I haven’t seen Alice behave quite this badly before but, in some way, it seems that she’s been getting progressively worse and worse since I’ve met her. The more I see of her, I suddenly realize, the more I see that I don’t like. I shrug. “I’m sorry. She’s been really unpleasant. There’s no excuse.”
“‘Unpleasant’?” Philippa stares at me incredulously. “Unpleasant? Sorry, but that’s not unpleasant. Unpleasant is a sticky summer day, or someone in a bad mood. I wouldn’t exactly use that word to describe your friend. A better word would be cruel. Or spiteful. Or vicious. Or all three.”
And though I’m starting to wonder if Philippa might not be right, I also feel a prick of indignation. Alice is my friend, after all. It’s not fair of Philippa to judge her so harshly, so quickly.
“She’s not that bad,” I say. “She’s got some fantastic qualities. She can be incredibly generous and charming when she wants to. She can be a lot of fun.”
“So could Adolf Hitler,” she retorts. “Look, I don’t want to offend you. And I shouldn’t say this stuff, I know, I get myself in trouble all the time for opening my mouth like this. You’ve heard of bigfoot? Well, I’m bigmouth. I can’t stop myself. Anyway. Your friend is a total bitch. And I don’t think it’s curable.”
“What?” I sound a lot more surprised and offended than I feel.
“Yep. And I absolutely know what I’m talking about. I’m studying psychology.” She shrugs. “I’m practically a psychologist, so I’m totally qualified to make a diagnosis—Alice is a bitch. In fact, I think she’s probably got mental problems. And you seem not to have figured that out yet.”
I just stand there, silent, bewildered.
Philippa watches my face, then bursts out laughing. “Okay. Sorry. That was just a bad joke. I mean, Alice is definitely a bitch, and I am studying psychology, but I was just kidding about being qualified to diagnose it. I mean, anyone could see that she’s not a good person. I was just trying to say it in a funny way. To cheer you up. You look so serious and upset.”
I turn away and occupy myself looking in the mirror, fixing my hair. I am upset, Philippa is right, but I don’t want her to know how bad I feel, and I certainly don’t want to cry in front of her. I should be angry, offended, on Alice’s behalf, but Alice has behaved so horribly tonight that I can hardly blame Philippa for thinking as she does.
“I doubt very much that you can have any kind of real understanding of a person after knowing them for just half an hour,” I say unconvincingly. “She’s just having a bad day.”
“I’ve known her for almost an hour and a half, actually.” She leans into the mirror right next to me, forcing me to meet her eyes. “And I don’t know about you, but I’ve had lots of bad days and I’ve never behaved like that. And I’ll bet you ten million bucks that you haven’t, either.”
I’m about to argue, to tell Philippa that she’s being ridiculous, that Alice may be eccentric and a little self-centered, but she’s not a terrible person, she isn’t sick. And Robbie and I are not a pair of gullible idiots. But then we hear the creak of the door as it swings open, and suddenly Alice is standing there in front of us.
“What are you two doing?” she says as she walks into a stall. She leaves the door open as she pulls her skirt up, lowers her underpants, sits on the toilet, and starts to pee noisily. “Our food has started to arrive. And it’s so divine that if you don’t hurry it’ll all be eaten before you even get back to the table.” She stands up and flushes, walks to the basin to wash her hands and looks first at Philippa and then at me in the mirror. “And guess what? We’re all going back to my place after this. To make margaritas. And we’re all gonna have one. Even you, Katherine. It’s all been decided.”
We return to the table and eat our dinner, which is, as Alice said, delicious. Alice gives all her attention to Philippa and is suddenly intent on asking her all about herself. Philippa is polite and answers Alice’s questions as briefly as possible, but she glances surreptitiously at me every now and again, a bemused look on her face.
Apart from the obvious coldness with which Philippa treats Ben, the dinner passes smoothly and without further incident, and when we leave the restaurant and start walking up the road toward Alice’s, I’m surprised to find that my anxiety is gone. In fact I’m feeling quite relaxed, am almost enjoying myself. There are a lot of people on the streets, laughing and talking as they walk, and there’s a contagious vibe of excitement. It’s Friday night, and everyone is buzzing with anticipation and enthusiasm; there are happy-looking people everywhere, funky clothes, noise and laughter. So Alice is drunk and has been a bit of a bitch. So what? Worse things have happened. It’s hardly the end of the world.
We stop at a liquor store on the way and buy tequila for the margaritas. We buy handfuls of lemons from the small grocery store on the corner of Alice’s street. And when we get to Alice’s we are all happily occupied, finding enough cocktail glasses, squeezing lemons, blending the bittersweet mixture. Alice puts on some music and we sing loudly as we move around her hot, crowded kitchen. And we’re all enjoying ourselves, and one another’s company, and for a time I forget about Alice’s earlier behavior, forget my fears that the night was going to end in disaster.
“Let’s play a game,” Alice says when we’ve each got an enormous icy cocktail in our hand. I don’t intend to drink mine, but I’ll sip on it just to keep Alice happy and dump it out when she’s not looking. I’m going to remain stone-cold sober. Vigilant.
“Yes,” I agree and I look at Robbie and smile, and it’s a smile that says, See? Everything is going to be fine. We’re all having a great time.
And Robbie smiles back tentatively, still uncertain.
“Truth or dare.” Alice rubs her hands together excitedly and heads into the living room. “Come on. I love this game. It’s the best way to get to know people.”
We all follow her and sit cross-legged on the floor around her coffee table. Someone turns the music down.
“Me first?” Alice pokes her tongue out at Robbie. “And you can ask me. Since you think you know me so well. You might find out something surprising.”
“Truth or dare?” Robbie says.
“Truth.”
“Okay, then.” Robbie takes a sip of his drink and looks thoughtful for a moment. Then he looks at Alice seriously. “Do you ever regret things? Things that you’ve said or done?”
Alice stares at him for a moment. Then she rolls her eyes. “God, Robbie. This is meant to be fun.” She sighs. “Regret things … um, let me think for a moment.” She shakes her head firmly. “Nope. I don’t. I regret nothing. Regret is for the incompetent and the unconfident. And I am neither of those. Okay, thanks for that boring contribution, Robbie.” She looks around at everyone, smiling. “Who should I pick next?” Then she looks pointedly at Ben. “Young Ben. Help me keep this game on track. Keep it dirty and fun, the way it’s supposed to be. Truth or dare? And answer quickly, before I fall asleep.”
“Truth.”
“Good. Just what I hoped you’d say. And I have a question all ready for you.” Alice raises her eyebrows and leans forward. “So, young Ben, where was the most interesting place you’ve ever had sex? And you have to answer, or I get to give you a dare. And it won’t be nice.”
Ben laughs nervously and looks down at his drink. “Um, well, I guess it was once … well, it was a couple of years ago. When I first came to the States. There was this very wild girl I met. And she wouldn’t take no for an answer. No way. Not this girl. And, my God, her body was awesome, so I wasn’t about to say no myself. And anyway, this one night, we were at a friend’s house and this girl, she drags me into the parents’ bedroom. And, you know, we’re making out on their bed and then the parents come in so we scuttle into the closet, this huge walk-in thing, and, well, it’s nice and dark in there and cozy, and so, you know, we just continue with what we were doing before.” He stops talking and looks at Alice and grins. Alice looks back at him, smiling, encouraging, and all at once it’s very obvious that the girl he’s talking about is Alice. And Robbie is staring at Ben, his face blank, but I notice that his fist is clenched tightly in his lap. And again I feel that sense of panic, an overwhelming desire for everything to just stop. Rewind. Go back to the beginning. The night is going to end horribly after all. Robbie was right.
But Ben is oblivious, and I wonder if he has even realized that Alice and Robbie are an item. Alice has certainly done a good job of acting as if Robbie means nothing to her.
“But that’s not it,” Ben continues. “The really kinky bit was when—”
“Thanks, Ben,” Robbie interrupts, his voice loud and cold and sharp with sarcasm. “Thanks for that. But I think we’ve all heard enough now. And thanks, Alice, for asking such an intelligent question. ’Cause that was so interesting, just so great to listen to. I didn’t realize, but now I do, that seedy sex stories are what makes a game fun. Great. Thanks for that, Ben. I’ll try to be as … well, as crass as you, when my turn comes.”
Ben blushes a deep red and sucks furiously on his cocktail, and Philippa smothers a horrified, embarrassed laugh in her hand.
“My turn, my turn,” I say, falsely cheerful. I turn to Philippa expectantly, hoping that she’ll help me try to smooth everything out. “Philippa? Truth or dare?”
“Truth,” Philippa says obligingly. “I love truths. Don’t you? I think they’re just hilarious. You can find out some brilliant secrets about people. And I really love hearing the questions people ask, too. They often reveal a lot more about the person asking than the person being asked, don’t you think?”
I smile at Philippa, grateful for her chatter. But it’s hard to come up with something to ask her, and I’m silent for a moment, thinking.
“Katherine.” Alice laughs. “You haven’t even got a question, have you? Let me go. Come on. One more. I’ll ask you.”
“But you’ve already had a turn,” Robbie says. “Let Katherine go.”
“We’re not playing properly, anyway. Really, it should be Ben’s turn. So it doesn’t matter, does it?” Alice says. And it’s clear now that she’s drunk. She’s speaking slowly, carefully, trying hard to enunciate each word, but the slur in her voice is obvious. “And since when did you become such an annoying stickler for the rules, Robbie? Since when did you become such a boring killjoy?”
“Killjoy?” Robbie laughs. “There’s not much joy to be killed here, Alice.”
Alice ignores him and looks at me.
“Truth or dare?” she asks.
And I hesitate while I decide. I have so many secrets, so many things I don’t want to reveal, but this is only a game, only a bit of fun. And I know that Alice’s dare won’t be something easy or straightforward. “Truth,” I say finally. “I can imagine one of your dares, and I don’t want to run down Main Street tonight naked.”
“Truth,” Alice repeats, slowly, drawing out the vowel sound as if she’s savoring the word. “Are you sure? Are you sure you can be completely honest?”
“I think so. Try me.”
“Okay.” And then she looks at me curiously. “So. Were you glad, deep down? Were you glad to be rid of her? Your perfect sister? Were you secretly glad when she was murdered?”
And it’s suddenly as if everything is coming to me in slow motion, through a hazy fog. I hear Robbie sigh with irritation and tell Alice to stop being a fool. I sense Philippa looking at me, wondering what is going on, if Alice can possibly be serious. I feel Philippa’s hand on my arm, the concern in her touch.
But I can look only at Alice’s eyes. They are cold, appraising, and her pupils are so large that all I can see is black. Hard and unyielding. Deep. Ruthless. Black.
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When I wake, it’s still dark. Sarah has left her own bed and crept into mine while I’ve slept, and her warm little body is pressed close against me. Her head is on my pillow, and I’m lying right near the edge of the mattress, so that the entire other side, more than half the bed, is empty.
I slide out of bed slowly, so as not to wake her, and grab my heavy woolen sweater from the chair where I tossed it the night before. It is cold, and I head straight to the living area and turn the gas heater on. It fills the small room with a comforting golden glow and warms it immediately. I make a pot of tea and take it to the corner of the sofa, my legs tucked beneath me.
I started waking early like this when Sarah was a newborn, and I’ve been unable to sleep late since. Sometimes I spend this time cleaning or getting ready for the day while Sarah is asleep, making her lunch, preparing her clothes, but usually I sit and sip tea, enjoy this time for myself. I don’t think about anything in particular; I’ve become very good at not thinking. I avoid making futile plans for an uncertain future, and even more than that, I want to avoid remembering the past. So I go into an almost meditative state, my brain empty, my thoughts focused only on the taste of my tea, or on the regular in and out of my breath. And often, when Sarah wakes around seven and comes out of the bedroom, crumpled and warm and scented of sleep, I’m surprised that two or more hours have passed so quickly.
But this morning I drink my tea and sit for less than an hour. I’m excited about the day ahead and can’t wait for Sarah to see the snow, can’t wait to hear her excited squeals of delight when she rides a toboggan, makes her first snowman. I want her awake and enjoying the anticipation with me, so at six I get up and make Sarah’s favorite breakfast, French toast with sliced banana and maple syrup, and a large mug of hot chocolate. I place our plates and mugs on the table and go into the bedroom to wake her up.
“Are we going to the snow now, Mommy?” Sarah asks the moment she opens her eyes. She sits up, immediately bright and alert. “Is it time to go?”
“Not yet.” I sit on the bed and hug her. “But I’ve made French toast, a big, enormous pile of it, and hot chocolate. I hope you’re very hungry.”
“Yummy yummy.” She pushes the blankets from her legs, stands up, and runs from the room, leaving me there, smiling, alone.
I follow her into the dining room and find her already kneeling on her chair, eating with gusto.
“Are you having some, Mommy?” she asks, her mouth full. “There’s enough for you.”
“I should think so.” I sit opposite and take a piece of French toast from the tray and put it on my plate. “Actually, I think there might be enough for ten.”
“I don’t think so.” Sarah shakes her head and looks serious. “I’m very hungry. I need ten today. French toast is my most favoritest.”
And she does manage to eat an extraordinary amount—and gulp down her hot chocolate between mouthfuls. And as soon as she’s finished, she scrambles down from her chair.
“I’m going to get ready now,” she says. “I think we’ve got a very big day ahead of us.”
I laugh at the way she has appropriated one of my phrases, her attempt to be grown up. “We do. A very big day. But we’ve still got lots of time.”
“I want to be ready,” she says. “I want to be ready before the sun.”
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And I hear it again. The knocking, gentle but insistent. Whoever it is has been knocking for more than ten minutes and I’m tired of trying to ignore it, sick of pretending that I’m not here.
I go to the door but don’t open it.
“Go away,” I say. “It’s the middle of the night. Go away.”
“Katherine. It’s me, Robbie.” And his voice is so familiar and comforting, and so filled with kindness, that I almost start crying again. “And Philippa’s here, too. Please let us come in.”
“Is Alice with you?”
“No.”
I sigh and release the dead bolt. I turn and walk away down the hall without greeting them, leaving them to push the door open themselves. I know they mean well, that they are worried about me, but I’m exhausted with the events of the evening and with crying. I want to be left alone. Not to sleep—sleep won’t come—but to be miserable in private.
I head to the living room and sit on the sofa, where I’ve been curled up for the past hour. Philippa and Robbie follow me and sit on the sofa opposite.
“Alice told us,” Robbie says gently. “About your sister.”
I nod. If I talk I’ll start crying again, so I remain stubbornly silent.
“Would you prefer it if I left?” Philippa glances at Robbie and then at me. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay. I just wanted to be sure that Robbie found you. But I don’t want to intrude.”
I look at Philippa and shrug—she looks dreadful. Her skin is pale and she has deep shadows beneath her eyes, as if the evening has left her shell-shocked.
She sighs. “I’ll stay, then, if you don’t mind. I’m too tired right now to actually go anywhere else.”
It makes no difference to me if she stays or goes, but I’m suddenly very glad that Vivien is away for the weekend, that she’s not here to witness all this.
“Should I make tea?” Philippa says, looking pleased to have thought of something useful to do.
“I’d like some.” Robbie smiles at her gratefully. “Katherine?”
“Sure,” I say. “But I—”
“She likes it made properly,” Robbie explains to Philippa. “The pot and tea leaves are on the shelf above the kettle.”
“Are you okay?” Robbie asks once Philippa has left the room.
I nod and attempt a smile. “What a shitty night that was. I should have listened to you. I should have gone home early, like you said.” I lean forward and whisper, “Philippa thinks Alice is a complete and utter bitch. She thinks she’s got mental problems. Did she tell you that?”
Robbie shrugs. “She really was a total bitch, wasn’t she? Maybe she does have something wrong with her. Who knows? But what difference does it make, anyway? That kind of thing can’t actually be fixed. Maybe Alice is just a rotten person.”
He leans back and sighs, looks down at his knees and picks at a loose thread from his jeans. He looks tired, defeated, and very, very sad.
“What about you, Robbie? Are you okay?” I ask him. “You don’t look very good.”
“No. I’m not.” His eyes, which are already red, fill with tears, and he shakes his head irritably, as if to be rid of them. “It was just a crappy night all around, wasn’t it?” He laughs bitterly.
“Yes.” There’s nothing else to say. Philippa returns, and we sip our tea, quietly, without talking, each of us caught up in our own private thoughts, our own fatigue and misery.
By the time we’ve finished our tea it’s four a.m., and I persuade Robbie and Philippa that they should stay and get some sleep. I get Robbie a blanket and pillow so that he can sleep on the sofa, and ask Philippa if she minds sharing my bed. The night has been so draining and Philippa and I are both so exhausted that we are able to lie side by side, beneath the same blanket, with no awkwardness. In fact, I feel comforted by her presence. And before I close my eyes, Philippa smiles at me and takes my hand and squeezes.
“Sleep well,” she says.
“Thank you,” I say. “I think I will.”
When I wake, the sun is shining brightly and Philippa is no longer beside me. But I can hear the soft hum of voices, hers and Robbie’s, coming from next door, and I’m glad that they’re both still here, that I won’t have to face the day alone. I close my eyes again.
The next time I wake, the sun has moved from my window and I can tell by the quality of light that it is afternoon. I can no longer hear Robbie or Philippa, but I can hear the canned laughter and tinny music of the television. I get up and go to the living room.
Philippa is sitting on the sofa, watching a black-and-white movie, and she looks up as I approach. “Good morning! Or afternoon, actually. I’ve just been waiting here until you woke up. I watched this old movie, All About Eve. It was amazing! I think you’d like it, you should get it on DVD sometime. Robbie and I didn’t know whether you’d want to be alone today or not. And he had to go to soccer. But he said he’d come back later.” She stops talking to take a breath and smiles warmly. “Feeling better?”
“I’m good.” I sit on the sofa next to her. “Thank you for staying.”
“Oh, it’s nothing.” She picks up the remote control and mutes the noise of the television. “Are you hungry?”
“Yes.” I nod. “I am, actually.”
“Great. I bought the ingredients to make a salad. Tomatoes and prosciutto and asparagus and boiled eggs and stuff, my favorite salad in the world, and I got some fresh bread, too. It’s totally delicious. Do you think you’d like some? Should I make it now?”
“Oh. Wow. Yes, please. But only if you’re sure you want to. You don’t have to do all this. I’m fine. Really. But, yes, if you want to, that would be awesome.”
“Excellent.” She jumps up. “’Cause I’m starving.”
I offer to help prepare the food, but Philippa refuses, says that she can’t stand cooking with other people. So I perch on a stool in the kitchen and watch, and when it’s finished we take it out onto the balcony. We eat quickly, both of us ravenous. We don’t talk about Alice, thankfully, or Rachel, or last night, but Philippa is so naturally talkative that there is barely a moment’s silence. She is twenty-three and is getting a master’s in psychology. She tells me how fascinating it is to learn about the way people think, and how much we still don’t understand about the human mind.
“I can’t believe you’re only seventeen,” she says. “You seem much older, much more serious than most seventeen-year-olds.”
“Everyone says that.” I smile. “I don’t know whether to take it as a compliment or as an insult.”
She tells me about her little brother, Mick, and how he’s the drummer in a band that’s starting to generate a real following.
“They’re playing at The Basement on Friday night. They’re terrific. Do you want to come and see them? With me? I’d love it if you would. I love showing them off to people. They really are amazing.”
But before I can answer, before I can even think about whether I’ll possibly want to go out and see a band later in the week, there is a knock on the door.
“Robbie.” Philippa sets her fork down and looks inside. “He said he’d come back after his game.”
I go to the door. Just as I’m about to open it, just as I put my hand on the lock, the knocking comes again. Louder, more insistent. And I suddenly know that it’s not Robbie. He would never be so impatient.
But it’s too late to hide, to pretend not to be home; I’ve released the bolt and the door is pushed open. It’s Alice.
She’s holding an enormous bunch of red roses and wearing a clean white T-shirt and jeans. She’s not wearing any makeup and her hair is tied back from her face. Her eyes are red-rimmed, as if she’s been crying, but she looks so young and innocent that it’s hard to accept that she is the same Alice that I was with last night. Seeing her now, like this, it’s almost impossible to believe that she could be malicious, that she could be the cause of so much misery.
“I’m sorry, Katherine.” Her lip starts to quiver and her eyes fill with tears. “I’m so, so sorry. I just don’t know what got into me.”
She hands me the roses and I take them, but I don’t say a word.
“I just … sometimes I just … I dunno.” And she is sobbing now, her hands up to her face, her shoulders heaving, her voice thick and broken. “Something comes over me and I lose … I just feel so—so angry. As if everyone is, I dunno, judging me or something. But I know it’s crazy because I think they’re judging me for what I’m going to do—what I know I’m going to do—before I’ve even done it … and then I feel I have to do it, to test them, to see if they really do care about me. And I know it’s unfair, I know I can’t really expect people to, you know, put up with this, but I can’t … I mean, I know I’m going to do something, or say something really horrible, but I can’t, I can’t stop, and then I want to do it. It’s as if I have this self-destructive compulsion to lash out at people—at the people who love me.”
I feel the hard core of my anger start to dissolve. “Come on.” I take her arm and pull her gently inside.
I get Alice a plate and she sits with Philippa and me on the balcony and we share our food. At first Philippa is wary and cold and watches Alice suspiciously. But Alice is her usual open, warm, and engaging self and she apologizes profusely for the night before. She laughs at herself and mocks her own behavior so candidly and with such self-deprecating good humor—she is contrite and ashamed and amusing all at once—that it is impossible not to forgive her. And I can tell after a while that Philippa is thawing, that despite her mistrust, she, too, is succumbing to Alice’s charm. The three of us stay outside talking and laughing well after the salad is gone and only move back inside when the sun disappears and the air is too cool to be comfortable.
“Let’s get some movies. Order pizza,” Alice says.
“Oh. I don’t know,” I say. “I really need some sleep.”
“We won’t stay late,” Alice says. “And I just don’t want this day to end yet, do you? We’re having too much fun. I don’t want to go home and be alone tonight.” She goes to Philippa and takes hold of her arm with both hands. “Please, Philippa? Let me prove that I’m not really that awful witch you met last night. I’ll go and get the movies. And some food. And you two don’t have to do a thing. Or spend a cent. It’s on me tonight. Please?” She looks at us, imploring. “For me? Please?”
Philippa looks at me. “It’s up to Katherine. It’s her place. She’s probably sick of us.”
I shrug. “I’m actually hungry again, if you can believe it,” I say. “And vegging out in front of a movie sounds good.”
We find a menu for one of the local pizza places and choose what we want. Both Philippa and I offer to go with Alice, to help her carry everything, to contribute some money, but she refuses our offers, insists that she wants it to be her treat entirely and sets off on her own.
When she’s gone, Philippa and I go to the kitchen to wash up the salad plates.
“She’s not as crazy as you thought, is she?” I say.
Philippa has her hands in the dishwater, and she keeps her eyes down as she answers. “She can be very nice. Very likable.”
“Yes.” I elbow her playfully. “But you’re not answering my question. I mentioned the word crazy.”
It makes me feel a little disloyal to be talking about Alice, a very close friend, with someone that I’ve only just met. But I like Philippa. She is obviously very smart, but she’s also warm and kind and interestingly quirky, and I hope very much that we’re going to be friends, too. Already I trust her judgment and value her opinion.
Philippa sighs, takes her hands from the water, and wipes them off on her jeans. She looks at me and shrugs. “I still think she might be a little crazy. You know, one of those super-extreme people. The kind of person my dad would call ‘high-maintenance.’”
“But that’s a parent’s perspective.” I laugh gently to soften the impact of what I’m about to say. “And that’s a bit cold, isn’t it? A bit … well, she’s a person. And she doesn’t act like that all the time. I’ve never seen her like that before. And she’s my friend. And in lots of ways she’s an excellent friend. Honestly, you haven’t seen how generous and kind she can be. So should I really just dump her? Dump her and run because it’s a hassle to have a friend like that? I think it’s a bit … well, a bit wrong to treat people like that.”
“Oh.” Philippa stares at me. She looks both surprised and sad all at once. “You’re probably right. But that’s a very nice way to look at it. I’m clearly not as nice as you, because I probably would dump her. I’d probably dump her and run as fast as I could in the opposite direction.”
I’m mildly embarrassed by her penetrating gaze and busy myself putting plates and cups away. “It’s just that I know what it’s like to feel … to feel like people don’t want to be with you because it’s all just too hard. After my sister died, I got that feeling a lot. From all of my closest friends. They were all concerned and kind and they tried so hard … but it was such a fun time for everyone else. It was the end of the school year and there were dances and parties and all that. No one wanted to sit with me in my room and cry. No one wanted me coming to their party, ’cause they’d have to worry about me, you know, look out for me and try and make me happy. I was just a drag. And I couldn’t blame them. I knew that I was a downer. I knew nobody wanted to think about death and murder and tragedy … but I had to. It was my life.” I shrug, surprised by my own words. I haven’t actually thought any of this through before; these ideas are more or less forming as I speak. But they feel real. They feel right. “I just think that if you’re a true friend, you have to take people as they are. The fun times and the boring times. The good and the bad.”
“I can see what you mean. I totally get it.” Philippa pulls the stopper and starts to wipe around the sink. “But I still don’t think you should be friends with people who bring a lot of negative crap into your life. I wouldn’t. No way. But that doesn’t mean you should do what I would, does it? I mean, we’re all different, aren’t we? We all have to make our own way in this crazy world.” And I can tell that she’s making an effort to keep her voice warm and nonconfrontational. She wants us to be friends as much as I do.
Eventually Alice gets back and we sit around the kitchen table and enjoy the food. Robbie arrives at about eight when we’re cleaning up, the three of us laughing and cheerful. At first he’s a bit cold toward Alice, and a little disapproving toward Philippa and me. But we give him what’s left of the pizza and continue talking, and eventually he starts to thaw, to allow himself to be drawn into the conversation, to smile, even. And Alice is so gently solicitous, so loving and considerate toward him, that I can see he’s finding it impossible to maintain his anger.
We end up in the living room, the lights dim, the four of us quiet and relaxed with food and fatigue. Alice picks a DVD and goes to the machine to put it on. Before she presses Play she turns to face us.
“I just want to say something first. Before we all fall asleep.” She smiles sheepishly. “First up, I want you all to know”—she looks pointedly at Philippa and then Robbie—“that nothing happened between Ben and me last night. He left right after you all did. And that’s the honest truth.” Robbie tries to suppress a smile, but it’s perfectly clear that Alice’s announcement has made him very happy.
Alice continues. “But most importantly, I was horrible last night, and I want to officially apologize. To all three of you. Philippa, Robbie, but especially to you, Katherine.” She looks down at me, her eyes wide, beseeching. “I had no business saying what I did last night. None at all. And I don’t actually think it’s true for a second. Just because I would have had horrible, evil thoughts like that if I were in your shoes doesn’t mean you ever would. I was, what do they call it, transferring? Yes. I was transferring myself onto you. Which is unfair and ridiculous, and I’m so unbelievably sorry and you will never, ever know how much I hate myself for hurting you. You are always so good to me, Katherine, and I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness, but I’d really love it if you’re willing to give it to me.”
“Oh, for God’s sake,” I say, hoping that the dim light will hide my blush. “Sit down and be quiet.”
“I will,” she says. I hear a tremor in her voice and wonder if she’s about to cry again. “But first I just wanted to say how much I treasure your friendship. You have no idea how important it is to me. How special you are, Katherine. You have no idea.”
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It was much darker inside than out. There was no proper lighting, just strings of lights hanging from the ceiling that barely pierced the thick darkness. It was hard to see, and the tin walls of the enormous shed made the noise echo and vibrate—there was such a wild cacophony of music and laughter and shouting and people that walking inside was disorienting, even a little frightening. Rachel and I stayed close to each other, holding on to each other’s arms.
Carly strode ahead, confident and sure, completely in her element. We followed her toward a big old free-standing tub that was filled with ice and cans of beer and Coke. Carly lifted three cans of beer out and handed one each to Rachel and me.
“Whose is this?” I asked.
Carly shook her head, indicating that she couldn’t hear.
“Can we just help ourselves?” I shouted.
Carly shrugged and looked around. “I don’t see anyone stopping us,” she shouted back, grinning. “Let’s go.”
She stepped straight into the crowd dancing in front of the stage and started stamping her feet, nodding her head, moving in time with the music. She lifted her beer can at us, winked, and took a large swig, then put her other arm up and waved us over.
Rachel looked at me questioningly, but I shook my head. I didn’t want to dance yet. It was quite possible that my boyfriend, Will, would be there, and I wanted to search for him. But I reached over and took Rachel’s beer so that her hands would be free and indicated, with a nod, that she should join the others.
Just as she did when she played the piano, Rachel lost herself when she danced. All her self-consciousness disappeared and she moved smoothly and rhythmically and in perfect unison with the music. She looked at me with such an enormous happy grin on her face that I laughed. I was pleasantly tipsy with all the alcohol, giddy with the crowd and the music, and high on the contagious sense of excitement surrounding me. I was excited with the possibility that I might see Will. And I was sure that he’d be just as pleased to see me as I’d be to see him.
I leaned back against the wall, sipped slowly on my beer—which I didn’t really like—and watched Rachel and Carly. I had just dicided to take a walk around the shed to see if I could find Will when he appeared right in front of me.
He was smiling his wonderful snaggletoothed grin and shaking his head in fake disapproval at my being there. I smiled back, but neither of us said a word, just moved together until we were pressed against each other and I could smell his smell—spice and something chocolaty and the faint tang of sweat—and his lips were against mine and our mouths were open and exploring hungrily.
We kissed and hugged, then separated so that we could look at each other, then we laughed and pushed our bodies together again. We were both so delighted to find each other, both so excited by the atmosphere and our mutual desire, that we couldn’t stop smiling. Even as we kissed I could tell that Will’s lips were curving upward in a grin.
And as he pushed against me I could feel that he had an erection—and knowing that I did this to him so quickly, that he just had to see and touch me and his body would react like this, was exhilarating. I felt a responding flutter and I knew that I wanted to go all the way with him. To make love. Not tonight, but soon. Very soon. And I pressed my hips against him in answer. A promise.
And because I was now with Will, the beer started to taste good, and I was suddenly very glad for the darkness—it was comforting and romantic. It made me feel cocooned, as if, despite the crowd, we were alone together.
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The night after Alice’s apology I’m watching television, curled up on the sofa in my pajamas, flipping through channels with the remote control, when there’s a knock on the door.
I immediately think it might be Alice and wonder if I should hide, turn off the television, climb under the covers, and pretend I’m not home. It’s not that I’m still angry with her, but it’s late and I’m tired and even the thought of her never-ending energy is exhausting. But I don’t hide. I sigh, flick off the television, and go to the door.
It’s not Alice, it’s Robbie, and he’s obviously come straight from work because he’s still wearing his uniform. He looks as tired as I feel. He grins and holds up a tub of chocolate ice cream, a box of hot chocolate mix, and a packet of Oreos.
“I come bearing gifts,” he says. “Chocolate, chocolate, and more chocolate.”
I laugh and hold the door open, stepping back so that he can enter.
“I wanted to talk.” Robbie hesitates in the doorway. “I hope you don’t mind. We just didn’t get any time alone yesterday. And there’s so much to talk about. I mean, I really wanted to talk to you about your sister and all of that. And about Alice, of course.” He shakes his head and speaks in a rush. “But I know you’re probably beat, so if you’re too tired to talk, I thought I could just make you a hot chocolate and tuck you in, and leave you in peace and come back another time.” He looks at my pajamas. “You were just about to go to bed, weren’t you? Sorry. I’ll just—”
“Robbie,” I interrupt. “Stop. Come in. I’m not that tired. I haven’t suddenly turned into a fragile old woman. Anyway, I wanted to talk to you, too.” I take the tub of ice cream from his hands, turn and head down the hallway. “And I want some of this. Right now.”
We go to the kitchen, scoop out two generous bowls of ice cream, and take them to the living room.
The ice cream is delicious—richly chocolate with a swirl of even richer chocolate fudge through it. I smear some on my lips deliberately and smile clownishly.
“This is yummo,” I say.
Robbie laughs. “Very funny.” But the smile leaves his face too quickly and he looks down at his bowl, pushing the spoon around without eating anything.
I lick my lips clean, dry them on the back of my hand. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah.” He shrugs. “I didn’t come here to talk about me. Honestly. What about you? Are you okay?”
“Yes.” I nod. “I’m fine.”
“You never told me about your sister. You’ve always been so brave about it. And I’m always telling you all my problems. You must … I mean …” And he looks at me, hurt and angry all of a sudden, and slaps his hand on his leg. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
I put my bowl on the coffee table, crouch close in front of him, and put my hands on his knees. “I’m sorry, Robbie. I know I’ve hurt your feelings by not telling you. I know it must seem that I haven’t trusted you enough or something, but it wasn’t that. I promise.”
Robbie looks down at me, silent, waiting.
“When Rachel died there was a lot—no, there was a huge amount—of media attention. I was stalked by the press. Mom and Dad were, too. And it was awful. And they said some really horrible, horrible stuff about our family and about me, stuff they just made up or that they just twisted so much.” Just remembering that time makes me cry, and I wipe my eyes and sniff, try to stop the flood of tears.
Robbie sits beside me on the floor and puts his arm around me. “You don’t have to tell me.” He sounds shocked, and I know that I’ve made him feel bad, that he will blame himself for my tears. “It doesn’t matter. I didn’t know. God, Katherine, I’m a complete idiot. I just don’t know how to keep my big fat foot out of my stupid mouth.”
This is such an absurdly inaccurate description of Robbie’s character that it makes me laugh. I wipe my eyes. “You haven’t made me cry. I cry whenever I remember that time. And I remember it a lot. I just want to explain why I didn’t tell you.”
“It’s okay, it’s fine, you really don’t have to.”
I push his arm from my shoulders, slide away, and sit so that I’m facing him. “But I want to, and I’m going to. So just be quiet and listen. Please.”
He nods.
“My name isn’t really Patterson,” I say. “It’s Boydell.”
Robbie’s eyes widen with recognition. He’s heard of us, of course; he remembers the Boydell sisters.
“See? You know. At least you know what the papers said.”
“I remember the name.” He shakes his head. “I can’t remember much else, oh, except that your sister was some kind of musical genius. That’s right, isn’t it?”
“Yes. Yes, she was.”
“Shit, Katherine.” He shakes his head. “I can’t believe it.”
“I know.”
“That was your sister? My God. What happened to her was so fucked-up. Those psycho bastards that did it. It was unbelievable.”
“Yes. And the media made us famous afterward. Famous in a really bad way. A destructive, invasive way that made us all … that made us even unhappier … as if it wasn’t already unbearable enough,” I say. “And there were psychologists and all sorts of people who knew nothing making comments about us, about our family life. It was revolting. We just felt completely … invaded. Violated.”
“Like what? What did they say?”
“All this really mean stuff. A lot of articles said that Mom and Dad were pushy and ambitious for Rachel. And of course they were, to an extent. But Rachel was a true genius, a prodigy. I mean, there’s no way anybody gets to be that good without being ambitious, without working their heart out. And the papers were so happy to lap it up and take advantage of it while she was alive. I mean, there used to be all these articles titled ‘Our Local Prodigy’ and stuff. They loved it all. But then after she was murdered, everything changed. It was like they turned on us, became our enemies. We went from being the family everyone was proud of to being this pushy, horrible, selfish family that everyone loved to hate. I mean, they didn’t exactly lie, but they made everything sound so bad. Like they’d say Rachel had to do three or four hours of piano a day, and she did, of course she did. But they made it sound as if Mom and Dad forced her into it. They just made it sound so ugly. And it was all wrong. Rachel really loved the piano, she wanted to work at it, she wanted to be the best in the world, she said that all the time. Mom and Dad were ambitious for Rachel, that was true, but they loved her more than anything. They were good to her. They were good to both of us. We were a happy family,” I say, my voice shaky now. I sigh and put my head in my hands, try to stop myself from trembling. “We were happy.”
“Of course you were.”
“So,” I say, taking a deep breath. “That’s why I changed my name and became Katherine Patterson instead of Katie Boydell. And that’s why I moved here. I didn’t tell you, I didn’t really tell anyone except Alice, because I just didn’t want to be Katie Boydell anymore. I just didn’t want to be that girl. I didn’t want you to know about me before you actually knew me. If that makes any sense at all?”
Robbie nods, puts his hand on mine, and squeezes.
“But I wanted to tell you, Robbie. Really I did. Lots of times. Especially when you were telling me all about your mother, and you were being so truthful about how much it hurt you, and I really, really wanted to let you know that I understood just how you felt.”
“I thought you seemed particularly clued in to it all. As if you’d thought it all through or something.” He smiles, teasing. “I just thought you were super-intelligent, super-sensitive Katherine, but really it was just a case of been there, done that. A case of been there, done that even bigger and harder than anyone else.”
We finish our ice cream, which has melted to puddles in our bowls, and I tell Robbie about the night Rachel was murdered. And just as I did when I told Alice, I sob and sob in angry frustration. Robbie listens carefully and shakes his head in horrified disbelief. He brings me more ice cream and holds my hand and asks me a thousand gentle questions. He cries with me and we dry each other’s tears, laugh at our shared misery and snotty noses and red-rimmed eyes.
At midnight I tell Robbie that I’m exhausted and need to sleep. But when he offers to leave, I ask him to please stay. To sleep beside me. Not for sex but as a friend. Because I don’t want to be alone, because I need comfort and closeness. And he says yes, that he’d love to, that he’s glad I asked.
I give Robbie one of my spare toothbrushes, and we brush our teeth side by side in the bathroom, taking turns to spit into the sink. Somehow, the fact that we’ve cried together and revealed so much of our inner selves has brought us closer. We lie side by side on our backs beneath the blankets. It’s dark in my bedroom, and I listen to the sound of Robbie’s breathing and enjoy the soothing warmth of his body beside mine.
“I wouldn’t normally sleep with another girl’s boyfriend,” I say. “Even though we’re not actually doing anything, it’s a bit weird, isn’t it? But somehow, for some reason, all of those normal rules don’t seem to apply to Alice.”
“That’s because Alice doesn’t follow any of those so-called normal rules herself. She doesn’t respect any boundaries, so why should anyone else when it comes to her? It’s the Alice phenomenon: hang around her for long enough, and you start behaving badly, too. I mean, come on.” He laughs. “What about the other night with Ben and Philippa? And what Alice said to you about your sister, and the way she was flirting with Ben? She hardly treats anyone else with respect, does she? We’re entitled to a bit of bad behavior, too, aren’t we?”
“Yes. No. I don’t know. Anyway,” I say, “I’m not sure that we are behaving badly. By being here together tonight, that is. If we’re not hurting anyone, then it probably doesn’t matter.” I shake my head in the dark. “No. It can’t matter. Because we’re friends and we’re looking after each other and we’re not hurting Alice. Even if she knew, she probably wouldn’t really care.”
“Alice would care, all right. But not for any of the normal reasons. Not because she loves me so much that she can’t bear the thought of me being close to someone else. She’d care because she’s not involved. She’d care because she’s not the puppet master in this situation.”
I don’t respond because I don’t like the implication that Alice has as much control over me as she does over Robbie. I can understand Robbie feeling that she controls him—after all, he’s in love and he puts up with a lot of crap from her. He allows himself to be available to Alice whenever she wants him. But I’m just Alice’s friend and my perception isn’t distorted by lust, I’m not madly in love with her. But I don’t want to point this out tonight. I don’t want to say anything to add to Robbie’s misery.
“Anyway,” he continues, “you used the word boyfriend. You actually said that I was Alice’s ‘boyfriend.’” He laughs, and it’s a dry, bitter, unhappy sound. “But I’m not really, am I? I’m just someone she uses when the mood takes her. I’m just a loyal puppy that she can use and abuse whenever and however she wants.”
“If that’s how you feel, Robbie—”
“Yes,” he interrupts. “Of course that’s how I feel.” He sounds angry and miserable. “That’s how it is. And I tell myself over and over that she’s bad, that I have to stop seeing her. But then I hear her voice or see her face and I …” His voice cracks and he’s quiet for a moment, struggling to bring his emotions under control. “You know what?” he whispers shakily. “You know the thing that’s really sick about all this?”
“What?”
“My dad has been seeing someone. A woman he met at a party one night. Shit,” he says suddenly, “you wouldn’t believe it, but her name is Rachel.”
“What’s so sick about that? It’s a common name. I’ve met lots of Rachels since my sister died.”
“No, that’s not the weird bit. I just remembered that out of the blue. But see, my dad’s been happy since he met her. Really happy. Happy the way he was before my mother got sick.”
“But that’s so great, Robbie. Have you met her? Is she nice?”
“No. I haven’t met her. I don’t want to meet her. I don’t want to know about her.”
“Oh.” And I’m quiet for a minute. “Do you feel he’s betraying your mother or something?”
“Nope. Not at all. My mother’s dead. She’d want Dad to be happy.”
“So?” I’m puzzled. “Why aren’t you happy for him, then? What’s the problem?”
“I’m jealous.” His voice is full of self-loathing. “That’s what’s so sick. I’m so pathetic that I’m jealous of my own father. I know I should be happy for him; he’d definitely be happy for me. But all I can think is how come he gets to be in love and have this fantastic relationship while I’m having my heart torn to shreds by Alice? How come he gets to be so happy? He’s an old man. I’m the one meant to be having the great love life. Not him. It’s humiliating. I can’t even bear looking at him and the ridiculous lovesick look he has on his face.”
“Oh, Robbie.” I’m glad he can’t see the smile on my face.
“See? I’m an evil bastard. I’m bad. I deserve all the crap I get from Alice.”
And I can’t help it—I burst out laughing. Robbie is quiet and his silence, the feeling that I shouldn’t be laughing, only makes me laugh harder. I try to stop, try to cover the sounds of my mirth but then it doesn’t matter because suddenly Robbie is laughing, too. We laugh so hard that the bed shakes and we kick the blankets off and roll around. We laugh until our stomachs hurt and it’s hard to breathe and we are almost choking. When we stop, my face is wet with tears.
“Anyway,” I whisper carefully, trying hard not to laugh again, “if you’re not bad, you can’t be good.”
“What? You have to be bad to be good? That’s stupid. It doesn’t make any sense at all.”
“No.” I giggle quietly. “It doesn’t, does it? What I meant was that if you see the bad in yourself, and dislike it, and try not to feel it, then that’s good. Nobody’s really good through and through. At least I don’t think so. Trying to be good, or at least trying not to be bad, is probably as close as we can get.”
“Maybe you’re right,” he says.
“Maybe I am.”
Now we are quiet. Silent in the darkness. I hear Robbie’s breathing become more even. I close my eyes.
“You’re nice, Katherine.” His voice is soft, drowsy.
“You’re nice, too, Robbie.”
“If only I’d met you before. Before I ever met Alice,” he says. “We could have … we might have …” He doesn’t finish the sentence.
“Yes,” I say sleepily. “I know.”
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“They’re great, aren’t they?” Philippa is staring up at her brother’s band on the stage. She’s beaming with pride, tapping her feet in time with the music.
“They’re fantastic.” I nod and smile with as much enthusiasm as I can muster. And they are. They’re all accomplished musicians, and their repertoire is well rehearsed, smooth. It’s the kind of folksy, easy-to-listen-to rock music I would normally enjoy from a live band, but I have a major headache and I really want to be home, in bed. When Philippa showed up at my place earlier in the evening to pick me up, she was so excited about the night ahead that I was unwilling to disappoint her. I hoped that my headache would eventually go away, but it has only gotten worse. Our table is too close to the stage, and the music is too loud, pounding, painful.
Philippa’s brother, Mick, is playing the drums. He’s very good-looking in a cool, withdrawn kind of way—I haven’t seen him smile once all night. He’s pale, like Philippa, and has longish black hair that hangs over his eyes. And every so often I’ve caught him staring over at our table quizzically, wondering, no doubt, who the new girl with Philippa is.
I’m glad when the band stops for a break. The sudden quiet makes my head feel a little better. Philippa’s brother talks to the other band members for a while, then he comes and stands beside our table.
“Hey, Pip,” he says, touching Philippa on the shoulder. He stares at me, his expression quite blank and unfriendly. I smile but he looks away, toward Philippa.
“Hey.” Philippa takes his hand. “This is Katherine. I told you about her, remember?”
“Yep.” Mick nods, still unsmiling, and looks at me for the briefest of moments. “Hi.”
I’m not in the mood to put up with such unfriendliness and have no inclination to try and charm him. “Hi,” I say, just as coldly, and then I turn away, look around the bar.
“Katherine’s got a headache,” Philippa tells him. I turn to her and frown, surprised. I haven’t told her I have a headache, so I’m not certain how she knows, and I’m also a little irritated that she thinks my unfriendliness needs explaining. It’s her brother who’s being rude. I’m only responding to his rudeness. Philippa leans forward and puts her hand on mine. “Mick can get rid of it.”
“Rid of what?”
“Your headache,” Mick says. He’s staring at me again. “If you want me to.”
“What?” I shake my head, suddenly certain he means to offer me drugs. “Oh, no, thanks.” I lift my glass of sparkling water. “I’ve got to study tomorrow.”
“He doesn’t mean drugs, silly, if that’s what you’re thinking.” Philippa laughs, reading my mind. “He can make it go away with massage. It really works. It’s amazing. Trust me. Try it.”
I picture this strangely unfriendly man massaging my shoulders, touching my skin, and almost laugh, the thought is so absurd. “No. I’ll be fine. Thanks anyway.”
But before I realize what’s happening or have time to react, Mick is sitting in the chair opposite me and taking my right hand between his. He holds it still, and with the fingers of his other hand he presses the soft, fleshy spot between my forefinger and thumb, moving in small, firm circles. He runs his thumb up over my wrist, then back down my palm and middle finger.
I’m about to laugh and pull my hand away, express my cynicism toward such methods, when Mick squeezes my hand even tighter and says, “Not yet. Give it a chance to work.” And then he smiles.
His smile is the most transformative smile I’ve ever seen. It enlivens his entire face; what once seemed surly, dark, and closed up is now warm, open, kind. His grin is large, his teeth straight and white, and his eyes are deep-set and brown and framed by insanely long lashes. He is handsome. Incredibly so. And I’m suddenly quite certain that he’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.
Amazingly, the squeezing tension in my temples is easing. It’s as if with each little circle he presses into the skin of my hand he’s erasing the headache. He’s no longer looking at me, no longer smiling, but is staring at my hand with an intent expression on his face.
And then, without warning, he pinches the skin between my thumb and forefinger so hard that it hurts.
“Ouch.” He releases my hand and I snatch it away. “That hurt!”
He looks at me, quizzically, waiting.
“It’s gone.” I put my hand to my temple in disbelief. “My headache’s completely gone.”
“Wonderful, isn’t it? I told you it would work, didn’t I? My clever little brother.” Philippa looks at Mick proudly, but Mick keeps his eyes on me. He still doesn’t smile, but I can now see that there is a definite warmth in his expression, a hint of amusement. He stares at me for so long that I begin to feel embarrassed, feel my heart beating faster, the skin on my cheeks flush with color.
“Yes. Yes, it is. Thank you.” I turn away from his disconcerting gaze and look at Philippa. “Let’s have another drink,” I say, bringing my glass to my lips and draining the remainder quickly. I stand up. “Another one, Philippa? Do you want something, Mick?”
“No, thanks.” Philippa shakes her head.
“I’ll have a beer,” Mick says.
“Sure,” I say, and I head toward the bar.
“Wait!” he calls out. I turn back. He smiles at me, and I’m glad I’m not standing too close, that there’s no way he can hear the pounding of my heart, feel the tremble that has started in my hands. “Just say it’s for the band. It’s free.”
“Okay,” I say.
“Wait,” he says again, and now he is laughing. “I’ll have a Budweiser, if that’s okay?”
“Yep. Fine,” I say. And then I go to the bar. Walking quickly. Eager to escape his scrutiny.
When I’ve ordered the drinks I glance back over my shoulder. He and Philippa are leaning together, talking. He nods and gestures toward the stage, moves his arms energetically in imitation of playing the drums. I’m relieved—they’re clearly talking about music and are not sitting there wondering at my bizarre behavior.
I know this feeling in my chest. I’m familiar with the butterflies in my stomach, the nervous thrill I feel when Mick looks at me. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt like this. Not since Will, since the night of Rachel’s death. And I can’t help but be amazed at my physical response to this attraction: the pounding heart, the shaking hands, the heat in my face that betrays my feelings before I’ve even consciously acknowledged them to myself. It’s as if my body knows me better than I know myself.
I drink half of my glass of water straight down when it arrives. It’s icy cold and hurts my throat, but I’m incredibly thirsty. I take a deep breath, forcing myself to be calm, not to shake or blush or stammer. And then, as composed as I can be, I head back to the table.
“Talking music.” Philippa looks at me apologetically as I hand them their drinks. “Sorry.”
“That’s okay.” I shake my head and sit down. “I love talking music. My family … I mean … We always used to.” And I stop, at a sudden loss for words. Rachel’s death, my history, is no longer a secret, but it’s almost impossible to bring up her death casually. How can you say, Oh yes. My family used to talk about music a lot. Before my sister was murdered, that is.
Philippa notices my discomfort and changes the subject. “Oh my God,” she exclaims, putting her hand on Mick’s arm. “You’ll never guess who I saw the other day!”
Mick looks at her, raises his eyebrows.
“Caroline,” she says. “Caroline Handel. And seriously, Mick, you wouldn’t believe how much she’s changed. If you saw her, you’d be absolutely amazed. She looks like a different person, all dressed up and smart. She’s some kind of bigwig with some kind of big company. The change in her is phenomenal.”
“Yeah?” He shrugs indifferently.
And though Philippa tries her hardest—and I assume it’s for my sake—to get Mick talking about something else, he looks uninterested in Philippa’s encounter with the girl named Caroline, and the moment Philippa has finished her story, he turns back to me.
“So your family used to talk music. How come used to? What changed?”
“Mick!” Philippa’s voice is sharp. “Don’t be so rude. You can’t ask questions like that.”
“What?” Mick looks baffled. “Questions like what?” He looks at me and lifts his beer bottle. “Was that a rude question?”
“No,” I say. “Philippa, don’t worry. It’s okay.” And right then I make a decision. I’m going to tell them about Rachel; it may not be the most appropriate place, or time, or circumstance; there is no right place to talk about death. But it’s a part of my history—an ongoing part of my life that colors almost everything. If I don’t talk about it, it will just sit there forever, a shadow, haunting me.
“My sister was murdered,” I say.
Philippa nods.
“It might seem weird to tell you this now.” I talk quickly, lifting and setting down my glass, making overlapping circles of water on the table. “You see, I’ve been trying to hide this from everyone for so long. And now that it’s out, well, now that you know, I feel that I have to tell …” I look at Philippa and say, very deliberately, “My friends, that is. I feel that I have to tell my friends what happened. Because it’s not just something that happened. What happened changed me. Completely.”
I look at Mick. “And I understand if you don’t want to hear this. But I’d like to tell Philippa. And you’re welcome to stay and listen, too.”
He nods, says nothing.
“We went to a party that night.” I put my glass down, place my hands in my lap, suddenly uncertain if I can do this. But I take a deep breath and begin.
And this time I don’t sob or cry. A few tears wet my eyes, but I brush them impatiently away. Rachel and Mick listen, silently. And when I’m done, Philippa stands up and comes around the table and hugs me tight.
“Thank you for telling us that,” she says.
I look at Mick. His eyes are wet with unshed tears. He looks at me and he smiles—a small half-smile, a smile of sympathy and sadness, a smile that shows that he’s confused and uncertain and has no idea what to say. It’s the perfect response, and I smile weakly back, grateful.
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“Stop,” I said. “Hold on. Not now, not here. I don’t want it to be like this.”
“Okay.” Will rolled off me and sat up. He pulled my T-shirt down gently and sighed. “Neither do I, Katie. Sorry.”
I sat up, put my arm around his neck, and kissed him on the mouth. “Don’t be sorry. There’s nothing to be sorry for.” I looked around us. We were beneath a tree. The ground was hard and gnarly with old roots and pebbles and grit. I felt dirty and a little dizzy from the aftereffects of too much alcohol. “I’d really much rather lose my virginity in a bed. A nice, clean, soft bed. And I think I’d rather be sober.”
“Me too. Honest.” He smiled. “You’re driving me crazy, but I’d rather it was nice. And I think it’d be a good thing if we were both sober enough to remember it later.”
“Shit. What time is it?” I grabbed Will’s wrist and turned it so that I could see the face of his watch. But it was too dark to see it properly. “Does this thing have a light?”
“Yep.” He lifted his wrist closer to his face. “It’s past eight. Almost eight-thirty.”
“Shit.” I stood up and brushed myself off. “Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit. Fuck. It’s late. We were only supposed to stay for an hour. We’re going to be in such deep shit when we get home. Come on. I have to get Rachel. We have to go. Now.”
But we couldn’t find her inside. We looked around the dance floor, but she was nowhere to be found. We checked through the people clustered near the walls. We found Carly and asked if she’d seen her, but Carly shook her head, shrugged, and looked around the shed blankly. She was drunk and snuggling up to a boy I didn’t recognize. Locating Rachel wasn’t one of her priorities.
“Outside.” Will took my arm. “Out front. She’ll be near the cars, maybe.”
“Okay. I’ll look out front and you look out back. It’ll be quicker. I’ll meet you back here.”
I was starting to get worried. It was late, and Mom and Dad would be home by now. They’d be wondering where we were, they’d be getting anxious. We were going to be in big trouble. And if Rachel was drunk, if they were able to smell the alcohol on her, they’d be furious. We’d both be grounded for months.
I couldn’t see or hear anything when I first went outside, but then, standing among the parked cars, I heard male voices. Laughter. The clink of glass against glass. I headed toward the noise. A small group of people were gathered around a car. All the doors were open so that the interior light spilled out. Two boys were leaning against the car doors. One boy was sitting in the front seat. Another boy was in the back, with Rachel.
Rachel had a glass of beer in her hand, which looked as if it was about to drop; she held it so loosely, her hand limp from the wrist down. She was lying back against the upholstery with her eyes half shut.
“Hello, there,” the boy sitting in the driver’s seat said as I approached. “What can we do you for?”
I smiled. “I’ve just come to get my sister.” I leaned into the car and put my hand on her shoulder. “Rach. We’ve got to go. It’s really late.”
“Katie.” Rachel opened her eyes and grinned. The movement made her beer slop out of her glass and down her leg. She didn’t seem to notice. “Katie, Katie. I’m having such a good time. I’ve been telling them all about my … my … my … whatchamacallit?” She giggled, mimicked playing the piano with her fingers on her leg. “My … my … music! That’s it! My music!” Her voice was slurred, her gestures clumsy and exaggerated. “They want to come to my concert. Can you believe it?”
I looked around at the boys. They all wore flannel shirts worn open over tight T-shirts. The only one who met my eyes was the one sitting in front, in the driver’s seat. He was a lot older than the others, at least twenty, and was kind of handsome in a rugged way. A man, not a boy. I didn’t believe for a minute that he or any of the others was interested in classical music.
“Great,” I said, taking Rachel’s beer glass from her fingers. “And that’s why we’ve got to go. There won’t be any concert if you and I don’t go now.”
I took Rachel’s hand in mine and tried to pull her from the car. But it was awkward, she was a dead weight, uncooperative, and I felt that if I pulled any harder I’d make her fall out and end up being forced to drag her.
“How are you gonna get her home?” the man from the front seat asked. He was watching me quizzically, a cigarette between his lips.
“Walk. It’s not far,” I lied.
The man laughed. “I’m Grant. And yes, it is fucking far. Everywhere is far from here. At night. In the dark.” He nodded toward Rachel. “When you’re out of it.”
I shrugged. “Rachel,” I said loudly. “Come on. We’ve got to go. It’s late.”
She just giggled and slid sideways a little without making any real effort to move. She smiled dreamily and shut her eyes as if to sleep.
“Jesus,” I said, staring accusingly at Grant, although I knew if anyone was to blame it was me. I should never have brought Rachel here in the first place. I should never have left her alone. This was all my fault. “How much beer has she had?”
Grant shook his head and raised his eyebrows in an expression of innocence. “I dunno. I haven’t seen her have more than one glass. She’s probably just not used to it. Sean?” He turned to face a very large, sweaty-faced boy, the one who was sitting in the back beside Rachel. “Do you know how much she’s had to drink?”
“Nah.” Sean laughed, an ugly wheezing sound that made his belly rise, and spoke to Grant. He didn’t bother to look my way. “How the hell would I know? She was tanked before she even got in the car.”
“What a nightmare,” I groaned. “How am I going to get her home?”
I was talking more to myself than to anyone else, but Grant responded anyway. “That’s why I asked you,” he said. “We could drive you. No skin off my nose.”
“Oh, no,” I said. “Thanks anyway.”
“Suit yourself. But it’s gonna take you at least an hour to get anywhere if you walk. And it’s dark out. And a cab’ll cost you at least a hundred bucks.” He shrugged. “I know what I’d be doin’ if I was you.”
I stared at him as I tried to figure out what to do. Walking home with Rachel like this was clearly out of the question. I’d have to wait here until she sobered up—which could be hours—and Mom and Dad would be totally panicked by then. They’d probably even call the police. I couldn’t just let them sit at home and worry, so I’d have to borrow someone’s phone and call them, let them know that we were safe. But they’d ask so many questions, they’d insist on coming out to get us. And that was something I wanted to avoid. If they saw where we were, if they saw all the drunk kids, the state of the shed, all the alcohol and cigarettes and drugs, they’d be livid. And they’d probably do something really embarrassing, like try to break up the party, tell people to go home. They might even get the police to come and bust everyone.
It was inevitable that they’d discover we’d been drinking, but we were better off going home to face the consequences, better off avoiding the more dreadful fate of them coming here.
“Okay,” I said reluctantly. “That’d be great. Thank you. I wouldn’t ask but I don’t know what else to do. Would you mind? We don’t live far away, just east of town.”
“Not far, huh?” Grant snorted. He threw his cigarette out the window, stuck a fresh one in his mouth, lit it, and inhaled. He let the smoke trickle out of his nose as he spoke, kept his eyes on the cigarette between his fingers. “Not far. Sure. I bet you two live in a nice place. A real nice place.” He looked at me and nodded. “I don’t think that should be a problem. Wouldn’t mind a drive. We were about to leave anyway. Weren’t we, Sean?”
“Yeah.” Sean laughed again, a great dopey guffaw. “We were just about to fuck off from this shithole of a party anyway.”
“Good,” I said. “Thanks. Can I just run back and tell my boyfriend?” I had a sudden idea. “Maybe he could come with us? If you don’t mind? You’d only have to take him to our place. He could make his own way home from there.”
“Nope. Sorry. Can’t do it.” Grant shook his head. “He won’t fit in the car. There’s me, Sean, Jerry, and Chris. And you two girls. That’s three in the front and three in the back. A full house.”
“Unless she wants us to leave her behind. Take her boyfriend and her sister and leave her here,” Sean said, laughing. He was still talking about me as if I weren’t there.
“Shut up, Sean. You’re a fat fuck,” Grant said, his tone so curt and dismissive that I expected some kind of retaliation from Sean. But Sean smiled stupidly, put his hand on Grant’s shoulder, and squeezed. It was an oddly affectionate gesture.
“Pass me a smoke?” he said.
Grant threw a pack of cigarettes onto Sean’s lap.
“I’ll just go and tell my boyfriend that we’re going. I won’t be long.” I put my hand on Rachel’s leg and shook. “Rach? I’ll be back in just a minute. These boys are going to drive us home. Okay? Rach?”
“Drive us home?” She opened her eyes and stuck out her bottom lip in a pout. Her voice was even more slurred now and her eyes fluttered shut as she spoke. “We have to go already? I’m having so much fun.”
“Okay?” I looked at Grant. “I’ll be back in a sec.”
“No worries.” He smiled, took another drag on his cigarette. “We won’t go anywhere without ya.”
I rushed back into the shed. Will was talking to some boys near the exit.
“No luck,” he said when he saw me. “I was just asking these guys if they’d seen her.”
“It’s okay,” I told him. “I’ve found her. She’s really, really drunk, Will. I have to get her home. We’ve got a ride.”
“A ride? Who with?”
“A guy named Grant. It’s okay. Really. She’s in their car and I can’t get her out. She’s too drunk to move.” I waved my hand impatiently and kissed him on the cheek. “I have to go. I’m worried she’ll throw up or pass out or something.”
“I’ll just come out with you”
“No. No. It’s fine. Really.” I smiled and squeezed his hand, stood on tiptoe to kiss him on the lips. “Stay here with your friends. Have another drink for me.”
I turned and ran quickly back to the car.
The four boys were already inside, waiting, when I returned. I slid into the back, next to Rachel, and closed the door. Rachel’s head was tipped back and her eyes were closed. Her mouth was open slightly. I reached up and pushed her lips back together, touched her cheek.
“Rach?” I said. “We’re going home now.” I reached over and clipped her seat belt on.
Her eyes fluttered open for a moment and she attempted a smile. “’kay,” she said.
“Have a beer?” Sean reached across Rachel’s lap, an open can of beer in his hand. He kept his eyes down, and avoided meeting mine.
“Oh, no, thanks. I’ve had enough.”
“Shit,” he said, thrusting it closer. “At least hold it, will ya? I opened it for you.”
I took the can and lifted it carefully to my mouth, let the cold liquid wet my lips without taking any into my mouth. I didn’t want any more to drink. I was thirsty and tired. All I wanted was a glass of water and the comfort of bed. My parents were going to kill me when we got home. “Thanks.” I tried to smile at Sean but he’d already turned away.
“Thanks so much for this,” I said to Grant.
“That’s okay. Um … I don’t—”
“Oh my God. I’m sorry. I’ve been so rude. I’m Katie. Katie Boydell.”
“Katie. Right. Good.”
He didn’t introduce me to the other boys, and for a moment I considered introducing myself, tapping each of them on the shoulder and saying hello. But the whole atmosphere was so awkward and they were making so little effort to be friendly themselves—their bodies were stiff and they were all looking straight ahead—that I didn’t bother.
Instead, I stared out the window, watched the landscape pass me by in a blur, and said nothing. I thought frantically about what I was going to say to Mom and Dad. I’d just have to tell the truth, be completely honest. They were going to realize immediately that Rachel was drunk, they’d probably even have to help me get her inside. They’d hear and see the car as soon as we pulled up—I could picture them rushing out—Mom’s face creased initially in concern, changing quickly to her hard, set look of anger, her cold silence more condemning than any words; and Dad’s disappointment, his head shaking in bewilderment. But Katherine, he’d say, how could you? We trusted you.
It was going to be awful, we were all going to have a miserable weekend, and Rachel and I would certainly both be punished for our bad behavior. And yet I didn’t regret it. Even then, when all the fun was over and all we had left ahead was lectures and recriminations, I possessed a hard little nugget of joy inside that nothing and nobody could take from me. I loved Will. He loved me. And he was so wonderful, so gentle and kind. And I would hold this little piece of knowledge, the treasure of my love for him, and it would keep me warm and happy no matter what happened. When I was at home alone in my bedroom—grounded (as I knew I would be)—the thought of Will, the memory of the time we’d spent together tonight, the promise of what was to come, would be enough to make it bearable—worth it, even.
I was so busy thinking of Will, remembering his touch, and going over and over every single thing he’d said that it took me a while to realize that the landscape outside my window was completely unfamiliar. I peered at the trees and buildings, trying to place them, trying to recognize something. But it was no good. I had no idea where we were.
“Um, Grant?” I said. “We live just east of town, remember? I don’t know if this is the best way.”
“‘We live just east of town, remember?’”
It took a moment for me to understand what Grant had said, to realize that he was imitating my voice, mocking me. Before I had time to wonder why he was suddenly being unkind, he laughed and said it again.
“‘We live just east of town, remember?’” His voice was ludicrously high-pitched, his vowels clipped and sharp. “Lucky for some, eh? Some of us don’t get to live ‘just east of town.’” He laughed viciously. “But someone’s gotta live in the shitholes, eh? Someone’s gotta live at the asshole of the universe out near the dump and the prison. Some of us get to smell the roses while the others get our faces rubbed in shit, eh? That’s just how it is. Isn’t that right, Sean? The way of the fucking world.”
Sean laughed, a short, nervous, and very artificial laugh. I turned to look at him, to smile, but he refused to catch my eye. He stared straight ahead and lifted the beer can to his lips. I realized, as I watched him, that he actually had a very attractive face beneath his fat—striking blue eyes, lovely skin. He’d even be handsome if he lost some weight. And then I thought how odd it was that his hand was shaking—so much that he missed his mouth and dribbled beer down his chin. His forehead was wet with sweat and it struck me, abruptly, that he was scared. And for a moment I felt sorry for him and wondered what exactly he was scared of.
That’s when I realized that Rachel and I were in danger.
Fear hit me immediately. My throat clenched up so tightly that it became hard to swallow; I felt a painful twisting in my gut, felt my hands start to tremble and my heart start to pound. The hostility of all the boys in the car, the way they refused to look at me or acknowledge my presence, was suddenly so palpable that it was almost painful. How had I failed to notice it before? In my desperation to get Rachel home I’d been careless, stupid. I’d thought they were simply rude, but I now realized that their coldness was far more sinister.
They’d known this was going to happen. I didn’t know what they had planned, or where they were taking us, but they did. They were all in on it. And they could do anything they wanted.
They’ve drugged Rachel, I thought. And as soon as it occurred to me, I knew that it was true. And they tried to drug me, too. That’s why they wanted me to drink some of their beer. Rohypnol. I’d heard of it, been warned about it by policemen at school. Always get your own drinks, they’d said. Never ever drink something that you’re not one hundred percent certain of.
But Rachel was so trusting, so naïve. She would never have imagined.
They didn’t want to look at me or talk to me in case they felt sympathy. It was clear that Grant was their leader. He was relaxed and confident, humming as he drove, his arm resting on the window. The other boys all seemed nervous, stiff, but not Grant. Perhaps they knew that what they were doing was wrong. Perhaps they would take pity on us.
“Please. Could you just take us home? Please?” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.
“I am taking you home. Christ. The ingratitude. We’re just going to make a little detour first. Take care of some business.” He looked at me over his shoulder and smiled and winked in a cruel parody of reassurance.
Maybe Grant just enjoyed scaring people and this drive was some kind of game. After he’d had his malicious fun, maybe he planned to take us home or just abandon us somewhere—safe and untouched. That was the best that I could hope for, the best scenario I could imagine. But there were a lot of different pictures in my head, more chilling scenarios, alternatives that seemed more likely—rape, torture—and suddenly they were all so petrifyingly possible that I started to cry, with great, gulping sobs that made my body shudder and my breath come in noisy, rasping heaves. I put my hand to my mouth to try and quiet myself—I didn’t want to irritate anyone, give them cause to dislike me—but Grant turned around and looked at me, shook his head, and tutted as if he was disappointed.
“What’s wrong, Princess?” he asked. “Things not going the way you wanted? Daddy’s little girl not getting everything her own way?”
“Sorry,” I muttered, quite irrationally, as I pressed harder against my mouth and turned to look out the window at the blurred landscape. “Sorry.”
Grant laughed nastily and slapped his hand on the steering wheel. “Sorry?” He said it loudly, aggressively. “What perfect manners she has!” He turned to look at me and sneered. “Your mother would be proud.”
And as he turned back to the wheel, the car had swerved onto the other side of the road, and for an instant the headlights of an oncoming car shone blindingly through the windshield. As the car passed, its horn blared.
“Fuck you!” Grant screamed, sticking his middle finger up to the blackness. “Fuck you!”
And for a moment I wished that we’d crashed—the passengers in the front would have been most at danger—and then I considered the foolish possibility of trying to distract Grant so that he would crash. In a head-on collision with another car, or a tree, Rachel and I would have a good chance of surviving. It might be a better alternative to being at the mercy of Grant, who was clearly sick in the head.
But no, it was far too risky. And if I failed, which was likely, things would only get worse for me and Rachel.
The only thing I could do was wait. Wait and see where they took us, what they had planned. Try and get away at the first opportunity. And this wouldn’t have seemed so difficult, so terrifyingly impossible, if Rachel was awake. But she was deeply asleep, or unconscious, breathing loudly and heavily, and when I put my hand on her knee and squeezed her as hard as I could, pinching her skin, she didn’t even stir.
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Mick plays for another hour, and I take the opportunity, while he’s onstage, to watch him. I study the way his shoulders move as he plays, the obvious strength in his hands and wrists as he flexes his drumsticks. Occasionally he catches me looking and smiles, but he’s performing and it’s perfectly normal that I should be looking at him, so I feel safe enough to grin back openly. As soon as the band has finished playing, he comes and stands beside our table.
“What are you guys doing next?” he asks.
“Going home,” Philippa answers. “To bed. Katherine’s got to study.”
It’s getting late, and Philippa’s right. I really should get home to bed, but I have no desire to go. “Oh.” I shake my head. “Don’t worry about me. I’m fine. I feel so much better, and I’ve got a second wind now, and anyway—”
“We should go out somewhere,” Mick interrupts, looking straight at me, and I can tell that he wants this night to continue just as much as I do. “Get something to eat. I know some good places we can still get dinner.”
“Okay,” I say enthusiastically. “Sounds great. I’m starving.”
Philippa looks at her watch and then back at me. She frowns. “It’s almost midnight. I thought you wanted an early night?”
“No.” I shake my head. “Not really.”
“Sorry, but we have to leave. I’m totally and absolutely beat.” Philippa hooks her bag over her shoulder. “Some other time, okay? I really do have to get home to bed. I’m about to turn into a pumpkin. And that would scare you, believe me.”
She stands up, kisses her brother on the cheek, and says good night. And she waits, clearly expecting me to get ready to leave with her, and there’s an awkward moment when I don’t know what to say, what to do, how to make it clear that I don’t want to go. But Mick saves me from having to say anything at all.
“You and I could go,” he says, speaking directly to me, his face unsmiling again. “If you want to. I’ll make sure you get home safe.”
“Okay, yes, good idea,” I say in a rush, suddenly nervous and awkward, afraid of what Philippa might think. I stand up and collect my bag. “I’d love to.”
Philippa frowns, looking both puzzled and exasperated.
“What are you …” she says, and then her eyes widen and a slow, knowing grin spreads across her face. She stares at Mick and then at me, and I can feel my cheeks burning. Then she laughs, tipping her head back. “I knew you’d like each other. I knew it.”
I hold my breath and wait for Mick to deny it, to laugh at the suggestion that he likes me, but he meets my eye and smiles shyly and I smile back and I know that what Philippa has just said is true, and I know that with our smiles we are both saying a million un-sayable things. For a moment the three of us just stand there, silent and grinning, awkward and happy all at once.
“Well, then,” Philippa says. “I’d better go.” She turns to Mick. “Make sure she gets home safely. Or I’ll kill you.”
“Shut up, Pip,” he says.
“You know he rides a motorcycle?” she says to me, her eyebrows raised.
“That’s fine,” I say cheerfully, forcing the thought of my parents—the certain horror they would feel at the thought of me on the back of a motorcycle—to the back of my mind. “I like bikes,” I lie.
Philippa hugs Mick and then me, giving me an extra squeeze before she lets go. I take it as a sign that she approves of all this, and I feel a rush of tenderness toward her. She’s so generous and warm and open. Such a good friend.
“I’ve just got to help pack up a little,” Mick tells me when she’s left us. “Won’t take long. You want to wait here?”
I offer to go and help. He takes me to the stage and introduces me to the other band members, and I spend the next ten minutes helping them clear up, bundling electrical cords and returning empty glasses to the bar. When we’ve finished and the stage is clear and the instruments are loaded into the lead singer’s van, Mick goes backstage and returns with two bike helmets and a leather jacket.
He reaches out and takes my hand with his free one—grasps it tight, his palm big and firm and warm against mine. Then he smiles, wide and happy, and I laugh.
“Let’s go,” he says.
We walk, without talking. I don’t know where he’s taking me, nor do I care. It’s odd how comfortable I feel being alone with him, this man I’ve only just met, but it feels natural holding his hand. Right. Our hands fit together perfectly. There’s something easy between us, something almost magical, and when I look into his eyes there’s a feeling of something I can describe only as a sense of safety. Like coming home.
“Here,” he says when we reach his bike. He puts both helmets on the seat and holds out the jacket. “You can wear this.”
The jacket’s big, but it’s soft and it smells good, and wearing it makes me feel like a different girl altogether—someone wild and impetuous, someone brave. And when we’ve got our helmets on and I’m sitting on the bike behind Mick—my arms around his waist, the front of my body pressed tight against his back—and he takes off into the night, easy and quick through the streets, I believe I can really be that girl.
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Grant pulled off the road into the shadows.
“So,” he said, unclipping his seat belt and turning to face me, smiling. “Here we are. Time for some fun, eh? You ready, Katie? Katie, Katie? Katie, me matie?”
I didn’t respond, just looked back at him stonily. There was nothing I could say to him, and by now my fear was so great, and my hatred for Grant so enormous, that I was barely capable of speech. I was shaking—my arms, hands, legs, even my head. My teeth were chattering and I had to force my lips closed, bite my teeth together to stop them from making a dreadful noise. And the effort of that gave me something to concentrate on, something to focus my energy on instead of screaming, jumping across the seat, and attacking Grant, which was what all the adrenaline in my body was urging me to do—and which would, I was quite certain, only make things much worse.
And despite my frequent poking and pinching, Rachel hadn’t moved, or blinked, or shown any other sign of being conscious since we left the party. In a way, I envied her the oblivion.
“Come on.” Grant elbowed the boy sitting next to him, rolled his eyes in exasperation, then leaned over him and yelled at the boy sitting closest to the door. “Get out, would ya? You just going to sit there all night waiting for me to tell you what to do?”
“All right.” The boy opened the car door and slid out, the second boy following close behind.
Grant got out, slamming his door shut so hard that the car shook. And then Sean, so heavy and so nervous that I could hear the wheeze of his breath, got out and slammed his door, too. Rachel and I were alone in the car. Trapped, surrounded.
“Rach.” I shook her as hard as I could. “Wake up. Rachel! Wake up.” I heard the hysteria in my voice. “Please, Rach,” I pleaded, speaking louder, no longer worrying if they heard me. “Please.”
The door next to me opened and I felt the rush of the cold night air. And then Grant leered in at me. “She can’t hear you, Princess. You’re wasting your time.” He looked at his bare wrist as if he was checking the time. “Another hour at least, I’d say, before she even starts to wake up.” Then he put his hand on my knee and squeezed gently in a falsely affectionate gesture that made my skin crawl and repulsed me as much as if I’d been touched by a venomous spider. I wanted to scream and kick and slap his face. But I bit my lip hard and looked up at him, forced my hands not to move.
“What do you want, Grant?” I asked. My voice was surprisingly quiet, level. “What do you want from us?”
He looked thoughtful. He took a drag on his cigarette and blew smoke into my face. I turned away and coughed into my hand.
“Oh, shit. Sorry, Princess. Don’t you smoke?”
“No.”
“Maybe you should take it up. I like a lady who smokes. It’s sexy. Don’t ya think? Sophisticated.”
He took another drag of his cigarette and again blew the foul smoke from his lungs into my face.
I squeezed my eyes shut, held my breath. But then the butt of his cigarette was against my mouth, his fingers pushing it roughly between my lips. I turned away.
Suddenly, shockingly, my head snapped back and there was a searing pain on my scalp. He had pulled my hair, forced my head back, so that I was looking at him from an almost upside-down angle. “Listen, Princess,” he said, his face so close to mine that I could feel the scratch of stubble from his cheeks. “Don’t fucking turn away from me, all right? I don’t like it. All right, bitch?” He let go and I nodded. I started to cry.
“Oh, Christ,” he said, sighing. “Not this again. Look.” He perched on the seat next to me, one leg inside the car, one resting on the ground. “Things’ll just be a lot easier if you cooperate, okay? If you just do what I say, when I say it. Okeydokey?”
His air of smug arrogance, possible only because he had the advantage of strength and numbers—the power of the bully—made me want to spit in his face. But my reluctance to be hurt again, my desire to stay alive and intact and as uninjured as possible, was stronger than my desire to strike out.
“Okay,” I said. “Okay.”
“Good girl. Now have a drag of this smoke. It won’t hurt you. Here.” Once again he pressed the cigarette between my lips. “Now suck.”
I breathed in as shallowly as I could, drawing smoke into my mouth, and immediately started to cough and splutter. Grant laughed, shook his head as if amused by the antics of a child, and put the cigarette back between his own lips. He stood.
“Come on,” he said. “Time to get out.”
“Where are we going?” I asked, looking back at Rachel anxiously. “And what about my sister? I don’t want to leave her alone.”
Grant peered back into the car and sighed, balancing the cigarette expertly in one corner of his mouth when he answered. “What did I say, Katie? You’re not listening, Princess. Do what I say when I say it and everything will be fine.” He took the cigarette between his thumb and forefinger, turned it, and looked thoughtfully at the glowing red end.
I understood what he was going to do only a second before he did it. And then I was screaming, and the skin on my leg, just above my knee, was consumed with a hot, burning pain. He held the tip of the cigarette deliberately against me and I screamed. And my arms moved involuntarily, pushing him away, slapping at him, hitting, striking out.
He grabbed my arms with both of his and held them down so hard that it hurt. He was so much stronger that I could neither resist nor pull away, I could barely even move beneath his grip. “Shut up,” he said, so viciously that spit collected between his lips and splashed my face. “Don’t ask questions. Don’t ask any more fucking questions. Just fucking. Do. What. You’re. Fucking. Told.”
And my fear and anger and hatred—for I hated him then, and if I could have killed him I would have, gladly—were so strong that I forgot the pain in my leg, could barely feel it. I wanted to scream at him, and I could feel my top lip curl with the force of my loathing, with the effort of not expressing it. How dare you! I wanted to scream. You stupid, ignorant, ugly bastard. How dare you! You’re going to be sorry for this. You’re going to pay. And if I get the opportunity, if you turn your back just once, if I ever get the chance, I’ll kill you. I’ll pound your head with a rock, pound and pound and pound until your brains are a liquid pulp. I’ll smash you until there’s nothing left of your stupid cowardly face, nothing left of your pathetic, evil, sad little mind.
“Come on!” he screamed at me, making me gasp and put my hands up to my face defensively. “Get out of the fucking car! Now!”
I slid across the seat and got out.
Sean and the other two boys were standing together not far from the car, watching. I could hear them muttering and laughing. Their laughter sounded unnatural. They were nervous, I realized, and their voices were stiff with an artificial bravado. Their cigarettes made three arcs of glowing orange in the dark as they moved their arms, or lifted them to their mouths.
Grant gripped my forearm tightly and dragged me past the others.
It was dark, and I stumbled occasionally; each time, he pulled on my arm sharply and grunted with annoyance. I was so terrified that my legs were shaking. It was an enormous effort not to fall to the ground and start screaming. Instead, I sobbed silently, tears running down my cheeks and into my mouth, splashing onto my collar.
There was a building in front of us. Some kind of corrugated-iron storage shed. Grant pulled on the door, which creaked loudly in protest, and pushed me inside. And then there was the crack of a bolt and I was locked in.
It was pitch-black inside. The place smelled of mold and dirt, a smell that reminded me of the cellar at my grandfather’s, a place that had always frightened me. As I heard Grant walk away, I fell to my knees and started to moan in terror.
“Please, God,” I whispered into the blackness. “Please, please, don’t leave me here. Please.”
My instinct was to scream—to scream and yell and bash and bang on the wall—to protest as loudly and as violently as I could. But I knew somehow that it would do no good, that no one would hear me. I’d only make Grant angrier and provoke him into hurting me again. Or he might hurt Rachel. It took all my effort, all my energy and self-control, to muffle my sobs.
I pressed my hands against the ground and felt dirt, damp and cold and packed down hard. I crouched on all fours and let my head hang for a moment. I breathed in and out, in and out, and tried to calm myself. It would be so easy to fall apart, so terribly easy, and in a way, it would be a relief to let myself succumb to mindless hysteria. But I needed to keep my head, I needed to think. After all, I was still alive, Rachel was still alive, nothing irreversible had happened yet. And the best—no, the only—defense I had was my brain. Grant and his friends were stronger than Rachel and I, but I had to believe that I was smarter. If I remained calm, surely there was a chance I could outwit them and find a way to help us escape.
I ran my fingertips along the ground, trying to feel out the edges of the shed, to work out how big it was and get a sense of where the walls were. I needed to learn if there was any possible source of light, any place from which I might escape.
I kept one hand against the wall and crawled along the floor. I went slowly, afraid, in the blackness, of crawling on something sharp or hitting my head. But it felt better to be moving, to be doing something. It felt much better to have a plan, however feeble and unlikely the plan might be.
The shed seemed endless in the darkness, larger inside than it had from outside. As I turned a corner along the second wall, my hands touched something. It was soft and had an odd texture. I recoiled in horror and put my hands to my mouth to muffle a sob.
My first thought was that it was some kind of animal, but I heard and felt no movement, no sound of breathing. Slowly, I reached out to touch it again.
It was soft but coarse. Not an animal at all but some kind of sack. Burlap. Probably filled with seeds or hay. I crawled farther and discovered that there were piles and piles of these sacks stacked against one wall.
I crawled around the rest of the shed and found no holes or gaps between the walls and the earth, no obvious way of breaking free. I sat back and tried to think, and as I looked around I realized that my eyes had adjusted to the dark. Except for the sacks, the shed was completely empty. The only source of light came from the gaps around the doorway. But I knew the door was locked, I’d heard Grant push several bolts when he left.
I could move the sacks. I knew the chance was slim, but perhaps there might be some kind of hole or way of escape behind them. Corrugated iron could be bent; all I needed was a small gap between the wall and the ground and I’d be able to squeeze out.
The sacks were heavy and hard to budge, but my fear and anger gave me a strength I didn’t normally possess. I didn’t care how much my arms hurt, or my back; the need to escape, to live, kept me moving. I didn’t move the sacks far, I just piled them, neatly arranged, just as they were, about a yard from the wall. As much as I wanted to shove them frantically out of my way, to toss them anywhere, I didn’t want Grant to notice that they’d been moved when he returned.
And I was rewarded. When I finally began on the last row, I saw a silvery reflection coming up from the ground. Light. I started moving much faster, suddenly even more anxious and afraid than I’d been only moments before. I felt my stomach twist, and had a sudden overwhelming urge to go to the bathroom. The possibility of escape only heightened my terror, made me conscious of how much danger Rachel and I were in, how terrified I really was. But I squeezed my muscles together and held on; I didn’t have time to stop.
When I’d moved all the sacks just enough so that I could squeeze between them and the wall, I crouched down on my hands and knees and studied the gap. The wall was very slightly bent up and outward at the bottom; that left a space about five inches high and almost a foot wide. If I could just bend it up a little farther, make the gap wide enough for my head and then my body to fit through, I’d be able to squeeze out.
I stood up, put my foot against the iron, and pushed out as hard as I could. It didn’t budge. I needed to be able to put the full weight of my body into it. I got on the ground, on my back, with my head against the sacks and, using my feet, I pushed with all the strength I had. The iron bent upward. A little.
Again, at the idea that I might actually escape, I felt hysteria rising in my throat. I stifled a sob, shook my head, and concentrated. I pushed again. I pushed so hard that it hurt. Beneath my feet, the wall started to move.
The gap now looked big enough to wriggle through. I lay flat on my stomach. Then I pushed my head through first, slowly, so that my cheek scraped along the earth and I felt the sharp points of pebbles against my skin. It was harder getting my shoulders out, but I pulled with my hands and pushed with my feet and forced myself to squeeze through. The rest of my body was easy. I shoved myself forward, not caring that the ragged edge of the iron was scraping my back, slicing through my clothes, bruising my skin. At last I was free.
And now that I was out, it was even harder to control my rising hysteria. I was free, at least for now, and I so desperately didn’t want Grant to find me that I was paralyzed by my own terror. I forced myself to breathe, my legs to move, and, groping in the shadows, I shuffled to the corner of the shed and peered around.
The car doors were open. Enough light shone from inside to reveal that Rachel was on the ground beside it. She was on her back, her skirt gathered messily up around her waist. Grant knelt between her open legs. He was moving back and forth, thrusting into her. Rachel moaned softly each time. The other boys leaned against the car, watching.
The bastards were raping her. My baby sister was being raped.
I had to bend over double and clamp my hand over my mouth to stifle a scream. I wanted to run toward them, hit them, scratch them, kill and maim and injure. But I had to force myself to be still, to think. There was no way I could overpower them, no way I could stop them.
An angry hatred so powerful that I could taste it, sharp and bitter, rose up in my throat. I crouched down in the dirt and gripped a rock, clenched it in my hand so tightly that it dug into my skin. But I was glad for the hurt of it, glad for its painful sharpness.
I looked around desperately, for something, anything. I’m not sure what I was hoping to find, but my heart soared. Through the trees in the distance, I saw light.
I looked back toward Rachel, and just as I did, Sean lifted his head. He seemed to look straight at me. I don’t know whether he really saw me—I’ll never know. It was dark where I was standing, so perhaps he didn’t, but I didn’t wait around to find out. I panicked.
I turned and ran. Toward the light.
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We ride down toward the harbor. Mick takes me to a pub where he says they serve good late-night food. We’re both starving, and we order huge meals—steak and potatoes and salad—and eat enthusiastically, grinning at each other across the table whenever our eyes meet.
When we’ve finished our dinner and our table is clear and we’re each sipping on a Coke, Mick kisses me. It’s surprising and unexpected and yet totally wonderful, all at once. He stands, leans across the table, and puts his lips against mine. It’s not a passionate kiss, his mouth remains closed, but it’s tender and soft and lasts much longer than a brotherly peck. It’s a kiss that makes everything more certain, a kiss that makes it clear that he’s as attracted to me as I am to him.
“Why did you scowl when you first met me?” I ask him. “I thought you must hate me. I thought you were horrible, actually. Unfriendly and rude.”
“Because I felt weird. When I first saw you. As soon as I saw you, I knew something was going to happen between us. I knew it. Right away.” He smiles—looks shy for the first time. “You made me nervous.”
We’re both jubilantly happy, both astonished by the unexpected delight of finding each other, and when we leave the pub and head back to his motorcycle, Mick asks me where I live.
“I don’t want to go home,” I say.
“You don’t?”
“No.”
We go to Mick’s place. He shares it with a student named Simon, who is out for the evening. We make tea and take our mugs to Mick’s bedroom. His bed is a mattress on the floor—but the duvet is pulled up tidily, the pillows arranged in a single pile at its head. Books are stacked against the wall; a guitar leans beside them.
We sit on his bed side by side, our backs against the pillows, legs crossed, knees touching. We talk about music, our favorite bands, our favorite songs. We drink sodas and share a chocolate bar from the near-empty fridge. At almost three a.m. Mick shuffles down the bed so that he rests on his side, facing me, his head on a pillow.
“Lie down, Katherine,” he says. “You must be getting tired.”
I wriggle lower so that we are next to each other, our faces close.
Mick touches my face with his fingertip, traces a line down my cheek, across my chin, down my neck.
“You’re beautiful,” he says.
We kiss, pressing our bodies, our mouths, tight. And we fit together so well, so naturally, and soon we are breathless and tense with heat and need.
I pull away, suddenly full of a powerful and intrusive desire to talk, to tell my story. “I haven’t done this for … the last time I kissed a boy … the last time.” I pause, take a deep breath. “His name was Will. William Holloway. It was the night Rachel was murdered.”
Mick doesn’t move. Then he nods, waits.
“We didn’t do anything that night,” I say. And I remember Will’s face, how much I had loved him, how painful and awkward it was when I saw him afterward. “We were going to, though. We had great plans for losing our virginity together. But everything just turned to shit after that night. We were awfully uncomfortable around each other. I think we were embarrassed. Which seems a ridiculous thing to feel when someone’s been murdered. But we couldn’t even look at each other. He kept coming around to see me and he’d sit there, all stiff and unhappy, while I cried. Eventually I told him I didn’t want to see him anymore. He was so relieved.” I laugh sourly. “You should have seen his face. He was trying to pretend to be sad that we’d broken up. But he couldn’t get out the door fast enough.”
“I guess it was a pretty heavy scene for a sixteen-year-old.”
“I didn’t really blame him. I was relieved, too. It was horrible having him feel so sorry for me. But he was too polite and kind just to dump me.”
“And since then?”
“Nothing,” I say. “Nobody.”
“Then I’m lucky.” He smiles. “But we can slow down. There’s no hurry. I can wait. I don’t want to pressure you.”
But I know what I want, and the idea of waiting any longer is so frustrating it only makes me more certain. I shake my head and smile shyly. I take his hand and place his arm around me, sliding forward so that our bodies are close and tight. I press my lips against his.
“Katherine,” he says when we finish. We’re breathing each other’s air and are lying side by side, our noses almost touching.
“Mick,” I say.
“I love your name. It suits you perfectly. Katherine. Katherine. Katherine and Mick.”
And when he says my name like that, right next to his, everything is different. I’ve never really liked being called Katherine—all this time, despite what I’ve said, I’ve desperately missed being called Katie. I’ve missed being Katie.
But I’m no longer Katie, I’m Katherine—and tonight, for the first time ever, I don’t want to be anyone else.
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You run and you run and you run. You run faster, harder than you’ve ever run before. You trip and stumble, fall hard on your hands and knees, scramble up immediately, continue running.
“Please, please,” you sob. “Help me. Please. Someone. Help.”
You are terrified that they are behind you, chasing you, getting closer with each step. Your own ragged breath is deafening in your ears, but you imagine you can hear them closing in on you, and so you run faster. You dare not turn around to check; you’re too terrified to do anything but run. Despite the pain in your sides, the ache in your legs, your fatigue, you force yourself on, force yourself not to slow down, not to turn around, not to collapse in a hysterical, helpless heap on the ground.
And as you get closer to the light, it becomes clear that it comes from a house, the miracle you’d hoped for. And as you get closer still, you see that the windows are open to the night breeze, the front-porch light is on, a car is parked in the driveway. Someone is home.
You run down the drive, fall onto the porch, pick yourself up, and run to the door. You pound and pound with your fists. You kick. You yell out.
After an eternity, the door opens. A woman stands there, framed by the light; she looks angry at your rude intrusion. But as she takes in your appearance, your obvious fear, her expression changes to one of alarm and concern. Her mouth drops open; she puts one hand on her chest, the other on your arm.
“What’s wrong?” she demands. “What’s happened?”
By the time the police arrive and organize a search, the four boys have gone. They’ve left her there, on her back in the dirt like an animal. One of the policemen reassures you that she looks peaceful, that the expression on her cold, dead face is serene and calm. It’s something, he says, something to help us hope that she didn’t really know what was happening.
She didn’t know that you left her there. Alone with them.




PART TWO
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Alice is already seated at a table in the café by the time I get there. She is sipping on a mug of coffee.
“Hey.” I sit opposite her. Smile.
Alice rolls her eyes. “I’ve been trying to call you all weekend. Why don’t you ever take your phone with you?” She is irritable, but she can’t do anything to change my mood. Nothing can. I’m far too happy.
“What was it? What did you want?” I say pleasantly, ignoring her temper. I don’t bother explaining what has happened, where I’ve been. I don’t say a word about Mick. It’s still so new, so lovely, and I want to keep it to myself.
“I just wanted to tell you. I’ve got this new man.” She leans forward, her face alight. Her anger of only a moment before is apparently forgotten.
My immediate thought is of Robbie. How devastated he’ll be.
“Oh.” I pick up the menu, stare blindly at the laminated cardboard. “Is it serious?”
“‘Is it serious?’ God, you could sound a bit happier for me.”
I put the menu down and look at her. “I’m sorry. But what about Robbie? Does he even know about this yet? He’s going to be heartbroken. He really—”
“Robbie schmobbie,” she interrupts. “It’s not as if I ever promised him anything. Honest, Katherine. I never did. Never. In fact, I made it perfectly clear from the beginning that it wasn’t serious between us. He just made us up in his head. Anyway, Robbie will just have to deal with it. He has no choice. He doesn’t own me.”
“I guess not.” And I realize that this is probably the best outcome in the long term, anyway. In a way I can only feel glad, for Robbie’s sake. This will force him to face up to reality—Alice doesn’t care about him. It’s going to hurt, but he needs to forget her and find someone else—someone who appreciates how fantastic he is.
“So?” I say. “Who is he? What’s he like?”
“He’s gorgeous. He’s wonderful, beautiful, sexy. I’m in absolute heaven. I think about him every minute of the day.”
I smile. I know exactly how she feels. “What’s his name?”
But Alice doesn’t answer; instead, she lifts her mug to her lips, peers at me over the rim. “He’s older.”
“Older?”
“Yes. A lot older.”
“How much older?”
“Guess. Guess how old he is.”
“Thirty-five?”
“No. Older.”
“Forty?”
“Older.”
“Forty-five?”
“Older.”
I stare at her. “Are you joking?”
“Nope. Come on. You’re nearly there.”
“Fifty?”
“Forty-eight.”
“Shit, Alice. That’s huge. He’s ancient. Doesn’t it bother him? Does he know how old you are?”
Alice smiles. “Maybe he thinks I’m twenty-seven.”
“You’re lying to him?”
She shrugs. “Just stretching the truth a bit.”
“But he’s thirty years older than you. He’s old. Isn’t that weird?”
“No. No, it’s not. You’d be surprised. It’s great. He’s really smart, Katherine, and unbelievably knowledgeable. It’s as if I’ve been looking for an older man all this time, you know, it’s just a million times better. He’s just so much more mature, so much more confident and independent. And he doesn’t act like a lovesick puppy around me, which is such a relief.” She laughs. “And he’s just so good in bed, so experienced. He’s just so fucking unbelievably skilled.”
I try hard to concentrate on the menu. I’m not very hungry—the excitement of being newly in love has ruined my appetite—but I don’t want Alice to sense my disapproval, how judgmental I am. Lately, whenever I’ve been around her, I’ve felt like an older sister, a disapproving and cranky older sister.
I’m not even sure why Alice’s new relationship should bother me. They’re both adults, after all. As long as nobody gets hurt, the age difference shouldn’t really matter. It’s just that with Alice, things are never as simple as they first seem.
“He’s not married, is he?” I say, and I can’t help it, I sound suspicious.
“No.” Alice pokes her tongue out. “He’s not. Bitch.”
“Sorry. Okay. He’s not married. That’s good.” And then I grin. “So what’s wrong with him? How did he get to be so old without getting married?”
“He was married. His wife died.”
“Oh, no. Really? How horrible.”
“I guess so.” Alice shrugs. “But not for me.”
The waitress comes to the table, and I order coffee and a sandwich. Alice orders more coffee.
“You’re not eating?” I ask.
“No. I’ve got no appetite.” She leans forward and presses her hand against mine, squeezes. “I think I’m in love, Katherine. I’ve never felt like this. Never. I can’t eat. I can’t sleep. I’m overdosing on adrenaline. I can hardly even read a magazine, let alone Shakespeare. All I do is wait for him to call. It’s as if I’m only half alive when I’m not with him, in some kind of weird limbo land. You know, I honestly think he might be the true love of my life.”
And though I’m feeling almost exactly the same way about Mick, I’m surprised to find that I have no urge to confide in Alice, no desire to tell her about all the glorious new feelings pulsing through my veins, or how much things have changed since I last saw her. In fact, I’m shocked to realize that I want to keep the whole thing from her, keep it safe, hidden. Mine.
I smile and listen while she tells me everything—where they met, how they ended up together. But I tell her nothing about Mick. Nothing.
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There are only twenty days to go before school ends. There’s no way I can concentrate on schoolwork when Mick and I are together, and so we both agree that the best thing is not to see each other in person at all. Just for twenty days. It seems reasonable at the time. Easy, even. But not seeing him is harder than I expected, and I miss him so much that I feel it like a physical pain.
I set myself up comfortably, all my books and papers around me, at my desk at home. Vivien is heading off on a monthlong business trip to Europe soon. But she’s home now, having a rare few weeks without any travel, and she takes care of all of the domestic stuff while I study. She cooks us delicious, healthy meals and insists on doing all the dishes so I’m free to study without interruption. I finish each day at about five and go for a walk to clear my head, then I eat dinner and go back to my room for a few more hours of work.
I’m usually too tired and brain-dead to study much past nine, and when I’ve showered and put my pajamas on I hop into bed and call Mick. I always feel slightly nervous before I call, afraid that I’ll interrupt him, that he’ll be annoyed or unfriendly or for some reason less than happy to hear from me. But every time I call he answers almost immediately with my name, Katherine, and he always sounds relieved, joyful, as if he has been looking forward to hearing my voice as much as I’ve been looking forward to hearing his.
He asks me each night what I’ve been working on, how I’m feeling, if I’m ready for finals. He tells me about his day, how his band practice went. If he has a gig that night he always sounds a little more upbeat, distracted. My favorite nights are the nights when he is at home, too, in bed, and we talk to each other for an hour or more. We talk until our voices grow soft and sleepy and his tender good night is the last thing I hear before I close my eyes.
On the afternoon of my last exam, history, he is there waiting for me when I walk out of the examination hall. I hadn’t expected him to be there, and I feel myself blush as I walk toward him. I feel instantly unattractive and girlish, and I’m acutely aware that some of the other students are staring at us. But Mick smiles, grabs my hand, pulls me close, and wraps his arms around me. And in Mick’s arms I am all at once indifferent to what other people think. I no longer give a damn what I look like. He loves me, and that is all that matters. We go straight back to Mick’s place, to his bedroom, and when he wraps his arms around me and kisses me, I am overcome. Lost.
Several hours later, when it has become dark and I’ve woken from a deep, contented sleep, Mick brings me a sandwich and watches me as I eat. I’m hungry and eat quickly, and when I’ve finished, Mick lies down beside me and makes love to me again. When we’ve finished, when we are lying side by side, face-to-face, I begin to cry.
“What is it?” Mick frowns. “What’s wrong?”
“This is too good. Too much. I’m too happy. It’s scary.”
He laughs, kisses me. “Don’t be dumb. You’re allowed to be happy, Katherine.”
“Am I? I’m not sure, sometimes I think …”
“No.” He shakes his head and kisses me again so that I can’t speak. His voice is urgent, almost panicked. “Shhhh. Don’t say anything. You’ll bring bad luck. You’re happy. I’m happy. It’s not too good to be true, people are happy all the time. It’s normal. It’s good. Don’t think about bad stuff. Just don’t.”
“Okay,” I say. “Okay.” And in the face of Mick’s superstitiousness, I keep my concerns to myself. I pretend to believe that I deserve happiness as much as anybody else.
I go home to sleep that night because Vivien is leaving the next morning and I want to have breakfast with her and say good-bye.
“Did you have fun last night?” she says, tucking into the scrambled eggs I insisted on making.
“Yes. It was fantastic.” And there must be something in my voice, an extra note of happiness or excitement, because she looks at me quizzically, her eyebrows raised.
“That good, huh?”
“Yeah.” And I look down at my plate, hope my cheeks aren’t as pink as they feel. “Just so good to be finished with exams. So good to be free.” I don’t tell her about Mick. I can’t. I’m afraid that talking about it too soon may jinx it, may cause everything to unravel. And though I’m pretty sure she would never betray a confidence, I’m not ready for my parents to know.
“Remember to call your mom and dad while I’m gone. You’re looking much happier lately,” she says as she hugs me good-bye. “So much happier.”
“I guess I am,” I say.
Mick has a gig that night. His band is playing from ten until one at a bar nearby. We spend the day together at his place and he leaves for work at eight. I stay behind to have a shower and get dressed and wait for Philippa. She arrives at half past nine with Danni, a friend of hers from school. They’ve brought a bunch of flowers for me, a congratulatory gift for finishing my exams.
“Well done,” Philippa says, leaning in to kiss me on the cheek, “for making it through all those years of torture.”
“No more high school,” I say. “Ever. It’s hard to believe.”
“So?” Danni asks. “How do you think you did?”
“Okay, I guess.” I shrug. “I’m just glad it’s all over.”
“I’ll bet Mick’s glad, too.” Philippa grins, elbowing me. “He’s pined for you like a lovesick puppy.”
Though Mick has already told me how much he missed me, hearing it from Philippa makes it seem even more real, more precious.
The band is already playing when we get there, and I sit at our table, a cold drink in my hands, and stare at Mick shamelessly. He is playing, concentrating, his face as intent and serious and closed as it was the first time I saw him. Danni and Philippa talk, try and involve me in the conversation, but I’m distracted, waiting for Mick to notice me. Danni and Philippa laugh. Philippa squeezes my leg; she is happy for me, happy for her brother.
Eventually he turns our way. He grins when he sees me, his enormous, transformative smile, and my heart pounds in my chest with grateful love. I want to rush onto the stage and kiss him, embrace him, hold him close. But it’s almost just as good watching him play, knowing that it’s me he’s thinking of, me that has made his face open up like that, me he will come to when he’s finished.
As the band is playing the final song of the first set, Mick keeps his eyes on mine, and as soon as it’s over he leaves the stage and comes to my table. He says hi to Philippa and Danni, reaches out for my hand, and drags me to the stage. He takes me to the back, where it’s dark.
He pushes me against the wall, presses his body against mine, puts his hand on the side of my head, buries his fingers in my hair.
“You came,” he says.
“Yes,” I say, and my voice is feather-soft, breathless with love and lust and incredulous joy.
“I missed you.” And I hear it in his voice, too, this mad happiness.
“Yes.” And there is little else to say, just yes. Yes.
And then his mouth is on mine, his tongue searching, his lips soft, the clean, sweet smell of his breath now familiar. And I can feel him against me, his desire, and I want him, too, and I lean toward him, showing him that I feel the same. And yet I feel no great sense of urgency for the night to be over. I’m going to appreciate it, every moment, enjoy the anticipation, savor the fact that we will be together later. That there is better yet to come.
And then a familiar song comes on the jukebox.
“Rachel used to listen to this.” I move back and laugh, rock my body in time with the beat. It’s an invigorating, happy song, impossible to ignore. “She loved it. She always used to dance to it.”
Mick takes my hand in his. “Come on, then.”
We go back onto the stage and jump down to the crowded dance floor. We dance, our hands clasped together tightly, moving in toward each other and away again. Our lips meet occasionally, and we taste each other, salty, sweet, our bodies pressed close. We separate and Mick twirls me around until I get dizzy and he has to hold me up while I laugh. We dance to song after song until we’re both hot and sweaty and our palms are sticky. But we don’t care, we don’t want to let go. Neither of us can stop smiling.
The music is loud, so I don’t hear my cell phone but I feel the vibration against my hip. A message. I ignore it, plan to check it later, but a few minutes later it’s buzzing again. I take the phone from my pocket, hold it up to show Mick. He kisses me. I go to the bathroom so that I’ll be able to hear the messages.
It’s Alice.
Katherine. Call me. She sounds as if she might be crying. Where are you? I can never find you lately. Please call me. Please. I really need to see you.
I call her cell phone.
“Katherine. Thank God,” she answers.
“What’s up? Are you okay?”
“No. Not really.”
“What’s wrong? What’s happened?”
“I’m bored. I’ve got nothing to do. My boyfriend is busy and can’t see me tonight.”
I roll my eyes. Only Alice could make boredom seem so urgent. And though I really don’t want to leave Mick, I say, “Do you want me to come over? Bring you some chocolate?”
“I don’t know what I want.” She sighs. “Where are you? It sounds funny. There’s an echo.”
“I’m out. At a bar. The William Hotel. I’m in the bathroom. The music’s too loud to hear anything.”
“Oh.” She is quiet again. And then: “Who are you with?”
“Philippa. And a girl named Danni. And Philippa’s brother.” I avoid saying Mick’s name. “But I can leave. I’ll come over to your place. I’ll bring something to help cheer you up.”
“No. No. I don’t want to ruin your night. I’ll come out. I’ll meet you there.”
“But it’s so noisy.” And as I’m speaking I realize how much I don’t want her to come. I want to keep Mick and Philippa, my new friendship, my new love, away from Alice. I’m afraid she’ll ruin everything, taint it somehow. “We won’t be able to talk.”
“Doesn’t matter,” she says. “I don’t want to talk. I want to have some fun.”
I go back to the bar and sit at the table with Philippa and Danni. The band is back onstage, and Mick winks at me from behind his drums as I take my seat. Philippa and Danni, who are listening to the music and tapping their feet, both smile at me. I smile back. But I feel different now; my sense of elation has disappeared. The thought of Alice coming has made me feel tired and mildly anxious.
Alice is wearing the shortest dress I’ve ever seen. It’s sequined in silver and barely covers her underwear. She’s wearing boots that come up to her knees. She looks fantastic, sexy and stunning, and I notice heads turn as she makes her way to our table.
She pulls a chair right up next to mine. She doesn’t look at or acknowledge Philippa or Danni but immediately turns sideways so that she faces me.
“Hey,” she says, leaning close so that I can hear her. Her face is made up and glossy, beautiful. “This is a bit of dive, isn’t it? Let’s go somewhere else. Just you and me.”
Before I have the chance to answer her, Philippa leans over the table and nudges Alice.
“Aren’t you going to say hello?” She has to shout to be heard over the band’s noise.
“Hi, Philippa.”
“This is Danni,” Philippa says.
“Hi,” Danni shouts. “God, I love your dress! And those boots! You look totally hot. Where do you get your clothes?”
Danni’s flattery obviously pleases Alice, because her body language changes instantly. She turns toward Danni and smiles. And as the two of them become engrossed in a conversation about clothes, Alice clearly forgets her desire to leave. She drags her chair over closer to Danni’s. Both of them are absorbed and animated. Philippa looks at me, rolls her eyes.
Alice and Danni spend the rest of the set talking. Philippa and I sit and listen to the music; we don’t talk, but we look at each other and smile every now and again. Philippa’s smile is full of sisterly pride.
When the set is over, Mick stands behind me, leans over, and kisses my neck.
“I’m just getting a drink,” he says. “Come with me, Katherine.”
He takes my hand as I stand up and push back my chair. I notice Alice look up at us curiously. She stops talking and stares, her eyes wide, as I turn away.
When we return to the table, Alice is leaning back in her chair; she has her arms folded across her chest. She is smiling.
“So? You and him?” She looks at me pointedly, ignoring Mick. “Philippa has been kind enough to fill me in.”
Alice is clearly upset and offended that I’ve kept this from her. I feel the color rising in my cheeks.
“Alice, this is Mick,” I say. “Mick, Alice.”
Mick smiles. “Hi.”
“You play the drums?” Alice asks him.
“Yep.”
“I love the drums, just love them. But I can’t actually comment on your performance. I didn’t even notice you up there before. Sorry. But nobody told me you knew Katherine. I didn’t even know you were Philippa’s brother.”
Mick doesn’t respond; instead, he looks at me, clearly wondering who this odd girl is, why she seems mildly hostile. He picks up his glass and takes a large gulp of his beer. He reaches out for my hand and stands, tugging me up with him. He pulls me to the dance floor.
He buries his face in my neck. We sway to the music, our bodies in rhythm. I breathe him in, let the smell of him, the feel of his body, the beat of the music, fill my senses.
We dance until Mick has to go back onstage for the final set. When I return, Alice has moved. She’s sitting at a table behind us with two men. She is animated—talking and gesturing energetically. Both men look charmed, captivated. They are both leaning toward her, vying for her attention. I’m amazed at how easily she can forget about her new boyfriend, the “true love of her life,” but I’m feeling far too happy to worry about Alice, and right now she just makes me smile. I try to catch her eye, but she doesn’t look my way, doesn’t notice me, she’s so preoccupied with her new conquests.
At closing time we all leave together. Alice has linked arms with the two men from the table. The three of them are walking ahead of us. Her voice is loud, happy. She turns around and looks back at me.
“I’m going out with Simon and Felix,” she calls out in a singsong voice, loud enough so that everyone around us can hear.
I laugh. “Okay,” I call back.
Alice and Felix and Simon head straight to the taxi stand and join the line of people waiting. Mick’s bike is parked just a little farther down the road, and we have to pass by them to reach it.
“Oooh, look, a cancan line,” Alice says loudly, peering down the length of the line. Some of the people waiting laugh. I hear someone else mutter a weary “Oh, for God’s sake, shut up.”
And then she starts kicking her legs out and singing the melody of the cancan. The two men beside her support her weight as she kicks higher and higher. Each kick reveals more of the top of her shapely thighs, her underpants. “Nah nah, na-na-na-na, nah nah, na-na-na-na, nah nah,” she sings, enjoying the attention, indifferent to the disapproving stares.
When a taxi arrives, Alice and her two new friends hop into the cab.
“Bye-bye, everyone,” she calls out to the crowd as the taxi pulls away from the curb. “Have fun. Bye-bye.”
“Who is she?” Mick asks, shaking his head, a bemused expression on his face.
“A friend of mine,” I say. And I wonder why I feel as if I’m lying.
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“That was so fun, Mommy. So fun.” Sarah looks up at me. Her cheeks and her nose are red with cold, but her eyes are bright. “Can I do it again? By myself this time?”
“Of course,” I say. And I watch her take the toboggan in one hand and trudge with determination back up to the top of the hill. It’s not a very steep hill, but it’s long enough to gain a bit of momentum on the way down. Sarah screamed all the way the first time, and I was worried that she was scared, but as it turned out she was screaming with delight.
I’d forgotten how heavy and slow I feel when dressed for the snow. I don’t enjoy the cold much; I’ve never particularly liked it. I prefer the weightlessness of summer. Winter makes me feel gloomy; it reminds me of death. But I don’t want Sarah to be influenced by what I do and don’t like. I want her to have her own impressions, make her own choices—and through her enthusiasm I get to feel some of the magic and wonder of this icy, cold world.
On her fourth or fifth ride down the hill, just when the skin on my face is starting to sting, just when I’m starting to think that I may have to use the lure of a hot chocolate to persuade Sarah that we need to take a break inside, I see him.
Robbie.
He’s standing at the bottom of the ski run. He’s wearing the bright blue jacket that all the instructors wear and demonstrating a stopping move to several onlookers. He looks just the same, still just as handsome. He laughs, tipping his head back in a way that is instantly familiar.
He’s standing so close I can see the clouds of freezing air coming from his mouth when he laughs. I can see the whiteness of his teeth, the veins on the backs of his bare hands.
It’s so shocking to see him that I can suddenly do nothing more than just stand there, motionless, my heart pounding in my chest. I don’t know whether I should call out to him, wave to get his attention. I wonder if I should rush away and pretend I didn’t see him, leave him in peace.
I decide just to continue with my day—not to make any special effort to approach him. If I bump into him again, I’ll let him decide how to handle it. I stand up and call out to Sarah, and she persuades me to take her for one more ride. And as I grab her hand and begin the climb back up to the top of the hill, I realize that Robbie has seen me. He is standing still, staring, his entire body rigid with the shock I, too, had felt only moments before.
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“You can’t go.” Mick takes hold of my hand, pulls me back down toward his bed.
I sit beside him on the mattress, lean down, and kiss his lips, his stubbly cheek, his neck.
“I have to,” I say. “It’s Robbie’s birthday. I promised to take him to dinner. And anyway, I have to go back to Vivien’s and clean up a bit. The apartment’s a mess. I can’t leave it like that. She’d kill me.”
“But she’s in Europe, isn’t she? How will she even know?”
“She won’t. But I know, and it makes me feel bad.”
“But what’ll I do without you?” He pouts comically.
“Sleep.” I laugh. “You need to sleep.” Neither of us slept much the previous night, and Mick has another gig later that night.
“But I can’t. Not without you.”
“Of course you can. You used to sleep without me. You’ve done so for most of your life, in fact.”
“Really? I can’t remember. Anyway, that was before I knew the difference.” He pulls me down so that I’m lying on top of him, the duvet a barrier between our bodies.
“Mick,” I say. “Please. You don’t know how hard it is to go. You’re making it impossible. I’ll meet you at the gig later. After dinner. I won’t stay late.”
“Promise?”
“Promise.”
“Okay, then.”
“Okay.” But when I lean down to kiss him he wraps his arms around me, holds me so tight I can’t move.
“It’s true, you know, what I said. I don’t know what I did before. Before you. I can’t remember what I cared about or looked forward to. Whatever it was, it’s gone now. All I care about now is you. It’s insane, really, kinda stupid. But I’ve never felt like this about any girl before. Nothing like it.”
And my heart swells with gladness, with the thrill of hearing that all my crazy feelings are reciprocated. I bury my face in his chest, hiding the sudden tears that are pricking at my eyes.
“Me, too,” I say. “Me, too.”
I go home. I work quickly, rushing from room to room, putting things away, dusting and vacuuming. It takes several hours, and when I’m done I check the phone messages and find one from Vivien saying that she’s arrived in Rome and is having a great time. There is also a message from my mother, just saying hello, and one from Robbie asking whether I still want to go out for dinner.
I call my parents first. I spoke to them very briefly the afternoon I finished my final exam, and though they’ve already congratulated me, I know that they’ll want more details, a longer conversation. I chat with Mom first and then Dad, and it takes almost an hour to give them the complete blow-by-blow of the exams they expect. They ask when I’ll next get a chance to come stay with them, and I tell them soon. I don’t mention Mick.
When I’ve finished talking to my parents, I call Robbie on his cell phone.
“Of course we’re still going out,” I say as soon as he answers. “It’s my birthday present to you, remember?”
“Okay.” He laughs. “Cool. But it’s probably just you and me tonight. I haven’t heard from Alice.”
“I get you all to myself, then. Lucky me.” I don’t say it, but I’m glad she’s not coming. I couldn’t stand to see Robbie and Alice together now that I know she’s seeing somebody else. It would make me feel complicit in her deception—I’d feel cruel and dishonest. The whole situation would be utterly humiliating for Robbie. I’m not entirely certain yet whether I want to tell him about Alice or not. I only know that I won’t do it tonight. Not on his birthday.
“And my dad’s organizing a party on Saturday night. Can you come? You and Mick?”
“Of course. We might be late, though. Mick has to play that night. But it would be fun. You can finally meet each other.”
“Can’t wait,” he says. But there’s not much enthusiasm in his voice. He sounds flat. Unhappy. I can only assume that his misery has something to do with Alice, and I wish, yet again, that he would just forget about her, give himself a chance to meet someone else.
We agree to meet at the restaurant at seven, then hang up. I choose the clothes I’m going to wear—jeans, boots, pink shirt—and run a hot, deep bath. I spend a long time in the water. I close my eyes and think about Mick and how lucky we are that we both like each other equally, how lucky we are that neither one of us is anything like Alice.
When I get to the restaurant, Robbie is already seated at a booth and has an almost empty drink in front of him. He is busy reading the menu and starts when I sit in front of him.
“Hi,” I say. “You must’ve been early?”
“Yeah.” He smiles. “Starving. Couldn’t wait.”
We talk briefly about what we’ve been doing—I tell him more about Mick, and my new friendship with Philippa, and how happy I am—and he smiles and looks genuinely pleased and says he’s glad for me and that I deserve good things. And he’s relaxed and cheerful and I decide that maybe he’s going to be okay about Alice after all, and that her new affair might turn out to be a good thing. Finally, he’ll be forced to face the truth.
Robbie orders the food, and when it arrives the portions are much larger than we expected. We struggle to get through it all, giggling stupidly as Robbie puffs his cheeks full of air.
“This is ridiculous,” he says, shaking his head at the amount of food still left on the table. “There’s enough here for ten people.”
“I know.” I lift another slice of chicken with my fingers and put it in my mouth. “God, Robbie. I’m totally stuffed but I can’t stop eating. They need to come and take it away before I explode. I don’t think I’ll be able to move for another hour or so. You don’t mind sitting here all night, do you?”
And I look up at Robbie, expecting him to laugh and continue on with our playful banter, but he is staring straight past me, at something or someone behind me—and there is no longer any hint of humor in his eyes; instead, his face is stiff, contorted into an odd expression of confusion and fear.
I twist to look behind me and see nothing but tables full of unfamiliar faces. I turn back. “What is it?” I lean forward and put my hand on his. “Robbie? What’s wrong?”
But he’s ignoring me. He slides his hand out from under mine and stands. He pushes his chair back clumsily, leans heavily on the table for a moment, as if to gain strength, then staggers toward whatever it is he has been looking at, pushing people aside as if he doesn’t even see them.
“Robbie? What are you … Robbie!” I stand and follow him, feeling stupid and conspicuous in the crowded restaurant. I can’t figure out what’s happening; it’s as if Robbie suddenly can’t see or hear me, and I’m afraid that he may be having some kind of fit or seizure.
But then he stops right in front of some man at the bar. And the man smiles happily and reaches his arm out in welcome. Robbie’s face remains cold, his posture stiff, his manner strangely aggressive.
“What the fuck are you doing?” Robbie snarls viciously. “What are you trying to do to me? What are you doing with her? Where is she? Where’s she gone?”
The man’s eyes widen with surprise. “Where’s who, Robs?” he says. “What’s wrong with you? What are you talking about?”
“I just saw you together, Dad!” Robbie shouts—and I look closer at the man and now I recognize the eyes, his jawline. “You were kissing! I just saw her. With you. I fucking well saw you together.”
“Robbie.” I put my hand on his arm, try to calm him. “What …?”
But he shakes me off and leans in closer to his father. “I saw you with her. I saw you.” And though he is no longer shouting, his voice is full of anger, and he is so distressed and agitated that he is shaking.
But his father remains composed and looks at Robbie kindly. “Son, calm down. She’s just gone to the bathroom. You can meet her when she comes back. This isn’t a problem. You’re going to really like her.”
And I understand what has happened. Robbie has seen his father with a woman, his new girlfriend, for the first time. His anger is some kind of misplaced and inappropriate loyalty to his mother.
Robbie laughs bitterly—an unnatural and unhappy sound from somewhere deep in his throat—and gives his father a look of contempt. “Meet her? What do you mean, meet her? Is this meant to be some kind of twisted birthday present or something?”
I put my hand on Robbie’s back. “Come on, Robbie. Don’t do this. Please. Why don’t we just go back to our table? Leave your dad alone.” And Robbie’s father smiles up at me gratefully.
Then I see her. She is walking toward us from the bathroom. She is walking quickly, her head down, a small smile on her face, and for a brief, happily deluded moment I imagine that she’s there for Robbie—that she’s decided to turn up for his birthday after all. For a moment I’m even glad to see her, hoping that her presence may distract Robbie from this anger with his father.
But then Robbie and his dad turn and see Alice, too.
“Aha,” says Robbie’s father, his voice now full of forced enthusiasm. “Here’s Rachel now. I’ll introduce you.”
Rachel? I think, bewildered. Rachel? And though I’m barely able to put my thoughts together, or comprehend what is happening, my subconscious mind seems to connect the dots for me—and in an instant I know exactly what she’s doing here, exactly who her mysterious older boyfriend is, and exactly what it is that Robbie has just seen.
At that moment Alice looks up. She stops walking and looks between Robbie and his father. The smile seeps from her face, and for the briefest instant she looks shocked, even scared, I think, as if she might turn and run. But she hesitates for only a moment, and then she flicks her hair from her face, stretches her lips into something resembling a smile, and continues forward.
Robbie’s father puts his hand on Alice’s arm and pulls her in beside him. Alice’s face is absolutely inscrutable—and though she’d looked shocked when she’d first seen us, she now looks perfectly comfortable—slightly amused, even—as if this whole situation is just a game and we are the toys.
“Robs, this is Rachel. Rachel, this is my son, Robbie.” Robbie’s father tries to behave as if everything is normal, but I can see that he is both confused and upset by what must seem like some very strange behavior from Robbie. He clearly has no idea who Alice really is.
Robbie doesn’t say a word, and makes no physical acknowledgment of his father’s words. He simply stares at Alice, his face so transformed by anger and hurt that it is barely recognizable.
“Oh, come on, Robbie,” Alice says. “Don’t look so serious. Where’s your sense of humor?”
Robbie’s father stares at Alice, and then Robbie, and back at Alice. The intimate tone of Alice’s voice has clearly confused him. “What? Do you two …?”
He doesn’t have time to finish his question. Robbie makes a horrible sobbing noise, turns, and rushes away.
“Robbie! Wait!” I start to follow him but quickly realize that I can’t catch him. And my purse is still at the table, and we haven’t paid for our meal. Reluctantly, I turn and head back toward Alice and Robbie’s father. I don’t want to stay here and face this horrendous situation. I would rather just get my purse and leave, head straight back home to Mick. I don’t want to speak to Alice. I don’t want to see her face, or hear her voice. I don’t want to hear Robbie’s father call her Rachel.
Robbie’s father looks shocked. His face is pale, his eyes wide and damp.
“What was that about?” he says as I approach. “Do you have any idea?”
I look at my feet, say nothing.
“I’m sorry.” He sighs, and I can hear the tremor in his voice. “I’ve been extremely rude. We haven’t even met. You must be Katherine. Robbie’s told me all about you. I’m Greg. And this is Rachel.”
Greg and I shake hands, but I refuse to look at or otherwise acknowledge Alice. And when she speaks, I turn away.
“Maybe I should go,” she says.
“What an idiot I am,” says Greg. “I thought this would be a nice way for you two to meet. I knew Robbie was coming here tonight. I thought it might be nice to just … I dunno, pretend to bump into each other or something, meet each other casually. I had no idea he’d react like that, he’s usually such a great kid, it’s just … I’m sorry, Rachel, I should have told you.”
“No. Please. Don’t apologize,” she says, and her voice is odd. She sounds older, less impulsive than usual, and I’m amazed at how cleverly deceptive she is. But beneath the false maturity I can also hear the urgency and impatience in her voice. She can’t wait to get out of here. She has created this mess, and now all she wants to do is escape and leave me to clean it up. And I consider spitting out the truth before she has a chance to leave, forcing her to stay and confess and face the consequences, leaving the two of them to sort it out. This isn’t my problem, I tell myself. But I don’t trust her to be honest or fair to Greg, and none of this is his fault. He has been lied to, manipulated. He deserves an explanation.
“I’ll come with you,” he says to Alice.
“No, no,” she says. “I’d rather just go, to be honest. Be by myself for a while.”
I have to turn away as they say good-bye to each other. I can’t bear to watch Greg’s innocent tenderness toward her, his apologetic manner. And hearing him call her Rachel makes me want to scream.
When she has gone, Greg and I sit opposite each other. I am quiet and stare down at my hands. I don’t know how to begin, how to start breaking someone’s heart.
“I can’t believe it,” he says, breaking the silence. “Just when things were starting to go so well. It was probably an idiotic thing to do, setting them up like that, but Robbie can’t seriously expect that I’ll never …” He stops talking and turns to look wistfully at the doorway through which Alice has just left. He sighs. “I’ll probably never see Rachel again. Not after that.”
I feel anger rush through me. “Her name’s not Rachel.” And though I’m feeling almost sick with nerves, my voice is firm, stronger than I’d hoped.
“What?” He leans back in his seat, crosses his arms over his chest defensively. “What did you say?”
And so I tell him as much as I can, as quickly and as coherently as I can. He doesn’t believe me at first. He keeps shaking his head and saying, “No way, it’s just not possible,” but eventually he stops protesting.
“I knew about Alice, of course,” he says. “But not much. Robbie never introduced us, obviously. I always had the feeling it was sort of an on-again, off-again thing. If only we’d met … This is all my fault. I should have insisted. I should have taken more interest. But I thought I was doing the right thing. Giving him his privacy.” He puts his head in his hands. “This shouldn’t have happened. This should never have happened.”
“It’s not your fault. It’s Alice. She does this.”
“But why?” he wants to know. “Why would she do this?”
I am silent. I have no answers.
“She said that she was twenty-seven,” he says quietly, almost whispering. “I believed her. She seemed so confident, so mature. I can’t believe … Eighteen? Jesus. I believed her, I believed everything.
“I was starting to love her,” he tells me.
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I don’t tell Mick about Alice right away; I don’t want to contaminate my time with him by thinking or talking about her. So I wait until he has left for work the following evening before I call Robbie. That way there’s no risk Mick will overhear our conversation.
Greg answers the phone.
“Robbie’s gone, Katherine.” He sounds tired, defeated.
“Gone? Gone where?”
“To Europe. Switzerland. He got on a plane this afternoon. He’s going to try and get a job. Skiing. We have relatives there.”
“What about his party?” I ask, stupidly, as if a party really matters. “What about his job?”
Greg laughs. “There won’t be any party, dear. I’m pretty sure the restaurant will manage without him.”
Greg reassures me that Robbie will be okay, that his son is strong, resourceful. He suggests that I give Robbie time to lick his wounds, to get over the humiliation of it all, and then e-mail him. Before he hangs up he tells me not to worry, everything will be fine.
And although I’m still horrified by Alice’s behavior, and the memory of the previous night still makes my stomach churn, I can’t help but be glad. Robbie has finally seen the truth. There’s no way he could possibly accept Alice back now. And he’s far away, in Europe. Miles away. He’s safe now from Alice’s games. Free.
I turn my cell phone off and decide to leave it that way for a while so that Alice has no way of reaching me. I don’t want to think about her, let alone talk to her. I don’t want to hear her explanations, her excuses.
I leave my cell phone off for a week, and the time passes in a blur of late-night gigs and sleeping in. But the thought of Alice is constantly at the back of my mind. Unpleasant as it is, I know I’ll have to speak to her eventually. It would be easy just to avoid her, easy to never speak to her again. But I have to say my piece, express my anger, defend Robbie. In any case I’m pretty sure that she’ll be trying to contact me and that she’ll keep on trying until she succeeds. I’d rather just get it over with.
And so one afternoon when Mick has gone out to buy beer, I find my phone and turn it on.
There are fourteen voice messages and numerous texts. I don’t bother listening to or reading them. I’m sure most of them are from Alice and that she’s probably angry or upset because I haven’t contacted her. But I’m no longer interested in what she has to say. I just want to call her one last time to let her know how disgusted I am. I punch in her number quickly, before I lose my nerve.
She answers almost immediately. “It’s the mysterious stranger. Finally. You know, I never had you pegged as the type of girl who’d dump a friend as soon as she gets a man. But you never can tell with the quiet types, can you?” She laughs. “That’s what they say, isn’t it?”
Only Alice would have the nerve to twist the situation in such a way when she is guilty of so much damage herself.
“I’m sorry, Alice. But I’ve been upset. With you. I haven’t known what to say.”
“Upset?” She sounds irritated, scornful. “For God’s sake. This isn’t about Robbie and his dad, is it?”
“I spoke to Greg that night,” I say. “After you left.”
“Of course. I knew you would.”
“Yes. I did.”
“You did. Great. We’ve certainly got that established. So what? What did you want to say?”
I don’t know if she is being deliberately obtuse, but I feel slightly ridiculous, suddenly uncertain of my own righteousness. “It was an unbelievably cruel thing to do, Alice.”
“Jesus, Katherine, I had no idea you two would be there, all right? None at all. That was all Greg’s brilliant idea.” Her voice is impatient, abrupt, as if she is already bored with the topic and resents having to explain herself. “How was I supposed to know what Greg was thinking?”
“It’s not about the dinner, Alice. Don’t be ridiculous. I can’t believe you think that’s some kind of justification. The whole relationship with Greg was cruel. Not just that night, not just the fact that you got caught. I can’t believe you did it. I actually can’t believe that you would be such a bitch—to Robbie, who has only ever been good to you.”
She is silent for a moment. She sighs. “Okay. Fair enough. I see your point. Lecture over now?”
“No, not really, but there’s no point continuing, is there? You don’t care. But this is all really horrible, Alice. Really upsetting.”
Alice laughs. It’s a nasty, humorless sound. “I don’t get it,” she says eventually. “I don’t understand what this has got to do with you. Why on earth should my relationship with Greg, or my relationship with Robbie, for that matter, upset you?”
And for the briefest moment I’m taken in by her, confused into thinking I’ve overreacted, that I should be minding my own business. But no, I think, it’s reasonable to not tolerate such appalling behavior from your friends.
“Because what you did was deliberately cruel, Alice. Destructive and awful. Robbie is devastated. He’s gone to Europe. Did you know that? All because of you. And you’ve wrecked his relationship with his father,” I say. “Robbie is one of my best friends. I’m amazed that you think I shouldn’t be upset.”
“Oh, screw you. I haven’t wrecked their relationship. They’ll work it out. Neither of them knew about it, so they didn’t actually do anything to each other, anyway. It’ll probably bring them closer in the long run. And some time away will do Robbie some good. He really needs to get his head straightened out. He’s got a lot of anger, that boy. And he’s ridiculously possessive. Anyway, they should both be glad to be rid of me, especially if I’m as bad a person as you seem to think.”
“Whatever happens between Robbie and his dad doesn’t change what you did. It was just wrong, Alice, totally evil. And why did you tell Greg your name was Rachel? Why that name?”
“I don’t like your tone, Katherine. You’re not my mother, you’re not better than me, I don’t need your good opinion.” Her voice is suddenly low and cold and serious, a noticeable contrast to the lazy, indifferent way she was speaking only moments before. “I seriously don’t want to talk about this anymore, Katherine. It’s getting boring. Very boring. Do you want to go out on Friday night or not? Let me know. I’m organizing a table at Giovanni’s.”
“No,” I say, and though I’m outraged and shocked by her lack of remorse, her brazen audacity, my voice sounds surprisingly normal. “No, thanks.”
“What about Saturday night, then?”
“No. Yes. I mean, no, Alice, I don’t want to go out with you. I’m angry. I’m shocked. Don’t you get how serious this all is? I’m really upset, really disgusted. Please stop asking me out.”
“Disgusted? You’re disgusted?”
“Yes. I am, to be honest. Disgusted and ashamed.”
“Oh.” She laughs. “You’re ashamed, too? You’re ashamed for me?”
“Of you. Yes.” My voice is small.
“Don’t you think you have enough to be ashamed of, Katherine? All by yourself?” And I know exactly what she’s going to say even before she says it. But I don’t hang up, I leave the phone pressed hard against my ear and listen, compelled to hear the words. “I may have done some bad stuff, but at least I’ve never left my sister alone to get raped. At least I’m not the gutless wimp who ran away and let her baby sister get murdered.”
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Later that night, Mick and Philippa and I order pizza for dinner. Just as we’re sitting down to eat, Philippa asks if I’ve seen Alice recently.
“No. But I spoke to her on the phone today.”
“And?”
So I tell them, while we’re eating, about what she did to Robbie and Greg, about my telephone conversation with her earlier in the day.
“You’re kidding.” Mick puts his slice of pizza down. “That’s obscene. Sleeping with both Robbie and his father? What kind of person would do something like that?”
“A sick one,” Philippa says. “A very confused, very unhappy one.”
“And what about Robbie? Why was he with her? Is he nuts, too?”
“Robbie’s lovely,” I say. “One of the nicest people you could ever meet. A real gentle soul. A great friend.”
“Then why—”
“Because he fell in love with her,” I interrupt. “And you just wouldn’t understand how charming she can be unless you got to know her.” I speak deliberately, wanting Mick to understand, not to judge Robbie harshly or think me foolish. “I was really happy when she became friends with me. I was flattered—she’s such fun, people just want to be around her. She could be friends with anyone. I was lonely, I guess. Alice was like a breath of fresh air.”
Mick and Philippa are both looking at me sympathetically, and I realize, too late, that I’ve gone off track. I’ve started justifying my own friendship with Alice instead of Robbie’s. But it’s all the same, really. Me, Robbie—we were both bewitched.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Mick looks hurt. “When you found out about all this? Why didn’t you say anything?”
“I don’t know.” I shrug, pretending not to be stung by the edge in his voice. “I just didn’t want to think about it. We’ve been so happy. I didn’t want to spoil it.”
“It couldn’t have spoiled anything. I don’t even know them.” Mick is frowning. He looks quite upset, offended that I’ve kept this from him, and I’m about to explain when Philippa interjects.
“Don’t be a brat.” She elbows him playfully. “She’s telling you now, isn’t she? And you’re right, you don’t know them, any of them, so shut up.” But then she looks at me and speaks in a mock-angry voice. “But I know them. Why didn’t you tell me? That was absolutely not fair. I’m totally and permanently offended. You denied me the opportunity to say I told you so.”
“I did, didn’t I?” I smile. “But, hey, you can still say it. You were right. I was wrong.”
“Right about what?” Now Mick looks confused.
“Right about Alice,” I tell him. “Your clever sister warned me about her months ago. She told me she was a mental case.”
“Anyway, I have met her,” Mick insists. “She’s that chick with the short dress, isn’t she?”
“The gorgeous one,” Philippa says. “Yes. The one in the short dress that all the men couldn’t stop staring at.”
“Not so gorgeous.” Mick makes a face, shakes his head, and—childishly—I’m glad. “Not to me. Too loud, too full of herself. Not my type at all.”
“So. Anyway.” Philippa rolls her eyes at Mick, then turns to me. “I hope you told her that you don’t want to play anymore. I hope you told her to go away and leave you alone forever.”
“I did,” I say. “Well, I tried to. Alice is good at ignoring what she doesn’t want to hear.”
“At least you told her,” Philippa says, smiling. “Finally you’ve come to your senses. Seen things my way. I have to admit that I’m absolutely, totally glad. She doesn’t deserve to be your friend. And I won’t say anything about poor Robbie. But I hope you’re not sorry. You don’t really think you’ll miss her, do you?”
“No.” I cover my eyes with my hands. “All that drama. I couldn’t bear any more of it. She’s just so damn exhausting. It sounds mean, but I’d be happy to never see her again in my life. I don’t want to know about her, don’t want to see her, talk to her. I’ve turned my phone off again, and I’m leaving it that way for a while.”
“She was pretty vicious when you talked,” Mick says. “She sounds like bad news all around.”
“She is.” Philippa nods, reaches for another slice of pizza. “Bad news. That’s exactly what she is.” And then she looks at my plate, at my barely touched slice. “You’re not eating. Don’t you like it?”
“Yeah, I do,” I say, but talking about Alice has made me feel weird—and the pizza isn’t helping, it’s too oily, too spicy. “I feel horrible. Thinking about what Alice did to Robbie just makes me sick. You should have seen his face. It was all just so unbelievable.” I slide my plate across the table. “I think I’ll just get some water—”
“I’ll get it.” Mick jumps up, frowns down at me. “Don’t let her make you feel bad. She’s not worth it. Forget about her. You don’t owe her anything.”
Philippa watches Mick as he goes to the kitchen. She turns to me and smiles, whispers, “He really loves you.”
“I know,” I say, and I smile back, but I suddenly feel so tired and queasy that I have to fight back an overwhelming urge to lay my head down on the table and close my eyes.
“He’s never been like this around a girl before. He’s usually quite indifferent. Always polite, but indifferent, if that makes any sense. And, if it’s okay to say about my own brother, he’s always been a bit of a heartbreaker. Always had plenty of girls interested.”
I’m genuinely fascinated by what Philippa is saying—there’s really no subject that could interest me more right now—but I’m having a hard time concentrating.
“I bet,” I say. I can feel the bile rising in my throat.
“Are you all right?” Philippa asks. “You’re white as a ghost.”
“No.” And suddenly I have to stand up and leave the table. I rush to the bathroom and make it to the toilet just in time to throw up what little I’ve eaten.
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Mick has five days off and we spend the next few days together. Mick practices and we go shopping for food, but the rest of the time we stay holed up at his place. We talk—Mick tells me all about his childhood, about his dreams for the future, about his passion for music. I tell him about my childhood, about life before Rachel died, about life after. We are both intensely curious about each other, and though I barely move from Mick’s room, there is not one moment during that entire five days when I am bored or restless or wish I was somewhere else.
On Mick’s last day off, we call Philippa and arrange to meet her at a nearby café for breakfast. She is already there when we arrive. She’s wearing a yellow dress and has her hair pulled back in a ponytail. She looks pretty and fresh, and I imagine that in my crumpled T-shirt and jeans I look scruffy in comparison.
I normally find Philippa’s fast-paced conversation delightful, but today, listening to her rush of news and responding with the requisite level of interest and enthusiasm saps all my energy. Secretly I long to return to Mick’s and go straight back to sleep.
When our food arrives—we’ve ordered French toast and coffee—I feel a familiar rush of saliva in my mouth, the taste of bile at the back of my throat.
“Oh, God.” I stand up, clamp my hand over my lips. “Sorry, guys.” I hurry to the bathroom, lean over the toilet bowl, and retch. But I haven’t eaten, and there is nothing but a thin stream of bile.
“Katherine. Are you all right?” Philippa’s voice is right behind me. I feel her hand on my back. “You poor thing.”
I stand, go to the sink, and rinse my mouth, splash my face. I look at myself in the mirror and am shocked at how pale and gaunt I look beside Philippa, and I wonder, for a foolish moment, if I’ve got some kind of terminal disease. Perhaps it’s my fate to die young, just like Rachel.
“You were sick the other day, too,” Philippa says. “Is it food poisoning, do you think? Some kind of virus?”
“Dunno.” I shrug, scoop water into my mouth and swallow, hope I can keep it down.
“You really should go see a doctor.”
I nod.
“Maybe it’s morning sickness.” She laughs. “Maybe you’re pregnant.”
Pregnant. Though she is only joking, as soon as Philippa mentions it, I’m suddenly quite certain that is exactly what is wrong with me. It would explain a lot—the nausea, the paralyzing tiredness, my sore, swollen breasts. And try as I might, I can’t remember when I last had a period.
“Oh, shit,” I say.
“Oh, shit, what?” We look at each other in the mirror; Philippa’s eyes widen. “What? Oh my God. Pregnant? Are you serious? Really? Could you be?”
“Fuck. Fuck.” I shake my head. “I don’t know. But I …”
“When was your last period?”
“That’s the thing. I can’t remember. Oh, crap, Philippa, I can’t even remember having a period at all. Not since I’ve been with Mick. I’d remember, wouldn’t I? I mean, I’d remember because he would have noticed. We wouldn’t have been able to …” I struggle to think. But I’m certain that I haven’t had a period in months. It would have been awkward in bed with Mick; I would have had to explain when he tried to make love to me—and I would remember. “How did I fail to notice? How could I be so hopeless?”
Philippa pulls me toward her, wraps her arms around me. “Don’t worry. It’ll be okay. Anyway, maybe you’re not pregnant, maybe it’s just a false alarm. Stress can totally make you miss a period. I’ve read that. Somewhere.”
“But I haven’t been particularly stressed.”
“But what about Alice? Your exams?”
“Oh God, I wish. But I don’t think so. I’ve been happy, Philippa, not stressed,” I say. And suddenly it occurs to me how many strange changes have taken place with my body lately, how odd I’ve felt. “That’s why my bras are all suddenly too small. Even my jeans are getting tight.”
“Maybe you’re just putting on weight?” She tries to tease me, but the joke falls flat.
“No.” I shake my head. “What am I going to do? Oh, Philippa, poor Mick, what’s he going to think?”
“Poor Mick? Don’t be stupid. He’s not a child. He knows about the birds and the bees. Poor you, you’re the one with watermelon breasts.” Her eyes grow wide as she looks at my chest. She puts her hand over her mouth to cover her grin. “They have become pretty enormous, actually. Now that I’ve noticed.”
I look down, cup a breast in each of my hands, and lift them. They’re heavy, full, tender.
“Jesus. Haven’t they? Why on earth didn’t I realize?”
“Too busy bonking your brains out?”
“Obviously.”
I lean over the sink. Stare at myself in the mirror. My skin is pale, but except for that I don’t look different. There is nothing different about the shape of my face, my eyes. It seems impossible that I could have a new life growing within me without it showing in my face, without me even knowing. Without me giving my consent. I shake my head.
“A baby,” I say, shaking my head. “Philippa. It’s just too … how could … I’m not even eighteen.”
She nods, serious again. “You’re still a teenager.”
“What will I do?”
“I don’t know, Katherine.” She shrugs, looks solemn.
I look down at my belly, spread my fingers over it. It’s impossible to fathom. A new life. Inside me.
Suddenly Philippa grabs my arm, talks in an excited rush. “Do you think you might keep it? If you are? It’d be pretty cool in lots of ways, if you think about it. It’d be so, so, so cute, and so totally beautiful and bright. And Mick would be an awesome dad. And I’d be an aunt. I’d babysit for you. Honest. I’d do lots; I’d help you as much as I could. I’d be the absolute best aunt in the universe. You’d still be able to go to college. Mom and Dad would help, they love little babies. And your parents, too, they’d help, wouldn’t they?”
The thought of my parents makes me groan. I cover my face with my hands. “Philippa! Stop. Please. Don’t talk like that. I’m not even sure yet. And I have to tell Mick first. I can’t make decisions like this now.”
“No. Of course not. Sorry.” She is quiet for a minute and then she says, “Let’s go and buy a test. There’s a drugstore on the way back to Mick’s place.”
I nod and turn away from her toward the sink. Philippa’s right, of course; I should buy a test on the way home, find out as soon as possible, talk to Mick. But this is something I need to do alone. Not with someone else there, not with an audience. I keep my eyes on my hands as I wash them again and wonder how I can tell her that I don’t want her with me without hurting her feelings. But when I look up, it’s as if once again, she’s read my mind.
“Look,” she says. “Why don’t you just head on back to Mick’s? Get a test on the way. I’ll keep Mick here a little longer, and we’ll finish our breakfast. You can do the test, and when he comes home you can talk to him about it. If you need to.” She smiles. “I don’t think you need me there.”
I smile gratefully. “Yes, that’d be good. Thanks.”
“But you will let me know, won’t you?” she asks. “Whatever happens.”
We return to the table and tell Mick that I’m sick and am going to head home. He’s concerned, and says that he’ll come with me. But Philippa and I persuade him to stay.
“It’s only a three-minute walk,” I laugh. “This is probably just some stupid bug. I’ll be okay on my own.”
He looks worried as I wave to him from the café door. I smile as reassuringly as I can and start walking. It’s good to be outside in the fresh air, out of the stuffy atmosphere of the café, which smells too strongly of coffee and bacon. Normally these are smells that make me hungry, but today they are overwhelming, nauseating.
I’ve little doubt that I’m pregnant. Everything adds up—and I’m certain now that I haven’t had a period since I first slept with Mick. And though we’ve been pretty careful, using condoms most of the time, we have been careless once or twice.
I go into the pharmacy and search the aisles for a test. I’ve never had to buy one before and am not quite sure where they’re kept or what to look for, so I wander blindly for a moment until a girl approaches and asks if she can help.
“Yes. Um, pregnancy tests?”
A part of me expects her to be shocked, to give me a lecture on safe sex and contraception, but she doesn’t hesitate or make any visible reaction to my request. “Sure,” she says. “They’re over here.” And she’s politely neutral as she explains the differences among the tests and takes me to the checkout, where she places the package in a brown paper bag. But I can’t help but wonder what she’s thinking. We’re about the same age, and I imagine that she’s feeling glad not to be me, glad not to have this problem, smug and superior and safe.
I’m about to step outside when someone taps me on the shoulder.
“Tut tut, Katherine.” The voice comes loudly from behind me and I feel the color drain from my face as she steps in front of me and I realize who it is. “What on earth would Helen think?” Alice says.
I clutch my bag close to my chest. I feel strangely intimidated—scared, even—and I have to fight a sudden urge to run. There is no warmth in her expression, and it’s hard to believe, facing her like this, that we were ever friends.
Alice eyes the package and nods. “Been a naughty girl, have we?”
I’m about to speak—to deny, explain, justify—but decide against it. I owe Alice nothing. My personal life is no longer any of her business. I shrug and step past her, but as I do, she puts her hand on my shoulder. She’s leaning toward me, her face uncomfortably close to mine.
“Don’t think you’re going to get away with it,” she says, her voice a vicious, low hum. “I know people like you think that people like me are dispensable. I know that. But you’re not going to get rid of me that easily.”
“Rid of you?” I attempt a laugh, but the sound is hollow, unconvincing. “Is this some kind of threat? Are you actually following me?”
She only smiles.
“Leave me alone, Alice,” I say, forcing myself to look her in the eyes. “Leave me alone or I’ll—”
“What?” She lifts her eyebrows in an exaggerated expression of surprise. “You’ll call the police? Huh? Is that it? Is that what you’ll do?”
“Well, yes, I will. If you’re going to behave like a lunatic, then I’m going to treat you like one.”
“Oh, yes, of course you will. But I already know that. You see, I know you. I know you better than you think. But I haven’t actually done anything, really, have I? There’s nothing to tell the police, is there? You can’t shift the blame this time.” And she smiles sweetly, tilts her head to the side, and makes her voice falsely innocent. “And we’re friends, anyway, aren’t we? Friends forever?” I hear the mockery in her tone.
I shake my head and try again to step past her. “Go away, Alice,” I say. “Just go away. I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about. You need some kind of help. You need to see someone. You’re sick.”
“Maybe I am,” she agrees, laughing, as I walk quickly away. “Or maybe it’s you, Katherine,” she calls. “Did you ever consider that? Maybe it’s you who’s sick.”
I stride ahead and will myself not to look back, not until I’m about to turn onto Mick’s street. I stop and look behind me. I don’t see her at first and I start to panic, scared that she is hiding, still following me, but then I see her. She is standing in front of the drugstore. She is talking to a tall, good-looking man—flirting, no doubt—and seems completely preoccupied.
It’s probably an absurd precaution, but I suddenly don’t want her to know where I’m staying and so I turn the corner and run as quickly as I can up the road toward Mick’s apartment. I fumble the key into the lock, my hands shaking, and slam the door behind me. Once inside, I’m immediately calmed—it is all so familiar and ordinary, shabby and comfortable—and I can’t help but giggle at the sense of hysteria I’d had only moments before. It reminds me of when I was a child and scared of being alone in the dark. I’d always run, panicked and terrified, back to wherever my parents were—the light, the warmth, the safety of company—and be immediately comforted. Like the dark, Alice can’t really hurt me. Not if I don’t let her. She may be full of shadow and mystery and hidden depths, but she has no real power. Not really.
I go to the bathroom and stand in front of the mirror. I’m breathing quickly from my run, and my face is pale. I look awful. My stomach is knotted with anxiety, and it takes me a moment to remember that I have something bigger than Alice to worry about. Something real. Something serious. Something that may affect me and Mick for the rest of our lives. And it has nothing whatsoever to do with Alice.
I open the package and pee on the test stick as instructed on the packet. I place the test on the bathroom counter without looking at it. I go to the living room and pace, back and forth, back and forth, until I hope enough time has passed. I return to the bathroom and pick up the white plastic stick. There are two very clear and parallel pink lines.
I check the instructions again. Two lines is a positive result. I’m pregnant.
I toss the test away from me—as if it is burning hot, or dangerous—and watch it clatter onto the tile floor. It lands faceup, the two pink lines strong and definite, taunting me. Although I’d been quite certain that it would be positive, the reality of the test is terrifying. I can feel my heart pounding, taste shock and fear in my mouth. Suddenly I cannot move, can no longer stand, and I collapse onto the floor and sit, knees drawn up, head pressed down on top of them. I sit there, motionless, my head full of visions of a ruined future, until I hear a key in the lock, footsteps, Mick’s voice calling my name. And soon he’s in the bathroom with his arms around me, asking me if I’m all right.
I don’t look up or say a word—it would be too much to speak, too hard to look Mick in the eye right now—but I reach out and point toward the test stick.
“What?” he says. I hear him picking it up. And then he is back, sitting on the floor in front of me.
“You’re pregnant?” He sounds surprised, but not as devastated as I’d imagined. Not angry.
I look up. Nod.
“Wow.” He rubs his face. I can hear the scrape of stubble beneath his fingers. “I don’t know what to say.”
“No.”
He is silent for a moment, staring at the test. He looks at me. “So, um, is this such a bad thing?”
“Yes. Of course it is. I’m pregnant, Mick. I’m seventeen.” Our knees are touching, and I can feel myself trembling. “I’m seventeen, Mick. Seventeen.”
He puts his hand on my knee and speaks carefully, as if he’s afraid to upset me. “Okay. It’s shocking. But it’s not the end of the world. I mean, we can do something about it. There are things we can do. If you want to.”
“Abortion. I know. Just say the damn word. I’m not stupid.”
“Okay. Abortion. We can do that. If you want to.”
I nod, shrug, look helplessly around the room at the wall tiles, at the shower curtain, everywhere but at his earnest, sweet face.
“But you don’t have to,” he says, and he leans forward so that I’m forced to look at him. “You don’t have to abort it, Katherine. I’m not saying you have to.”
“What’s the alternative, Mick? Having a baby? At seventeen? Are you joking?”
“It’s not as if this has never happened before. It’s not totally unheard of or impossible, you know.”
“I know it’s not impossible, I’m not a complete idiot. I’m pregnant, Mick, not suddenly brain-dead.”
He sighs. “Stop being so angry. I’m not your enemy.”
“Sorry.” I reach out, take his hand. “I’m just … I can’t believe we let this happen.”
“I can’t believe it, either.”
“Shit.” I squeeze his hand. Hard. “Girls like me don’t have babies, Mick. Girls like me go to college, have careers. My parents would absolutely die. They’d totally freak.”
“You could still go to college. Women do it. They do it all the time. It’s not like you’d be a single mother.” He squeezes my hand even harder, and smiles. “Look, just forget about your parents for a minute. Just forget about what other people might think. You can’t decide based on other people. That’s dumb.”
And he’s right. A lot of my horror at the idea of this pregnancy is based on what other people might think. My parents, my friends, my former teachers. I picture myself with an enormous belly and then with a screeching infant—people staring, whispering, feeling sorry for me. It’s hard, with all that imagined disapproval going through my head, to know what I really think, what I might really want.
“I’m going to make some herb tea,” Mick says, and he stands, pulls me to my feet. “Why don’t you go back to bed for a while?”
I do as he suggests and somehow, despite all the turmoil going through my head, manage to fall into a deep sleep. When I wake, Mick is sitting beside me on the bed, flipping through a music magazine.
“Hi.”
“Hi.”
“Feeling any better?” He puts his hand on my forehead, and I laugh.
“I don’t have a temperature, idiot.”
“I know. I know. But didn’t your mom always do that when you were sick? And didn’t it make you feel good? As if you had something seriously wrong and might get a whole week off school or something?”
“But I’m not sick. I’m pregnant.”
“We’re pregnant.”
I sit up. “Are we?”
“I don’t know. Are we?”
“I don’t know. Are we?”
He laughs. “I am if you are. I’m not if you’re not.”
“I’m not sure. For some reason it doesn’t seem so bad anymore.” I shrug, smile shyly. “Maybe I’m still dreaming or something.”
He pinches my arm. “Can you feel that?”
“Yes.”
“Not dreaming, then.”
“But seriously,” I say, “what do you think? Is it such a bad thing? Being pregnant?”
“Jesus, Katherine. I don’t know. Maybe it’s not the end of the world.” He smiles—gently, tentatively, slowly—all the while looking at me, searching my face. “But it’s certainly a big thing.”
“It is.” And I don’t know why a few hours’ sleep has changed my perspective so much, but all of a sudden this pregnancy has gone from being a shocking disaster into something that I might actually want. I laugh—a sudden bubble of hopeful excitement rises in my belly, my throat. “It’s huge.”
“My God. A baby.”
“Yes,” I say. “A baby.”
“Our baby.”
“Yes.”
“We couldn’t possibly kill something we’ve made together. It’s our baby. Ours. A bit of you and a bit of me,” he says.
“No.”
“I mean, unless you really want to. But you don’t want to? Abort it? Do you?”
“No. No, I don’t.” I allow myself to smile, to hope. “I think I might want it. I think I might actually want to keep it.”
We spend the rest of the day in a state of shock. The next morning we tell Philippa and she is so excited, so enthusiastic and full of ideas and plans for the future, that she makes us both laugh in shy delight. The nausea hasn’t gone away, but now that I know what is causing it, it’s easier to cope with. And now that I know that I’m not actually sick, the overwhelming exhaustion, my ability to sleep at any time, seems only a mild and even strangely pleasant symptom of the fact that my body is busy making another human being.
We go to the library and borrow a pile of different books on pregnancy. The books contain glossy pictures of embryos at various stages of development. We try to figure out exactly how old our baby is in weeks, then try to match it with the corresponding picture. It’s astonishing to think that he or she probably already has arms and legs, eyes, a mouth, a nose. A heartbeat.
Mick thinks that we should find our own apartment and move in together. “This is it,” he says, “I’ve been dreaming about a girl like you my whole life. I don’t need more time, I don’t need to know you better. I just need to be with you.” And when I wonder aloud if it isn’t too big a commitment, if we aren’t rushing things, he laughs and shakes his head. “We’re having a baby, Katherine. There’s no bigger commitment than that. It’s too late to take things slowly now. It’s too late for us to do things the sensible way.” And then he hugs me, kisses me. “Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be fine. Don’t worry.”
He whispers to me in the middle of the night, “Let’s get married. Down at city hall. Tomorrow.” I laugh and say, “No way, I’m only seventeen, don’t be crazy,” but I’m secretly thrilled at his romantic ideas, that he’s just as in love as I am. That he would even consider marrying me.
But living together isn’t such an insane idea. In fact, it makes a lot of sense. There’s no way Mick could move into Vivien’s, and his apartment is way too small for three of us. And we could hardly expect his roommate to put up with a baby.
Early the following morning I wake early, before Mick. I get up and make a pot of tea. I carry the tea and the previous day’s newspaper back to Mick’s room. I get back into bed, open the paper, and start looking through the rentals.
“This might be cool,” I say, after a while. “One bedroom, new kitchen. Not too far from the water. Three-fifty a week.”
Mick opens his eyes, and smiles slowly as he realizes what I’ve just said.
“Read it again,” he commands. “Didn’t hear you.”
“One bedroom, new kitchen,” I say, but almost instantly my enthusiasm is tempered by less pleasant thoughts. “I’m going to have to call my parents. They’re going to want to meet you. We can’t really organize this until I tell them about you. They pay my rent, pay for my car, they give me an allowance, they totally support me.”
“Of course.” Mick sits up, puts his hand on my cheek. “But we’ll be okay. Even if they don’t want to help us out. We’ll manage somehow. I’ll get a day job.”
“You won’t have to do that. They’re not like that. They wouldn’t cut me off. They’d do anything for me. But, you know, there is something that they won’t accept. Never. Not in a million years.”
“What?”
“Your bike. They’d absolutely drop dead of shock if they had any idea I’d even been on it.”
“Yeah.” He shrugs. “My parents hate it, too. Dangerous things, bikes.”
“So why do you ride it? If you think it’s so dangerous?”
“It’s fun.” He grins. “It’s fast. You can’t spend your life being scared of everything.”
“I’m not scared of everything,” I snap, suddenly annoyed. “That’s not fair, and anyway, I’ve been on the stupid thing lots of times. And I—”
“I didn’t say you were scared of everything,” he interrupts. “I wasn’t even talking about you. I meant ‘you’ in the general sense, as in ‘everybody.’” He frowns and his voice is curt, almost unfriendly. “Don’t worry, I was planning to sell the damn thing anyway.”
“Good. So sell it. We’ve got my car,” I say. Hurt, I’m equally abrupt. “It’s not worth dying for a bit of fun. And what’s the big deal, anyway? You make it sound as if it’s some big sacrifice to get rid of it.”
“It is a sacrifice. It’s my bike. I love it.”
I look at him. Incredulous. “You love it?”
“Yeah.”
“It’s an inanimate object. You can’t love a thing, a stupid chunk of metal.”
“Well, I do. It makes me sad to sell it. I’ll miss having it.”
I toss the paper aside and stand up, putting my hands on my hips. “You’ll miss having it?” I repeat, on the verge of tears now. I know I’m being irrational, overreacting, but I can’t help myself. “It makes you sad to sell it?” I point furiously at my still-flat belly. “What about me? What about all the sacrifices I’m going to have to make? What about all the things I’m going to be sad about?”
But he doesn’t rise to the bait, he doesn’t fight with me. Instead, he reaches out his hand. “Come back to bed.”
“No.”
“Please?”
“No.”
“I hate the bike,” he tells me. “It’s ugly and it’s red and I hate red. You’re much prettier. And you smell better.”
I try to remain angry, to keep a serious expression on my face, but can’t stop myself from laughing. “You’re an idiot,” I grumble, and I climb back into bed, beneath the covers, and snuggle close to him. “I like the bike, too. I don’t know why I’m being a bitch. I’ll be sad when it’s gone, too.”
“I know.”
“But if Mom and Dad knew about it—”
“I know. Don’t worry. I like you more than the bike. A tiny bit, anyway.”
“But you’re going to have to meet them. Soon.”
“Yep. And you’re going to have to meet my parents, too. It’ll all be official.”
“I know.” I sigh, bury my face against his chest. “Doesn’t it make you nervous? That they’ll think we’re insane? Having a baby? Looking for an apartment together? Moving in together so soon?”
“I’m sure they’ll think we’re totally crazy. At first, anyway. We’ll just have to prove them wrong. And when my parents get to know you, they’ll love you.”
“And mine will love you,” I say.
But I wish I could feel as certain as I sound. I don’t really think Mom and Dad are going to be happy about the situation. I can imagine their faces when I tell them—my mother’s quiet disapproval, my father’s shock. They won’t say much, or show any anger, they would never shout at me or yell, but I’m sure they’ll consider it a tragedy, some kind of disaster, and the pained looks on their faces will be a million times harder to bear than any display of anger. I’d rather listen to them scream and shout.
Not only am I worried about their reaction to the pregnancy, but I also feel a renewed sense of guilt about Rachel. My life is unfolding, continuing, taking shape in new and unexpected ways. As my psychiatrist would have said—approvingly—I’m moving on. Rachel’s death no longer defines me. I can see now that it’s inevitable that the longer I live, the more that happens to me, the less significant her life and death will be. I will no longer miss her every moment of every day. There will be hours—days, even—when I won’t think of her. It feels, somehow, like a betrayal, just another example of me running away and leaving her behind.
And this is something that must hurt my parents as well. Each time something big happens in my life, from entering college to falling in love to getting pregnant, it will only serve as a cruel reminder of all that Rachel will never have, never do.
I close my eyes and try not to think—about Rachel or about my parents. I snuggle close to Mick, breathe in the now-familiar scent of his skin. And though I’ve been awake for only an hour I’m tired, and I let myself fall back into a sweet, oblivious sleep.
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“It’s pretty nice,” I say, looking around the sun-drenched living room once again. “A little small, but it’s so sunny. Mick will like it, don’t you think?”
The apartment is small but bright. The floor gleams; the walls are whitewashed. There is one tiny bedroom with an even tinier room connected to it, advertised as a home office, which would be perfect for a baby. There is a living room with the smallest kitchen I’ve ever seen tucked against one wall. It’s really little more than a sink and an oven and a cupboard. But the whole place is clean and cheerful. Philippa stands beside me, puts her arm around my shoulders.
“He’ll love it,” she assures me. “Because you’ll be here with him.”
“Do you think it’s too tiny?”
“It’s cozy.”
“We’ll all fit, won’t we? Mick and the baby and me?”
“Of course you will. How much room could a baby need?”
“Should I put an application in?”
“Definitely. And ask if you can come back and look again tomorrow. With Mick. I’m sure he’ll love it, though, don’t worry.” She strolls around the small room, smiling. “I can just see you here. Your little family. It’s going to be perfect. Just like a fairy tale. You’re going to live happily ever after. A princess in her castle.”
“A very teeny-tiny castle. A shoebox castle.” I flinch at the word princess, remembering Grant’s nasty “She can’t hear you, Princess.” But I shove my fear away. I like Philippa’s picture of my future. I like it that she is optimistic and believes that we can be happy.
I fill in the application forms and give them to the rental agent, and then Philippa and I walk down the stairs and onto the street.
“Let’s get some lunch,” she says. “Are you hungry?”
“I’m always hungry. It’s just that a lot of the things I usually love make me feel like throwing up.”
And it is while Philippa and I are discussing what might appeal for lunch that I see Alice.
She’s on the other side of the road, but I can’t hide, or try to slip unnoticed into the nearest shop, because she’s already seen us. She’s standing still, staring, an odd smile on her face. My heart begins to pound. This is no coincidence. She is following me.
“What? What is it?” Philippa turns to see what I’m looking at. “Oh, shit.”
Alice waves. “Katherine! Wait! Hold on a minute.” And before we have the chance to get away, she is crossing the road, walking quickly toward us.
“How are you? How did your little test go? Get the result you were expecting?” She’s talking only to me, avoids looking at Philippa.
And I know I should move, just walk away, but I stand there, as though paralyzed.
“I bet Helen’s thrilled at becoming a grandmother.” She folds her arms across her chest. “Oh, but you probably haven’t even told her yet, have you? Huh? You like your dirty little secrets, don’t you, Katherine? Miss Goody Two-shoes?” she says. “Oh, and by the way, I’m great, thanks, just fantastic, thanks for asking.” She smiles—a hasty, unnatural stretching of the lips—then just as suddenly frowns. “Although I have to admit I’m a little disappointed, too, you know, upset with someone I thought of as a friend.”
“We’re in a hurry, Alice,” Philippa says. “We’ve got to get going.”
Alice ignores her. “Although I shouldn’t really be surprised at all. Knowing what I do, you know? A leopard doesn’t change its spots. A coward is a coward is a coward. Wouldn’t you agree, Katherine?” And she laughs spitefully, tipping her head back. Abruptly she stops, stares at me. “But you’re more than just a coward, aren’t you, Katherine? You ran away and left your sister to get murdered. And, come to think of it, she probably got murdered because you ran away. Have you ever considered that? Those boys were probably just going to rape you. Both of you. They probably freaked out when they found out that you were gone. Freaked out and killed poor little Rachel. So you’re more than just a coward, Katherine, aren’t you? You’re more like an accomplice or something. I mean, it’s kind of your fault that your sister died, isn’t it? You saved your own skin, though. At Rachel’s expense. You saved your own precious skin—”
“Shut up, Alice,” Philippa interrupts, her voice low and cold and furious. She grips my arm and pulls me closer. “Shut the fuck up, you stupid dumb cunt, or I’ll hit you so hard you won’t wake up for a week.”
I’m so surprised by Philippa’s words, her unexpected fury, that I can only stand there, mouth open, and watch.
“Oh. Right.” Alice looks Philippa up and down, sneers. But the haughty confidence has gone, and there’s a new edge of uncertainty in her voice. “So. That’s the kind of person you like to hang around with now, Katherine? Trash? Well, that makes sense. Like attracts like, after all.”
Philippa puts her arm around my shoulders and guides me so that we turn away from Alice. We start walking quickly in the other direction.
“Good-bye, ladies,” Alice calls out from behind us, her voice falsely gracious. “It was just lovely bumping into you. See you very soon, I hope.”
“I can’t believe you said that,” I say. I’m trembling. And I shake my head, both with horror at the encounter with Alice and a kind of surprised glee at Philippa’s unexpected bravery.
“I know. I couldn’t help it, she made me so mad.” She sighs. “My mother would be ashamed.”
“I thought it was wonderful. It was like Queen Elizabeth suddenly threatening to punch someone. It was great.”
Philippa turns to look behind her. “We can slow down. She’s going the other way. She’s so awful, Katherine. She’s totally psycho. It’s scary.”
“I know. Do you think she’s following me? I keep seeing her when I least expect it. It can’t be a coincidence.”
“I wouldn’t put it past her. I guess she can’t stand that you don’t want to be her friend anymore. She can’t accept it. She’s hurt, probably, or her massive ego is damaged.” Philippa turns to face me. “But you don’t take it to heart, do you? What she says? All that vicious stuff about your sister? You know that what she says is just crap.”
“It’s hard to ignore,” I say. I look down at the pavement, speak quietly. “Because she’s right. I did leave Rachel. I did run away. That was something that the defense even pointed out in court. They said that the boys had never intended to kill anyone. That it just happened because they freaked out. They panicked when I disappeared.”
“So what? Of course they would say that! They weren’t going to admit that the boys planned to kill Rachel all along. That was just their only chance at a defense. Doesn’t mean it’s true.”
I turn to look behind me and watch Alice striding off in the opposite direction. “But how come she knows to say that? How come she always comes up with the most hurtful thing to say? How can someone so self-obsessed have such good insight?”
“Because she’s so totally rotten inside. She’s an expert bitch. She’s got her finger right on the pulse of what is most ugly in the world. And anyway, she’s probably been looking you up on the Internet or something. Doing her research. Finding the best way to hurt you. It wouldn’t surprise me.”
“Yeah. Maybe. But it doesn’t change the fact that she could be right. I did run away.” I stare at her hard. “I ran away, Philippa.”
“Of course you did.” She stares back. “What else could you have done?”
“I could have looked after her better. I could have made sure she didn’t get so drunk that she couldn’t walk. I could have damn well made sure she went home instead of going to that party.”
“You could have. But you didn’t. And—”
“Exactly. I didn’t,” I interrupt. “But I should have. I should’ve done a lot of things. And you know what? There’s more. Something I’ve never admitted to anyone.”
“What?”
“I was pissed off with Rachel that night. I was so mad that she came to that party. I didn’t want her there. I was furious. They were my friends and she didn’t even like parties.” And I surprise myself by bursting into noisy tears. “She shouldn’t have been there!”
Philippa takes my arm and leads me across the road to a small park where we sit, side by side, on a bench. I hide my face in my hands and cry. Philippa stays beside me, puts her arm around my shoulders, and waits.
“Sorry,” I say, when I’ve calmed down enough to speak. “I just keep on crying lately. It’s pathetic.”
“Don’t say that. It’s not pathetic to cry.”
“No. I guess not,” I say. “It’s just that this never goes away. All this stuff with Rachel. Am I supposed to feel bad forever? My whole life? Is that my punishment just for being alive?”
“Of course not.” She shakes her head. “But what do you feel bad about? Maybe you should tell me. Explain it to me. I mean, I know generally, of course, obviously, but maybe you should try and be specific. Maybe you should try and put it into words, get it off your chest or something.”
And despite my serious doubts about the value of talking, I have a sudden urge to spit it all out, to confess my darkest thoughts. “I was so angry with Rachel for coming to that party,” I say. “She hated parties, she never wanted to go before. Normally, you couldn’t have paid her to go to a party. But it was like she was changing. Bit by bit. Getting more sociable. Opening up. And I didn’t like it. She was supposed to be the shy one. The good daughter. The genius. I was the party girl, not her. I was the popular one … I felt like she was going to take that away from me. She was just so talented, so perfect. If she started being sociable, she would have … I don’t know, she would have had everything. Everyone would have loved her even more. I would have been invisible.” My voice is small, full of shame. “I hated her for that.”
Philippa is quiet for a minute, thoughtful, and I wonder if my confession has disgusted her.
“When Mick was little,” she says eventually, “he was absolutely and totally hopeless at school. He was behind in everything. Reading. Math. Everything. He had to have tutors and stuff just to avoid being held back. I was the brainy one and I used to pretend to feel sorry for him. But secretly I loved it. I loved being so much smarter than him because he was better at everything else. He was good at sports and he was funny and good-looking and he had so many friends. And I was, like, this total nerd, with disgusting ugly red hair and freckles, which he totally missed out on, which is totally not fair, but hey.” She looks down at my belly. “He’s totally got the genes, so you better watch out for your kid. Anyway, to get back to my point, when Mick got to high school he suddenly started to change. He got all serious about schoolwork and started studying and stuff. And then he zoomed straight up to the top of his class, came first in just about everything.” She shakes her head. “I was so pissed off. So ridiculously jealous … and I wasn’t even in school anymore. I couldn’t stand it. Although I’ve got to say”—and now she smiles—“he never made class president like I did.”
I laugh.
“The thing is, though,” she continues, “that now I’m really happy that he’s smart. I’d hate it if he didn’t like books and reading and thinking about stuff. It would suck if he was a moron. We would have nothing in common. It would be a tragedy.”
“A terrible tragedy,” I agree.
“See? I’ve made everything better with my pointless ramblings, haven’t I? You’ll probably never cry again.” Philippa squeezes me closer, speaks more seriously. “So you weren’t the perfect sister. So what? You didn’t kill anyone. What happened wasn’t your fault. And you did exactly what anyone with half a brain would have done in your situation. Listen, how do you think your Mom and Dad would feel if you’d both been killed? Both their daughters dead? Would that have been better? Because that’s what would’ve happened if you hadn’t run away, if you’d tried to fight. You would only have made things worse.”
“Maybe,” I say. “Maybe not. We’ll never know, will we? But I’m the one who took her to the party. And maybe if I’d just stayed where I was, in that shed, they would have raped Rachel and left. Maybe if I hadn’t run away, they wouldn’t have killed her. Maybe she’d still be alive.”
“But if you want to think like that, if you want to blame yourself for running away or for taking Rachel to the party, then what about your parents? They’d have to blame themselves for not being home that night. They’d have to blame themselves for leaving you in charge in the first place. And what about that boy, your boyfriend, the one who let you get in the car? He’d have to blame himself, too. The blame could just spread around to everyone … like a poison. And, yeah, maybe everyone who was involved does feel some regret, wonder if things would be different if only they’d done this, or that. But a bad decision doesn’t make you a murderer. You were a sixteen-year-old girl and you went to a party. You broke a rule. So what? You didn’t do anything that every other sixteen-year-old in the world hasn’t done. You couldn’t possibly have known what was going to happen. You have to stop thinking like that. It’s crazy. The only people who are responsible for killing Rachel are those boys. You were a victim, Katherine. You and Rachel, and your parents, you were all victims. You were put into a terrifying, unexpected situation and you did the best thing you could think of at the time.”
I nod and try to smile and let Philippa think that she has made me feel better, that she’s said something I haven’t heard before. The trouble with words is that no matter how much sense they make in theory, they can’t change what you feel inside. And what I’m starting to understand is that there is no real end to this, there can be no complete absolution. Rachel’s death and my own part in it are something I’m going to have to live with. The best I can hope for is to learn to forgive myself for being a less-than-perfect sister.
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When I get home later that afternoon, Mick is already there, waiting for me. He swings the door open almost before I get the chance to knock and puts his arms around me as soon as I step inside. “We just got a phone call.” He laughs. “We got the apartment. We can move in next week.”
He takes my hand and tugs me to the kitchen, pulls out a stool, and hands me a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice. He’s been preparing dinner. Sliced vegetables are piled together on a plate—mushroom, beans, carrots—and the tiny kitchen, which is normally in a state of messy chaos, is clean.
“I thought we’d celebrate with something healthy. A stir-fry.”
“Sounds great.”
“Well, I should warn you that it could be a disaster, but I’m trying. Hey, Philippa said that you bumped into Alice?” He glances up at me with concern. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah,” I say. “I’m all right.” I sit down heavily on the stool and rest my elbows on the countertop.
“Philippa said that Alice said some pretty vicious things. She said you were upset.”
“I was, I guess. But it wasn’t really what Alice said. Not really. I just … well, she hasn’t said anything I haven’t thought of myself a million times before. So I suppose it wasn’t really Alice that upset me.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, of course she’s a bitch and everything. And she’s deliberately trying to be cruel, I know that. And her nastiness is scary, the way she wants to hurt me so much. But what she said was already going around my head anyway. It’s been there all the time. I did run away from Rachel, and I did leave her there to get murdered.” I lift my hand and raise my voice when I see that Mick is about to object. “It’s all true. They’re indisputable facts. And I did take her to the party and let her drink. I was responsible. And those thoughts were already there. Inside me. A part of me. Alice didn’t put them there. In fact, it feels like Alice is the only person who has been completely honest. The only person who has dared to say this stuff that everyone must have thought at some stage.”
“But you couldn’t—”
“Please, Mick,” I interrupt. “Just listen. I’m not finished.”
“Okay,” he says. “Go on.”
“Sorry. It’s just that I’ve realized something today. Something good, I think.”
He nods.
“I used to think that there would eventually come a time when everything would feel better. Like some kind of magic. I thought I’d just wake up and not feel sad anymore. Not feel guilty anymore. Just, like, wham! and I’d be over it. And I’ve been waiting for that day. I’ve been thinking to myself that as soon as that day came I would feel better and then I would start getting on with my life properly, fully enjoying it again.” I laugh, a little embarrassed by the emotion in my voice. “But what I finally realized today is that it’s not going to be like that. This is going to stay with me. Forever. And that’s okay. It’s fine. I can accept it.”
“That’s great, Katherine, but don’t you think—”
I don’t get to hear what he’s about to say because suddenly there’s a thunderous knocking on the door.
“Jesus.” Mick looks at me and shakes his head. “Who the—”
“Katherine! Katherine! Are you in there?” A man is shouting desperately through the door, pounding so hard that the walls are shaking. “Katherine! Open up!”
“Oh my God.” I sit up straight, feel the color drain from my face. “I think that’s my dad.”
“What? Why?”
“I don’t know,” I say, and I stand and rush to the door, pulling it open just as my father starts shouting my name once again.
Mom and Dad are standing side by side in the hall. They look surprised when they see me, as if they hadn’t really expected to. They look at each other and then back at me.
“Dad! Mom! What’s wrong? What are you doing here?”
“Oh, Katherine.” Mom rushes forward and hugs me. “Are you okay? Are you all right?”
“Yes.” I squeeze her against me and then push away. “I’m fine. Everything’s great. But why are you here? What’s wrong?”
And then Dad has his hand beneath my chin; he lifts my head and stares intently into my eyes. “You’re sure everything’s okay?” he says. “You’re sure?”
“What’s wrong?” I repeat. “You’re scaring me. What are you doing here?”
In the next instant Mick is beside me, one hand in mine, the other stretched out in welcome to my parents. “Hi. I’m Mick. Do you want to come inside?”
Dad ignores Mick’s outstretched hand. He stares, his eyes moving from Mick’s face down to his feet and up again, in an obvious and rudely appraising way that I’ve never seen him use before.
Mom steps forward and smiles—but it’s a forced, unnatural smile, one that goes nowhere near her eyes—and shakes Mick’s hand. “Mick. I’m Helen. This is my husband, Richard. And yes, we would like to come in. Thank you.”
Mick and I step aside to let my parents through the door. We follow them, and Mick glances at me quizzically behind their backs. But I can only shrug. I’m as puzzled by their presence, by their weird behavior, as he is.
We go to the kitchen, which is light and bright and clean and full of the preparations for our dinner.
Mom turns to face us.
“We may as well be frank,” she says. “Alice called us.”
“Oh,” I say stupidly, and the feeling of foreboding her name invokes makes me feel instantly and desperately tired. “Why? What did she want?”
“She was worried about you, darling,” Mom begins, but Dad interrupts gruffly.
“She said that you were taking drugs. She said that you were living with some”—he nods toward Mick—“well, in her words, motorbike-riding, drug-pushing bum.” And then he looks at me, and he looks so small and sad and afraid that I can hardly bear it. “She also said that you were pregnant.”
I could easily defend myself. After all, I’m not taking drugs and Mick is not a bum. There’s enough evidence here—clean apartment, wholesome food, our glasses of orange juice, for God’s sake—to prove that it’s not true. But the whole pregnancy thing sticks in my throat, renders me instantly mute and ashamed.
“Alice is a liar,” Mick says, and I look up at him gratefully. He’s so full of decency and common sense and honesty. They have to see that. “Katherine doesn’t take drugs. That’s ridiculous.” He stares straight into my father’s face, and his expression is completely open and his eyes don’t waver. “And neither do I.”
Nobody speaks for a moment, but Mom and Dad look at each other and it’s obvious by the looks on their faces that they are relieved. They want to believe what Mick is saying, that much is clear.
“But why on earth would Alice say such things?” she asks, and already I can hear the hope in her voice.
“Because Alice has problems,” Mick answers. “Serious mental problems.”
“Katherine?” Dad is looking at me, his eyebrows raised. All the tension that made his face so stiff and unfriendly and intimidating just moments before has disappeared. “Really? Can you promise me? Katherine, you’re not taking drugs?”
“No, Dad.” I shake my head, smile. “Of course not. I promise. I can’t believe you even thought that was true for a minute.”
“We hadn’t heard from you,” Mom says. “You weren’t answering the phone at Viv’s and we couldn’t get through on your cell phone. We left several messages, darling. At least ten. We just … well, we were actually starting to get worried before Alice called.”
“Oh, God. Sorry, Mom. My phone’s been switched off. I just had it off because I wanted to avoid talking to Alice. I had no idea she’d call you. Make up such big lies. This is all so crazy. I’m so sorry. It’s my fault. I should have called, I should’ve let you know where I was.”
“Doesn’t matter now.” Mom shakes her head, and before she has the chance to blink them away, I see the tears in her eyes. “As long as you’re okay, I don’t really care.”
And then Mom and Dad both step forward and hug me. They kiss my head, my cheek, laugh with relief and happiness. When they have pulled away and composed themselves, the four of us stand there, looking slightly embarrassed, until Mick tells us all to sit down, pours fresh glasses of orange juice.
“I feel silly now.” Mom reaches over and puts her hand on mine. She looks at Mick. “You must think we’re dreadful, turning up like that. With all those insane accusations.”
“No. Just freaked out. As most parents would be.” He shakes his head, looks at my mother, and smiles his wonderful smile—and I can see by her response that she is charmed.
“I guess so.” And then she looks at me and laughs, squeezes my hand before letting go. “I’m so glad that you’re okay, darling. We were so worried. So afraid. You have no idea.”
And the next hour, though brought about by such bizarre circumstances, has a strangely happy, almost celebratory, feel. Mick insists that my parents stay for dinner. The four of us sit around the table together and eat Mick’s stir-fry, and Dad tells us about the phone call with Alice. And though I find it hard to believe that she would have the nerve to tell such lies, and slightly alarming that she feels so spiteful toward me, I feel oddly benevolent toward her. Her actions have only brought my parents closer, and though I’ve never doubted their love for me, I’m moved by their obvious concern, their panic. I feel loved. Cherished.
But my parents don’t ask whether or not I’m pregnant—either they’re assuming that everything Alice has said is a lie, or they’re too scared to ask—and neither Mick nor I mention it. As we eat, and talk, and joke, I keep thinking of different ways to let them know: Oh, Mom and Dad, by the way, Alice wasn’t lying about everything. I really am pregnant! Aren’t you thrilled, you’re going to be grandparents! But it’s such an impossibly enormous thing to drop into the conversation—so heavy and serious and permanent—that I say nothing. Every time Mick speaks I imagine that he’s going to tell them and the pace of my heart quickens, but he doesn’t, and our dinner passes in conversation about Alice. And music. And how and when Mick and I met.
When we’ve finished eating, Mick insists on washing up. He looks at me pointedly when my parents’ backs are turned and indicates with his hands that I should take them into the living room. I know what he’s doing. He’s trying to give me some privacy so that I can tell them about the pregnancy.
But when I ask them if they want to come and sit with me for a while—ostensibly so that I can show them some photos from the last few weeks of school—Dad refuses. He’d like to help Mick clean up, he says. Mom shrugs and smiles and takes my hand in hers.
“Let him do it,” she whispers. “He probably wants to get to know your young man.”
And though I’ve rehearsed numerous different ways of saying it gently, tactfully, in the end I just blurt it out as soon as we are out of sight of my father and Mick.
“We’re going to have a baby.”
“What? What did you say?” Mom stops walking, turns to look at me. She is frowning. “I beg your pardon?”
“We’re going to have a baby.”
“You’re pregnant? Oh my goodness. Well, so that much was true.” She turns away, but not before I see the telltale wetness in her eyes, the quiver of her chin.
“Please, Mom. Please. I know you’re disappointed. I know this isn’t what you expected, or hoped for me. I know that. It wasn’t what I wanted, either. But I promise you, Mom, we’ll be okay. I promise. Don’t worry, Mick’s wonderful. He’s not about to run away or anything. We’ll make it work. We will. It’ll be okay. I can still go to college. I’ll still get my degree, I promise. It’ll be fine, Mom. Everything will be fine.”
“Pregnant?” She says the word again, as if she’s having difficulty comprehending it. She walks over to the couch and sits down heavily. “Pregnant.”
I sit beside her. I keep my eyes down, pick nervously at the fabric of my jeans. “You’re disappointed in me, aren’t you?”
“No,” she says. “Of course not.”
“You’re ashamed.”
“No,” she says. “I’m not.” And now her voice is firm, indignant. “Katie. You don’t understand. I’m not disappointed, that’s not it. Not at all. And, darling, the word ashamed isn’t even part of my vocabulary. It’s a bit shocking, of course, that you’re pregnant, and it’s a little hard to absorb. But for God’s sake, Katherine, a few short hours ago we were terrified that you were taking drugs. We seriously thought we might lose you.” She sighs, shakes her head. “I’ve had a daughter die. I’m beyond such … I don’t even think like that anymore.”
I look at her. I’m confused. I have no idea what she’s thinking, no idea what to say.
“Katie. Sweetheart.” She smiles. “I probably shouldn’t say this, or even think like this, I’m sure it’s not in the handbook of good parenting, but you have to understand that it’s very hard for me to see this as a catastrophe.”
“Oh,” I say. “So what do you think?”
And she puts a finger to her lips, stares wide-eyed up at the ceiling for a moment, then looks back down at me and grins. It’s a gleeful, impish, guilty-looking grin. “I think I feel very excited really. If I’m honest, thrilled.”
I must look as shocked as I feel because she laughs, shuffles closer to me on the couch, and puts her arm around me.
She speaks quietly, intensely. “Perhaps it’s wrong of me, or selfish, even, but all I can think is how wonderful this is. You’re adding to our family, you’re creating a new person for us all to love. You’re creating life, darling, you’re … you’re living life. I think it’s wonderful, actually, if I’m honest. I’ll get a new grandchild, a new person to love … and just explain why should I ever think that was bad? And I think your young man is heavenly, really, an absolute gentleman. And so good to talk to, so intelligent.” And then she takes a handkerchief from her pocket and wipes at her eyes, blows her nose. “I remember perfectly when I was first pregnant with you. All that wonderful, innocent hope, all that excitement.”
“So you’re seriously not disappointed? You’re not upset with me?”
“No. No, I’m not.”
“You don’t think we’re insane to keep it when we barely know each other?”
“Maybe. I can’t possibly say. But I think you’ve got as much chance as anyone else of staying together. Some people get married after knowing each other for years and still end up divorced. There are no guarantees in life.”
“But I’m so young.” And I’m not sure why, but suddenly I’m expressing all the doubts and fears that I’ve barely allowed myself to think. I want more of my mother’s reassurance; it feels so good to hear her say such positive things. I can’t get enough. I want her to tell me everything will be okay, that she loves me, that she believes in Mick and me. “Nobody my age has babies. Nobody.”
“I didn’t think you were so concerned with what other people did or didn’t do.”
“I’m not. I don’t mean it that way. It’s just …”
“I know what you mean, darling. Yes, it’s a huge thing; yes, it’ll mean you lose a lot of the freedoms that other people your age have. And that will be harder than you can imagine. But it will open another world to you as well. It will add a magical, wonderful, life-changing dimension to your life. Motherhood does that.” She puts her hand on my cheek. “And your father and I will always be here to help you. And your Mick. As much as we can. It would be our privilege.”
“I’m just so glad you’re not angry or upset.”
“Not upset. Goodness me, no.” Again she grins. “I’m ridiculously excited, actually. Excited for you and Mick. Excited for your father and me. And nervous. And thrilled.”
I’m unused to seeing her like this—so open and generous with her emotions—and my astonishment must register on my face.
“What is it, darling?” she asks. “What’s wrong? You look funny.”
“Sorry. It’s just … you just seem so different. Really happy. You and Dad. It’s great, of course, I’m just … I guess I’m not used to it anymore.”
“Oh, darling.” And then she pulls me toward her so that my cheek rests against her chest. As she talks I can feel the comforting rumble of her voice, the rhythm of her heartbeat. “Oh, my darling daughter, I know. We haven’t been fair, have we? Your nasty little friend actually did us all a big favor. We were so worried, me and Dad, when she called and said those stupid things about you. We were so scared, so scared of losing you. And then when we discovered that you were okay”—she takes a deep breath—“it was like being given a second chance. And I know, darling, I know how you’ve felt about Rachel. I know that you feel guilty for that day, that you feel guilty that you’re still alive when Rachel’s dead. And I hope you can forgive me for never mentioning it, for never making it clear that I think you have absolutely nothing to feel guilty about, that you absolutely must get on with your life. There has to be some kind of end, some kind of … oh, I don’t know … what’s that awful word people like to use these days?”
“Closure?”
“Yes. That’s it. Closure. There must be some closure. For you, at least, my darling. She was your sister, not your daughter. It’s not right that you should suffer forever. It’s not right that this should ruin your life.”
“But—” I want to tell her about my new insights, explain why I don’t need her to say this.
“No.” She interrupts, putting her hand beneath my chin and looking at me tenderly. “I’ve been unfair. I’ve known that you’ve been suffering and I’ve been too caught up in my own pain to have the energy to do anything about it. I’ve known for a long time that I could help you feel better if I could just bring myself to say a few simple things. And I didn’t. And I’m deeply ashamed of myself. But I can say it now, my darling.” She clears her throat and continues. “Your father and I don’t blame you for what happened to Rachel. We never, ever did. If anything, we blame ourselves. And don’t, for a second, imagine that we wished it had happened to you instead of her. We loved you both equally. We always did. We nearly lost you once. We can’t lose you now.”
I nod but cannot speak. I’m afraid that I’ll burst into tears. Sob like a baby.
“And outrageous as it may be to ask, I have a couple of favors I need from you,” she continues.
“Of course, Mom, anything.”
“First of all, I need you to forgive me. For my selfishness. For not being a proper mother for the last year, for even letting you entertain the thought that your father and I might blame you in any way. Because we absolutely do not. We never did.”
And then I do start to cry. I can’t help it. Everything I believed with such certainty only moments before seems suddenly very distant and unimportant. Knowing that she doesn’t blame me provides immediate and glorious relief and gives me more joy than I could have thought possible. I hold my mother and sob in great heaving breaths against her chest. She hugs me tight but keeps on talking.
“And the second thing I need you to do is live your life. Live the best and happiest life you can. And you must never, never, ever feel guilty about being happy. Don’t you dare. And if you can’t do it for yourself, then do it for us. For me and your father. Because if you’re not happy, my darling, if you don’t live your life, then we’ve lost everything. We’ve lost both of you.”
In the end, Mom wants to tell my father that I’m pregnant when they’re alone together—give him the chance to digest the news in private. She thinks he’ll be shocked and upset at first. “Completely normal for a father,” she says. “You’ll always be his innocent baby girl, after all. But he’ll come around, he’ll get used to the idea, and he’ll be as excited as I am, eventually.”
And as I knew we would, we get a lecture about the motorbike from my father before they leave. He’s relieved when we tell him that it’s for sale, and he makes me promise never to ride on it again, and makes Mick promise to ride carefully, if he has to ride at all.
When they’re gone, Mick and I turn the lights out and go to bed. Mick is particularly tender and gentle, he tells me he loves me again and again, and we curl tightly together, my head on his chest.
“I know you must be sick of talking about Alice,” he says at last. “But are you okay? You’re not freaking out about her?”
“No,” I say. “I’m too happy to even think about her.” And although it was far from Alice’s intention, I’m feeling thrilled about the evening with my parents. Mom hasn’t been so openly emotional in years and it was wonderful to have her be so effusive and warm, an unexpected delight to have her reassurance—not only about the baby, but about Rachel as well. “I mean, Alice is clearly a nutcase,” I continue, “and I’m glad we’re not friends anymore. But she’s really only hurting herself. She’s making a big fool of herself. I feel sorry for her.”
“Yeah.” Mick yawns. “Me, too. She must be a real sad case. Desperate.”
“Yep. And anyway, what can she do? When we move she won’t even know where we are. And I’m going to change my phone number. She won’t be able to call me. What can she possibly do to me now?”
“Nothing,” he says. And he leans over and turns the bedside lamp off, kisses my lips in the dark. “You’re completely safe. She can’t do anything to hurt you.”
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The next day, Mick receives a package. It’s delivered while he’s out at band practice, and when he gets home in the late evening I show it to him. He doesn’t immediately rip it open like I would, just looks at it with disinterest, puts it on the coffee table.
“You should open it,” I say, picking it back up. “It might be something exciting. A birthday present.”
“Doubt it. It’s not my birthday for months.”
“Oh, come on. I don’t know how you can stand it. Not knowing what’s inside. Hurry up, I’ve been waiting all day.” I push the package into his hands. “Open it.”
Mick shrugs, turns it over. It is wrapped in plain brown paper, with no return address. “It’s just something really boring, I can tell. A booklet from the IRS or something. Unless …” he says, grinning, “unless you sent it. You did, didn’t you? That’s why you’ve been waiting, why you’re being so impatient.”
“No,” I say. “I didn’t. I promise.”
Clearly he doesn’t believe me. He shakes his head and continues smiling as he opens the package. Inside is some kind of book or photo album. There is a black-and-white picture on the front cover, some writing.
“Do you know who you’re with?” he reads aloud, and he’s still smiling, but now he sounds puzzled. He turns the pages, holding it high so that I can’t see inside.
“Mick.” I laugh. “I didn’t send it. It’s not from me. I don’t know who …” But I stop when I see his expression. His smile has become a frown; all the color has drained from his face. “What?” I say. “Mick? What is it? What?”
“Jesus Christ,” he says. And suddenly I know who the package is from.
“Let me see,” I say, reaching for it. “I want to see it.”
“No. You don’t need to. Don’t. Please. Just don’t.”
“Don’t be stupid, Mick. Let me see the damn thing.” My voice is sharper than I intended. “Sorry,” I say. “Please. Just let me see it. It won’t help to hide it from me.”
He hands it over, reluctantly. “Katherine,” he says, shaking his head. “It’s crap. Just … She’s nuts. Don’t let it—”
“Sure,” I say. “Sure. I know. I know all that.”
The front page shows an old newspaper picture. It’s a photo of me and Rachel—a family portrait that somehow got into the hands of the press after Rachel died. We are at the beach, standing side by side, our smiles enormous, our hair windblown and wet. We have our arms around each other. We look so happy, so innocent …
The picture has been torn in half in a deliberately jagged way and stuck down over the front of the album. Above the picture, letters—a random mix of upper-and lowercase—have been cut out from a newspaper and pasted together: Do yoU reallY KnoW wHo yOu’RE wITH?
The next page is covered with editorial excerpts from the time right after Rachel died. And though they are all clearly from different articles, Alice has cut and pasted them together to form one long, rambling piece. She has also constructed her own disturbing headline.
wRonG peOple CoNVIcted??? tHe gUILty goEs freE???
But who is really responsible here? Surely, in these so-called enlightened times, we can’t expect a group of disadvantaged and undereducated youths to take sole responsibility for a crime that spotlights all that is lacking within the typical twenty-first-century person’s notion of what constitutes a sufficient duty of care toward those younger than us?
Grant Frazer was abused as a child. He was beaten black-and-blue by his alcoholic father almost daily and denied love by his drug-addicted mother. It’s not surprising he grew up with no social conscience.
The Boydell sisters had a life of wealth and privilege. Their home is spacious and elegant, their backyard a child’s fairyland complete with secret gardens, tennis court, and a swimming pool.
An expensive education didn’t prevent Katie Boydell from taking her fourteen-year-old sister to an illegal and unsupervised party and allowing her to drink herself under the table.
Who is really responsible here? Who is really to blame?
After so long, I’m surprised to notice that these words still have the power to sting. I still feel the overwhelming desire to scream out in protest, to defend myself, to explain and justify.
The following pages are filled with photos and articles from different newspapers—they are chopped and cut up and placed all over the page and there seems to be no order to their placement. It is the large letters pasted over the top of the pictures and articles that are most striking: COWARD. KILLER. SIBLING
RIVALRY. BETRAYAL. IRRESPONSIBLE
JEALOUSY.
The second to last page has a color photo of me on it. It’s a real photo, and very recent—the only one not taken from a newspaper. I have my head tossed back in laughter. I look ecstatically happy.
“KatHeriNe PatTerSon NoW. LiFe wiThout Her sisTEr” reads the headline that runs across it.
The final page reads simply, “kAtherINe paTteRsOn KAtiE bOydeLL——viCtIm or MuRderER?”
“Fuck this.” Mick snatches the album from my hands, slams it shut, and tosses it violently across the room so that it crashes into the wall, drops to the floor. “Stop looking at it. It’s sick.”
I say nothing. I can’t speak. I can taste the bile rising in my throat. I turn away and go to our bed, lie down on my side, curl up into a fetal position.
Mick sits beside me. He puts his hand on my shoulder. “Maybe we should call the police,” he says gently. “She’s going too far. This is harassment.”
“No.”
“But we have to get her to stop.”
“I don’t want the police involved.” I’m terrified to bring it all up again, to have the past dredged up like a stinking corpse, the police useless and bumbling, the press like vultures tearing at putrid flesh. “They won’t do anything. They can’t.”
Eventually we fall asleep, our arms wrapped tight around each other. When I get up in the morning, the album is gone.
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Over the next few days, while Mick is working, I spend a few hours each evening getting ready to move. I go back to Vivien’s place and pack my things. I’m no longer as tired as I have been and I enjoy organizing my stuff, dreaming about my new life with Mick. The fact that my parents so obviously like him, and that Mom was surprisingly happy about the baby, has dispelled most of my doubts. We’re doing the right thing. We love each other. It’s going to be wonderful.
I e-mail Vivien to let her know that I’ll be moving out. I promise to collect her mail and keep an eye on things until she returns. I end the e-mail with an apology for the short notice. She writes back:
Don’t apologize! I KNEW there was a reason you were looking so happy, and I think it’s absolutely marvelous that you’ve met someone who makes you feel that way. Can’t wait to see you (and meet your Mick!!) when I get back home.
Take care. Lots of love.
Viv xxx
It takes three evenings to finish packing my things and to clean all trace of myself from Vivien’s apartment. I want to leave it spotless, sparkling, as a thanks to my aunt for letting me live there. I finish at ten-thirty on Friday night and wonder if I’ve still got time to go and see the end of Mick’s gig. He’d promised to call me when he finished, to get a lift with the lead singer up to Vivien’s and give me a hand with the packing. But he hasn’t called, and I assume that there has been a good crowd tonight and that the band’s still playing. I decide to go and pick him up, surprise him.
It’s raining and the road is wet and dark, so I drive slowly and don’t arrive until after midnight. The pub is quiet, almost deserted, the stage all empty.
Mick’s not waiting in the bar, so I go backstage. I hear his voice and head toward a lighted doorway. I stop and take a step back when I see her in the room. Alice.
She is leaning against a table, her long legs crossed in front of her. “Oh, for God’s sake,” she is saying, her voice slurred and heavy with alcohol. “How can it hurt? Who can it hurt? How will anyone even know?”
Mick has his back to her. He is rolling electric cords together. He shakes his head.
“You’re insane. I’m not having this conversation. Go away.”
“Oh, come on.” She laughs, flicks her hair back provocatively. It’s a wasted gesture; Mick is not even looking at her. “Free sex. That’s what I’m offering. Unconditional great sex. Why would you say no? What kind of man are you?”
Mick laughs curtly. “I think the question is, what kind of person are you? What kind of friend?” And then he turns to face her, sees me, stops. “Katherine.”
Alice turns my way. For an instant she looks alarmed, but she recovers immediately, smiles, puts her hand out. “Katherine!”
I stay in the doorway and stare at Alice. “What are you doing here?”
“Oh, I saw an ad in the paper. And I thought I should be supportive, come down and listen to my friend play.” She reaches out toward Mick, smiles. “Actually, I thought you’d be here, Katherine. I was really hoping we could catch up. You’ve been very difficult to find lately.”
For a moment I consider confronting her, asking why she is so hell-bent on hurting me, but I decide against it. There’s no point. I don’t want to hear her explanation—there is no rational or forgivable excuse for what she’s done—and I don’t want to listen to one of her insincere apologies. I just want to get out of here.
I look at Mick. “Are you ready to go?”
“Yep.” He stops rolling the cords up and kicks them into a rough pile. He is usually meticulously tidy, but he’s clearly as desperate to get away from Alice as I am.
“Goody.” Alice claps her hands together, stands, staggers a little. “Where are we going?”
“I don’t know where you’re going.” Mick’s voice is icy. He steps over the cords and puts his arm around my shoulders. “We’re going home.”
“I’ll come with you. In fact, that might be fun. The three of us.” She stays close behind us as we leave the bar, walk up the street to where the car is parked. “Three is better than two. Don’t you think, Katherine? Huh?”
When we reach the car, Mick unlocks the passenger door for me, but before I get in, I turn impulsively to Alice. “Go home. Go away. And from now on, just leave us alone. Stay out of our life. You’re sick. I feel sorry for you. You really need to get some help.”
She shakes her head, sneers, her lip curling. “I’m sick? Me? That’s weird. I thought you were the one with the problem, Katie. I thought it was you, you who abandoned your sister—”
“Katherine!” Mick’s voice is firm. He’s behind the wheel now, has already started the engine. “Just get in. Get in and shut the door.”
And so I do. Mick locks the doors, puts the blinker on, checks the rearview mirror. Alice keeps her eyes locked on mine through the windshield, and I find it impossible to drag my eyes from hers, to look away. And just as Mick pulls away from the curb, Alice smiles—a cold and empty stretching of the lips—and steps forward, straight into the gutter.
I scream out, “Mick! Stop! Wait!” But it’s too late and there’s a dreadful, sickening thud as Alice falls.
“Fuck! Jesus. Fuck!” Mick slams on the brakes and is out of the car in an instant.
I cannot move, cannot bear to look. My heart is thudding, thudding, and I stare blankly through the windshield at the oncoming rush of traffic. It’s over, I think. She’s got what she wanted. Ruined everything. It’s over. It’s over.
“Alice!” I hear Mick shouting. I can hear the panic in his voice. “Are you okay? Are you hurt? Alice!”
And then I hear it: the high-pitched hysterical sound of her laughter.
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I’m unpacking boxes in our new kitchen when it happens. I stand up and feel a small gush of wetness between my legs. I don’t know what it is at first and wonder for a moment if I’ve wet myself. I rush into the bathroom and pull my pants down. Blood.
I do the best I can to dry myself with toilet paper and go straight to Mick. He’s unpacking books onto our makeshift bookshelves, humming, nodding his head in time with his own tune. He smiles as I approach.
“I’m bleeding.”
“What?” He drops the book in his hand. “Shit. Is that bad? That’s bad, isn’t it?”
“I don’t know. I think so.”
“We need to go to the hospital.”
I wrap an old towel around my waist, Mick grabs the keys, and we walk together down to the car, moving carefully, as if there was something broken in us.
The emergency room is crowded and a nurse informs us that we will have a long wait before we can see a doctor.
“But she could be losing the baby,” Mick protests. “She needs to see someone now.”
“Sorry. We have a triage system. And I’m afraid that at this early stage, if you are having a miscarriage, there’s really nothing we can do, anyway, honey. All we’ll be doing is monitoring.” She smiles kindly. “But that may not be the case. A lot of women bleed during pregnancy and then go on to have perfectly healthy babies. Take a seat and try not to worry.”
Mick and I shuffle over to the chairs. There are no two seats together, but a woman notices that we are a couple and moves over so that we can sit next to each other. Mick thanks her, and though she catches my eye and smiles sympathetically, I look away. I don’t want sympathy or kindness from strangers. If I’m going to have to grieve, I want to do it privately. The room is crowded and everyone would have heard our conversation with the nurse. With the towel around my waist, I feel exposed and conspicuous.
I slump down into a chair and close my eyes, rest my head on Mick’s shoulder.
Someone calls my name forty minutes later. A nurse asks Mick to wait, but when I burst into tears and clutch his arm, she lets him come through with me. She leads us to a bed and asks me to sit down.
“How much blood was there?”
“I’m not sure. It seemed like a lot.”
“A pad full, do you think? More?”
“Maybe. Yes. Just a pad full.”
She writes on a clipboard. “Are you still bleeding? Now?”
“I don’t think so. I’m not sure. I can’t feel anything.”
“Good. If you can’t feel it, you’re probably not.”
She writes more notes and then takes my blood pressure and my temperature.
“That’s all good. The doctor won’t be long. Just lie down. Rest.”
She drapes a thin blanket over my legs and pulls the curtains closed as she leaves.
Mick sits on the chair beside the bed and takes my hand.
“I shouldn’t have let you unpack, should I?” he says. He looks forlorn.
“No. That’s not it. I didn’t even lift anything heavy. Pregnant women aren’t supposed to be treated like invalids.” I squeeze his hand. “Anyway. Let’s not assume the worst. Not yet.”
“Sorry. No. Of course not. It’s just that I really want it to be okay. I don’t want …”
“Neither do I.” I bite my lip, try not to cry.
And then the curtain opens and a tall, thin woman comes in. She has wiry red hair and reminds me vaguely of Philippa, which makes me feel immediately more comfortable. She is pushing a large machine. She notices me staring at it.
“Ultrasound.” She stands beside the bed, pats my leg. “I’m Dr. King. Let’s try and have a little look at this baby, shall we?”
I’m terrified as she moves the probe around my belly. I stare at the screen, which shows a collection of cloudy gray blobs and shadows I can make no sense of.
“Aha.” Dr. King holds the probe still, points to the screen, smiles. “Heartbeat. See? Nice and strong. And the baby’s size is absolutely perfect for its gestational age.”
I see the pulsing of my baby’s heart and I hear myself make an odd strangled noise, part laugh, part sob.
Mick squeezes my hand. “Wow.”
The doctor says she thinks everything is fine—it was probably just an isolated, unexplained bleed. “Just one of those strange things,” she says. She tells Mick to take me home and look after me for a few days, to bring me back immediately if it happens again. “Try not to worry, I don’t think it was anything too serious,” she tells us. “But take it easy for a few days,” she concludes with a smile at me, “just to be safe.”
I spend the next three days in bed. Mick goes to the library and gets me a pile of books on pregnancy and I read them from cover to cover. Fortunately, the weather is perfect for it—stormy and cold—and I feel safe and cozy and perfectly content lying beneath the covers of our bed. Mick practices his electronic drums with the sound turned so low that I can barely hear them, and brings me breakfast and lunch and dinner in bed. When I get sick of reading, he drags the television in. We watch daytime soaps together and laugh at the absurd plots, the wooden acting. There is no more blood.
On the fourth morning I wake feeling more energetic than I have in weeks. I get up, leaving Mick asleep in bed, and make myself a cup of tea. Downstairs there is a small communal garden, shared by the four apartments in our building. I take my tea outside and sit on the steps that lead down to the garden.
Though it’s still early, the sun is warm and the sky is enormous and high and a magnificent deep blue—a sky that I’ve never seen in Greece or Indonesia or Europe, or in any of the other countries we used to travel to before Rachel died—and I’m filled with a sense of happiness so great, and a feeling of such immense gratitude to be alive, that I smile. A huge, spontaneous, unseen grin. The wooden steps are warm beneath my bare feet, the tea is sweet and delicious, and the sun presses gently on my skin, kissing me awake.
In the past I spent too long stopping myself from feeling this kind of happiness, the simple, sensual pleasure of just being alive. I thought of it as unfair to Rachel—a selfish indulgence, a kind of betrayal—because she’ll never again enjoy such moments. But I think of what my mother said, how important it is that I live my life, that I let myself enjoy it, and it suddenly occurs to me with an overwhelming certainty that my sister would want me to be happy. She’d never, ever begrudge me a full and happy life. And I suddenly realize that I can choose how I feel. And that choosing to be miserable means choosing to let the men who murdered Rachel destroy my life as surely as they destroyed hers.
“I’m happy, Rachel.” I say it out loud as a kind of prayer. “Truly happy.”
But the sunshine doesn’t last long, and by mid-morning the storm clouds have gathered again and the sky is dark. I spend another day indoors, reading, while Mick goes out to band practice. By the time he gets home at six I am restless and bored and desperate for his company.
I rush to the door and embrace him as soon as I hear his key in the lock.
He laughs but doesn’t hug me in return. He is hiding something behind his back. “Surprise!” he says. And he hands me a large white envelope.
There is a wad of hundred-dollar bills inside the envelope. I look at him, astounded. “What is this?”
“Sold. One bike. Three thousand big ones.”
“Oh, Mick.” I wrap my arms around him. “Are you sad?”
“Are you insane?” He squeezes me tight, kisses my neck. “Your dad totally freaked me out. Convinced me I’d be killed instantly if I ever touched the damn thing again. I don’t want to die. I’m going to be a father. And, hey, today we’re rich: let’s celebrate, get takeout for dinner.”
“No. No. Let’s go out somewhere. I’m going nuts cooped up here.”
“But do you think it’ll be okay? Do you think we should?”
“It’ll be fine.” I quickly pull my clothes off and head toward the shower. “The doctor said I should take it easy for a few days. She didn’t say I should stay in bed for the next six months. I haven’t moved. I’ll go mad if I don’t get out of here soon.”
“We’ll drive, then.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. We’ll never get a parking space.”
“True.” He sighs. “But are you sure you’ll be okay? I could go and get us some takeout—”
“I’ll be fine. We’ll walk slowly.” I laugh. “Like two old married people.”
It isn’t far to the restaurant, and we take the path that runs along the beach. It’s not raining yet, but there are storm clouds in the sky and the beach is wild, the waves rough and foamy. It’s a spectacular sight and we take our time, arms linked, strolling leisurely. We’re both enjoying being out of the apartment, taking in the fresh air, the beauty of the view.
And we take our time over our meal. Mick talks about the band, about composing music. We imagine a future tour of the world—money, fame, thousands of screaming fans. I laugh and tell him that I’ll be beating the girls off him.
“I’ll be the witchy, jealous, fat wife at home. With six kids.”
“Yes,” he teases. “Fat, jealous, and witchy. I can imagine you like that.”
We contemplate taking a taxi home because it looks as though it might rain at any second, but decide against it. It’s gorgeous outside, and it’s only a short walk. And a little rain can’t hurt us.
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You hear footsteps behind you—the sharp click click click of heels on concrete—but think nothing of it. As the footsteps grow louder, closer, you and he move to the side, make way for the woman to pass you by. But she stops, turns, faces you. It’s getting dark out, so it takes a moment before you realize who it is. Alice.
She tilts her head to the side, smiles. “Katherine,” she says. And you can hear it in the way she speaks slowly, carefully—she’s drunk again. “I knew I’d find you here. I knew if I waited long enough that I’d bump into you and the little drummer boy.”
He pulls you away, holding your hand tightly. You keep walking.
“It’s such a beautiful, wild night to be out and about, isn’t it?” She follows close behind, talking in an artificially friendly voice. “I’m so glad I bumped into you. Well, both of you, actually. We’ve just got so much to talk about.”
You walk faster, don’t turn around. Don’t answer.
“Oh, come on, you two. Don’t you want to talk?”
He squeezes your hand so hard your fingers hurt. You keep walking.
“Okay, then. Maybe you don’t want to talk. I can understand that. But I want to talk. In fact, I need to talk. There’s a lot that’s been unsaid, Katherine, a lot you don’t know about that night.” She laughs viciously. “And I know you know which night I’m talking about. That night.”
You falter. You stop walking.
She laughs, behind you. “Oh, that got your attention, didn’t it? Hmm? Can’t run away forever and ever, can you, Katie? Got to face up to the truth sometime.”
You turn to face her. “What are you talking about?”
She puts her hands on her hips, looks you up and down. “What’s it like to have the perfect life, Katherine? The perfect family? Must be nice to be so spoiled, to be oblivious to the suffering of others?”
“The perfect family? Oblivious to suffering?” you repeat, incredulous. “Are you joking, Alice? My little sister was raped and murdered. My family is far from happy, far from perfect.”
“But your parents love you, don’t they?” she sneers. “I know they do. I’ve seen them. They worship the very air you breathe. You’re their little princess. That’s why you’re so smug. That’s why you don’t give a damn.”
“Why I don’t give a damn? You’re insane, Alice. You talk in riddles.”
“You don’t care about people like us.”
“People like us?” I look around her deliberately. “Who’s us, Alice? Who are you talking about?”
“Me and my brother. That’s who I’m talking about. Me and my brother.”
You shake your head in confusion. “What on earth …”
“Everything’s easy for people like you, Katherine. Your parents love you. The world loves you. You’ve never had to prove anything to anyone. And if your sister gets murdered, then of course everyone takes your side, everyone just accepts that you were innocent, that it wasn’t your fault.”
“But it wasn’t my fault.” And despite the hysteria that is rising in you, the feeling of anger that makes you want to scream and lash out at her, your voice sounds calm, almost normal. “How dare you even say that. And you’re wrong. People were horrible when Rachel was killed. It was horrible. I’ve told you that.”
“Horrible? What a pathetic little word. I don’t think it could’ve been as horrible as you say. You weren’t thrown in jail, were you? You weren’t accused of murder, were you?”
Mick pulls at your arm and tells you to drop it, to walk away, but you’re too angry, too involved now to leave. You push his hand away.
“Of course I wasn’t!” And despite all the doubts that still haunt you, all the mistakes you made the night of Rachel’s murder, you are suddenly filled with a burning fury—against Alice, against the press, against the murderers themselves—and the rage is obvious in your voice. “I didn’t do anything!”
“Oh. But you did, really, didn’t you?” And now she is smiling, her voice falsely intimate. “I guess on the surface it might look as though you were innocent. To someone who didn’t know any better. But you and I know better, don’t we?”
“No, Alice. No. We don’t.” And you understand deep down that this conversation is pointless, but you feel compelled to defend yourself, to fight. “You’re wrong. What you’re saying is disgusting. It’s unfair. Untrue. I got frightened. I saw light and I ran for help. I was terrified. I had no choice.”
“Oh, but you did have a choice, Katherine. You had lots of choices that night. And you made the wrong one every time. Every. Single. Time.”
“No.” You shake your head, fighting back tears. “No. You’re wrong. You don’t know—”
She leans in close. Speaks quietly. “You didn’t have to run, Katherine.”
“I did,” you say. “I had no choice.”
“No.” She straightens up, crosses her arms over her chest. “You left them with no choice when you ran away. You forced them into doing something they didn’t want to do.”
“Why are you saying this?” And now you are shouting. You grab her arm and hold it tight. “Why? Why do you say I had all the choices? They took us against our will. They were the only ones with any choice. Not me. Not my little sister. We were their victims. Why do you want to defend such animals?”
“‘Animals’? You see how you refer to them, Katherine? Hardly nice, is it? Hardly fair?”
“They are animals.” You spit the words out. “They killed my sister. I hope they rot in hell.”
“My brother is not an animal.” And her face contorts into an expression of such bitterness that she is, for a moment, ugly. “He is not an animal.”
“Your brother?” You shake your head. “What are you talking about?”
Again her face changes and without warning she is sobbing, her voice high and shaky. “Nobody loved him. Nobody. Not our real mother. Not the bitches who separated us. Nobody. Don’t you think that hurt him? Don’t you think it might screw you up if your own mother doesn’t want you? Don’t you think he could have been excused for messing up, for being confused?”
“Alice.” You won’t let go of her arm. You want her to look at you, to calm down, to stop talking such garbage. Her behavior is frightening, irrational, insane. You wonder if you should get her to a doctor. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re not making any sense.”
She pulls away and stares at you. Her expression is full of loathing.
“You made my little brother a murderer,” she says. “You put him in prison.”
“Oh, for God’s sake.”
“You put him in prison,” she says again, enunciating each word slowly and precisely. Then she smiles—a cold, venomous smile that chills your heart. “How can I make it any clearer? Sean. My little brother. You put him in jail.”
“I don’t know your little brother. How could I—”
“Sean,” she interrupts. “Sean Enright.”
“But he … he’s not …”
“Yes. He is.”
And finally you understand. You understand everything. Her friendship with you. Her spitefulness. It was this all along. Her brother. Your sister. This.
Sean. The boy in the back of the car. The overweight boy with the nice face. He’d been so nervous, had seemed so frightened …
But still. He hurt your sister. Deliberately and without mercy. He made his choice.
You stand there, as still and as mute as a pole, and stare at her. And you have the conflicting urge to both hit her and apologize. She stares back at you, smiling triumphantly, gloating, and you are about to reach out your arm, slap her face, but Mick is pulling at you, urging you to move.
“Katherine. Come on. Let’s go.” He puts his arm around your shoulders and forces you to turn away, to continue, to head for home. It has started to rain and chill drops are splashing your face, your hair. You will be drenched by the time you arrive.
“Good idea, Mick.” She follows behind you. “It’s getting very wet, isn’t it? We should all head up to your place. Discuss this some more.”
He stops walking. You can feel his fury in the way he grips your shoulder, hear it in the tone of his voice. “Go away, Alice. Get the hell away from us. Leave us alone or I’ll call the police. I’m serious. Go. Now.”
“The police? Now, what good could they do? They never did my little brother any good.” She turns her head, pouts. The raindrops are battering her face. “Oh, but they like people like you, don’t they? Spoiled middle-class assholes like you two. They always take your side, don’t they?”
And she continues ranting about the police as you turn and walk away until suddenly her voice changes.
“Aww, let’s not fight. Hey. I know what—why don’t we all get naked and go skinny-dipping? Get to know each other a bit more intimately.”
And then she is running, in front of you, down the grassy slope and onto the beach. She bends over, pulls her shoes off, and tosses them on the sand. She lets her sweater fall, lifts her dress over her head in one swift movement.
“Come on, Katherine!” she shouts, her hair blowing wildly over her face. “Don’t be a chickenshit all your life. Now’s your chance to show some courage. Come on!”
She runs straight into the water, runs through the crashing waves until she is thigh-deep, and then she dives under, disappears.
Mick looks at you. His face full of fear. “Fuck,” he says. And then he is gone, running down the slope toward the beach. You follow.
You stand on the beach together and scream her name. “Alice! Alice!”
“Alice! Where are you? Alice!”
You both rush along the edges of the water, shoes and all, both shouting as loud as you can, hands cupped around your mouths.
“She’s going to fucking drown. Alice!” he screams.
And then you hear it. “Help!” It’s so faint, coming from so far away. It’s so windy down here near the water, so cold, so wet, the waves so relentlessly pounding. But you hear it again. “Help!”
“This way. Alice! Alice! I think I see her.”
You know what you’ve got to do. You know, from experience, what is right. This time you won’t be a coward. You won’t run away, you won’t make the same mistake again. This time you’ll show some courage. You pull your shoes off, toss them aside, start heading deeper into the water, toward the voice.
“Katherine!” He pulls you back, screams at you. “What the fuck are you doing?”
“She’s going to drown,” you say. “She’s going to drown.”
He drags you up and out of the water, pushes you down so that you are sitting on the sand. “Wait there!” he shouts. “Wait!” And then he is pulling his T-shirt over his head, his shoes off, his socks, stumbling as he rushes to the water.
“No,” you say. “No. Wait!” But it’s too late, he’s running, and before you even have the chance to tell him to take his jeans off, he is gone.
You get up and follow him, but it’s so dark and the water’s so noisy, and he is lost immediately. You head straight into the water, walking slowly, shouting his name over and over, because you don’t know where he is, how to find him. You walk until the water is tugging at your thighs, the current so powerful you can feel it pulling, forcing you off your feet. You let it drag you down, feel yourself surrender to the black, black depths. And it is in your face, your nose, your mouth—and inside your head you scream his name over and over, but it is no good, you cannot find him, he cannot be found.
And then someone is dragging you, hurting you, pulling at your hair. There are lights and voices. Screams.
There is air.
You spend the night in the hospital. Your chest is tight; your throat and your eyes are burning, raw.
“You’ll be fine,” they say. “In no time at all. One hundred percent.”
But when you call his name, they turn away. “You were very brave” is their answer.

You will not be fine. Everything will not be okay.
You put your hand on his cheek and pull it immediately away.
The skin of the dead no longer feels like skin. It doesn’t feel like anything human at all. It’s too cold and hard and lifeless. He is gone—this stiff, unmoving gray thing on the bed just an empty container, a shell—and you have no desire to kiss those purple lips, or touch that icy cheek. There is nothing for you in this bleak hospital room but a cold and empty nothingness that has no answers, can give no peace, will provide no comfort to the living.
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Mom and Dad and Mick’s parents pack up the apartment together. I stay at my parents’ home, in bed, buried beneath the blankets. It’s impossible that I should have to help pack away our life together, our future, our dreams, and nobody expects me to. They do it so efficiently that they have everything finished in less than a day. When they return, Mom comes up to my old room and sits on my bed.
“We’ve got Mick’s drum set. And his records. His parents thought you might like to keep them.”
I can’t bear to think of Mick’s silent drums, his unplayed music. But I nod my thanks and turn away, clasp my hand over my mouth.
Mom puts her hand on my blanket, over my thigh, and runs it up and down my leg soothingly as she talks. “And we told them about the baby, of course.”
“Oh,” I say, and I try to be polite, to show some interest, but I just want her to go away and leave me in peace. Let me howl in private. It seems odd that just a few days ago I cared so very much what everyone would think about the baby. It now seems completely irrelevant—the baby itself an impossibility.
“They were shocked, of course, naturally, at first. But I think that they were pleased, in the end. It’s Mick’s baby, of course, and that’s something. Some consolation,” she says. And I nod, waiting for her to go, but she doesn’t move, and I can tell by the pressure of her hand, by the way she sighs, that there is something she wants to say.
“They wanted me to tell you how much they appreciated what you did,” she says. “Trying to help him, risking your life.”
I turn away.
“You did everything you could.”
But it wasn’t enough, I think, not nearly enough.
I meet them for the first time at Mick’s funeral. Mick’s father looks like Philippa, his mother uncannily like Mick, and she pulls me close to her and hugs me tight. And I cling to her and breathe her in and eventually have to be forced to let her go.
I spend the next six months living like a robot. I do all the right things—I eat well and get plenty of exercise walking around the neighborhood—but I feel disconnected from what is happening, uninterested in the baby. Mick’s parents visit a few times, and Philippa, and it is only when I’m with them, when I feel some connection to Mick, that I feel anything close to being alive. The rest of the time I feel like some kind of zombie. The walking dead.
Labor starts the day before my due date, and in the beginning the pain makes me glad—it’s only physical, much easier to bear than the emotional agony I’ve become used to—and I feel a perverse sense of satisfaction as it gets increasingly worse and worse.
But the pain lasts for two days and two nights and eventually becomes so immense and overwhelming that I beg the gods for it to stop and scream and shout at the nurses to help me, but they only nod and smile and tell me to crouch down and finally I am pushing, pushing, pushing the universe from between my legs, and then she is here. Sarah. Mick’s daughter. My baby girl.
And I don’t know whether it’s the glorious cessation of pain or some kind of hormonal rush, but I feel a deep and overwhelming sense of love and gratitude. For my baby girl, for Mom and Philippa, who have helped me bring her into the world, for the nurses, for the entire world. I feel—as I haven’t felt since Mick died. And I lift my daughter, still slimy and wet from being born, and hold her against my chest, and I whisper a quiet prayer to Mick, a solemn promise, to protect and love our daughter forever. To keep her safe.
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Robbie smiles. At first his smile is tentative, almost afraid, but when I smile back and nod, he beams, shakes his head, laughs. And in the next moment he is in front of me, his hands in mine.
“My God. Katherine! It’s you. I can’t believe it. It’s really you.”
Close up, I can see that he looks older—of course he does, it’s been five years—and it suits him. His face has become more masculine, squarer, more rugged, somehow.
“Mommy, Mommy, who’s that man?” Sarah is tugging at my leg, looking up at Robbie curiously. He crouches down so that his eyes are level with hers.
“Hello. I’m Robbie. I’m an old friend of your mommy’s.”
Sarah tilts her head, gazes at Robbie intensely. “But you don’t look old. You don’t look like Nan and Pop!”
Robbie laughs, and Sarah, unable to resist the lure of the hill, collects her toboggan and begins dragging it back up.
Robbie and I stand side by side, watching her. “She’s beautiful,” he tells me. “Gorgeous.”
“Yes. She looks like her father.”
“And you.”
There are a billion and one things I’d like to say to him—a conversation that could go on for hours—but right here, right now, I can think of nothing to say, not a word. And we stand there, the two of us silent, until he puts his hand on my arm.
“I’ve got to get back to work. I can’t really stop like this.” He turns to look at the crowd of people on skis behind us. “They’re waiting.”
“Sure,” I say, not meeting his eyes. “Of course.”
“It was great seeing you,” he says. “A bit of a shock.”
“Completely unexpected.” Now that I know he is going and I am safe, I can look him squarely in the eyes. “A lovely shock, though. It was great seeing you, too.”
He squeezes my arm, nods, turns away. I am about to go and follow Sarah back up the hill when he calls my name.
I turn back. “Yes?”
“Are you busy later? Tonight? Do you want to have dinner?”
We agree that it would be best to have dinner in my cabin so that Sarah’s routine isn’t disrupted.
Robbie arrives at six-thirty with the ingredients for a meal. Sarah has already eaten and had a bath and is tucked up on the sofa in her pajamas, totally entranced by a DVD.
Robbie sits next to her and talks about the characters in the movie while I open a bottle of wine. We sit at the small round table, opposite each other.
At first we are overly polite and our conversation feels awkward. We talk of the weather, of work, of things neither of us really cares about, but eventually, finally, Robbie mentions Alice.
“Did you miss her? That first year when you were in Europe?” I ask him.
“Yes.” He nods. “I did, despite everything she’d done. I missed her a lot. At first, before she died, I was tempted to come home. I kept thinking that I just wanted to be with her, no matter what she’d done. And then there was no point. I didn’t even come back for the funeral. I couldn’t handle it.”
“No. I know. I didn’t go, either.” And I look down at my hands, which are clasped tightly together on the table. I’m ashamed, now, of my spite, my anger. “I hated her so much by then that it would have been hypocritical. I was glad she was dead. I couldn’t go to her funeral and pretend to grieve. I hated her.”
“Katherine,” Robbie says, and I look up at him. He shakes his head, smiles tenderly. “Of course you hated her. It was only natural. It was her fault that Mick died, everyone knew that. You were pregnant and really happy for the first time in years, and she ruined that for you. Of course you hated her. I hated her for that, too.”
“Did you even consider coming back for the funeral?” I ask him.
“No. Not really. My dad called me and told me that she’d drowned. He saw it in the papers and he ended up calling your mother. She told him everything—about Mick, about Alice’s brother, Sean, and the whole connection with your sister, and it was just so shocking, so disgusting … I couldn’t face it. It made me question everything, my entire relationship with Alice, all those months the three of us thought we were friends. Was it all just some kind of sick game? Was anything real? I was so angry with her. I couldn’t have come to her funeral.”
“I wondered that, too. Whether any of it was real or not. The whole friendship—I mean, did she secretly hate me the whole time? Was she just waiting until she could get her revenge?” I shrug, smile bitterly. “I certainly chose the wrong school, didn’t I? Of all the schools, I had to choose the one where Alice went.”
“But how did she even know you? How did she know who you were?”
“She must have recognized me. From a newspaper photo, I guess. Her parents found all this stuff in her apartment after she died. A whole thick file on the court case. Newspaper clippings, court transcripts, everything. There were photos of me and Rachel. She must have seen me walk into that high school and thought all her dreams had come true. From the very beginning, she knew who I was and what had happened.”
“Jesus. It’s so creepy. So wrong.”
“Yep.”
“I’m sorry,” he says, leaning forward and looking at me intently. “I’m sorry now that I didn’t come back. I should’ve come back and helped you, been a better friend. I should’ve come back, for your sake.”
“No.” I shake my head. “You couldn’t have done anything. You couldn’t have helped. It wouldn’t have made any difference.”
Robbie is quiet and I’m afraid that I’ve hurt his feelings.
“Robbie?” I say.
“Just thinking of all the time I wasted because of her. Of all the time I wasted missing her, wanting her, when all of it, absolutely all of it, was a lie. I’d have been better off loving a rock.”
I laugh. “At least you wouldn’t have expected anything from a rock. It couldn’t have disappointed you.”
“True.” And though he is smiling, his eyes are wet with tears. “And my dad, you know. I didn’t speak to him for a year because of her. And it was stupid, a complete waste; the thing with Alice wasn’t even his fault, he was set up, just like the rest of us. And I stayed angry with him, even when I’d heard that she was dead. I don’t even know why. And that still pisses me off now, you know, that year of us not being friends, my dad and me. Because of her.”
“It’s funny, though,” I say, and I look over at Sarah, who is now asleep on the sofa, her thumb in her mouth. “I regret so much about that time and I wish, almost every day, that things had turned out differently. But I can never really regret meeting Alice, can I? If I hadn’t met her, I would never have met Mick. I wouldn’t have had Sarah. How can I regret that? It’s impossible to wish your own child away.”
“You have to regret that Mick died. He was innocent, completely uninvolved. Alice is why he died. But you can’t regret Sarah, can you? It’s weird, isn’t it? Everything to do with her was weird,” he says, his voice bitter. “It was all screwed up.”
“You’re still angry?” I ask. “You still hate her?”
“A bit,” he admits. He smiles ruefully. “But only when I think about her. Which isn’t that much anymore. What about you? Are you still angry?”
And as I think about it, look into myself, examine the tender spots within and search for the deep, hot core of anger that burned for so long, I realize it has gone. “I think I just feel a whole lot of pity for her.”
Robbie raises his eyebrows. “Really?”
“I know it might sound very insincere. All new-agey. But she didn’t know how to care about anyone but herself. She wasn’t taught to love. Her own mother didn’t love her. Can you imagine what that must be like?” I glance over at Sarah, whom I love more than life itself. “Alice was empty inside. Heartless. Living like that would be hell.”
Robbie nods but doesn’t look convinced.
“I can see it,” I continue, “in Sarah. She watches me, copies me. If I’m kind, she’s kind. If I’m loving, then so is she. Imagine not having any influence like that. Imagine not being taught to love other people. It would damage you horribly.”
“Maybe.” Robbie shrugs. “Maybe that explains some stuff about her. But that doesn’t completely absolve her. Not in my eyes. Other people have it worse and grow up to be decent human beings.”
We are quiet for a while, both of us preoccupied with our private thoughts.
“Anyway, I’ve missed you,” I tell Robbie. “I didn’t realize how much until tonight. But I’ve really missed you.”
“And me you,” he says. “The only difference is that I knew how much I missed you. From the day I left.”
“But you didn’t try to stay in touch?”
“No.” He shrugs. “Before Alice drowned, I deliberately didn’t contact you. I just thought it would make it too hard to stay away. Talking to you. Missing you. Missing her. And then after Alice died I was in shock. I was depressed, I think. A bit. And then after a while, I just didn’t know if you’d want to hear from me. I had heaps I wanted to say, though. I wrote a hundred long e-mails that I ended up deleting.”
“I wish you’d sent them.”
“Me, too.”
And we smile, keep our hands clasped together, drink our wine.
Robbie cooks dinner, and we talk for so long, so late into the night, that I invite him to spend the night with Sarah and me in the cabin. He sleeps in the big bed next to me. It’s not sexual. Robbie wears a T-shirt and a pair of my pajama bottoms. I wear a modest winter nightie. But it’s nice to have a warm adult body in the bed next to me, good to feel a little pampered. And when Sarah comes in the middle of the night, she laughs delightedly to find him there and insists on snuggling down between us.
I watch Robbie—his eyes drowsy—adjust Sarah’s pillow, tuck the blankets up over her, smile tenderly.
Robbie makes breakfast, scrambled eggs and toast, and the three of us eat companionably together.
“Are you going to be my daddy?” Sarah asks out of the blue, her mouth full of eggs.
“Sarah!” I try to laugh it off. “Don’t be silly.”
But Robbie doesn’t act shocked or contradict Sarah, he simply smiles. And I’m glad that he doesn’t look at me, because I can feel my face burning hot.
I walk him out to his car when it’s time for him to go. Sarah clings to his leg, begs him to stay.
“I can’t,” he says, laughing. “I have to teach people to ski. I have to help keep them safe on the mountain.”
“When are you coming back?” she asks. “I’ll let you go if you tell me when.”
He looks at me—and in his look there is a question, a choice—but I’ve already made my choice, I made it the day Mick died, and I will not let the world hurt me again.
I turn away, bend over to pick Sarah up, and bury my face in her hair so that I don’t have to meet his eyes. “Robbie’s a very busy man, darling,” I say. “He doesn’t have time to come back here.”
“Auntie Pip, Auntie Pip!” Sarah pushes open the door and lets it slam shut behind her as she darts straight down the path to meet Philippa. Philippa beams and scoops her up, envelops her in an enormous hug.
“Baby-cakes,” she says. “I’ve missed you.”
Philippa is taking Sarah to the zoo for the day while I fill out college applications. Sarah will be starting school next year, and I will have time, finally, to continue my studies.
Philippa walks up the driveway, and we embrace. We go inside, and she collects Sarah’s things—her water bottle, her hat, her favorite doll.
“I’ll bring her back at about three. We might have lunch at McDonald’s or something. A treat,” she says.
“McDonald’s?” Sarah bounces with excitement. “Really? Can we, Mommy? Can we?”
“What a good idea,” I say. “You lucky thing.”
We take Sarah out to Philippa’s car and buckle her into the baby seat that’s there just for her. When I’ve said good-bye to Sarah and closed the door, Philippa reaches out, a scrap of paper in her hand.
“This is from Robbie,” she tells me. “It’s his phone number. He wants you to call him.”
“Oh.” I don’t take the paper. Instead, I tuck my hands into my jacket pockets. “You saw him?”
“He called me. He wants to see you. He really wants to see you, Katherine.”
“No.” I shake my head. “No. I don’t want to. I can’t.”
“Why not?”
“I just … I just don’t want to.”
“You don’t want to? Or you’re too scared to?”
“I dunno.” I shrug. “Scared, I guess.”
“Why?” Philippa lifts her eyebrows. “Because he might die?”
“No. Of course not. No.” I shake my head and rub my eyes. I just wish she would hurry up and go. Leave me alone. “Maybe. All right. Yes. I don’t know.”
And then she steps forward, takes my hand in hers, speaks quietly and gently.
“Do you ever think about the kind of example you’re setting for Sarah?”
“What do you mean?”
“Never taking any risks. Being so cautious and afraid all the time.”
“Afraid? Really?” I turn to look at Sarah in the car. She is busy talking to her doll, fixing her hair. “Is that how she sees me?”
“Not yet. But she will when she’s older.” Philippa squeezes my hand. “If you don’t try to be happy. If you don’t live your life with some courage.”
And it’s that word that does it. Courage. I take the scrap of paper from her hand and push it deep into my pocket. Through the car window, I bend down and kiss Sarah good-bye.
Courage.
“Hello?”
He answers almost immediately. But I find myself unable to say a word. I’m suddenly terrified. I hold my hand over the mouthpiece and use all my energy just to keep breathing.
“Hello?” he says again, and then, “Katherine? Is that you? Katherine?”
It takes a moment to find my voice but when I do it is more in control, more substantial, than I’d expected. “Can you come over, Robbie?” I say. “Today?”
“Yes,” he says. “I’ll be there soon. I’ll be there as quickly as I can.” And he doesn’t try to play it cool or hide his enthusiasm, and I remember how much I like him, how funny and kind and good and generous he is. And I know, without a doubt, that I’ve done the right thing.
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