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PART I
THE ITCH






Everyone has a story about the infection. When you tell your story, it goes like this.

It started in your fingers, the itch. A tingling like when your hand falls asleep. It traveled up your forearms and down your back in a shiver of foreboding or excitement.

When they started trying to examine women like you, they always asked when it started. You couldn’t say what started it, exactly. But you do know the itch started sometime after you lost the baby.

Four months into living with your romantic-minded, fidgety boyfriend, you lost the baby in a loosening of blood. You were sleeping when it happened, but the sensation woke you up. You thought it would feel like a punch in your gut. Instead, it was the feeling of a fist unclenching. It felt like relief.

You stayed in bed until he went to work at the garage that always left his fingers black with oil and his body smelling of gasoline. By the time you got up and took the sheets off to wash them, it had already seeped into the seams of the mattress, lined the bed in red.

You sat in the shower afterward, the water on so hot it scalded your skin. You’re not okay, you repeated to yourself. You wanted to make yourself cry, but you couldn’t. At first, you told yourself it wasn’t a choice. But then you wondered, in the blinding light of your relief, if maybe it was. A choice but not a choice. Like breathing. Like letting the light in and the life out.

After you told him you lost the baby that evening, you went to work at Dairy Queen. At least there you didn’t have to see his face, so shattered and raw and somehow betrayed. But those nights, alone at the Dairy Queen, you started to feel not so alone after all. You felt as if you were being watched, as if the silent space were crowded with the voices of people you’d known and people you would never meet. It wasn’t a presence exactly, but an atmosphere, like the air before a storm, porous and unstable. You felt that atmosphere in the way you would sometimes recognize someone you didn’t know or dream about something before it happened.

You’d heard rumors about it by then, the infection. That girls in nearby Fayetteville were scratching themselves raw, were disappearing in the night. But when it happened to you, it felt different. It felt as natural as breathing, as inevitable as a blink. It came over you slow, night after night at the Dairy Queen, as you watched the thick television set that was drilled into the corner of the counter. At seven, it always played an old cowboy movie.

Westward! the tanned hero proclaimed. Always westward!

He rode off into a sunset of brilliant Technicolor, his chin lifted high toward the horizon. His body was his own, a wild thing that went where it wanted, did what it wanted, when it wanted. Did he never think about who he was leaving behind? you wondered. What would that be like? To have an untamed body that no one could control? You could be anyone. Anyone, or no one.

Night after night you stared into the darkness and listened to peppered gunshots, climactic crescendos, and his voice, which became many voices, all chanting: Westward! Westward! Always westward!

You whispered it to yourself then, how you wanted to leave him. One day, you told yourself, you would leave him. You would leave his romantic daydreaming, so effusive it often suffocated you. You would leave the cold way he sometimes looked at you, like after the baby, like all the light inside of him suddenly went out. You would leave the way he touched you, too hard, with just a little too much nail. Like he was trying to reach deep inside you, or maybe tear you apart.

Years later, after you left, after you were killed, after the infection had swept the nation, they’d say that since 1973, when the infection truly began to spread, seven hundred thousand girls in the United States went missing. But you knew this would happen all along. You’ve always just been one of many. Or, maybe, many have been one with you.






CHAPTER ONE



AIMEE

For most people, 1973 was the year the Westward Women began their migration. But for Aimee Wallace, it was the year no one came to her college graduation.

She sat on a faux-wood lawn chair, sinking into the soft earth of the University of Maryland’s football field. The sky was startlingly blue above her: bright and clear and perfect. But last night’s storm had left the air feeling thick. It smelled of rich mud and tinny metal. And it was hot. Whenever she moved, the sweat slipped down her sternum onto her stomach, where she was sure it blossomed too visibly against the pale pink of her dress.

“Today, as we celebrate all your fine accomplishments,” said the university president in his starched gray suit, “our thoughts and prayers are with the families of those who can’t be with us.”

Aimee joined the others in looking around at the rest of the graduating class. The number of empty chairs was noticeable. It left the rest of them looking like a smattering of crumbs against the chemical green of the grass. The detritus from some party long over.

Nearly these same words had been spoken at the last four graduations, but back then, the president was referring to those whose family or friends had gone to fight in the Vietnam War, or the boys themselves who’d gone and never come back. Now, it was girls who were missing. The infection—which they believed was fungal—was still new enough to make it feel like the world was ending. Five or so months since it got bad enough for people to take notice in the US. They said it was starting in other places, too, but America was the hotbed, the place where it bred and festered and grew beyond containment.

College campuses were hit especially hard since the infection seemed to target women who were sixteen to thirty-five. All those young women living in one place. A powder keg, they said on the news. Aside from their westward migration, no one knew quite what happened to infected women once they disappeared. Sometimes, they were never heard from again. Sometimes, they survived it, although doctors still couldn’t determine what cured them, exactly. And sometimes, their bodies were found. Crumpled like tissues, dotting the coastline or slouched behind buildings or sprawled across park benches. As far as anyone could figure, it was never the infection itself that killed them. It was whatever the infection drove them to do. Aimee’d heard doctors on the news say that once the infection spread to the brains, they short-circuited. They’d get into trucks with dangerous men; attack each other in fits of rage; keep walking west until they walked straight into the Pacific Ocean, their arms ravaged with scratch marks from the itching, their eyes staring ahead, unblinking, pupils blown out so big their gazes went pitch black.

Aimee’d considered going home, after it started. But she’d only had a few months of school left. She’d stayed mostly in her room—not hard, since she wasn’t that close with anyone at school. She’d gone from class to her boardinghouse to class again. She’d tried not to breathe too deeply.

“In the last month, the world has become more uncertain than ever before. So, as you leave us, remember to keep your families close, to find stable ground to stand on, and to remain diligent to those for whom you are responsible.”

The irony of this speech was not lost on Aimee as she felt the absence of her own family in the audience. It wasn’t the first time in her life her parents had had more important things to do than pay attention to her. As the president droned on, it wasn’t his voice Aimee was hearing but her mother’s. She’d called Aimee on the rotary phone in the boardinghouse kitchen a week ago to say she wasn’t coming.

“Things are too busy at the hospital right now,” she’d said, her voice scratchy and crackled through the phone. “Girls are coming in with new cases every day, but we can’t hold them here against their will. Not yet, anyway. The doctors are starting to prescribe them sedatives, but mostly it’s hard to tell it’s coming on before it’s too late.”

Aimee’s mother, Betty, was a nurse in Gibsonia, Pennsylvania, and her father, Gerald, was an entomologist at the Carnegie Museum of Natural History. Before the spread started, his job had been the centerpiece of their lives: his research the topic of dinner table conversation, his schedule the one they planned around for family vacations. Now, with the new infection officially recognized by the CDC, Aimee suspected those priorities had shifted. She knew her mom’s job was harder than ever, especially since the infection was still new enough that they had no idea how it spread, what cured it, even how to treat it. But still. Couldn’t she spare a weekend for her daughter’s graduation? And Aimee knew her father would never go anywhere without Betty managing it for him. Which meant he was out, too.

Despite all this, Aimee’d thought maybe they’d surprise her. Maybe she’d show up at the ceremony and they’d be there, looking slightly better than they did in her memory. Her father would be distracted, like always, but he would still be there with his placid smile. And her mother would talk too much, like she always did, about the cats and the thermostat that never worked and the men who had come to test the well water in their backyard. But she would be there, too, and they’d laugh about how Aimee’d ever thought they would miss this.

Aimee’s lawn chair inched down in the storm-wettened earth. Maybe she could just disappear, sink into the mud underfoot or dissolve into the thick air, and no one would notice. It wasn’t a new feeling, exactly. She was good at being the one who showed up when no one else did. As always, as soon as a rip of anger started in her chest, she sewed it up, tight.

Accommodating Aimee, Ginny’s voice echoed in Aimee’s mind. Always doing what other people tell her to.

Ginny had been Aimee’s best friend for so long now it was impossible for Aimee not to imagine whatever Ginny would say. Aimee always thought of them as two sides of one coin. They were opposites and yet so a part of the same entity, she couldn’t imagine existence without her.

Fuck them, she imagined Ginny continuing. It’s time to celebrate. Congratulations, darling. You’re the smartest.

As if she, too, hadn’t failed to show up.

As soon as a smattering of applause ended the ceremony, Aimee knew what she had to do. She thwacked her way over the field and walked straight across campus, cutting through McKeldin Mall. The quad was uncannily silent, especially after the draft protests that had crammed the lawn just a year ago. Throngs of students, men and women both, open-mouthed, screaming. Breathing one another’s air like a single organism, pulsing forward whenever anyone left the university president’s office. All that rage, all that fear, slashing her vision with each whip of a red-blazing sign.

So different from how fear felt now. Dense, closed off, suffocating. Now, even the birds seemed determined to remain still. If it wasn’t for the ambient smell of pot souring the air, Aimee would have thought she was looking at a recruitment brochure of campus, rather than walking through it herself.

Beyond campus, on Baltimore Avenue, the atmosphere changed. Groups of students walked in tight clusters, their bell-bottoms flapping against each other, hurrying to wherever they were going without making eye contact. Before turning down Knox, Aimee spotted two girls about her age splayed against a bus stop bench. Their limbs were loose, their bodies lax, their hair greasy and tangled. They looked up as she passed, but even as their wide eyes followed her, it seemed like they were staring beyond her, staring into nothing. Aimee shivered and picked up the pace. Those were some of the infected girls. The “Westward Women,” as people on the news called them now, waiting for a bus to take them who knew where. They looked a little like the hitchhiking hippies had, before the infection, when she’d started college in ’69. But their eyes were more vacant, their movements more rubbery. She moved faster, as if the air they were breathing could hurt her. Maybe it could.

The boardinghouse must have once been red but now it was peach, the paint rubbed off by rain and wind and time. Three boys with long curls lounged on the front porch with their shirts off, their chests shallow and ribbed. They didn’t have anything to worry about. As far as anyone could tell, it was only women who caught the infection. The boys didn’t take any notice of Aimee as she bounded up the steps, skipping the one with the rotten wood, and slipped out of her graduation robe. The boardinghouse was technically all girls, but these boys were always there, wilted but unmovable, like the lichen doctors now said grew in the dark crevices of women’s bodies. They might have been visiting someone or just marking the rambling front porch as their property. With fewer women around, the men were bolder. But then again, these kinds of boys had always been good at planting themselves somewhere like they belonged in a way Aimee both hated and envied.

Once inside, Aimee went straight for the kitchen she normally shared with twenty-five other girls, most of them younger than her. The room smelled of damp compost, and she avoided looking into the stained garbage can where she was sure molding food festered. Plates were piled up to the spicket in the sink. Now that girls had started disappearing, none of Aimee’s housemates cared for their shared spaces anymore. Aimee had the immediate desire to clean the dishes, to stack them neatly in their places on the shelves. It was an impulse she’d carried over from home where piles of plates would collect on her father’s desk, and she would move them without him noticing. It was her way of being helpful, a well-meaning but thankless tendency she’d picked up from her mother.

She dragged a stool over to the wall that held the yellow rotary phone. It was the only phone in the house, and normally she’d have to wait her turn. But today, everyone was either at graduation or long gone to somewhere no one could find them. She perched herself on top of her stool, lifted the receiver, and spun in the only number other than her parents’ she’d known by heart her whole life.

After three dull rings, just as Aimee was beginning to dread the emptiness of no response, someone picked up.

“Hi, Ms. Taylor,” Aimee said. “Is Ginny around?”

Pam Taylor was Aimee’s father’s coworker at the museum, and she and her daughter had been Aimee’s next-door neighbors her whole life. Ginny and Aimee had, consequently, been best friends for over a decade. Fire and water, their mothers would call them: Ginny always setting any situation on fire, Aimee always putting it out. But the fact was, even though Ginny could be difficult, nothing ever felt completely pleasurable—or completely real—until Aimee’d shared it with her friend.

As soon as Pam spoke, Aimee knew today’s call would be different.

“Aimee?” Pam said. She said Aimee’s name with a crack in it. She said it like it was broken.

“Yeah, it’s me,” Aimee said. Already her voice was softening; already she was trying to comfort. Even though an impossible cold was working its way up her arms, into her blood. “Ms. Taylor, is something wrong?”

But Aimee didn’t need her to say it. She already knew.

“She’s gone,” Pam said. “Ginny’s gone.”

“When?” Aimee said. Her body was still, calm, like a duck above water. But underneath, she was already kicking, her mind whirling. The doctors debated how long it took the infection to overtake a body and a mind, trap it in cobwebs so thick there was no escape. They said it depended on the person. But they also said the average was two weeks.

“I thought she was just sleeping late,” Pam said in a whimper. “I didn’t check on her until noon. I should have checked sooner. Maybe we could have stopped her. Maybe we could have at least seen where she was going.”

Aimee tried to listen. She tried to say the things she knew Pam needed to hear. That was how it always went, after all. Ginny would make a mess, and Aimee would clean it up. But this time, it was different. This time, Ginny was in real danger. And all Aimee could hear was Ginny’s voice the last time they’d talked on the phone, just a few days ago.

I know it’s a shitty time to say it, but sometimes I just think I gotta get out of this place, she’d said. Her voice had been so normal: deep and seductive, husky and blasé. The city is no good for me, you know? I get home and I start boozing and smoking. Aims, I’ve been eating bad things like steak and hot chili. Can you imagine my indigestion right now? My body’s saying fuck you.

Aimee had just laughed, had told her to stop being nasty.

What? Ginny had said, no hint of a laugh in her voice. Don’t be a prude. It’s the human body.

But something had indeed been festering, growing, expanding in that body. And now, Ginny was gone.

“It’s the infection,” Pam said now. “There weren’t any signs. I mean, maybe there were. But you know Ginny. She was just acting like herself.”

When they were little, Ginny’d shoplifted lipstick at Gimbels that she didn’t even like, just to do it. She’d made out with boys she didn’t have any interest in just because she was curious what they tasted like. She’d snuck out to parties she’d said she didn’t want to go to, only to slip into bed beside Aimee later that night, rank with pot and alcohol, and curl herself inside Aimee’s own curled body, like a baby who needed swaddling. She was never settled, never satisfied. But she always came home again.

Now, of course, she wouldn’t. When it came to the infection, they all knew that most who left never came back.

Pam cried. It shouldn’t have shocked Aimee, but it did. Unlike Aimee’s own mother, Pam never cried. She had eyes like steel and held tension in her body like it was a resting position. Even worse, instead of feeling gutted, a wave of disgust passed over Aimee. Maybe, she thought, this disgust was what Ginny had experienced, too, just before she’d left. The sudden, visceral need to get away from this sound, this feeling of another person’s need that glommed on to her like spit.

“I’ve got to go,” she told Pam, terser than she meant to. She made up for it by adding, “I’ll be home soon.”

Aimee hung up. Without the receiver sweating against her ear, she heard laughter from the boys on the porch drifting in through the open door, just an echo by the time it reached her. They sounded like they were having fun. They sounded carefree in a way that made Aimee profoundly angry. She pushed her back against the kitchen wall. The weight of Ginny’s absence, of Pam’s distress, sank into her shoulders. She thought about how different she felt when Ginny was around: that way the world tilted, became lighter; how her body turned soft-edged, a plastic bag catching on the breeze, willing to be carried wherever. But without Ginny, she looked at the bright blue sky filtered through the unwashed window above the sink and thought about how unreachable it seemed.

Sitting alone in that rank kitchen, Aimee knew she should be scared for Ginny. And a part of her—a deep and yet distant part—was. But she couldn’t help also feeling like a dejected rag doll Ginny had played with and left behind. A button eye hanging by a loose thread, a seam busted in her side. The anger welled in her belly until she folded it up tight and shoved it into a corner of herself where she wouldn’t have to look at it, where she could still control it. Because part of her had always known that this was how it was between them: Ginny was always going to be the one who left, and Aimee the one who stayed.







CHAPTER TWO



EVE

Eve ordered another Schlitz and a shot of whiskey. The place was dive-y and the lighting bad, tinged neon from the Budweiser sign above her head. It gave her normally tan skin a pallid glow in the mirror facing her behind the bar. Her face had a haunted gauntness to it instead of its normal delicacy. She hadn’t been looking good, if she was being honest, since she’d been fired. Today, it was obvious she hadn’t showered, her long, black hair greasy at the roots. But given whom she was meeting, maybe that was good. Better, actually.

Behind her, pool balls clapped together and rolled across soft felt. A jukebox record turned over and Fleetwood Mac’s “Future Games” started playing, low and hypnotic. The bartender—a man with a stomach busting out of his flannel button-down—slid her the drinks in exchange for a wilted bill.

Eve checked her watch. It was half an hour after they’d agreed to meet. Of course, it wasn’t like these girls were known for being punctual. But what if she didn’t show up at all? Then Eve had nothing. Every editor she’d sent her most recent piece to had told her the same thing: everyone already knew the Westward Women existed. There wasn’t anything special about her story. If she couldn’t find an angle, they wouldn’t take it.

They didn’t say the other reason they weren’t taking it. The part about how she’d fucked up. The part about how she, in particular, was going to need a really good angle—the best angle—if she was going to make up for what they all probably now knew she did.

She took her shot and held it in her throat for a second, daring herself to choke before she swallowed it down. She liked to play these games when she got bored: passing the whorls of her fingertips closer and closer to a fire, pulling the edge of her skirt up higher and higher when she felt someone looking at her. Who would break first? she liked to half joke with herself. Herself or the world around her.

When the girl entered the room, Eve felt it in the way the bar’s air seemed to get thicker, hotter. Fetid. The chatter around her dimmed as people took notice. Eve forced herself not to look straight at the girl even after she slumped into the empty stool beside her. Without looking at her, Eve could see in her periphery a smattering of freckles on the girl’s bared upper thighs. Eve had freckles like that, too.

“You want a beer?” Eve asked her.

Freckles looked much like she had the night before, when Eve had approached her outside a church’s soup kitchen. She’d been standing around with two other girls, sucking the memory of food from their fingers. Hair stringy, long, bare legs defiant. The other two girls had just stared suspiciously at Eve when she’d offered to buy them beers. But this one’d still had a light in her eyes. She hadn’t remembered her own name. But she had said yes to Eve’s offer.

Freckles shrugged one of her shoulders, the bone working visibly beneath the skin. She had the face of a twenty-something but the birdlike body of a child, all sharp elbows and angles.

Without waiting for more of a response, Eve flagged down the bartender and got another Schlitz. He eyed Freckles with a look that was half disgusted and half wandering before he handed her the drink. She cupped it with both hands like it was a glass of milk.

“How long have you been in Asheville?” Eve tried again.

Freckles took a slow sip of beer. She kept eye contact with herself in the mirror afterward, as if Eve weren’t even there.

“Few days,” Freckles said. “Tried to make some money but no one hiring.”

More like no one would hire her, Eve guessed. Nobody knew how the infection spread, so the nearness of infected bodies was a thing to be avoided at all costs. These women were to be avoided at all costs. The thought lit something up inside Eve, made her shift in her seat. She sank her fingernails lightly into her palm to keep her body from showing her excitement. To be so sick you angered people might be terrifying, Eve figured, but it was a kind of power, too.

“That must be hard, especially if you’ve already been on the road for a while,” Eve said, crossing a leg over her knee and leaning toward the girl. She hadn’t talked to many of them before, but maybe if she could make them feel like she was on their side, like she was their friend, they would open up to her more. “Do you remember when you got sick? How you caught it?”

Freckles didn’t even look at her. “Don’t know, exactly. Probably when a group of them passed through where I was living with roommates in Charlotte. We let them sleep on our floor for two nights. We thought we felt bad for them. But we were just curious.”

Eve studied Freckles’s vacant face, her legs with the skin stripped by her own nails. She tried to imagine this girl, but different. Animated. Surrounded by friends in a bohemian apartment, all of them leaning, eyes and mouths open, closer to the unwashed girls on their floor. Excited to consume whatever those girls fed them.

She shook the image away. It reminded her a little too much of herself. Minus the friends part.

“Do you stick around one place like this often?”

Freckles shrugged again. Her favorite response, apparently. Impatience ticked in Eve’s muscles, making her realize how tense they’d become.

“When we need money,” Freckles said after taking another sip. Her voice, which had been scratchy at first from lack of use, was growing stronger. Even then, each word dripped slow like molasses. “Traveling’s not free.”

“But you don’t intend to stay?”

Freckles looked at her finally. Her pupils were swollen almost to the size of her irises.

“You stupid or something?” Freckles asked. “Do you not know how it works?”

Eve suppressed a smile. Got her.

“I want to hear how it worked for you,” she said.

Freckles let out a deflating breath. “They told me not to come. Said you’d just ask questions.” She took another drink. “Happened to me like they say on TV. Itching in my arm. Not like a rash, something deeper. Under the bone. The rest of it—exhaustion, not sleeping, forgetting—didn’t happen till I left.”

“And does it still … itch?” Eve asked.

“If I’m not moving in the right direction,” she said.

“What’s the right direction? How do you know?”

It wasn’t like Eve hadn’t heard answers to these questions before on radio PSAs or on the evening news. But when she did, the answers always came clean-cut and sterile from fresh-faced anchors and stern-looking doctors. They never came from the girls themselves. Talking straight to a source of the itch felt different. It felt like the hard strike and hungry flare of a match. It felt like fire catching.

“You just know,” Freckles said, like it was obvious. “Westward. Don’t ask why. I don’t know that one.” She itched absently at her arm where angry red lines already scarred her skin like stretch marks.

Eve let the girl drink for a minute in tense silence. Freckles didn’t seem easily frightened, but Eve didn’t want to scare her away all the same.

“And those girls you’re traveling with. You know them?”

“Met them at the unemployment office,” Freckles said. “They told me about the soup kitchen.”

“So, there’s like … a network of you Westward Women? You talk to each other and share information?” Eve said. The words snapped out of her like a trap catching its rabbit. Her leg began to bounce as she tried to keep all the energy flaring inside her shoved into one body part. She couldn’t scare the girl off, couldn’t let herself get carried away. Not again.

Freckles’s eyes narrowed to slits. All Eve could see now was the blacks of her pupils, like two incisions into an empty body.

“Us ‘Westward Women,’” Freckles echoed. “Like you’re not one.”

Eve almost laughed. “I’m not,” she said. She sat up a little straighter. “I’m a journalist.”

The word still sizzled on Eve’s tongue, full of authority and promise even though she was no longer sure she could claim it. She’d always been a writer, jotting things down in soft-backed notebooks she’d kept tucked away in purses. But it wasn’t until she’d won a contest in Cosmopolitan that she’d really taken off. She’d written about a groupie-esque collection of women who traveled the South following female country stars like Loretta Lynn instead of following men. Rolling Stone had liked the piece enough to sign her on as a regular contributor. From there it was a whirlwind, better than any drug she’d ever tried: phone calls from Jann Wenner, her name in big black letters on glossy magazine pages, editors from other outlets calling her up with stories to cover. Women soldiers serving in Vietnam. The early days of Patty Hearst’s kidnapping. The underground abortion circuit during the initial discussions of Roe v. Wade. It was so intoxicating that she could almost forget about how all the editors who came to her mentioned she was good to have aboard just for “a woman’s perspective.”

But then came the Kentucky cult story. The one that had killed her career two months ago. Eve’d met a girl, some scraggly kid who was clearly high on something. She’d hooked Eve with an incredible story: a cult in the middle-of-nowhere Kentucky of all women; no male cult leader in sight. A utopian dream on the surface, a dysfunctional society beneath. After the Manson murders, it was catnip for publishing. Or it was until it turned out the cult didn’t actually exist. She didn’t have enough proof, her editor had told her, and called in another reporter, some guy he drank whiskey with on weekends, to fact-check her. Sure enough, the girl who’d talked to Eve had made it all up, or just about. I guess I can’t blame you for being naïve, her editor had said without looking at her. The next week, Rolling Stone dropped her. The calls from other editors—who all knew each other, who had all heard over drinks and cigarettes what happened, who probably rolled their eyes to each other about the stupid girl who’d fallen for some coked-out source—stopped coming. And when she called them, there was always an edge to their tones, something sneering and patronizing all at once. Like she was a little girl asking her father for a piece of candy before bed.

Eve’s hand tightened on her sweating beer bottle so hard at the thought that she imagined it might break before she brought it to her mouth and swallowed down half of its remainder. She’d show all those big-important-men editors that she wasn’t just a good journalist, but the best. Better than anyone else they had. Better than they were, even. All she needed was one great story to get herself back in print.

“You’re from here, then?” Freckles asked, drawing Eve’s gaze back to her.

“Well, no,” Eve admitted. “But I’ve lived here for a year.” She didn’t add with my boyfriend. It wasn’t exactly legal for them to be living together without being married, but she didn’t have enough money to make rent on her own, and he said he liked having her there. The idea of telling a girl like this—unattached from anything—that she was attached to someone like William was repulsive. William, who, for all his gentle kindness, all his generous understanding, still wondered when dinner would be ready, as if he had no control over it. Still held on to her on the couch like he was a weight trying to sink her to the bottom of the ocean. Still introduced her at parties as a secretary—the job she’d taken on temporarily after the work had dried up—instead of as a writer.

“A year’s nothing,” Freckles said. “You’ll see.”

Eve didn’t know if she wanted to argue with her, insist that she wasn’t sick the way Freckles thought, or smile.

“Do you all share stories with each other? Make connections? Travel together?” Eve said, pushing the conversation away from herself. She still liked the idea of a “community of women” angle. Something about testing the bonds of womanhood and all that shit that had worked with the Lynn piece.

“We travel together sometimes. Safer that way.”

Freckles said this with even less energy than she’d said anything else, like a light had switched off in her head now. She turned her face away from Eve, so Eve could only hear the corners of her words. Eve knew she was losing her, had tripped over something that made Freckles want to pull away. Had she lost friends on the road? Was there sadness in there, somewhere, about not having friends at all? Or had something awful happened to her, too? Something like in those warning stories they told on the news that somehow still felt salacious: a Westward Woman hit by a car because she’d stepped out in the middle of the road in her desperation to hitch a ride; another left raped and dead from battery behind some hotel after traveling with strangers.

Freckles tipped her beer up and drained it. As much as Eve wanted to ask her what had happened to her on the road, she knew the harder she pressed, the faster Freckles would leave.

“Where are you going next?” Eve asked in a more relaxed tone.

Freckles paused. “Detroit. Heard the Piper was heading there.”

“The Piper?” Eve asked.

Freckles’s black eyes searched hers. “That’s what we call him. Stops at cities along the way, headed west. Has a bus. Says he’ll take us as far as we want to go.”

Eve’s whole body quieted until she could hear the pulse of her own heart in her ears. The Piper. The name had a ring to it. More than a ring. A boom.

“What’s in it for him?” Eve asked.

In the sixties, when Eve herself had been on the road, she’d hitched without a second thought. Everyone she knew had. But since the infection, the stories of what people picking up infected women could do to them were a dime a dozen, so commonplace as to become boring. There was something about this one, though. The fact that the girls all knew about him, but that Eve herself had never heard of him; the fact that they had a name for him that clearly wasn’t his real name. The Piper. It spiked the hair on the tops of her arms.

Freckles shrugged. She stood as she spoke, slow, like it took the effort of climbing a mountain. “Guess he just knows it’s pointless to try to stop us. He helps us get to where we’re headed instead of fighting it. Better that way. Safer.”

With that, she walked away. No goodbye. Just left. Eve watched her go without calling her back. It would be desperate. And it wouldn’t work.

After she paid the bartender for the girl’s drink, Eve took her remaining quarters to the pay phone by the bathrooms. William answered on the first ring.

“When are you getting home? It’s almost eight,” he said. Not angry, just a little sad. William was never angry. She’d known that the second they’d met at a dive bar like this one, where she’d been bartending right before her journalism work picked up. He’d been getting a happy hour drink with two fellow real estate agents. She’d accidentally pushed his beer at him a little too hard, and it had fallen off the bar top and into his lap, soaking him to his crotch. While his friends howled with laughter, William had just smiled at her. Which was how she’d known he wasn’t an angry guy. That he wasn’t a threat.

But even though he didn’t ever get angry, his words almost always held the ring of a whine. That whine followed her into her sleep, rubbed against her all day like a hangnail that wouldn’t tear, no matter how hard she pulled.

“I’m on my way,” she said. Then, because he hadn’t asked: “The interview went well.”

“Great,” he said. “If you hurry, we can watch M*A*S*H together.”

Her fingers tightened on the plastic receiver, but she kept all emotion from her voice. “Sounds good,” she said. “But tomorrow we have to talk. I think I’m going to need to take a trip soon. For work.”

She cut off any potential protests by reassuring him she’d be there soon. His voice sounded too much like a tug on her muscles, and she was already so tired. She’d explain it all to him in the morning when she was fresh. Because it wasn’t up for debate. If the women were going westward, the Piper would be, too. And as far as she knew, no one else writing about the infection had even printed his name. She’d thought it was the women who’d be her ticket out of journalistic jail. But now she was starting to think it’d be him. If he was going to Detroit, she knew just where she had to be.

She hung up the phone. As the muscles in her upper arm relaxed, she could have sworn her skin there tingled for just a little too long. That it felt something like an itch.







CHAPTER THREE



TEENIE

I know you probably think it’s a sex thing, but really it isn’t. Or at least it wasn’t for me.

I met him at the start. At the start of my trip, I mean. Later, I learned he’d already made one trip out West and back. He restarted in Miami and made his way up the East Coast. Wilmington, North Carolina, where I’m from? That was just a drive-through on his way to DC. So, you could say it was fate.

When I met him, I was out in the front yard, trying to tan, hoping I’d burn. Most people, if they’ve even heard of Wilmington, think of a beach town: walk-up ice-cream cones and mini-golf places with pink-painted elephants. But I didn’t live on the beach, and I was never allowed to go there alone after what happened to my sister, Kate.

I lived with my parents behind the Woolworth’s in a thick cluster of identical rectangles with linoleum siding, all laid out on a grid. If you’d looked at us from above, you would have seen dozens and dozens of perfect square plots with too-green grass and oval pools in the backyards.

Don’t trust any of it, Kate told me once. This whole place is built on bullshit. At the time, I didn’t really get what she meant.

Since I don’t like to be out by our pool anymore, I was lying out on a towel in the front yard instead.

I didn’t hear him walk up, so I’m not sure how long he was standing there. And, of course, back then, I didn’t know who he was. All I knew was when I sat up to turn over, there he was, his arms limp by his sides, at the edge of my front lawn.

After we got to talking and he told me what he was about, I assumed what you probably assume: that he was a bad man. But at that point, my itch was already so intense. It didn’t matter, really, who he was. His form, plastered against the sunny-day backdrop, looked surreal, or hyperreal, maybe. Realer than anything I’d ever seen. He lifted a hand to me, and I walked toward it like it was a ray of sun, the kind you can’t look away from even though it blinds you from the start. I walked toward it like it was my destiny. And maybe it is.

Now, I’ve been on the bus a week. There are about a dozen of us, but he says more will come. The bus—a refurbished school bus, painted white—smells like gasoline. And it’s always hotter than I want it to be. But the bumps that jolt my body as he drives us down the highway soothe the itch more than anything else ever has. It takes me longer to think through shit than it used to—a symptom, they say—so it’s nice having someone else lead the way.

They say girls like me are the problem. I spread it through the air I breathe, in spores so small you never notice them before it’s too late, before they’re sucked up into your body where they cling and mold and leach. The farther I go, the more people I infect: a walking, talking, breathing natural disaster.

They say it started out in small towns in the Southeast, claustrophobic, Southern towns where it bred like all those possums that used to come sniffing around our back porch for scraps. But that girls like me, who took it on the road, made its spread unpredictable, took it farther faster, made it impossible to contain. The doctors say it can spread in all kinds of ways—fluids and touch and air—but regular people, when they whisper to each other? They say other girls, healthy girls, shouldn’t even talk to us. The breath and spit that come from our mouths might be what does it. But our words can do it just as easily, worming their way into a woman’s skin and blood and brain.

They say I should turn myself in to the doctors so they can observe me, test me, quarantine me, sedate me, keep me from hurting myself and spreading it to others. They say if it wasn’t for girls like me, everyone would be better off. But I didn’t listen because, honestly? I’ve already known that for a long time.

Sometimes, on the road, when I’ve stared out the window for so long that the dappled light becomes spots in my vision, I think of my mother. That day I left, maybe an hour or two after, I imagine she came out to the front step. Her hair would have been in sausage curlers, and she would have raised a stiff hand to her forehead as she looked for me. It was so hot out that day that her thick-creamed lipstick would have been soft and waxed across her mouth. “Tim,” she would have called back inside. “She’s not out here. Is she with you?”

I wonder how long it took them to worry after what happened to Kate. Not long, maybe. Although, I think with a hint of acid, they probably won’t be as upset as they were then. She was always the daughter they’d wanted. I was the one they got stuck with.

Me? I’m not worried. Somehow, I always knew this is where I was headed, even before the infections started. Sure, he looked a little different than I thought he would. But then again, he wasn’t the part that I’d always imagined. It’s this part, the being gone, the moving while sitting still, the smell of gasoline, the waiting for the unknown that has always loomed over me to come. It wasn’t until after I left that I realized I’ve always been waiting for this moment.

The therapist they made me see after what happened to Kate, when I was six? She’d probably say it’s because of what happened to my sister. And those doctors that John Chancellor talks to on the NBC Nightly News in front of that big world map would say it’s because of the infection, this fungus that apparently festers beneath my skin. But I like to think that my body is wild all on its own.

So, you see, it really was never about him. The Piper, I mean. He’s just like this bus. He collects us. He protects us. He gets us to where we were all already going.







CHAPTER FOUR



AIMEE

Aimee’s father was always more comfortable at work than at home. Which was why it was no surprise that the night after Aimee got back to Gibsonia, he sat, straight-backed, across from her at the kitchen table, clearing his throat and then clearing it again, adjusting the angle of his fork and then adjusting it again. Betty chattered in the background.

“Tomorrow we can go to Lorenzo’s to celebrate your graduation,” Betty said as she went from the silverware drawer to the table back to the oven. “But I just had all this chicken already defrosted and you came home so fast, without any warning.”

Unlike Gerald, Betty was a nervous talker. With her graying brown hair and her wide, sashaying hips, Betty was what Ginny always called the dictionary definition of a mom. Pam, by contrast, was willow-thin with dark, thick hair like her daughter’s that frizzed naturally, as if permed. She was always distracted with something or other, sometimes forgetting to pick Ginny up from school when they were younger and then apologizing profusely for days after. Where Betty had spent Sunday nights baking brownies to cut into precise squares and package in Saran wrap for Aimee’s lunches, Pam had campaigned Sunday nights for Kennedy, enlisting eight-year-old Ginny and Aimee to make buttons on a press and iron Kennedy logos onto cotton shirts.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you when I was getting back. I wanted to get home to make sure Pam was doing okay,” Aimee lied.

The truth was she’d come home two weeks before her lease in College Park was up because she’d needed to see for herself that Ginny was really gone. Without seeing it herself, she couldn’t imagine a future without Ginny. With Ginny, Aimee didn’t even need to drink alcohol to feel a little drunk: warmer, sillier, a bit less careful and a bit more confident. It was only with Ginny that Aimee ate ice cream directly from the carton instead of getting a bowl, smoked cigarettes and went to bed without brushing her teeth, snuck into a second movie at a theater when she’d only paid for one. Ginny could be a handful, but she was also the only person who’d ever made Aimee feel like life was more about pleasing yourself than pleasing other people.

Betty set a steaming bowl of mashed potatoes down in front of her daughter and propped her fist on her hip. “That poor woman,” she said. “I can’t imagine. Thank goodness you haven’t been home for a while. You could have caught it from Ginny if you’d been here.”

“Maybe I would have noticed something was wrong,” Aimee said instead.

“Oh, honey, I know you want to help. You always want to help.” Betty said this like it was a good thing, but also a pity. “But there was nothing you could have done. Pam said there was nothing unusual. Nothing at all! And then one morning … poof. She probably caught it at one of those house parties she goes to, in Pittsburgh? Who knows what kind of people she met there.”

Betty sighed and hustled away again to pull the chicken from the oven, set it clattering on the stovetop. “It’s just a good thing the risk of infection drops so much after age fifty,” she continued. “It feeds off something hormonal, they’re guessing. The attending at the hospital today told me that Pam and I don’t have to worry about catching it since we’re both postmenopause. But if you’d been here before Ginny left? You could have gotten it in a heartbeat.”

Aimee just stared at her hands as the words settled in her chest like an ache. Even though she knew she shouldn’t, she found herself wondering what it would have been like if she had been there, what it would have felt like to experience that indescribable itch, that urgent longing the way Ginny had.

“You can go visit Pam tomorrow and mow her lawn. I bet that’d be a big help,” Betty pushed on, barely taking a breath. “Ginny used to do that when she was around.”

Like she was already gone for good. Like she was already dead. Aimee knew what that meant: they weren’t going after her. Not that she’d thought they would. Pam had reported Ginny’s disappearance to the police, of course, but they were overwhelmed with missing girls and Ginny was over eighteen anyway. Technically, no one could prove it was the infection that made her go; she could have just gone to live elsewhere without telling anyone.

Aimee’s muscles twitched beneath her still exterior, a phantom impulse to do something while they all did nothing.

“Or,” her mother said. Still talking. Always talking. “You could make Pam some of those chocolate brownies of yours she likes so much and take them over there. I’m sure Pam could use some company at least.”

This was far from the first errand Betty had already volunteered Aimee for since she’d been home. There were also some boxes of her old things in the basement to go through, a shopping list to handle, groceries to get for an elderly neighbor, a series of thank-you letters to write. Always more to do, more people to care for. Aimee had forgotten how being home could make her body sag under some invisible weight. It was the place she felt most annoyingly, most inescapably, like herself.

Aimee nodded as Betty kept listing people she could help. As she lifted her head, she caught her father staring at her. As soon as their eyes met, he looked back down at his silverware again, clearing his throat. Could he tell she wasn’t feeling as accommodating as her mechanically nodding head implied? Did he see the unrest ticking under her skin? The distractedness that had wormed its way inside her since she’d heard Ginny was gone? She marveled, not for the first time, at how those eyes that studied insects so meticulously under a microscope could miss something happening in his own daughter, right across the dinner table.

“Betty. It’s time to sit down,” Gerald said at last, still fiddling with his fork.

“All right, all right,” Betty said. She carried over the chicken and collapsed into the seat on the other side of the table. “Lord’s prayer?”

Gerald made a gruff noise in the back of his throat. While he was staunchly atheist, Betty had won the battle long ago of raising Aimee as a Presbyterian. As Aimee had gotten older, it had grown increasingly difficult for her to understand how her religious, extroverted mother had ended up with her socially anxious, scientific father. But then she’d remember what they were like when she was younger, back when they used to bring her to the museum’s staff parties with Pam and Ginny. There, her parents transformed into other people: smart, witty, unselfconscious mostly because they had each other to fill in one another’s deficiencies.

Her memories of these parties were indefinite and disjointed. Hazy rooms swimming in cigarette smoke, aisles of microscopes and filing cabinets. A room of walls made of wooden drawers with antique gold handles. A young lab worker with huge, wire-rimmed glasses who held her up by her armpits to show her the insects inside. Delicate blue wings pinned to a board with needles as thin as spiders’ legs. A dead beetle the size of her face that changed color in the light. A kaleidoscopic dragonfly whose wings were lined with veins.

In every room, people laughed and chattered. The women wore wide-legged pants and white linen shirts like men. They sat backwards in chairs and lounged on the tops of desks, drinking cheap beer. These were the kinds of women, Aimee always imagined, that Ginny would grow up to be. In comparison, Aimee’s mother was a fading beauty in her slip dresses and heels, her hair curled and pinned up, a cigarette—never a joint—resting casually between two fingers. She was out of place: an old-fashioned socialite at a party filled with bohemian college students. She’d been the butterfly, flitting from person to person, letting Gerald sink into the room’s smoky corners and watch.

“Now that you’re here, Aimee,” Betty continued after the prayer, as if she’d never paused, “you should stop by your old high school. I hear Mrs. Hatcher is retiring, so they’re sure to need someone soon. I know you weren’t sure about if you would try to get a teaching job here or somewhere else, but with the infection and everything, I just think it makes sense for you to find one close to home.”

“Maybe,” Aimee said as she tugged the skin off her chicken with a fork prong. She dared to hold just the slightly hard edge in her tone as she answered, “Honestly, I haven’t had time to think about it. Because of what’s happening with Ginny and everything.”

“But what about before Ginny?” her mother asked in a cloyingly gentle tone. “It wasn’t like graduation came as a surprise, did it?”

Before Aimee had gone to college, she hadn’t been able to imagine not going. It’s what her parents had always assumed she’d do, what was expected. But after she went, she decided Ginny had gotten it right by not going to college at all. Ginny’d tried out different jobs, spent summers with an eclectic collection of boyfriends who all looked like Jim Morrison, visited people she’d met at parties in nearby cities on weekends. Meanwhile, Aimee’d just kept doing the things people told her to: she declared a major, she baked cupcakes for the Pep Club’s fundraisers, she came home for holidays to keep repositioning glowing plastic Santas in the windows until Betty told her they were just right, she chose a career that seemed appropriate. When Ginny had heard that she was going to be a teacher, she’d smirked and said, That makes sense. Aimee hadn’t wanted to ask why.

“All I’m saying,” Betty continued, “is it might be smart to start looking now. They’ll be needing someone by next September.”

“Give the girl some space,” Gerald interjected. “Her friend is missing.”

Silence. So rare in their household that Aimee could feel it pulling tight, straining under her mother’s desire to break it again. They ate. Just the sound of forks scraping and knives clattering. Across the table, Betty’s jaw clenched as if it took effort to hold in words. A dog barked somewhere far off. The tick of the clock nearby.

At last, Aimee saw Betty’s lips loosening, her eyes brightening again as her mind settled on a new topic to fill the air with.

“The hospital has just been insane these past few weeks,” she said. Aimee didn’t look directly at her father, who rolled his eyes in the background. “They say we don’t even see the advanced cases, since we’re so far east. But today I saw a girl who could barely remember her mother’s name. Her own mother’s name. Can you believe it? Then last night, when we left her alone, she crawled out of bed, trying to get to the door.” She shook her head and kept jabbing at her food, trying in vain to get everything on her fork for the perfect bite.

“What did you do with her?” Aimee asked. It was the most advanced case she’d heard a firsthand account of, and she was hungry for details. What would it feel like to want something so much you’d crawl for it? Would it really be so awful to let her have it?

“Well, we had to knock her out with sedatives, of course,” Betty said. “She’s a minor, so her parents signed the paperwork. Poor dears. It’s so hard for them to watch but sedating her is the only way to make sure she doesn’t leave.”

“Would … would it be better to just let her go?” Aimee asked.

Aimee felt Gerald’s eyes on her before she saw them. When she was little, the intensity of his attention had always been addictive, especially because it was so rare. But this time, his dissecting look made her squirm.

“But then we wouldn’t be able to keep her safe!” Betty protested, pressing a palm flat to her chest. “Can you imagine what would happen to a girl like that out on the road? She can barely walk on her own anymore. They still have no clue how to treat this thing. They’ve been testing some steroid treatments derived from antifungals, but this strain seems so resilient. Only thing we can do is keep them sedated and under observation. Safe, with us.”

She couldn’t argue with that, of course, so Aimee just forced more dry chicken down her throat.

“I just don’t know what they’re going to do with them all,” Betty continued, shaking her head, picking at her chicken. “These days it feels like just one thing after another, doesn’t it? The war? The protests? Now this! I thought when the draft ended, we’d finally get some relief.”

As her mom chattered on, Aimee tried to remind herself that she was different from those girls her mother was talking about. That it was a good thing she was different from them. But instead, all she could think about were all those moths and beetles and dragonflies, all those paper-thin wings pinned forever in place.



It was ten o’clock before Aimee managed to convince Betty she was too tired to keep talking. After a pat on the hand from her father and a crushing hug from her mother, she slipped down the hallway into her bedroom. She told herself she just needed to rest, but the idea of doing this all over again tomorrow made her body feel like a too-full cabinet she needed to escape.

Aimee’s bedroom was in the back of the house. Even the air still smelled the same here, a musty mix of mothballs and radiator heat. The room was little larger than the bathroom and had no closet. On the wall behind her bed was a corkboard covered in what was, in retrospect, the sixties. A Bobby Kennedy election poster, his face bleached whiter than his smile by the sunlight coming in from the eastern-facing window. A Vietnam War draft protest banner, covered in Aimee’s neat, bubbled handwriting and Ginny’s thin scrawl. A poster of Simon and Garfunkel in black and white. These were all things Aimee had done or been interested in, but as she scanned them now, she realized none of them would have found their way into her interests if it wasn’t for Ginny. Aimee missed the buzzing excitement she’d felt the summer she and Ginny had designed protest posters and strung them around town at night. She longed for the tug in the throat she’d felt while lying on her bedroom floor with Ginny beside a record player, watching dust motes catch light in empty air, listening to Bookends.

Aimee turned her attention to the piece of twine that hung hammock-style in the corner of the room with photographs clipped to it. Mostly, they were Polaroids of her and Ginny growing up, arms linked, hair a mess, all gums and teeth. As a kid, Ginny’d had wild, dark curls that were unruly, but stylishly so. She always smiled in these photos with her chin tilted up and her eyes cast down. Aimee, meanwhile, always squinted a little too much in pictures. Compared to Ginny’s black leather miniskirts and bell-sleeved white maxi dresses, her clothes were childish in their patterns: thick stripes or bulbous polka dots. Somehow always either too baggy or too tight. Where Ginny’s body was elastic and athletic, Aimee’s was homely and soft. Where Ginny was memorable—with her long, muscled legs, razor-sharp smirk, dark eyes, and unkempt hair—Aimee was always a little forgettable—her mud-brown eyes big and naïve like a baby’s, her mousy brown hair flat.

Aimee’s eyes hesitated now on her favorite photo, one from when they were fifteen. It was taken by the owner of a shop she and Ginny used to love to visit whenever they found themselves in downtown Pittsburgh. Ginny called it their “hippie-witch” store. Technically, its name was Namaste, but it had a diverse collection of items from a variety of religions and philosophies. There was always incense burning, filling the small, too-hot room with smoke; chunky gemstones in wicker bins; paintings of scantily clad, thin-boned fairies smiling down at them; glittering crystals hanging from the ceiling and casting shards of rainbows across their faces. It smelled like musky dust and rose oil, not unlike Ginny herself. In the photo, they’d wrapped themselves in shawls threaded with silver and stuck peacock feathers in their hair. They looked equally ridiculous, a rare sight. This was the Ginny that Aimee missed: the one who made Aimee breathless with giggles from pushing her up and down on her cousin’s cool new waterbed, the one who made up stories about far-off places the two of them could discover together, the one who tucked herself away with Aimee in a place that felt magical, if a little silly. This Ginny could create a new world, just for them. A world where Aimee was never nervous and never alone.

Although, Aimee realized as she stared at the photo, now sun-bleached with age, she’d been missing this Ginny for much longer than Ginny herself had been physically gone. Since she’d left for college without Ginny, she’d imagined herself like a bug trapped in amber. It was only when she was with Ginny that she reanimated again, felt the thick, buzzing potential of the future under her skin. Now that college was over and Ginny was gone, was the rest of her life going to be so stagnant? Because whenever she thought of Ginny, she thought of movement: a blur in a photograph, a flicker of her hair in the periphery of her vision. Here one moment, gone the next. Water through her fingers.

When Aimee shifted her gaze away from the photo, her eyes snagged on something out the window. A red, breathing ember in the blanket darkness of their neighborhood.

It took a full five seconds for her eyes to adjust to the black night outside. Only then was she able to see a form take shape in the darkness. It was Pam, her free arm crossed tight over her tiny breasts, her other arm leaned on her hip to bring a cigarette again to her mouth.

Pam was thinner than Aimee remembered, if that were even possible. Her body held at a permanent diagonal angle, her wrists a pair of broken hinges. Still, there was something undefinably pretty about her face, with its slender features and dark brown eyes. She must not have rolled her hair that morning because instead of a bouncing set of curls, it hung around her head like static electricity, blending into the night and making her appear almost bald.

When her sharp eyes met Aimee’s through the window, Aimee startled, as if she’d been caught doing something she shouldn’t.

Pam lifted a hand in a weak, crooked wave. Aimee knew that hand well. Pam’s were the kind of hands that were always too warm, the kind where you could feel each small bone under her paper-thin skin, where the blue veins bulged slightly and formed a splintered map of her interior. Growing up, Ginny had called them skeleton hands.

Aimee couldn’t see the details of those hands now, but Pam had never seemed quite so skeletal. She knew Pam’s haunted look was the result of grief, of losing her daughter. But she couldn’t help thinking, too, that this was what happened to women who stayed: they weathered other people’s storms, dissolving like stones against water in a creek bed. She knew, distantly, that everyone turned to dust eventually. But at least people like Ginny wore themselves out running.

She forced her eyes away from Pam’s phantom presence and drew the curtains shut so no one—not Pam, not her mother, not even her father’s studying gaze—could see what she was doing.



Now it was five past midnight, and Aimee still couldn’t sleep. The dawn of the seventh day since Ginny had been gone. Seven days left until Ginny reached a Westward Woman’s average expiration date.

The house was finally quiet. After hours of shuffling around the creaking house, banging pots and pans around as she cleaned up after dinner, Betty had finally gone to sleep. Aimee’s heartbeat was somehow louder in the stillness, pulsing so hard she could feel it in her fingertips, see it in her vision as she stared up at the popcorn ceiling above her bed. She knew she should shut her eyes on the same room she had stayed in since she was a baby and fall asleep. But she couldn’t. Because being so close to all these things that had been hers and Ginny’s was like walking through a cloud of Ginny’s patchouli and rose oil perfume. The old buzz of being with Ginny rose like a shiver under her skin again.

I could just leave, Aimee realized, so suddenly that she wasn’t sure if the thought was her own or the echo of Ginny’s voice that she sometimes imagined. Regardless, the thought was a splinter, impossible to get out now that it caught. She could leave now that they’d all fallen asleep. She could take one of their cars, just temporarily, to go find Ginny. She could still find her before it was too late. Before Ginny disappeared forever. And she could bring her back.

Still, she didn’t move. All she could do was listen to her heartbeat and count Ginny’s seconds as they ran out. It wasn’t just fear that made her palms and pits sweat, that started a churning in her stomach. It was anticipation, too.

You won’t do it, she imagined Ginny saying, an affectionate smirk in her tone the way it always was when Ginny teased her. Accommodating Aimee? You’d never leave home, steal your parents’ car, and leave them to worry. That’s not you.

Aimee thought of the near-empty field at commencement, of her own mother’s distracted voice over the phone when she’d told Aimee she wasn’t coming to graduation, of Pam’s panicked voice over Ginny’s disappearance. She thought about the mindless drone of the lawn mower and the scratchy tweed skirt that awaited her tomorrow if she stayed to help Pam with yardwork and ask about the job over at the high school.

She turned her head to stare through the gray darkness to where she knew Ginny’s half-faded eyes watched her from the photographs in the corner and thought, Wanna bet?

She sat up, pulled open the drawer in her nightstand, grabbed the notebook there, and clicked open a pen.

I’m going to find Ginny and keep her safe. Don’t worry, I’m not sick. I just want to make sure she’s okay. I’ll bring the car back. And I’ll call when I can.

Love,

Aimee

She tore the page out and left the note unfolded on her pillow after she’d pulled herself out of bed. As she folded two pairs of shorts and five T-shirts into an old backpack, she told herself that she was just going to clean up Ginny’s latest mess, like she always did. That she was only going to keep Ginny safe. But instead, all she could think about, with some satisfaction, was how shocked Betty would be tomorrow when she opened the door and found Aimee gone, how Ginny would laugh with surprise and delight when Aimee showed up and offered her a ride, how good the wind would feel rushing through her hair on the open road.

After shoving her backpack full of fresh underwear and socks, Aimee slipped the photo of herself and Ginny at Namaste inside the front pocket, too. She knew she had to bring Ginny home. But for a moment, she let herself fantasize that while they were out there, they could be like this again, too: giddy and unpredictable, wild-haired and near feral, free from everything but each other. There were so many places they’d always fantasized about going together, places they used to cut out photographs of and paste like wallpaper onto Ginny’s wood-paneled bedroom walls. Hiking in Banff. Riding donkeys at the Grand Canyon. Trying sushi in Los Angeles. They could still do that. Aimee could still do that.

She opened her bedroom door to the darkened hallway slow, careful to avoid the hint of a sound. She had the sudden, dizzying sensation that all of this was a dream: that she was really back in bed and that it was Ginny, not her, who was creeping out. Ginny, who avoided all the creaking, soft spots in the floor she knew about from years of sneaking in for sleepovers after getting wasted at parties. Ginny, who walked straight ahead without looking back. Ginny, who lifted the car keys off the wall hook in the kitchen. It was easier to think about it being Ginny. She knew her friend so well that playing her part was almost like slipping into one of the old, worn dresses they’d played dress-up in as children.

In the kitchen, Aimee hesitated. It smelled freshly cleaned, like lemon and vinegar. And the familiarity of it—the thick-faced clock in the corner, the hand towel embroidered with butterflies slung over the lip of the sink—tied a knot in her throat. If something happened to her out there, if she caught the infection or got into trouble, this could be the last time she was here. It was still her home, even now, when she didn’t want it to be.

She took a deep, settling breath and focused, instead, on what she needed. She might be running away like Ginny had. But she could be practical about it, smart and organized the way she always was. She needed to find Ginny before it was too late. She needed to bring her home where she’d be safe. And she needed money to do all those things.

She slid open the drawer she knew her mother kept business things in: pens, envelopes, clips. Inside was a rusted Werther’s tin, just like she knew there’d be. And inside that was the emergency petty cash Betty kept: only fifty dollars right now, but it would do. Her mother would want her to take it, she told herself. She’d want her to take it if it helped her stay safe.

Outside, everything felt clearer. The air was cooler and the dark blue of night gave everything a sharper edge, like Aimee was seeing it all for the first time. She inhaled it hungrily: the musky punch of the nearby magnolia tree, just beginning to bloom; the damp chill of the recent rain; a whole world, waiting.

After she got into her mother’s Dodge Dart, after she backed out of the driveway with a slight bump, after she turned left out of her familiar neighborhood, Aimee saw headlights appear in her rearview mirror. Through the back window, streaked with dirt, she caught sight of a familiar gray front bumper. It was the Camry. She’d know it anywhere. At five years old, she’d trained herself to recognize it in the school pickup lot. Behind the wheel was the stiff-backed shadow of a man. Her father. He must have seen something in her at dinner that night after all, must have been waiting up in his room for this moment, must have seen the car’s taillights as she’d driven away. He’d come after her, come to take her home. He was worried about her.

Now Aimee turned the wheel more easily, flicked her blinker on with a twitch of her finger. Confidence swelled in her chest. He should be worried about her, the same way Pam was worried about Ginny. She was heading off into the unknown to help Ginny the way the rest of them couldn’t. And she wasn’t going to let him stop her. The highway was in sight, just two lights away. She pressed harder on the gas, felt the car tremble beneath her, rumbling like she imagined Apollo 11 must have rumbled beneath Armstrong just before he blasted off toward what had once seemed unreachable.

As she turned onto the interstate, she cast one last farewell look back at her father in his Camry. But now, with the streetlights hitting the window at a cleaner angle, she saw. It wasn’t her father at all. It was a stranger, a man who, incidentally, looked nothing like her father. The car, too, was blue, not gray, and a different model, just shaped boxy like theirs.

She kept her foot on the gas, accelerating as the breathlessness of both disappointment and fear swept her chest. She raced to join the few other cars on the highway as they whipped by, knowing now that no one was coming after her.







CHAPTER FIVE



EVE

It took Eve a week to leave and by the time she finally got into her car to go, her hands shook with eagerness on the wheel. Just before she left, William gripped the rim of her open window in the parking lot of their apartment complex until his fingertips turned white. He said the same thing he’d been saying all week since she’d told him about the Piper, about how she needed to chase the lead. He reminded her that she didn’t have to go, that she could find some other story.

But there wasn’t any other story. Or at least, not any other story for her.

Once William finally let go, Eve accelerated out of the parking lot and onto the freeway, her body lifting as if she were about to take flight. She turned up the volume on her radio, let the wind whip her hair wild, sang out loud to Janis Joplin for so long her throat turned sore. Since she’d spoken to the girl at the bar, she’d managed to get a few other Westward Women at the shelter to mention the Piper, too. Corroboration. He was real. He was out there, picking up women for God knew what purpose. And she was going to find him.

Maybe it was the promise of the story that kept Eve’s foot pressing still harder on the gas. But she was self-aware enough to know, too, that it was leaving William behind. She’d never loved him, of course. But there had been days when she’d liked him. The time he’d taken her for a drive through the Blue Ridge Parkway and she’d taught him to smoke, for instance. He’d coughed the whole time, his eyes red and wet, but he’d smiled his way through it and his kisses had been warm and tinged with tobacco. Or when he’d taken her to see that new Marlon Brando movie, The Godfather, and she’d given him a hand job in the back row of the packed theater. He’d protested at first—stuttering, blushing, uncertain—but afterward, he’d thrown his arm around her and held her so close she could feel his heartbeat in her rib cage. That’s always what they’d liked about each other, she figured: he’d liked that she was just a little bit dangerous, but not quite cruel. And she’d liked that he was wide-eyed and nonthreatening, the kind of guy she knew would never become an invisible presence around everything she did the way other men in her life had.

That’s why she’d been so surprised to find that he had, in fact, become such a presence. A weight, a haze, wet mist on her skin. He’d taken her out of her spiral, for a while, but he’d also banished her to domesticity, where every day was like the last and he always needed her nearby. He latched on to her like she imagined a baby latched on to a nipple, and it was all she could do not to shake him off. In the end, maybe she’d liked him too much, had given him too much say in what she did or didn’t do. But she’d let it happen because she’d known that no matter how much she liked him, she’d still be able to leave him. Leaving was what she was best at.



She drove all day without getting hungry, without even really feeling her body at all. It wasn’t until long after dark—after Eve had lost a sense of time—that a burning in her vision made her pull over at a roadside motel. The place was squat, long, and painted a bright yellow that was clearly meant to be cheerful but instead looked a bit sickly. Next to the motel sat a simple brick building with a chunky wooden sign: BOB ROGER’S FAMILY RESTAURANT. Beside the words, a cartoon man with a bulbous stomach and bright red cheeks held up a steaming platter of what looked like gray goo.

Now that she’d stopped driving, all her senses were returning. Her core ached to pee, her eyes were raw, and her head felt scooped empty. Underlying it all was a gnawing hunger, an awareness of a kind of deep, aching absence that scared her, suddenly, with its intensity. Eve got herself a room for the night and peed in the motel lobby bathroom before going to the restaurant.

Inside, the place was just as kitschy and ridiculous as its sign. It was lit by a series of wooden chandeliers and lined with shiny, forest-green booths. A collection of cross-stitched sayings and carved wooden signs crammed every wall: OUR HOME IS YOUR HOME; HOME SWEET HOME; HOME IS WHERE THE HEART IS; WE CAN BE YOUR HOME AWAY FROM HOME.

Eve beelined for the long, wooden bar in the back that seemed mostly free of the domestic propaganda. Only one sign sat leaning against the shelves of whiskey behind the bar: GOD BLESS THIS HOME.

Eve snorted. At least that one had a sense of irony about it when surrounded by liquor bottles. But the others chafed against her like sand on a sunburn. What was the obsession with home, anyway? Eve had never felt much like she’d ever had a home—or, at least, not one she felt fondly about—and she’d turned out just fine. Better, even. She’d learned long ago, after leaving her parents behind, that it was dangerous to romanticize something that tried to constrain you.

Eve ordered a beer and a cheeseburger after taking only one quick glance at the ten-page, cartoon-dotted menu. Then she pulled her soft-backed notebook out of her purse and jotted down a few notes from the day. The frictionless feel of the road beneath her. The way the air had changed when she’d left North Carolina, the humidity evaporating into something crystalline and clear. The way her body went numb after the first hour. The freedom of forgetting she had a body at all.

They said numbness was a symptom, but one that tended to set in long after the itch. Before then, there was just more intensity: more itching and searing heat and aching and anger. Eve had wondered, that first night after meeting the Westward Woman at the bar, if she’d caught something from her. But two days later, when nothing else had happened, she’d shrugged it off. It had just been her imagination. Now, she found herself thinking that even if she didn’t have the infection, there was something about driving, something about the open road, that brought on its symptoms. Was that feeling of being free of your body how all those Westward Women felt? Or with their itches, their exhaustion, their constant need for movement, did they feel more trapped in their bodies than ever before?

“You writing down all your deep, dark secrets?”

Eve’s eyes jumped up from the page and found a man watching her from two stools down. He was older than she was but couldn’t be more than forty. His dark brown hair was streaked with gray, and his skin held no wrinkles except for a pair of parentheses that framed his smile. His rather handsome smile, if Eve were being honest.

“You think I have deep, dark secrets?” she asked, flipping on her smile the way one might flip on a light switch. Faking her feelings was a skill she’d learned from years of getting put through beauty pageants as a kid by her mother. Sometimes, when she smiled like this—all big and charming—she could still taste the Vaseline on her teeth, still feel the stretch of her lipstick, caked dry on her mouth.

“A girl like you? Of course you do. That’s why you’ve got a diary.”

Her smile slipped. “It’s not a diary,” she said. She knew he was older than her, but what was she to him? Twelve? “I’m a journalist.”

His eyebrows raised. “Aha,” he said. “So, you publish other people’s deep, dark secrets.”

“That’s right. Got any to share?”

He chuckled, and the sound was low and husky. He was a smoker, a hunch that was confirmed when he moved to the stool beside her and the scent of him—sharp tobacco and something woodsy like pine—closed in around her. So different from William, already. The thought both thrilled and alarmed her.

“My name’s Jack. I’m thirty-six. I work in insurance. I’m from Michigan, but I’m on my way to Philadelphia for a work thing. As you can see, I’m very deep and dark.”

He was funny. Or at least witty enough to keep up his end of the conversation, something she couldn’t say about most guys who tried talking to her at bars. Before William, she’d slept with a lot of them, whether they were clever or not. Her mother, if she’d known what Eve was doing, would have told her that girls who sleep around only do it because they have low self-esteem. But Eve didn’t think that was the case with her. Ever since she was little, everyone had told her she was pretty. Her father, especially, his eyes lingering on her. The knowledge of being pretty, to her, was much like knowing she had a nose: she forgot about it most of the time until she caught sight of it in her periphery. No, the sleeping around felt a little like eating, something she needed to do because otherwise she’d be too hungry to sleep.

“What brings you to the outskirts of scenic Detroit?” Jack asked after she’d been silent the right amount of time to bait him into speaking again.

“A story,” she said.

“Let me guess. Something about those girls, those Westward Women.”

She crossed her legs in a way she knew would get her hip-hugging miniskirt to pull up on her legs. Her legs, a pageant judge had told her once, were her best feature.

“That predictable, huh?”

“Nothing else anyone wants to talk about anymore,” he said. “Journalists asking around about it are a dime a dozen.”

Eve fought a frown and pressed her fingernails into her palm until they sank crescent moons into her skin. She hated his tone, so smug and superior and dismissive. As if he knew anything at all about her. It was times like these that she remembered how easy everyone found it to dismiss her. Pretty, therefore inconsequential. Like they knew everything that mattered just by looking at her.

“How do you know I’m not one of them?” she asked now, eyes flashing, like it was a threat. “The Westward Women?”

“You’re too sharp. Those girls get all…” He rolled his hand over and over again, as if that explained it. “Languid. Loose. For girls that say they’ve got somewhere to get to, they always seem to move kind of slow about it.” His smile widened at her now. “I can tell you’re the kind of girl who moves fast.”

She delighted in that but pretended she didn’t.

“So, you’ve seen a lot of them, then?”

“The Westward Women? I guess. There’s a lot of ’em in any big city now. Detroit’s no different. Some of them pass through and more of them come to take their place. I’d be more worried about it but—” He shrugged. “I don’t have a wife or kids. No sisters. Only woman in my life’s my mother and she’s doesn’t have any of the risk factors.”

Eve didn’t bother reminding him that the doctors’ guidelines on who was high risk was changing almost daily. There was something refreshing about how blasé he was about the whole thing. Normally, when she asked about it, people got all uptight and anxious. The anxiety, she thought, was more contagious than the infection. She could feel it in the air everywhere she went, so thick she was surprised anyone could breathe anymore. Then again, like he said, what did men of a certain age who didn’t have a woman they cared for have to worry about?

“What do you think people should do about them? The women?” Eve asked. Her pen moved idly in her fingertips, making a few notes as he spoke.

His eyes flickered to the paper and then back up to her. “Why would you wanna know what I think?”

She shrugged prettily, gave him a more suggestive smile, looked up at him from heavy-lidded eyes. “I need a man’s perspective, don’t I?” she said, flashing him the line that editors used to give her to see how he liked it. “Besides, I’ll buy your next drink.”

It was as if he expanded two sizes, the way he sat up at that. Eve was surprised how easy it was to get back into this after a year of dating William. Like finding an old favorite dress she was sure wasn’t going to fit that still slipped easily over every curve of her body.

“Can’t have you buying me a drink, sweetheart,” he said. He nodded the bartender over and tried to order her another beer, but she switched to whiskey. Why not? She’d hooked him and he was paying. “Tough to say what we should do about it. But the world’s a dangerous place for a girl. Seems to me we should be trying to protect them until someone can figure out a cure or what’s causing it.”

“Very chivalrous of you,” she observed, still scribbling. “How do you think we can protect them?”

“News says the best way is early diagnosis. Then we can medicate them, try to keep them where they are until we know what to do with them. I mean, it would be one thing if these girls were trying to travel somewhere in their right minds alone. Even that could be dangerous. But there’s something wrong with them, you know? They don’t care about anything. And they will keep going any way they can, even if they’re sick or injured or broke. Plus, they’re saying now that some of these girls? They start forgetting where they’re from and who they are. They get all mean and feral and violent with one another. I mean, how are they ever supposed to find their ways home again?”

There it was again. Home. Maybe, Eve found herself thinking, they never wanted a home to begin with.

The bartender set her whiskey and Jack’s beer down before walking away.

“Is he not going to ask you for your ID?” Jack teased.

“You don’t think I’m old enough?” she shot back.

“I don’t know…” He trailed off, eyes skimming her legs again. “Maybe I should take a look at it, just to be sure.”

She tensed but tried not to show it on her face.

“Too bad for you, I left it in my car,” she lied. She breathed through her pounding pulse. What if he pushed the issue? What would he say if she admitted she didn’t have one? She’d been over eighteen for so many years now, no one had asked for her ID in a long time. She’d forgotten what it was like to worry about not having one she could show.

Fortunately for her, he just laughed and tipped his beer against her glass in a cheers.

“I’ve heard of a man,” Eve said instead, changing gears to distract him. She leaned forward just enough that she knew her blouse fell open at the top. Jack’s eyes fell, too. “He calls himself the Piper. He goes around and picks up girls on the road. Seems to think if we can’t stop them, we might as well take them where they want to go, escort them there so they don’t get hurt along the way. What do you think of a solution like that?”

Jack took a gulp of his beer. “Sounds smart,” he said. “Now that I think about it, maybe there should be some kind of—I don’t know—organization to dispatch men like that. They could take girls to the Pacific and then watch them to make sure they don’t do something crazy like go in headfirst. Maybe the government could fund it, pay men to offer it like a kind of public safety service, you know?”

The suggestion sent a shiver up Eve’s arms. Jack’s expression, though, was blank, maybe even a little bored. What would it be like, she wondered, to not worry about what other people might do to you?

“And where would the men take the girls after they go west?” she pressed. After the long day, she could feel the warmth of the alcohol kicking in faster, urging her on. “There’s no evidence that getting to the Pacific actually cures them. So, what do you do with them after you’ve got them? Just return them to their families? To hospitals? Studies show that women who end up on the road instead of being diagnosed and hospitalized are disproportionately Black and Hispanic women without health insurance, so—”

“Studies show?” he asked with a smirk. His eyes had started to flicker away from her. “What is this, the nightly news?”

Jack had lost interest in the conversation. Even though she didn’t care about him, exactly, this somehow felt like losing. And what she really wanted was to win whatever game this was that they were playing.

“Aren’t you a little old not to be married?” she asked after a pause. Playful, so he knew it was a flirt.

He laughed loudly, unashamed. “I suppose that means a young thing like you is married?” he asked.

She shook her head slow and raised her bare hand, spreading its fingers like proof. And just like that, it was easy to erase William’s existence. They hadn’t broken up, exactly, but she hadn’t made any promises to come back to him, either. After the day of strange, exhilarating blankness she’d had, it felt like he existed in some other world, a parallel universe that could no longer touch her.

Jack watched her fingers wiggle like he wanted to eat them. And in that moment she knew, distantly, that they would sleep together. But that was just an echo of what truly excited her. What excited her was how she could suck in his attention, the ease with which she could direct his gaze, the way the certainty of his movements made her feel more certain about her own. In that way, at least, he wasn’t that different from William after all.

Later, in his room at the motel, the sex was fast and hard, but she didn’t mind. Because with each thrust he sent into her, she thought of how she was going to make him pay. Just like the Piper, just like all those fathers like her own who’d watched her at those pageants with their mouths open. Even like William, who in the end had needed her more than he’d loved her. And because when he came, he made a noise that sounded like surrender while she kept her eyes open the whole time. She watched his face crumble and she thought this—this right here—was why he’d always just be some insurance salesman at a tacky motel restaurant. But she? She wasn’t like him. Handsome but stupid, as easily tied down as he was seduced, pretending to be someone when he was a no one. No, she was different. She would be someone they realized they were wrong about, someone who deserved their respect and maybe their fear, too. Someone who belonged to no one. She would prove it, she thought, a bit desperately, as he panted hot on her shoulder, his body nothing more now than a molten weight on her tense frame. She would prove it to him, to all those men, to everyone. Just wait and see.







CHAPTER SIX



TEENIE

During the day, it’s easy to forget the Piper exists. He’s driving the bus so, of course, his presence is always there in a kind of hazy way. But he doesn’t say much. Sometimes, I catch his eyes in the rearview mirror, and I know he’s watching us. He just smiles, waves a hand.

He knows us each by name because he asks everyone their name when they first get on the bus. He tells us he’ll remember those names even if we forget. But whenever I see the way his eyes light up after he hears a new name, I wonder if he likes to know our names for other reasons, too. If he likes the idea of collecting us.

He’s going to collect more now, while we’re stopped in Detroit.

“I know, I know,” he tells us with a sheepish smile when we all groan. He’s parked on a street downtown near the bus depot. “Stopping is hard. It’ll only be for one day. We want to help as many girls as we can, don’t we?”

A few girls behind me mutter, but I stay quiet. I know I’m nowhere close to being as sick as they are, so stopping isn’t as hard for me yet. Sure, the itching intensifies, but I stay pretty lucid. The other girls have a harder time with it. They get easily frustrated and more exhausted all at once, ricocheting from stupors to temper tantrums in a second. Pain’ll do that to a person, make them lash out at others. I know, before too long, I’ll be the same way.

Even though I tell myself giving in to the infection is fine (that it might even be a relief), there’s one part I don’t like. I don’t like thinking about how I could start forgetting things. I’ve always had an excellent memory—my ninth-grade history teacher told me so—and keeping lists of little details straight in my head is how I used to calm myself down when I got high. Now, I run those old lists of details in my head to prove to myself I still can. Like the number of steps on the bleachers behind my school (twenty-six) or the eye color of the guy with the aviator glasses who comes by the flagpole on Tuesdays to sell joints (blue with specks of brown).

Now, I practice remembering, especially since I know that soon enough it’ll all slip through my fingers, no matter how hard I try to hold on. I run these lists of memories in my head to test what still holds.

Some of the girls amble off the bus. They drag themselves down the street, scattering to find bathrooms to use and food to steal. The Piper feeds us lunch and dinner with the money he collected from us all at the start, but sometimes it’s nice to have snacks, little treats that remind us by taste what we used to like.

I don’t get off. Instead, I squeeze the bus window tabs to open my window near the front of the bus. That way, I can listen to the Piper do his work outside.

It doesn’t take long for a girl to come up to him. Skip up to him, more like. She comes from the direction of the bus depot, where I guess she was waiting for someone else to take her west.

“Hi there,” he says, pushing his hands into his pockets and rolling back onto his heels. It’s an aw shucks kind of move that’s half-embarrassing to watch. Like he’s an old-fashioned gentleman caller who’s too self-conscious to try to woo the girl he likes.

“Hi!” she says. What does she have to be so happy about? I wonder. But then she blinks, her face going blank as if she already forgot why she came over. At first, her enthusiasm covered it up. But now I see. She’s sick, too. “What were all those, um, girls doing on this bus?” she says, finally remembering.

“Welp,” he says with a sigh, “believe it or not, those girls are infected. But they were having trouble getting where they were going. So, I’m helping them out.” He tilts his head at her. “Are you infected, too?” He asks it in a pleasant, nonjudgmental way. The exact way he asked me. I remember how that tone unclenched something hard and defensive inside me, the way it soothed my feverish rage and shame at having to admit it. That I was one of them.

I see her face through the slightly misted bus window as it relaxes into something hopeful, relieved.

“I guess I am,” she says with a little laugh. “Funny, huh? How it comes out of … out of…” She’s forgotten.

“Nowhere,” he fills in. “Yes, I can imagine that’s how it feels.”

“Well … Can I catch a ride west with you?” she asks in a small voice. An embarrassed voice. Like she’s unused to asking for what she wants.

I nearly mouth the words along with him as he says them. “If you want to come along for the ride, the only thing I need from you is some answers to a few questions.”

He says it with a bashful smile, every time. And he always uses more or less the exact same words, asks the exact same questions. Which is how I know it’s some kind of performance. I don’t know why he asks the questions, but I like to mouth them along with him, like it’s a quiz I can pass, a memory exercise for my brain.

“I guess that’s okay,” she says. Her shoulders creep up to her ears. I know she’s not nervous because he’s asking. She’s nervous because she thinks she’ll get the questions wrong, somehow. That he won’t give her what she wants. She wants to please him not because she likes him, exactly, but because he can help her get what she wants. I know all this, because it’s how I felt, too.

“First of all, what’s your name? I like to know who I’m talking to.” He tosses her an embarrassed glance. “That is, if you still remember it.”

“I’m Trish … Trish…” She chews her lip.

A little smile pricks the corners of his lips. This one isn’t embarrassed and bashful the way the others are. This one is thinner and wider, more cattish. Got another one, I think, imagining it’s what he’s thinking, too.

“It’s okay that you don’t remember your last name. Just Trish is fine,” he assures her. “It’s nice to meet you, Trish. Do you remember where you’re from?”

“Here,” she says definitively. “I’ve never been anywhere else in my whole life.”

“Well, this’ll just be an adventure, then, won’t it?” he says with a little chuckle. “And do you have money on you? I don’t charge a fee or anything. I just know it’s hard for you girls to keep track of things once you’re really sick, so I pool all our money to help feed us all and get gas. Like being in a commune on wheels, you dig?”

The Piper’s always using hippie slang that he seems a little too old for. It’s kind of stupid, but that’s also just what old guys do when they want to be cool, I guess. Trish, outside, tries to suppress a teasing smile at his attempt to be hip.

“I’ve got about twenty dollars,” she says. “You can have it.”

“That’s just great, Trish. Thanks very much.” He rubs the slightly balding spot on the back of his head that Trish can’t see but I can, from this angle. “Now, this one’s harder, but it’s the last question. Do you know how long you’ve been sick?”

Trish twists her Mary Janes in the gritty concrete. “Oh gosh, um, it’s hard to say. I mean, I’ve been itchy for a while but … but … now I forget stuff too? And now it, like, hurts to be here? Like my body is all melty and my brain is all … melty?”

His smile widens again. The cattish one. The one that’s found a mouse.

“That means you’re pretty far along, Trish. But that’s okay. I can get you where you want to go. You have any bags with you?”

Her face brightens, her smile reaching so wide it shows the pink of her gums. “Just this backpack.” She twists to show him.

“Well, that’s just fine, Trish. You know, you remind me of someone. A girl I used to know.” He smiles fondly at her. Meanwhile, Trish shifts her weight from one foot to another, uncertain perhaps for the first time. I remember this moment, the one where he mentions the girl, in particular. We all remind him of a girl he used to know. When he said it to me, I wondered, who was she? Now I wonder if maybe there wasn’t one girl after all, but many.

He breaks the moment by starting back up again with new gusto. “Let’s put your bag on the bus,” he says to Trish. “Then, you can do whatever you want until tomorrow. That’s when we leave.”

I keep staring out the window as they board, rocking the cabin. I don’t want them thinking I give a shit because then maybe this new girl will want to talk to me.

“Most of the girls are out exploring,” he says to Trish. “But this here is Christine.”

I see Trish lift a hand to wave in my periphery, but I interrupt it, still looking out the window. “It’s Teenie,” I remind him.

Technically, my name is Christine. But I’ve gone by Teenie for years, something my mother always hated. “It makes you sound like a teenybopper,” she said. Which only made me want to use it more.

“I prefer Christine,” he says, more to Trish than to me.

I don’t bother to correct him this time. What does it matter, I remind myself, what my name is anyway? And what does it matter why the Piper asks the questions or who he is? He’s just some guy going west, and I’m just some sick girl hitching a ride.

Repeating this to myself, I almost believe it.

“Hi, Teenie,” Trish tries again, almost getting me to like her for siding with me over him.

But still, I don’t say anything back. And soon she’s dropped her stuff and gone out with the others. And the Piper is back outside to see who else he might collect.



By the next day, Trish is still our only new addition. Another girl came up later that day, but she didn’t even seem that sick, and the Piper told her the bus was full. I’ve seen him turn people like her down before, people who are trying to get a ride even though they don’t really need it as bad as we do yet.

Once we’re back moving, most of the other girls ignore Trish. Some of them are already too sick to really care—their movements sluggish, their pupils dilated, their tongues slow to form words. But most are just annoyed that she’s loud and curious. She zeroes in on me, probably because I don’t seem quite as pissed off about her presence.

“Hi,” she says. She drops her petite body into the seat in front of me. She sets her chin on her hand on top of the sticky blue upholstery, her eyes fixed on my face. “How old are you? You look young.”

I blow a bubble with my Bazooka gum big in front of my face and then take my time lapping it back into my mouth. I’m the youngest person on the bus and it’s obvious. Mostly because I’ve always been too short, too wiry, like a little boy. A long time ago, I decided to make the most of it and started wearing my straw-colored hair in pigtail braids. Everyone—teachers, cashiers, parents—always trust you more when you look like some little kid from a picture book. And you can get away with anything once they trust you.

“I’m eighteen,” I lie.

“Nifty! Me too,” she says. But unlike me, she’s telling the truth, I think. She’s too excited to be lying, like this is summer camp or something. She adjusts herself so that her forearms are folded on the top of her seat back, a resting place for her sharp chin. “We’re going to be friends, I can just tell.”

Making friends on the bus is a mistake. I learned that fast. Once you’re infected, you’re like duct tape that’s been ripped off too many surfaces: you don’t stick to anything or anyone. When girls get off and go their separate ways, I’m not sad. Things feel simpler that way. A slipknot, pulling loose at the slightest tug.

“Hey, you wanna test something?” she asks, like we haven’t already been talking. “I hear, eventually, some stuff we know about ourselves starts to fade away. But, like, I wonder if things we know about other people stick? Maybe you and me can tell each other stuff we want to remember. That way, we can keep it safe for each other, like locking it up real tight or something?”

She says everything with the upward tilt of a question, and even though I haven’t really had a conversation with anyone in days, I wish she’d be quiet. But if there’s one thing I learned from living with my big-haired, Southern mother all those years, it’s that sometimes the best way to get someone to shut up is to tell them what they want to hear.

“Okay. What do you want to tell me about?” I say in a monotone.

She goes off on some tangent about her dog, Winnie. Named after Winnie-the-Pooh. A small dog with curly hair who sleeps with her every night and waits by the door for her to get home. I nod like I care.

“Okay,” she says, finally getting breathless. She leans her head against the bumping bus window, the first sign of the exhaustion that tells me she really could be pretty far along, like the Piper said. “Now you go.”

“What do you want to know?” I ask.

“It’s not about me,” Trish says. “It’s whatever you want to hold on to. Like, the most important person in your life. Or the most important thing that ever happened to you.”

I let my teeth sink deep into my chewing gum, feel it wedge up into the cracks. Trish clearly has never thought about how the most important thing that has ever happened to you might be the thing you want to stop holding on to the most.

When I think about that afternoon—the one I wish I could let go of—I think about lemons.

We cut them up ourselves in the pool house after our mom left to run errands. My sister Kate’s sweaty hand guided mine as we sliced through the lemon’s thick skin together. It was tough, like leather, but after the blade broke through the skin, it slipped through the soft center, a snake through water.

Kate rubbed the lemon halves to pulp against the aluminum juicer. I was too busy marveling at the curves of her boobs. They were new, poking from the corners of her bikini top’s orange triangles. At sixteen, Kate looked more like a grown-up than a kid.

The pool house was humid and smelled like chlorine, so we took our lemonade out to the trampoline. The air was pink and hazy, as hot and wet as Jacuzzi water. We sat on the trampoline with our knees to our chins and sipped in silence. Kate had been quieter recently—teenaged-moody, our dad called it—which suited me just fine. It gave me more time to look at her. I inspected the pale, yellow hairs on my legs beside Kate’s smooth, lotioned skin, sleek and reflective like a seal’s. I didn’t like the lemonade. It was so tart it made my lips and tongue gummy.

“It’s because it’s not loaded with sugar,” Kate said when I complained. “It’s healthier this way.”

But soon we’d both abandoned our still-full plastic cups on the grass below. Kate lay down facing the sky, her stomach stretched as taut as the trampoline beneath her. I remember having the weirdest impulse to stretch my own body across hers, matching our skin finger to finger, toe to toe. I wanted to press my body so close to hers that I broke right through her. Those are still the impulses I think about most when I think about Kate: the sudden desire to both hold and shove, to touch and break. It’s like seeing a calm body of water and needing to toss a stone inside it.

Instead, I lay face down on the trampoline and tried to see the plastic cups in the grass through the trampoline’s cross-hatching. The mesh burned against my face and smelled like melting plastic. The trampoline surface thrummed beneath us, vibrating with the competing beats of our bodies. I started dozing, imagining we were floating in an ocean of chlorine and lemon juice, bright and hot and languid and burning. At some point, I must have fallen deep asleep.

When I opened my eyes again, the cups beneath the trampoline had fallen over and the trampoline mesh had rubbed a hot spot on my face. A lawn mower clicked on and droned in a neighboring yard. I sat up in a sunburnt daze and looked over toward Kate. But Kate was gone.

Back on the bus, Trish is getting bored. She bounces on her knees to get my attention, straining the seat springs.

“It can be … a secret or a joke or a name or—” she lists as she bounces.

“My sister disappeared when she was sixteen,” I say before I can think about it anymore. “That’s the most important thing that’s ever happened to me.”

“What do you mean disappeared?” Trish asks.

“I mean she was taken.”

Trish blinks at me, wide-eyed like Bambi. It makes me want to slap her.

“By who?” she asks in a near gasp.

“I don’t know. Some guy, I guess. We were taking naps in the backyard,” I say, wishing I hadn’t said anything at all. I look back out the window, to the blur of the world. From this seat on the bus, the world outside looks like a smear of paint. Like it might be something we all dreamed up. If only.

“And you didn’t see anything?” Trish presses.

In the years after Kate’s kidnapping, I spent countless hours insisting that there was nothing more to tell. No, I hadn’t heard her scream. No, I didn’t see anyone nearby. No, we hadn’t noticed anyone in the area earlier. No, I didn’t see anything left behind. All I could remember was the heat, the lawn mower, the bittersweet lemonade constricting my throat.

I’d called out for Kate, walked through both stories of our house, but she was just … gone. By the time our mom came home from the store, I was floating around in the pool on the hot-pink floatie Kate always claimed before I could, crying.

“No, I didn’t see anything,” I say. A sign flashes by. A bridge.

“So … he took her? And he didn’t take you?”

I bit the inside of my cheek so hard it goes numb. No, he didn’t take me. Kate just disappeared. Evaporated off that shitty trampoline like so much water and heat. And I was left behind, the sweat stain that wouldn’t come out. That’s what I saw on my parents’ faces after, every time I walked into a room. Lips twisted down in pain when they saw corners of Kate in me, a surprised twitch of the eyebrows when they remembered I was still there, a wrinkle of the nose when they wished I were a different girl instead. I don’t want to forget everything, but I do want to forget that.

What I can’t forget is Kate. Surely, Kate is long dead now. Raped and killed, probably. Cut up into pieces or burned to ash or thrown into a river to mold and disintegrate into fish food. But still. I imagine her, in that orange bikini, tucked away in some guy’s cobwebbed basement like a long-limbed mannequin. In my mind she doesn’t age, which is maybe the real reason I know she’s dead.

“He didn’t take me,” I echo at last. And that’s what I feel like. An echo. Hardly anything more.

“Well, thank God for that!” Trish says, face animated, like I haven’t just told her some kind of ghost story.

“Yeah,” I say because I know, after this, she’s finally going to go away. “Thank God for that.”







CHAPTER SEVEN



AIMEE

It didn’t take long for Aimee to remember that she had no idea where she was going. As soon as day broke, she stopped at a rest stop and made some phone calls on a sticky black pay phone by the bathrooms. Maybe, she reasoned, Ginny had contacted someone else when she left, looking for help. She hadn’t taken a car, and her money saved up from her various waitressing jobs could only go so far.

First, Aimee called an old boyfriend of Ginny’s who’d lasted longer than most. Ginny could always get things from guys easy, so Aimee figured she might have asked him for help. But he didn’t know anything. Next, she called everyone they’d ever known whose number she still had recorded in her meticulously kept address book, stuck in the front pocket of her backpack. After the first five phone calls, it was Tina, a girl they used to be friends with from junior high, who’d given Aimee a lead. Apparently, Ginny had asked if she wanted to get lunch. Said she happened to be in Milwaukee, where Tina now lived with her high-school-boyfriend-turned-husband. But when Tina showed up, she’d been shocked to find Ginny a bit “freaky deaky.” That was the phrase she’d used. Like Ginny was some Halloween costume. Tina had been suspicious from the start, and more suspicious still when Ginny asked to sleep on her couch. Fearing infection, Tina’d turned her down.

Before she’d left, Tina said, Ginny’d told her in a rage that she didn’t need her anyway. That she’d get help from someone else. Some guy who drove girls westward in a bus. Real safe, Tina said through the scratchy pay phone connection, her tone dripping with venom.

It wasn’t much to go on. But it was something. It meant the last place Ginny had been seen was Milwaukee.



Aimee wasn’t a confident driver. Scared of Chicago traffic, she called AAA before she left the rest stop. A perky-sounding travel agent told her about an overnight ferry she could take across Lake Michigan to avoid the Windy City. A ferry that would have her waking up in Milwaukee.

Driving alone on unfamiliar interstates in new parts of the country to get to the ferry, though, wasn’t easy. Aimee stayed anxiously vigilant through each passing mile, white-knuckling the steering wheel at a perfect ten-and-two. She took breaks every two hours to pee in a scuffed-up gas station bathroom or to eat a tuna sandwich she got from a deli she passed or to just deep-breathe at a sticky-floored rest stop.

But when she was on the road, the fear never totally subsided. It built inside her chest like a wave. It caused her to keep thinking she spotted something clench-inducing in her rearview mirror. And it made a strange, impulsive tremble happen in her arms every time a giant truck passed her or any time she was on a bridge over a wide and raging river. The tremble threatened her body, against her will, with the possibility of swerving straight into the danger she feared.

Despite this, Aimee forced herself forward. She was doing this to find Ginny, and Ginny’s time was running out. Plus, Aimee could all too easily imagine what Ginny would say if she were here. Don’t be a scaredy, darling, she’d tease, poking Aimee a bit too hard in the soft of her stomach. Count sheep backward from one hundred or whatever.

As blasé as Ginny could often be about this kind of thing, Aimee had always found her strangely comforting in moments like this. Like the time Aimee’d had her first panic attack, when she was fifteen. She’d gone straight to Ginny’s house, after the palpitations started on the way home from school. Ginny had pulled Aimee’s head into her chest, threaded their bare legs together, and breathed with her until Aimee’s tears had dried on her face. For a few minutes after, Aimee had rested against Ginny’s heartbeat, felt the summer mosquito bites on Ginny’s legs pressing into her skin. She still thought of this moment anytime she felt a panic attack swelling in her chest. The smell of Pam’s vanilla lotion on Ginny’s skin, the soft cotton of Ginny’s bedsheets as familiar as her own.

These memories were so strong Aimee conjured them, on and off, all day to help her get across the top of Ohio, along the corner of Indiana, and through the heart of Michigan. As the velvet scent of the vanilla and the prickly press of legs came back to her again, she wondered what it would be like to forget these things. Somewhere, Ginny might be forgetting these things. The thought made Aimee’s chest crush up like an aluminum can. Were these things still real if Aimee was the only one who remembered them? Had Aimee’s whole life with Ginny even happened if Ginny didn’t remember it, too?

Just as the sun was beginning to dip, Aimee joined the line of cars waiting to board the ferry. The lake was barely visible from here, but she could hear seagulls. Her eyes itched from staring at the road. Her chest thrummed with residual jitters, pounding with the panic of needing to get to Ginny before she was too far gone to even remember Aimee. But at least she’d made it here.

Sound muffled as she drove onto the lower deck. Every noise was more intimate and immediate: the low growl of the idling cars, the clack of people’s footsteps as they walked toward the stairs to the upper deck. She parked and followed the other passengers making their way upstairs. The top deck of the ferry was freezing. Wind whipped hard off the lake and bit into Aimee’s hair, eyes, and lips. But the view was spectacular. The setting sun colored the sky a cloudy pink and the lake looked almost black beneath its splendor. Aimee couldn’t see the end to the water, just the far-off horizon. The air smelled crisp and clean, without even a hint of salt, and it cleared Aimee’s head after the drive.

She stayed on the upper deck until the ferry finally pushed off. By then, her fingers and nose were red and numb with cold. She moved into the inside portion of the ferry that housed a series of booths, tables, a snack counter, and two dingy bathrooms with doors that didn’t quite close.

It was striking just how many of the passengers, now crammed into this slightly sour-smelling space, were women. Aimee tried to make her breathing shallow, suddenly aware of just how many of them must be sick. There were signs everywhere saying it wasn’t safe to stay in their cars downstairs while the ferry was in motion. She played with the idea of staying outside all night, but based on how chilled her face already was, she knew that wasn’t an option, either. She had no choice but to edge through the women scattered around the room, her skin prickling.

Most of the seats and booths were already taken, but Aimee found one corner table with an open spot. She thought, for a second, about what everyone said: talking to them was dangerous. But Aimee didn’t really believe their words could infect her if she kept her distance across the table. Or, at least, she didn’t want to believe it. Anyway, she didn’t want to be rude.

“Mind if I sit here?” she asked the two girls currently occupying the table.

They nodded, and she slid into the corner seat. She craned her neck to see out the scratched and misted plastic windows. She wanted to open one for ventilation, tried, but it wouldn’t budge.

“First time seeing the lake?” one of the girls asked.

At first glance, both appeared to be teenagers. But up close, Aimee could tell they were older than their long, gangly limbs and bedraggled hair let on. Maybe even older than she was. The girl who’d spoken had high cheekbones and sun-worn skin. The other girl sat with her back leaning against the first, but she was watching Aimee out of the corners of her black-lined eyes.

“How could you tell?” Aimee asked.

“You’re scared,” the first girl said.

“Kind of rabbit-eyed,” the other girl added. Her voice was a low drone, almost drunken.

Aimee didn’t dare admit that it was fear of them, fear of infection, and not awe at the lake, that had her wide-eyed.

“I guess so,” Aimee said instead. Then: “I just left home yesterday.”

The first girl’s mouth was slow to curve into a smile. But it was a nice one. Tender. Pitying.

“I’m Wiley,” she said. She held out her hand lazily. Aimee hesitated but then took it, not wanting to offend anyone. It was limp and sticky with cold sweat. “And this is Liz. Not that it matters.” She nodded to the other girl. That girl didn’t turn to address them again, just showed Aimee her cheek that was marked with acne scars.

“How do you know each other?”

“We’ve been together since we left our hometown, but we can’t remember how we met, exactly. Liz is sicker than I am, whatever that means, so she doesn’t remember much.”

Wiley might be moving slow, but she seemed all right otherwise. Liz had more of the other symptoms Aimee was familiar with: vacant expression, unresponsive, dilated pupils. Aimee wondered if Liz knew her own name or if Wiley remembered it for her.

“Where are you from?” Aimee asked, too embarrassed to keep talking about the infection.

“Baltimore,” Wiley said.

Aimee nodded. She’d never spoken to a Westward Woman before, or at least not one she knew was sick. It was strange, how normal Wiley seemed. What could possibly possess a woman as normal as this to leave everything behind? Was Ginny still acting this much like herself, too? Or was she as changed already as Liz? Would her eyes stay dull instead of lighting up with recognition when Aimee found her?

If you find me, Ginny’s voice taunted.

“Do you remember how long ago it was since you left?” Aimee asked carefully.

Wiley leaned back as she considered this. “It’s hard,” she said at last. “I think I’d been wanting to leave for a long time, even before I was sick. So that wanting makes it hard to remember exactly when I decided to do it.”

A hard ache in Aimee’s chest, like a rock stuck in her ribs. Had Ginny been wanting to leave for a long time, too? For Aimee, hanging out with Ginny had made her childhood enough of an adventure. But Ginny had always seemed hungry for more.

“Did you not like your life with your parents? Your friends?” Aimee asked.

Wiley’s eyes turned harder, and her smile wasn’t as nice as it had been before. “I haven’t talked to my parents in a long time. And I’ve got a friend right here with me.” She shrugged the shoulder Liz was on.

“I—I’m sorry,” Aimee stammered. “I didn’t mean to—”

Wiley waved her hand, dissipating Aimee’s self-consciousness like it was smoke. “Save your sorries.” She met Aimee’s eye, almost like a challenge. “My parents stopped talking to me after I started going to the Gender Identity Clinic at Hopkins, once I had my own job and my own money.”

Aimee nodded slow. She didn’t know exactly what that meant, but she knew enough. She’d watched the media circus around the Stonewall riots on Pam’s TV, sitting on the shag carpet beside Ginny when they were eighteen. It’d been right before she’d left for college, and Ginny had suggested they run away to New York instead, where the future was happening. Her eyes were lit with fire, but Aimee had just laughed, as if it were a joke.

“They say it’s hormonal,” Aimee said at last, recycling something her mother had said at the dinner table before she left because she couldn’t think of what else to say. “The infection, I mean. It feeds off something hormonal.”

Wiley huffed a near-silent laugh. “Well, fuck me then, huh? Guess I went running straight toward it.”

Liz shifted slowly, looking for something in the pocket of her too-big jean jacket. Wiley leaned in and grabbed it for her, pulling out a palm-sized plastic baggie of small white pills.

“Are those drugs?” Aimee asked as Liz spread open her hand and Wiley shook one into her waiting palm.

“Yeah, LSD.” Wiley resealed the packet and dropped it onto the table. “You ever try it?”

Aimee shook her head and tried to keep her face expressionless. She’d smoked pot before—with Ginny in their parents’ garages and in the dorms at impromptu college parties—but nothing else.

“Liz says it helps her with the itching,” Wiley said. Liz, meanwhile, had delivered the pill to her tongue and slumped back into her lean-to posture against Wiley’s shoulder. “Says it sort of slows the world down for you when everything’s moving too fast.”

A funny paradox, that. The infection made women need to move, but it slowed them down, too. Like being stuck in quicksand, Aimee imagined.

“I don’t take them myself,” Wiley continued, stifling a yawn. Then, ruefully, “Believe it or not, I’m an old person.”

“You’re not that old,” Liz mumbled, eyelids drooping. Then: “How old are you anyway?”

Wiley shrugged. “Who can keep track anymore.”

Liz’s hand, on the table, jumped like a cricket and went still again. Aimee’s gaze tripped from her hand to the packet of LSD that lay just an inch from her thumb.

Don’t be all judgy, Aims, Aimee imagined Ginny drawling. It’s not like un-sick people don’t do LSD, too.

Wiley watched Aimee watch Liz.

“You want some?” she asked her after a moment. “Some pills?” she clarified when Aimee looked blankly up at her.

“Oh, I’m not sick,” Aimee rushed to say. “I’m just … I’m going after a friend.”

“A real hero type,” Wiley said with a hefty dose of skepticism. “Well. Just in case then, huh?”

Wiley shook four out, slid them across the table to Aimee. Liz didn’t react. Her eyes were open, so Aimee knew she wasn’t sleeping, but she was deep breathing as if she were.

Aimee hesitated and then picked up the pills. She slipped them into a mini pocket on the inside of her purse.

“Thanks,” she said. She didn’t particularly want them. But she sensed the weight of the offer’s generosity and decided she couldn’t say no. She’d get rid of them later, when they weren’t watching to see what she’d do.

“So, what’s so important about this friend that you gotta go rescue her from herself?” Wiley asked.

“We grew up together,” Aimee said, as if that were reason enough. When Wiley kept looking expectantly at her, she added, “I can’t imagine life without her. I—I mean I guess I can’t imagine who I am without her.”

Wiley’s smile turned pitying again. And just like that, Aimee felt strangely exposed, as if the whole history of her childhood with Ginny—of always feeling like the sidekick, of always cleaning up her messes, but of always missing her when she wasn’t around anyway—was on complete display. The resistance to being around these women that Aimee’d felt when she walked into the ferry cabin, trying not to breathe too deeply, slipped out of her muscles. What was the point of gripping her body against them? They were just girls looking for something out here, like she was.

“You can let go of her out here,” Wiley said, as if she could sense Aimee opening to her. “You can let go of all that other shit. That’s what’s great about it.”

“About what?” Aimee asked at the same time as she thought, How nice that would be. To let it go.

“About crossing over,” Wiley said. “About leaving.”

When their eyes met in the green glow of the ferry’s overhead lights, Aimee was shocked to feel a kind of current running between them. Something that warmed the core of her, something that rose up inside her like hot bile. It was nothing, she told herself, at the same time as she knew it wasn’t nothing. There was something in this look, something in Wiley’s words, something in the air, something Aimee had opened herself up to. A kind of comfort, or realization, or maybe just a recognition. It pulsed between them, urgent then steady, like a living thing.

When Aimee blinked, it was gone. And Wiley had turned to look at Liz instead.

Aimee tried to convince herself it had been nothing as the night wore on at a sluggish pace. The ferry fell quiet as the women around them dozed off, the ferry moaning under their collective weight. Wiley soon fell asleep, and Liz kept staring at nothing, leaving Aimee more or less alone. The sun dipped beneath the lake and the world beyond the window was so dark that when Aimee tried to look out, she only saw an image of herself superimposed over the plastic glass.

Aimee glanced, instead, over the sea of people inside the ferry. They all looked young even if they weren’t: dressed in short shorts that showed off their knobby knees, their hair long and tangled. Everyone had come inside now, leaving some people sitting on the floor, leaning against walls, slung across hiker’s backpacks. It was an eerie makeshift community, bathed in sickly green light. A community that wasn’t a community at all.

Aimee tried to imagine Ginny being like this. Her body, normally so athletic and taut, sprawled out on the floor for anyone to step on. It was hard for Aimee to think of Ginny being like one of them. She was never just an anonymous face in a crowd. She was the one people were drawn to, the one people remembered. But as Aimee looked out over a cabin of Westward Women, she couldn’t imagine anyone remembering any of these women. Not even themselves.

Aimee tried to sleep but every wave that hit the side of the ferry felt like a pendulum, marking the time that passed as Ginny got worse somewhere far off in the darkness beyond the plastic window. The water swelled under the boat, heave-breathing beneath her. Her stomach roiled with nausea. But still the time ticked by. Every inhale she took could be poison, so she shallowed her breaths, even though that heightened her nausea. Her brain beat like a heart against her cranium, a pulse she started to see in the dark of her eyelids.

She might have drifted off. She might have been anywhere. Warm and smelling of bodies. An animal’s den or the back of a monster’s throat. But then, sometime far past time, someone was speaking. Aimee’s mind surfaced, shallow. A boat. She was on a boat. And the girl, the infected girl across from her, was muttering. Aimee kept her eyes closed tight, determined to pretend to be asleep, to hold on to this dark, warm space where she was safe. But the words reached her anyway.

It started like a cracking sound, a stutter of a hard C. Like a throat was clicking, a motor trying to start.

“Crossing over,” the girl said at last. It was Liz’s voice. The really sick one. “Here you are now, still crossing over.”

Aimee squeezed her eyes shut tighter, determined not to engage.

“Past the point of no return,” Liz said now, slower but more cohesively. “How far are you willing to go?”

The question sounded as if it were directed at her. And, as always, Aimee didn’t want to be rude. She peeked her eyes open.

But Liz wasn’t even looking at her. She was still slumped on Wiley’s side, sitting in profile, eyes closed in sleep. Her lips quivered in a dream, as if she wanted to smile, but the muscles in her face were too tired.

Sleep talking. Aimee half stood and leaned forward over the linoleum table between them, determined to give her a little nudge awake to stop her from talking. If Aimee didn’t sleep tonight, there was no way she’d be alert enough to drive in the morning. And if she didn’t drive in the morning, she’d waste more time without finding Ginny, time during which something could happen to Ginny, or during which Ginny could forget her.

But as Aimee leaned in, she caught a smell. At first, just the hot, sweaty musk of Liz’s unwashed body, but then something else, beneath it. A perfume or a lotion. Thick and rich and sweet like brown sugar or syrup.

I just told you a fucking horror story. But, trust me, it doesn’t always feel like one, a voice whispered close. A breeze across her skull.

Aimee fell back onto her bench and blinked, begging Liz’s mouth to move, to convince her that what she’d heard was just more sleep talking. But Liz’s face lay slack, and Aimee knew she hadn’t seen her speak.

Aimee choked on a scream. It was like when she always imagined Ginny’s voice, repeating things Ginny’d said before, except this wasn’t Ginny’s voice, and these weren’t words she’d ever heard before. This voice sounded deeper, raspier, but more forceful at the same time.

Aimee looked around the cabin wildly, determined to find who was speaking in the green-tinted darkness. But every face she saw was lax with sleep. Her stomach swam and she turned back to face front, clenching against her nausea. The tuna sandwich she’d eaten for dinner before boarding swelled against the boat’s sway, against the stench of bodies. She gripped the edge of the table and swallowed the acid burning her throat.

The clench in Aimee’s stomach returned and she scrambled out of the booth. As she made her way past Liz, she smelled it again. The thick, sweet, buttery smell of syrup. Her vision pulsed as she stumbled around the bodies that littered the floor, her toe or heel biting arms, legs, cheeks. She made it to the bathroom just in time to collapse on the floor and turn herself inside out into the already dirty toilet bowl.

Her stomach spasmed against her will, but the release felt good. Through the acid, she could have sworn that, just for a second, she tasted blood. She came up gasping, her stomach sore but empty. Her hands shook as she grabbed a fistful of toilet paper. She wiped her mouth, her wet eyes, her running nose. She pulled her hair into a tight bun, determined to regain control of the situation, to clean up, to think practically.

But her stomach roiled again as the ferry bobbed, and she didn’t have the strength to pull herself back up. Her muscles were doughy, her head pounding, her throat raw. She curled herself into a ball at the base of the toilet. She took deep breaths, waiting for the voice to speak again. But it didn’t.

Slowly, with the comfort of knowing the toilet was nearby, Aimee’s eyes drooped again in sleep. But just before she fell into the dream or vision or voice all rolled into one, she could have sworn she still smelled it, that sticky-sweet syrup, like a stain in her nose. An ask, a threat, an invitation, all in one. It came together slowly at first, then all at once. A stare solidifying into vision. All around her, a diner. Except she wasn’t herself. She wasn’t herself at all.





You told her to meet you at a diner. A greasy grill joint with a six-page menu and cracked, red plastic booths. You asked her to meet you here because it’s on the outskirts of the city and you don’t think you’ll be recognized.

Before she arrives, you hear the television in the corner blaring what has become the constant news.

“This month alone, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, and Mississippi are reporting record numbers of what have become known as Westward Women,” the news anchor says, his gray eyes trained on something just beyond the camera. “Come January 30, airlines will be conducting health screenings before flights and will deny service to any woman they deem unfit to fly. Health officials are instructing women of all ages to protect themselves and stop the spread using three easy steps. Stay indoors. Reduce contact with other women. And check in regularly with family and friends about your whereabouts. Now to Gina, who has the latest on the CDC’s recent press release. Gina?”

The camera flickers to a woman in bright red lipstick whose blond hair has been coiled into what looks like a Gordian knot on her head. She’s staring blankly to the side, as if waiting for a line that no one has given her.

“Gina?” the news anchor prompts again. A hint of fear in his tone.

“Oh, yes, Tad,” Gina says, blinking to life. She clears her throat and recites, “The CDC has just released a statement regarding what they’d once listed as the most at-risk groups. While they previously stated that women ages fifteen to thirty were at the highest risk of catching the infection, they are now adjusting those numbers to include anyone over the age of twelve and below the age of fifty. Anonymous sources have suggested…”

She slams into the seat opposite you, dropping her bag onto the table. Her bag jingles with key chains, its canvas material heavy-laden with pins. You tear your eyes from the news to stare at her. She looks much the same as the first time you saw her, smoking a cigarette laced with weed in the park across from your grandmother’s house in Baltimore. Her eyes are heavy-lidded, her shoulders sloped, like nothing in the world matters. She gives off a strong, unwashed, earthy smell, like the smell of your fingers after you masturbate. The people in the booths around you look at her without really looking at her, from the corners of their eyes.

“You listening to this shit?” she asks. She points to the television. You shrug and she snorts. “They don’t know anything. What we got isn’t human or animal or plant or bacteria. They don’t know what we’ve got.”

We. Already.

“You brought money?” she asks you. She pulls back her long, greasy hair, releasing more of her scent like a perfume. It curdles in your mouth but leaves a sweet aftertaste.

“I said I would,” you say. “Breakfast is on me.”

“Well, aren’t you something.” The girl grins. “Not such a chicken after all.”

You know she’s teasing you, but it feels good just the same. To be told you’re something. Your grandmother, when your grandfather is out at a bar or on a walk, calls you a skinny little nothing. Just like your mama. Probably sleeping around, too, she says, and pinches at the thin insides of your thighs.

“What are you having?” you ask her.

“Everything,” she says. “I haven’t eaten in ages.” Her green eyes catch yours. “See, I’m not going to tell you any sort of lies. I want you to know how it really is.”

You nod and feel young. She can’t be much older than you. In fact, there’s something about the curve of her shoulders, the bounce of her unshaved leg, that tells you that you might even be older than she is. But she stares in a way that makes you think she never blinks, and she walks with a looseness that tells you she has sex. She seems older, and in the end, that’s all that matters.

The waitress comes and takes your order. She watches you both carefully, stuck somewhere between fear and fascination. You order every breakfast food you can think of and two coffees, even though you don’t drink coffee. Your new friend laughs as the waitress walks away.

“You rich or something?” she asks. With her hair pulled back like that, you can see her long, thin neck and her pronounced collarbones. You want to kiss those collarbones, trace their firm lines with your tongue, even though you don’t think you like women. Or at least, not the way the girls at school claim you do. The way they say it sounds dirty, like they’re talking about your grandfather’s porn flicks he keeps behind the dryer with the lint bunnies. Her collarbones are worlds away from slapping flesh and sagging breasts.

“I took my grandmother’s wallet,” you admit. “I figured if I’m already crossing over, I might as well go past the point of no return.”

“You aren’t fucking around, huh? How far do you think you’re willing to go?” the girl asks.

The waitress is back and sets down your food, heaps of steaming eggs and charred bacon and pancake piles covered in thick-smelling syrup. The girl stops talking until the waitress leaves, but you see she doesn’t go too far. She lingers in a nearby corner, as if she wants to hear, too.

Your new friend scoops a trail of syrup on her finger and sticks it in her mouth, draws it out slow with a puckering suck. “Okay, then,” she says when she’s done. “Want me to tell it to you like it really is?”

You nod. As she talks, her speech slows, like it takes effort. The chatter of the diner, the clink of silverware, the scrape of plates, the splash of refills, dims. You both lean across the table, like she’s whispering a secret. She talks about the cold nights spent in truck beds, bumping along highway roads. She talks about having feet so numb you think you might be one of those Vietnam amputees. She talks about the residual taste of garbage on food from the dumpster. She talks about the heat of unwashed bodies, piled high against each other like rabbits, tickling and laughing and keeping warm. She talks about the messiness of bodies when there are no tampons left and the homemade ones that fall right out as soon as you shove them back in. You think you smell it, the tinny blood. You imagine the whole world, once you’ve caught the infection, must smell like blood.

“So,” she says when she’s finished. “I know it sounds like I just told you a fucking horror story. But, trust me, it doesn’t always feel like one. It feels more like being motion sick … or sick for motion, maybe. You in?”

She poses it like a question. But it’s a question you both already know the answer to.

“Yes,” you say. “When do you leave?”

“The Piper said we’re leaving in the morning,” the girl says. “He’s taking us toward Seattle. But there might be some stops along the way. To find others like us.”

Us. The word is soft and magical on her mouth.

They talk about it on the news like it’s a bad thing, this fungus that grows inside you like a cobweb, this itch for leaving, this migration westward. And maybe it is. They don’t know the long-term effects of the infection yet. Some people say you stop being yourself, stop caring about what you used to care about, start acting like some kind of mindless growth inching forward. But don’t you already feel a bit that way? At least this way, it isn’t someone like your teachers or the girls at school or your grandmother controlling your body. It’s some mysterious fungus, heated by bodies and fed by hormones, something not even they can explain away or curb.

You go, of course. And you die, of course. Yes, you’re killed. Although not in the way you thought you would be. You’re disappointed, after all, that it’s just him who kills you, nails rough as they catch on your skin, eyes cold enough to make you wonder how many of you there’s been.

You’re disappointed because in that moment in the diner, when you decided to go, you thought you might die from the fire that burned inside you. The fire this girl gave you. People were starting to say that just talking to them could infect you. Ideas, after all, spread as easily as spores. Easier, maybe. But you know you got it before that. You think you caught it just by seeing her, there, across the yard, through the fence, her gaze tugging you to her like a gravitational pull. Maybe you were more susceptible this way. Maybe it didn’t take spores at all but instead a kind of catalyst for desire, just a match that could light a fire to the chemicals in your body. Maybe it started to burn the minute you wondered what it would be like to taste blood.







PART II
THE SPREAD








CHAPTER EIGHT



EVE

Eve left before Jack woke. By the time she was back on the road, mouth still fuzzy from whiskey and burger grease and his tongue, she’d already forgotten the exact shape of him inside her. But she felt freer somehow, as if he’d cut some final cord.

It only took an hour to get into Detroit. The ramp into downtown was pockmarked with holes and uneven pavement. The skyline towered over her car like the burned ridges of a crown.

The only thing Eve knew about Detroit were the riots. When they’d happened in ’67, she’d still been lying low to make sure she wasn’t recognized. She’d been sleeping with some guy in Knoxville who let her use his apartment. He’d avoided the Vietnam War draft by enrolling at the University of Tennessee, and he liked to pontificate about his political opinions when he and Eve weren’t fucking. They’d watched the riots together on his black-and-white television in the living room. He’d claimed the velveteen recliner while she’d sat on the shag carpet at his feet. The news coverage had felt like a dream. Blooms of gray smoke blending into the gray-toned skies. Cars with shattered windows and flat tires, bursting into flames. The streets a cacophony of people, limbs, and batons, pushing, hitting, running, falling.

She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but now, as she drove into Detroit, the streets were nearly empty. The only exception were a few groups of men, clustered around lamp poles, storefronts, and trash cans, their hands shoved deep into their pockets. There wasn’t a woman in sight.

At a stoplight, a squat, aluminum-sided diner caught her eye and she swung into the parking lot. The exterior, which had clearly once been shiny and reflective, was now muted with gray grit, leaving her passing figure looking more phantom than human as she walked inside.

“Good morning!” A plump, middle-aged woman in a skirt and checked apron greeted her as she soon as she stepped inside. Her chipper tone nearly made Eve jump. “Just one?”

“I’ll sit at the counter,” Eve said. She moved past her without waiting.

She slid onto a cracked, red plastic stool. The whole place was old-school. A fifties re-creation with black-and-white checkered floors and Nat King Cole on the jukebox. Eve didn’t care much what it was like. Her hangover had her nauseous for food.

A pretty, long-legged waitress slipped a plastic-covered menu in front of her before brushing by her to refill some man’s coffee in the far corner. Eve caught a whiff of her scent: rose oil and patchouli, tinged with cigarette smoke.

When the waitress came back, she set a heavy beige coffee mug down in front of Eve without asking and started to pour. Her hand shook with the effort. Eve looked up and was startled to see that the waitress’s delicate face had a yellowed, fading bruise along her cheekbone beneath her eye.

“You know what you want?” she asked, words slow and heavy.

Eve looked at her more closely. She was young, early twenties, probably, and striking. Pale skin, dark, curly hair piled high on top of her head in a bun, dark eyes. Her nose and mouth were sharp, her legs athletic but her body graceful, slender, and soft. Her pupils, Eve noted, were thick and swollen.

“You’re infected,” Eve stated the obvious. Even she could tell her tone was too excited.

The woman just stared back at her for a moment, one hand on her hip, the other clenching tighter around the coffee handle.

“Do you know,” she repeated, clipped, “what you want?”

“Two eggs over easy, toast, potatoes, fruit,” Eve said. The waitress turned away with a grimace. When she turned, Eve could see the backs of her legs were rutted with scratch marks, branching across her taut skin like varicose veins.

Eve took out her notebook and started scribbling down the woman’s description. Everyone else in the diner threw the waitress half-angry, half-terrified looks, leaning away into their booths when she came by. Even still, she kept working, kept trying to act normal. It must take effort to try to move so normally, Eve thought. To stay focused on a task like pouring coffee when the infection was so far along that she’d clawed her way into her own skin. This waitress was working hard not to be sick. A good interview subject, if nothing else.

The food came fast. Eve tried not to be obvious about the way her eyes tracked the waitress’s movements and her interactions with others. Her eyes dipped to the waitress’s name tag, which read, in big block letters, VIRGINIA.

The hostess at the front seemed nervous whenever she spoke to Virginia, shooing her away as soon as she could. And she kept reminding Virginia where things went, a sign that she was already forgetful.

The food wasn’t anything special, but it tasted like heaven to Eve after the night she’d had. She had to stop herself from licking her plate when she finished, and she said yes to Virginia’s offer for a coffee refill.

“I didn’t mean to be rude earlier,” Eve said as Virginia filled her mug. Eve gave her a practiced, rueful smile and a self-conscious shrug. “Hungover.”

But Virginia wasn’t buying it.

“The check for you?” she asked when she finished pouring. Her hard, dark eyes met Eve’s and there was no mistaking the message there: she wasn’t going to play Eve’s game.

“Not yet,” Eve said. Then, leaning forward a little: “Look, I’m not judging you or anything. I just wanted to ask you a few questions.”

“You’re a reporter,” Virginia said flatly, a glassy look in her eye.

“Yeah, and—”

“Enough people who don’t know what they’re talking about have already written about it at this point,” Virginia interrupted, surprising her. This girl was sharp. Sharp enough to cut through bullshit even when she could barely blink.

“I’m different,” Eve said.

Virginia snorted and began to turn away.

“Maybe you’ve heard of the Piper?” Eve asked.

Virginia paused, but the hesitation was only momentary before she turned away completely and dragged herself off to take someone else’s order. Eve smiled into her coffee. She could wait.

Waiting turned out to mean three more cups of coffee. By noon, Eve’s hands were shaking from the caffeine, her heart a flurry of activity caged by her chest. A dull throb had begun behind her eyes. But the morning rush had ended, and the place was quieter now. There were fewer things for Virginia to distract herself with. Finally, she came back, sliding a crinkled check across the counter.

“If I tell you what I know about him, will you leave?” she asked.

“If you want me to,” Eve said.

Virginia heaved a sigh and set her palms on the counter, leaning a little closer, or maybe using the countertop to support her drooping weight.

“I was in Milwaukee, but I ran out of money.”

“If you were already in Milwaukee, why would you come farther east? Isn’t the point to—”

“No shit, smarty-pants,” Virginia said. “But I ended up at a homeless shelter in Milwaukee and this girl there started talking about some man who helps women like me. Westward Women who have trouble getting where they need to go.”

“The Piper,” Eve supplied.

Virginia smirked, but the smile looked broken somehow, one corner drooping at the hinge, like her face forgot how to make the expression. “Stupid name if you ask me. But that’s what he calls himself. Doesn’t he know the Pied Piper drowns all those kids at the end?”

“I’m pretty sure that’s just the rats,” Eve said. Virginia raised a single eyebrow at her, the expression surprisingly coy given how unresponsive the rest of her face looked. “In the story,” Eve explained. “It’s just the rats he drowns. The kids he takes away forever. They disappear.”

“Huh,” Virginia said. “I could have sworn they drowned.”

A cold shiver washed over Eve’s arms, torso, legs, leaving her feeling strangely exposed. Virginia dragged her eyes along those goose bumps, making Eve shiver in a whole new way.

“Anyway, that’s what he calls himself. At first, I was like, ‘No way in hell.’ The guy sounds like a creep but then—” Virginia broke off, her eyes flashing hard and then going strangely vacant. Her pupils looked even bigger when she was just staring straight ahead like that. “Well, there are a lot of creeps out there, is all I’m saying. You pick your evils.”

Eve wasn’t totally sure what this woman was trying to tell her, but she knew something must have happened to her. The bruise on her face said as much. But that something would take more time to get her to share.

“Some new arrivals at the shelter told us he was in Detroit, so I came back to try to join him,” Virginia continued. She smirked again, half of her face lifting into something that wasn’t exactly pretty but was still clearly her preferred expression. “Hurt like hell going east, too. The body wants what it wants. And it didn’t want this.”

“Hurt how?” Eve asked, scribbling.

“Oh, I don’t know, kind of like my skin was being ripped apart,” Virginia said, slumping her whole hip on the counter now, letting her knees go. Then, sighing and getting more serious: “It was like the itch expanded until I could feel every pore in my body, like they were all trying to open up real wide. Get some air or something.”

Eve jotted it down in fragments. Ripped skin. Stretched pores. Strangled. Her hand muscles twitched as she tried to write faster, get it all down. Even when infected, this woman had a way with words. That line about pores opening up to get more air would look good in print.

“Did you find him?” Eve asked, eyes flickering quickly from the page to Virginia and back again.

“Yeah, I found him,” Virginia grumbled. “Asshole told me no.”

Eve’s writing stopped. She looked up and raised her eyebrows. “No, like … like you couldn’t come?”

“Well, would you look at that. Someone’s not a space cadet after all,” Virginia said, but this time with half a teasing smile.

Eve found herself smiling, too. And this one quick, shared smile curled a crescent of pleasure into her abdomen. This waitress was rude and abrasive and likely only half lucid, but she was tough, too. A fighter. She was, Eve thought, kind of like Eve herself.

“Why wouldn’t he let you join? Isn’t that kind of against the spirit of what he’s supposed to do?”

“That’s what I said,” Virginia said. “But he said there was no room on the bus. Like I couldn’t see through the windows. There was plenty of space.”

“Did he talk to you much beforehand? Ask you any questions?”

“Yeah, actually. He asked me what my name was, where I was from. He was real friendly at first. But kind of awkward, too. Like the guy in junior high who had a crush on you but who you didn’t like back? Makes you feel kind of bad for him but not bad enough to like him.”

Eve smiled wider at her notebook as she wrote it down.

“Okay so name, hometown. Anything else?” The match inside her flared again at the idea of this list, warming her body and focusing her vision. It was a system. The Piper had some kind of system. If only she could crack it …

“He asked me how much money I had. I said I had no money and couldn’t get work. After all that, he said he had no room. I mean, if he didn’t have room wouldn’t he have known that from the start? Why talk to me at all if that was the case?” Virginia scratched absently at her arm, reaching up under her uniform’s 1950s cuffed sleeve to really dig in. “I think he didn’t take me because I had no money. I heard he collects whatever a girl has on her when he picks her up. Maybe he needed newbies who could make a bigger contribution.”

Eve wrote this down, even though she doubted it was true. The girls she’d talked to said the Piper picked up people like them: teenagers, high school dropouts, girls who were on the road without a car because they were from families with no money. Maybe he did take all the money they had, but it didn’t seem like he refused anyone a ride just because they couldn’t pay enough. That did still beg the question: Why did he reject Virginia? What kind of criteria did he secretly have for who he let on the bus?

“Is he still in Detroit?”

“No, he left the day after I talked to him. I watched him go.”

“And what did he look like?”

The waitress sighed again, clearly tiring of this. Her words were getting slower, more stretched out, slurred. “I don’t know, kinda short? I mean for a guy. He was about my height. Pale. Brown hair. He’s got a receding hairline, but it’s not bad yet. His eyes were real wet looking, sorta soupy. But he looked pretty fit for a putz.”

“Thanks,” Eve said. “Thanks a lot, Virginia.”

Virginia looked confused and then followed Eve’s gaze to her chest. “Oh,” she said with a husk of a laugh. “No one calls me that. I go by Ginny. Now pay up and act happy. My boss already didn’t want to give me this job. Only did it because with so many girls leaving, there’s not much of a workforce that looks good in this getup left.”

“You know,” Eve said as she fished the bills out of her purse. “I hope you don’t mind me saying but … you seem like you operate pretty well for someone so sick.”

Ginny’s face tightened in a grimace, a crack in her mask that showed how she was really feeling. “It’s hard to focus for this long,” she said. “I can’t keep this going forever. But it’s not like this is the first time I’ve had to hide how I’m feeling from people, you know? I guess I’ve gotten good at putting on a show.”

Eve’s eyes snagged on Ginny at the words. She thought of the way she’d flicked on her smile for Jack last night, even as her rage for him, for men like him, had simmered beneath her skin. Ginny hadn’t been talking about Eve, of course, but her words fit right into her chest anyway, clicking into place like they belonged there.

Eve finally broke the stare to hand Ginny the money for her check.

“I guess this means you’re going to go off looking for him. The Piper,” Ginny said as she took it.

“Yeah, I want to interview him, maybe travel around with him for a while. Then I can write a piece about it.”

“Like an exposé?” Ginny asked, raising that single, teasing eyebrow.

Eve smiled back. “Something like that.”

“Well, since you’re headed westward anyway…” Ginny shrugged. “Take me with you.”

A firework popped in Eve’s chest. Excitement, but something like nervousness, too.

“When I walked in here, you wouldn’t even talk to me. Now you trust me enough to come along for the ride?” Eve asked. She was trying to sound blasé even though she actually liked the idea a little too much. Her skin gripped her body tighter when she thought of Ginny and her in a car together.

Ginny rolled her eyes. “Trust doesn’t have anything to do with it. The Piper wouldn’t give me a ride, so I could still use one. I’ll even be a source, if you want me to be. And then, when you find the Piper, I’ll split.”

Eve’s eyes traced Ginny’s face, drifted down her elegant neck, her collarbones …

“I’m not going to beg,” Ginny said then, her voice a little lower. With her voice that raspy, that deep, it nudged something inside Eve awake. It made her think maybe she wouldn’t mind Ginny begging her that much at all.

“Okay,” Eve said as evenly as she could manage. “You can come.”







CHAPTER NINE



TEENIE

Here’s the list of what I remember that I know about the Piper:

He smokes at least three joints a day.

He gets fidgety when he’s nervous or embarrassed.

He fought in the war. Not Vietnam. Korea.

He likes eating kimchi that he makes himself. He keeps the stuff in plastic baggies so he can eat it for lunch while he’s still driving. It leaves the humid bus air tinged with the sharp, tangy scent of fermentation for days.

He douses all his other food in hot sauce, the hotter the better. Whenever he eats it, he sweats, and his pockmarked neck turns red. He says it sweats out the toxins from the pot he smokes.

He’s obsessed with his body. Whenever we stop for a bathroom break, he does fifty push-ups before getting back on the bus. They leave his arms wiry with corded muscle but nothing he does seems to help the small, deflated balloon of his stomach—a sign of his aging.

He was kicked out of the army for drug use. Which he says is ironic since he never did drugs before the war.

He watches us, sometimes, through the rearview mirror. His eyes flicker to each of us in turn, as if checking the different parts of an engine.

He greets us every morning by name, and he says good night to each of us every evening.

If we have to sleep in the bus, he sleeps behind a curtain he installed between the driver’s bucket seat and the rest of the bus. An attempt at giving us privacy that I find bizarrely endearing.

I run these things through my head like a checklist, surveying what I remember. But there are things I don’t know, too, and it scares me that I’m not sure if I ever knew them, or if I just can’t remember them now.

Here’s what I don’t know or remember about the Piper:

His real name.

Where he’s from.

Where he got the bus.

Why he’s doing this.

How he uses up our money.

But he must use our money on something other than just food and gas because we’ve started stopping more often. He asks us to steal food and bring it back. It could be my imagination, because every day feels so much like the last that I’m starting to not tell the difference, but it seems like it’s taking us a long time to get where we’re going. I pass the time by running lists in my head, to test how bad it’s getting, how much time I have left before I start forgetting big things. I run through the list of things I know about the Piper. I run through the list of his questions he asks girls before they get on the bus. I run through the names of everyone in my extended family. I run through my memories of Kate.

How long until I start forgetting? I wonder. Mostly, how long until I forget Kate?

“We’re going to make a little pit stop,” the Piper calls out suddenly, breaking my spiral. “Just so we can make some money to keep us going.”

There’s a low, collective groan from us all. I wonder, again, where the money goes. And now, I can’t stop seeing that cattish smile he sometimes can’t suppress, the one that twists his mouth up high on his cheeks like the Grinch on the cover of that Dr. Seuss book my mom used to read Kate and me every Christmas Eve. I still remember that, at least. My mom wasn’t always the most motherly, always tugging our hair a little too hard when she brushed it, leaving us to watch ourselves most weekdays in the summer while she got her hair blown out or her nails done or went to the movies with a friend. I take a deep breath and let it out in a huff, calm myself by remembering how much I won’t mind not remembering all of that.

I glance around at the others but now that the initial groan is over, their faces are passive. They probably don’t question why the Piper keeps stopping us, like I’m doing. The groan from them was just at the idea of working, of having to stay in one place again. If the atmosphere on the bus is one of zoned-out acceptance, the atmosphere when we stop is like one of those hornet’s nests after my dad used to spray them. Frantic rage with nowhere to go.

“Now, now,” the Piper says from the front of the bus. His eyes flicker from the road to the rearview mirror and back again. “It won’t be for too long. I know a guy outside of Sioux Falls. Has a farm and said we could work it for a while for cash. I’ve been there before and it’s real nice. Relaxing. Huge sky, quiet nights, except for the hoot owls. I felt really close to the earth there.”

This is him waxing poetic. He gets on these riffs sometimes when he’s bored or lonely. We’re the perfect audience because no one ever wants to talk back. It would be annoying except he doesn’t do it often and he’s so intensely genuine when he does. Even when he’s saying stupid shit about the spiritual power of daily asanas that help him feel the Universal, I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone mean it more.

“Back then,” he continues, “I helped him build a pig yard. The lovable little porkers just squealed with delight after we finally got the sons of bitches in there. People think that squealing means they’re scared or angry, but that’s not always true. Sometimes, animals like to be confined.”

He pauses, as if to let the importance of his own statement wash over us. I resist the urge to roll my eyes. We all have to have fantasies to keep going, I figure. Our fantasy, whether we acknowledge it or not, is that there will be something at the other end of this trip, something that makes us want to stop or cures us or whatever. His fantasy is that we care what he has to say.

“You know what it felt like?” he says at last. “Being out there, doing that work? It felt like what life was supposed to be. Out there, we felt close to everything. It helped get our minds off all the money and the bullshit and just start living. Yeah, she and I? We could have just stayed on this farm forever.”

She? I wonder. Then I remember another detail. Something else I know about the Piper. The girl. The one he tells all of us we remind him of. Maybe he’s talking about her. Has he told me who she is before? I can’t remember, but I don’t think so.

“But we were young back then.” He keeps going, all conversational like he’s just talking about the weather. “We traveled around a lot. She called that time our ‘nomadic years.’ We slept on couches, got odd jobs, traveled around in a van. Sort of like this. Like us. Someday, she told me, we’d settle down. But we never did.”

His voice is warm as he talks to us all, but there aren’t any crinkles around his eyes in the rearview mirror. His eyes are hard as rocks and there’s something about that—the soft and the stony up next to each other—that sends a cold shiver through my otherwise too-hot skin.

Trish, in the seat in front of me, turns and sets her chin on top of the back cushion, as if her head is too heavy to lift. And as soon as she talks, my mind lets go of the girl. It’s too hard to hold on to whatever the Piper is saying and what Trish is saying at the same time.

“Does he always talk this much?” she asks me, the corner of her mouth lifting. Her wide smile from the first day has melted into a crooked half grin. She talks less, too, which I thought would be a relief but now that she’s said something again, I realize how much I’ve missed it.

“Not normally,” I say. I’m not sure how long she’s been with us now—maybe three days?—but she still turns to me like I’m some kind of guidebook. Like I know anything about what we’re doing. “Sometimes he just gets on a roll.”

“It’s sweet,” she says. “But I’m not sure anyone’s listening.”

“You’re listening,” I say.

“Barely,” she admits. She blinks and I swear her pupils are bigger than they were a second ago. “Funny,” she continues after a pause. “I feel so different than I did at the start. More out to lunch–like. But you seem exactly the same.”

She’s kind of right. I can tell I’ve gotten worse, but not as much as she has. I wonder if it’s because of the lists I run, because of how hard I’ve been trying to hold on to remembering. But to her, I just shrug. “It hits everyone different, I guess. The infection, I mean.”

“The alchemy of the human body,” she says. She looks down, pokes at her own belly. “Whatchu cookin’ up in there, fun-gus?”

She says it slow, sloth-like, and suddenly I’m smiling. It happens so organically that I don’t even think about it. I try to remember the last time I smiled without trying and I can’t.

“You still got my stuff?” Trish asks.

“You love your dog, Winnie,” I say. “Named after Winnie-the-Pooh. She’s small with curly white hair like a stuffed animal and you taught her to sit and to play dead but she only answers to your voice.”

Trish’s eyes turn toward the world whipping by outside the window. It’s been flatlands for two days now. She stares at it, but I’m guessing she doesn’t really see it at all. Instead, she’s trying to see that damn dog.

“I bet she misses me,” Trish says. Then, looking at me again: “She?” she asks, confirming.

“I don’t know,” I say. “You never told me. I just assumed.”

Trish nods and closes her eyes, savoring it. “Don’t worry,” she says without opening her eyes again. “I still got yours, too. Your sister. She got taken. Like, poof.”

She’s silent after that, and I could let the conversation end. But for some reason, I don’t want it to.

“The first time I had sex,” I say, “I thought about her.”

“Who?” she asks, surprising me by actually trying to pay attention.

“Kate,” I say. “My sister. It happened in some car off the dirt road that led to the dump.”

He was an older guy, someone I met through the guy who sold joints at the flagpole. He wasn’t anyone Kate would have ever fucked, probably. He was some punk rock asshole who ripped the sleeves off his own jackets and grew his hair long and wore makeup like he was a member of MC5 or the Stooges or something. But I’d thought maybe him being so different like that would make me stop thinking of her. Plus, most guys at my school stayed away from me. Said I was freaky with my at-home extra ear piercings and my black-rimmed eyes.

As I tell Trish about hooking up with the punk, I can still feel it, smell it, taste it: the humid air, the wet dirt and funk of garbage, sitting on the back of my tongue. The onion from a burger on his breath. Hot, wet breaths puffing out onto my shoulder. My arm, crunched between his body and the closed car door.

“Romantic,” Trish says, and sticks out her tongue.

“Yeah, well. Didn’t matter where it was because all I could think about was Kate. What happened to her. Where it happened. How it happened.”

The pressure between my legs when he was ready to push in felt like a knife against a lemon’s skin, resistance and then just a numb slippage. And suddenly it wasn’t my body. It was Kate’s body, beneath some other ceiling, some other man, some other knife.

In the end, it just felt like a pinch and then a dull throb. I’d thought it would be worse. For some reason, I’d wished it had been. I’d wished it hurt. Then it might have meant something more than a bruise.

“I’m sorry,” Trish says. Her eyelids are heavy. She’s about to nap.

“It happens,” I say.

Suddenly, the bus turns beneath us. We all sway with the sudden change in course. Trish, who’s still sitting up on her knees, falls clean over, tumbling limbs over body into the gutter between the bus seats. I surprise myself by getting up and going to her side. I help her clamber back onto the seat, her bulbous earth shoes clomping on the floor, her body so spindly and limp it feels like a collection of bones instead of a person.

“Almost there!” the Piper calls out.

Once I have Trish back in her seat, I lean over her to look out the window. The sun is setting, leaving the world a burnt orange. The weirdest thing about it is how flat it is: like the world stretches out forever, seamed together at the horizon with the sky. It’s like we could keep going forever and never reach the end.

We’re bumping down some dirt path now, far off the highway. Without much in sight, a semicircle of three low houses and a barn stick out a few miles ahead.

The closer we get, the less like a farm it looks. A smattering of brown-dried gardens the size of mattresses. A dilapidated wooden fence around what might once have been a field. Splintered rocking chairs with cobwebs collecting at their bases on the front porches. There’s only one other car parked in the packed-dirt driveway: a rusted, brick-red pickup truck without any license plates. In its flatbed are a few old tarps. Some hoes. Two bright orange hunting caps. A rifle.

An itch squirms its way up my arm.

“Home, home on the range,” the Piper sings.

But none of us sing back.

Finally, the bus stops too abruptly in the dirt. The Piper cuts the engine and all I hear, for a second, is its rattle, its exhausted breathing alongside our own. But then I hear a girl somewhere behind me, whining. I turn in time to watch another girl, who’s heard it, too, shove the whiner away from her in annoyance, nearly sending her into the bus gutter.

“Hey now!” the Piper says, standing from the driver’s seat and striding down the aisle toward us. His face is the picture of concern: brows drawn together, lips quivering. He must have seen the brutal shove in the rearview mirror. “I know we’re all hurting, but that’s no reason to shove. We have to take care of each other, right? That’s what I’m doing for all of you, you dig?”

The shover looks up at him with eyes filled half with loathing and half with guilt. A kicked dog. I watch the bald spot on the back of the Piper’s head as he offers the girl half in the gutter a hand up, the way I did to Trish just seconds ago. She takes it and rights herself. He squeezes her shoulder, a wordless comfort.

As I watch the gesture, there’s a tingle in the back of my mind, in my gut. Something about him, I think as he smiles that cattish smile again. It isn’t quite right. It’s like missing a step you knew used to be there: a free fall of fear with no discernible cause. I shake it off, because that’s the relief of being infected. You don’t have to think anymore. Instead, there’s only now. The bus. The farm. The hand the Piper holds out to each of us, a wordless offer that must be him helping us up.







CHAPTER TEN



AIMEE

When Aimee woke, it was bright. Morning light filtered in through the gritty ferry windows, tingeing the still-asleep bodies of the Westward Women sprawled out behind her a gray white. She unclenched herself from around the toilet and sat up, head spinning.

She’d seen something. Heard something. Felt something. It had been so real. There was a girl in a diner. Two girls. One of them was traveling with a man. A man she called the Piper. And the other, the main girl … she was in trouble. Or maybe she was already dead.

“It was a dream,” Aimee murmured to herself.

But hadn’t she heard that same voice the night before as she was nodding off? And Liz … Hadn’t Liz said something in her sleep?

Aimee wobbled to her feet and stepped out of the bathroom. She picked her way back across the bodies to the booth she’d been sitting in, only to find it empty. Wiley and Liz were gone. At first, her stomach bottomed out in disappointment. But she tried to shake it off. What had she expected them to know? What she’d seen, what she’d heard, had just been a dream she’d had, her unconscious echoing whatever she’d heard Liz say before she fell asleep.

The interior of the ferry had turned humid in the morning sun, all the windows and plastic tables choked with condensation. Aimee made her way outside, where the air was still thick but checked by a strong breeze. The chilled mist off the lake was cut through by the bright morning sun, illuminating shafts of light in the air. It was like being inside a diamond, cloudy but beautiful.

Aimee had only been breathing in the new morning’s misty air for a few minutes when she saw them. Wiley and Liz, leaned up against the railing, facing the water as they approached the dark mass of land that must be Milwaukee. Wiley had her arm around Liz, as if she were helping her stand. But Wiley was also giving a lot of her weight to the railing, as if she weren’t stable on her feet, either.

“Hey,” Wiley said when Aimee joined them at the railing. “We were wondering where you went.”

Aimee surveyed Liz’s blank face and doubted Liz was wondering much of anything. Even though Liz didn’t acknowledge her, Aimee couldn’t meet Wiley’s eyes. Not after the current she’d felt between them last night, at the end of their conversation. Now, she wondered if something really had traveled between them then, if that conversation alone had made Aimee as infected as they were.

“I got motion sick in the toilet,” Aimee said to Wiley, but kept looking at Liz. The syrup smell of her lotion from the night before was wiped away by the clean scent of lake water and morning tide fish. But Aimee still remembered it, the way it had seemed to jolt that voice into her head, that voice that then repeated itself in her dream.

Aimee’d never heard anyone mention voices or dreams as symptoms of the infection. She carefully took stock of her own body in comparison to the women in front of her. No itch, no aches outside of her neck, which had been propped at a strange angle against the toilet. No memory loss, no sluggish feeling …

“Do my eyes look … normal to you?” Aimee asked Wiley, widening her eyes at her.

Wiley let out her husky laugh. “Um, yeah? You asking me if they’re dilated? Because the answer’s no.”

Aimee looked toward Liz again, as if something on her slackened face might give Aimee a clue as to what she’d experienced last night. The fact that Aimee herself had no other symptoms should have calmed her. But instead, her heart raced with something like fear or excitement.

“Sorry,” Aimee said. “I just had this dream that scared me.” She spoke directly to Liz now. “I think you said something. In your sleep last night. Something about going past the point of no return. Do you remember that?”

Wiley’s brow twisted as she snorted. “Liz doesn’t remember hardly anything anymore, so if you’re asking her to—”

“Past the point of no return,” Liz intoned, in the same robotic drawl she’d used last night, in her sleep. “How far are you willing to go?”

The film of sweat that had settled on Aimee’s brow overnight turned cold.

“Yes!” Aimee exclaimed, remembering those exact words but said in a different voice, carrying more of a taunt or a flirt. “Yes, that’s right. Did you dream that?”

Because I did, she added in her head, but not out loud. Not out loud, because Wiley was looking at her like she was crazy. A small explosion spiked in Aimee’s chest as she watched Wiley warily watch her. She never got to be the unpredictable one, never got to be the one people did a double take at because they realized they needed more time to figure her out. Even though she knew having a Westward Woman look at you like you were the sick one shouldn’t be a cause for pride, she stood just a little taller all the same.

“Not a dream,” Liz said with a low, rolling shaking of her head. She looked up at Aimee through her heavily mascaraed eyelashes, her chin still tilted down. “A memory.”

Wiley’s arm tightened around Liz’s waist. “You remembering something, honey?”

But Liz didn’t look at her. She kept looking at Aimee, locked in like Aimee was the answer to a riddle. “Not long after it started to spread, I waitressed. Shitty, sticky, dive-y diner. Two girls, talking about going out West, talking about this guy, talking about the Piper.”

“The Piper,” Aimee echoed. “He’s real?”

“That’s where we’re going,” Wiley jumped in. “To find him. Liz told me about him, back at the start. Just got to get to him before I forget I even know about him.”

“Who is he?” Aimee asked, although the chill of her sweat had traveled to her bones. She remembered the tinge of her dream, the bite of blood that filled its ending. Something had happened to these girls. Or at least, something had happened to the young one, the one who was deciding to go.

“Liz told me he drives a bus, east to west, and picks up sick girls to help them get to the Pacific,” Wiley said. “If you don’t have the money to get out there fast, he’s your best hope. Otherwise, you forget how to talk well, you stop moving very fast, you can’t drive yourself, that kind of thing.”

Aimee could hear the blood pounding to her brain. A bus? Hadn’t Tina said something about Ginny mentioning a man with a bus?

“But what happens after he takes you there? When you make it out West, I mean,” Aimee asked. She couldn’t stop thinking about the girl’s voice, the one who’d felt a gravitational pull so strong it was bound to keep dragging her down.

“What happens to any of us when we reach the Pacific?” Wiley asked with a dull kind of resolve. “We either find what we’re looking for or we don’t.”

In a flash, Aimee saw the news broadcasts that had been scrolling every morning and night for the last three months, images of women’s bodies washing up on rocky West Coast shores. Those images had been from the early days of the infection, before the flight ban, before hospitals started diagnosing and sedating. Those scrolls had been warnings. But the girls kept coming and going, being drawn out and washing back in.

“Do you know what happened to those girls?” Aimee asked Liz. “The ones in the diner?”

But Liz’s face was glazed now, a plastic imitation of an expression. Her eyes looked past Aimee to the shore they had now reached. “Past the point of no return,” she just repeated instead of answering. “How far are you willing to go?”



The waiting room for the doctor’s office in Milwaukee was brown. Brown speckled tiles on the floor. Brown water stains on the ceiling. Brown upholstery on the chairs. Just brown.

Aimee tried not to jiggle her foot as she entered the second hour of waiting. The bored-looking receptionist had told her that the doctor didn’t do walk-ins, but Aimee had looked so desperate that she’d eventually rolled her eyes and told her to wait until there was a no-show appointment, when the doctor would have time.

Aimee was just beginning to wonder if she should have gone to the hospital instead—did this qualify as an emergency?—when the nurse called out her name and led her into the back hallway.

Back in Gibsonia, Aimee still saw her pediatrician. She knew at twenty-two she was too old for that. But anytime she went to her hometown, she still felt like a child. That, and doctors’ offices always made her feel like she’d done something wrong. At least at her pediatrician they still gave her a lollipop afterward.

The nurse took her height, her weight, her temperature. Then she left her alone to wait for only five more minutes before the doctor came in. He was looking at whatever chart the nurse had given him, his brow wrinkled.

“You’re a … walk-in?” he asked. He glanced up at her at last as he closed the door behind him.

Aimee knew that look. The hard eyes, the suspicious curve of his mouth, the crinkle between his brows that told her, underneath all that disdain, he was actually a little afraid. She knew it, because it was the same look she gave Westward Women. There was something horrific about them, just knowing that something disgusting festered beneath their skin. Or at least, she’d thought there had been, before Aimee began to fear she was one herself.

She hadn’t heard the voice again since last night. But since the dream and since speaking to Liz and realizing it was more than just a dream, the air around her felt somehow thicker. Pulsing, like a living thing, the way it had between Wiley and her, for a flash of a second.

“I think I’m sick,” Aimee said. Her voice cracked, revealing just how close to tears she was. “I—I mean infected. I don’t know. But something’s not right. I think I just caught it on an overnight ferry.”

The doctor’s face loosened, even as his lips stayed drawn tight. He was middle-aged but good looking, his tanned skin wrinkling in only the right places. His hair, she imagined, looked better gray than whatever color it was before.

“You think you’re sick?” he said. Now, without the fear and distrust in his eyes, he looked bored with her.

“Yes,” she said.

He grabbed a small flashlight from a drawer in the corner and abruptly held open her eyes, shining the light inside. She tried to blink from the shock of it, but his fingers gripped her skin open until her lids watered.

“No pupil dilation. No slowness of speech. You got the itch?”

“No,” Aimee admitted. “But there’s been other stuff.”

He clicked off the light. Her vision was left bleached. He appeared phantomlike in front of her, a fuzzy outline of a person. Without her vision, her other senses sharpened: the too-cold feel of the room; the stick of the plastic cushion beneath her thighs; the sharp, chemically sterile smell that left the taste of latex on the back of her tongue.

“Other stuff like?” he asked.

“I heard something,” she admitted. Her own voice sounded small, embarrassed. “A voice that wasn’t there. And I had a dream. A dream that didn’t feel like a dream. It felt like … a memory. But not my memory. Someone else’s memory.”

“Have you been on anything? Drugs?”

The small circles of LSD she’d begrudgingly accepted burned against the front pocket of her purse, into her thigh where they were pressed.

“No,” she said. “I mean, I haven’t been sleeping very well. That’s a symptom, isn’t it?”

He dropped the flashlight back into the drawer and began checking something off on his chart. “Restlessness is a symptom. But hearing voices isn’t. I haven’t heard of any women hearing voices because of the infection.”

The way he said it, like the word “voices” was a piece of trash he needed to throw out, made her sound crazy.

“It was just one voice. And I was half asleep. The dream, or vision, or flash or whatever it is I saw. It was from that,” Aimee tried to explain. But with each word she spoke, she could see his eyebrows raising, his stance becoming more impatient.

“Lots of people have dreams,” he said in a half laugh. Like that was supposed to comfort her. He must have caught the frustrated tightening of her lips because he sighed before adding, “Some women, in the early stages, have reported having very persistent, vivid dreams, dreams so vivid that they start sleepwalking or talking in their sleep. But it hasn’t been confirmed as a symptom by the CDC. It could just be a side effect of the new stress the body is under.”

“This dream was very vivid,” Aimee said. “Only, in it, I wasn’t me. I was someone else. Another girl who wanted to go west. I knew things about her that it doesn’t make any sense for me to know. Is that the kind of dreams those girls have? In the early stages?”

He massaged the pinch between his brows. “I’m not a psychoanalyst. I’m not going to interpret your dreams. I’m a general practitioner. And what I’m telling you is this: you’re not sick. Those girls who said they had vivid dreams early on? They had other symptoms, too. Dreams are psychological. They can’t be used to diagnose a fungal infection. Understand?”

His bluntness stunned her into momentary silence. How could he ask her if she understood when no one did?

“How can you know?” she asked, surprising herself. She never questioned doctors; her mom had long assured her that they knew best. But how could they know her body better than she did? How could he know what she’d felt?

He sighed, meeting her eyes almost sternly. “I should say it is not likely that you’re infected. Technically, we have no way yet of testing early cases. Scans in advanced cases can show growths, but by that time patients have long had other symptoms. So, the best ways to tell an early case are the things you’ve probably heard about. Itching, restlessness, slow speech, forgetfulness, dilated pupils—”

“I’ve been restless!” Aimee said. Like she was some kid begging her father for something. She snapped her mouth shut again at his hard look.

“One sleepless night does not make you infected. You’re just anxious.”

Suddenly, Aimee felt a loosening at her core. Her period, come early. Her body’s patterns had always been incredibly, almost obnoxiously, predictable. But now, even though she wasn’t due for it for another week, here it was. As if to tell her she didn’t know her body as well as she thought she did. As if to prove to this man that her chaos couldn’t be contained. She thrilled at the thought until she remembered she should be afraid.

“My mom’s a nurse,” Aimee said as she tightened her thighs, holding in what she knew was soon to come out. “She says sometimes it’s hard to catch early. But that if you catch it in time, you can hospitalize the girl, keep her under observation, quarantine her from others who might catch it. Then, when the symptoms do show up, you can make sure she doesn’t go anywhere or do anything to herself. Or to others. She said once it reaches our brains, it can make us lash out and—”

“Do you know how overcrowded our hospitals would be if I put every girl who comes in here thinking she’s sick under observation?” he interrupted. “Patients of mine come in all the time telling me they think they’re infected. And I tell them all the same thing. They’re not. They aren’t the type.”

The statement landed like a slap.

“But any woman can get infected,” she said, softer than she meant to.

“I know what the CDC is saying,” he said. “I don’t mean your demographic. I mean your type. The type that comes in here worried they’re already sick.” He met Aimee’s eyes sternly. “If you tell me you think you might be infected, that means you aren’t. The girls who are infected … they aren’t worried about it. Honestly, they don’t seem worried about anything except going west.”

That hardly seemed like an airtight medical diagnosis to Aimee. How could he know what those girls felt or thought or worried about? The girl in Aimee’s dream had felt and thought a lot of things. She might have been sick, but she was also still her, whoever she was.

But Aimee just kept her mouth sealed, trying to ignore the way her body seared with shame.

“Women are under a lot of stress these days with this thing going around,” he said, his tone gentling. “It’s easy to convince yourself that anything is a symptom. You should be grateful it isn’t.”

Aimee knew she should be. She couldn’t figure out quite why, instead of untangling with relief, her stomach knotted tighter, this time with anger.

“It always starts with the itch,” he said. And he headed for the door. “Always. No itch? No infection. You just had a bad night’s sleep and a scary dream. You need to get some more rest. It’s just the stress.”

Aimee didn’t know much of anything about medicine. But she knew that no two people were the same. She doubted their bodies were, either.

He was gone before she could thank him. Maybe, she decided, that was for the best. She wasn’t really sure what she’d be thanking him for. Assuring her that she wasn’t the type to get sick? She wanted to scoff. He didn’t know everything about this infection; no one did. And he certainly didn’t know anything about her. And yet, as soon as she thought it, she feared maybe he did. Maybe he was able to pin her down the second he looked at her the same way her father used to be able to pin down a butterfly that had once been in flight. She did get overanxious sometimes. She did worry. And she wasn’t the sort of girl to have anything particularly sensational happen to her. That was Ginny.

But maybe, she let herself think, just maybe, out here, things were different. Maybe she could be different. Which meant, of course, that he could be wrong. And what if he were?

A week and a day. It had been a week and a day since Ginny left. She had six days left. And if she was actually infected, she might have a hard time traveling quickly before too long. She might even start forgetting how much time she had left. Aimee tried to swallow her fear at the thought, but instead her throat just convulsed in a suffocating kind of spasm, like her muscles were breaking down one at a time.

Out front, the nurse was pondering a crossword puzzle. She looked up as Aimee reentered the waiting room.

“That’ll be fifteen dollars,” she said.

Aimee tried not to look worried as she counted out the money from her dwindling supply of cash. If she didn’t find Ginny soon, she’d be out of money. She’d have to find work, which would slow her down too much. Or she’d have to go home.

The idea of home filled her arms with lead. She couldn’t go home without Ginny, she told herself. But also: What was she supposed to do with herself if she went back there now?

“Do you have a sanitary pad?” Aimee asked the woman, trying not to blush. One problem at a time, she figured.

The woman pulled open a drawer at her hip, rummaged around inside.

“Here,” she said. She pulled out a stick wrapped in plastic. A tampon, no pad.

Aimee took it anyway, and the nurse pointed her to the bathroom.

In the bathroom, she collapsed on the toilet and pulled down her skirt. Dark red had smeared the insides of her thighs, dampened the crotch of her cotton panties. She fumbled with the tampon wrapping and then studied it. She’d never used a tampon before. She’d been scared of the rumors she’d heard of women getting fevers and rashes from them, scared of the bacteria that could build in the body when you stopped it up for too long.

Stop being a baby, she imagined Ginny’s unmistakably raspy voice saying. You’ve had bigger things up there … haven’t you?

Aimee positioned the applicator blindly beneath herself, poking and prodding at her swollen genitals, feeling for the right spot. She bent her head down and tried to look into the recesses of herself. Blood rushed to her head, dizzying her. She couldn’t see it, but she felt something softer, something yawning open.

Slowly, firmly, she pressed up. Her body stubbornly allowed it, parting only enough to let the intruder in. It wasn’t like sex. It was like her body was this wet, swampy thing. Something that resisted this attempt at cleanup, this management. The part of her that was invisible, the core of her being, could have been some blood-fattened alien and she’d never know it.

Finally, she got it all the way in. She felt the tampon inside her, stuck up there like a middle finger. But more than that, she felt her body pulsing around it, a reminder that after all this time, maybe she didn’t know her own body at all. Maybe no one did.

Just as the tampon was seated fully inside her, she smelled that swampy heat of herself, that tinny release of blood. She pulled her head up, vision swimming, stomach churning. Aimee thought she might throw up.

A loosening of blood, a voice rose like a wave in her mind. It was a new voice. Not Ginny’s. But not the girls from last night, either. The feeling of a fist unclenching.

Aimee’s mind whirled as nausea gripped her, just like last night. A rush of blood and heat and bile. When she closed her eyes, an image flashed against her retinas. Peaches, splitting open at the seams, orange-and-red flesh torn and dripping. But then, something else, too, webbed and stretching, like mold eating away at the pulp. Or maybe trying to hold it together.

When she opened her eyes, it was gone. And so was the voice.



Aimee drove westward. There were no more voices. Had she imagined them? And even if she had, even if she wasn’t sick, where did that leave her? She had no more plan, no more energy, hardly any more money. All she had was this strange, lingering wooziness.

Somewhere far off, thunder rumbled.

Aimee’s hand trembled as she flicked on the radio. Something normal. She needed something to ground her. She was heading west but she didn’t know where to and she needed something to distract her from that not knowing, from this uncontrollable feverishness that wasn’t letting go.

A man, talking.

“—off Lakeview Road last night. Local police found one body beside the motel’s dumpster and another two miles away in the underbrush off I-94. Coroner’s reports confirmed this morning that both women were infected. Police Chief Brighton, at a press conference earlier today, noted that there is no reason to assume the two deaths are related although they are not ruling out the possibility. While they aren’t sharing any leads on the I-94 death at this stage, they did report having an eyewitness account of the Lakeview Inn incident.”

A soft pattering of rain began to fall on Aimee’s windshield. She turned on the wipers as the radio broadcaster cut to an interview with the police chief.

“Our witness claims to have watched as two infected girls arrived at the motel’s check-in counter. After arguing with each other over the price, they left without a room and continued their argument outside. Later, after going out of eyesight, one girl returned to her vehicle and left without the other. The witness has identified the body as the second girl who did not rejoin the first.” The news anchor took back over, his voice grave. “The coroner’s report cites six stab wounds to the abdomen as the cause of death in this case. Police will have a sketch drawn up based on the witness’s account and are reminding people to avoid interacting with infected women whenever possible. This reminder comes immediately after the CDC’s newest announcement that infected individuals, if provoked, can be prone to unpredictable, violent episodes. Authorities—”

Aimee switched off the radio just as the rain picked up. She didn’t need to be reminded of what she already knew was a possibility, of what her mother told her could happen once the infection reached the brain. A short-circuiting or a shortness of temper.

The smattering had become a downpour. Her eyes ached from her semi-sleepless night as she strained to see the red brake lights in front of her. Instead, all she could see was a cascade of water that fell across her windshield in sheets. Her windshield wipers whisked back and forth, mimicking her heartbeat. Thump, thump, thump.

How was she supposed to find Ginny in this weather? In this world? How was she expected to clean up such a mess this time? And why was it her who always felt like she had to?

Anger flared inside her so suddenly her arm jerked slightly, the car swerving. Folding the anger away this time took effort, muscle. She trained the car back on the road long enough to find an exit. She had to stop, she had to breathe, she had to sleep. She was too tired to do this.

She parked next to a pump at a gas station, under a rusted overhang with a flickering yellow-green light. As she listened to the gas chug into her car, she tried taking a deep, calming breath. But instead, all she inhaled was the dry, stinging scent of gas, a burning smell of raw, evaporated heat. The intensity of it made her clutch the door of her car in a sudden swoon.

She cut off the flow of gas early, clambering into her car to escape the nausea that was coming for her. Just like before, she thought. An intense smell, a wave of dizziness. She eased the car away from the pump and parked it to the side of the station. With the engine off, the pounding rain felt more immediate, more all-consuming. The stillness unsettled her. She was warm, charged, like an overheated engine. And the rain was a dull roar on her car hood. She closed her throbbing eyes to try to sleep. But her pulse was racing, and the rain was too loud. The stiffness in her neck reached into her head, the start of a tension headache. Her mouth still tasted distantly of vomit, tart and sour. She was exhausted and restless, her muscles twitchy, her eyes sore.

Just a little sleep and she could keep going. Just a little sleep and she could still find Ginny. She could still make it to her in time. Aimee repeated this to herself so many times that as she closed her eyes and passed fitfully into sleep, she almost believed it.







CHAPTER ELEVEN



EVE

They drove with the windows down so Ginny could smoke. Eve tried not to stare at Ginny’s legs—those long flexes of muscle in her calves, the bloom of her upper thighs—as she propped them up on the dashboard. The scent of her stained the air, thicker now that they were pressed near each other in the car. The slight sweetness of rose oil, curbed by a musky layer of patchouli and rich, powdery tobacco.

“He told me he’s headed to Seattle,” Ginny said as they drove. “But he’ll probably stop at more cities along the way. Pick up more girls.”

“Did he say how long it’d take him to get there?” Eve asked as she fixed her eyes more determinedly on the road ahead.

She couldn’t know where exactly he’d stop, but at least she knew where he was going. She couldn’t afford to miss him. From what Ginny and other girls had told her, once he finished a trip he went back East and did it all again. If she missed him in Seattle, she had no way of knowing where he’d start back over. And she didn’t have the funds to chase him forever. Besides, the idea of going back empty-handed made her skin want to rip. She reached up to her bare shoulder, brushed it with her fingernails in a half scratch.

“We weren’t exactly shooting the shit,” Ginny said. Now that they were in the car together, just the two of them, she’d let her body collapse into a near puddle of joints and limbs. Eve liked the idea that Ginny could relax around her, but the thought of how sick Ginny really might be made her hold on to the steering wheel tighter, as if to steady herself.

“Well, I don’t want to miss him,” Eve said. “We can stop at a city or two to spend the night, see if we catch him along the way. But otherwise, we keep going. If we get to Seattle before he does, we have a better chance of finding him while he’s there.”

“It’s been a week since I saw him. He could already be there,” Ginny said, head lolling.

Eve pressed her foot harder into the accelerator, felt the buzz of the slightly-too-old engine beneath her as they sped up. She could still get there before him. She would. He had to stop more often for passengers. She didn’t. She could still catch him.

“When I catch him,” Eve said, forcing herself past Ginny’s skepticism, “I’m going to find out how he operates. There’s a system to it. Why, for example, didn’t he take you on the bus?”

“He didn’t take me because I didn’t have money,” Ginny said for the second time.

“I don’t believe that. You think every girl he takes on that bus is rich? How many of you are?” Eve said.

“I think,” Ginny said as she let out a long, slow stream of smoke, “that you’re trying to make him more interesting than he is. He’s just some guy looking to take advantage.”

“Yeah, but how? What, exactly, is in it for him when he picks up you Westward Women?” Eve said.

She caught sight of Ginny’s lips, full and pouty, tweaking up in the corner into one of those smirks that lit up her eyes. The smile made Eve feel like she’d won something.

“Us Westward Women?” Ginny repeated, and shook her head. “So it’s us versus you, is it?”

“I’m not sick,” Eve said.

“Right,” Ginny said. But her smirk held until she took another drag on her cigarette. “What I meant was he’s taking advantage of this.” She swirled her hand around in the air, tangled her fingers with her own smoke. “The mess the world is becoming because of this infection. Certain people thrive in chaos like that. They can disappear behind it. Like the Zodiac Killer. All the chaos of ’68, the war, the draft? They still don’t know who he is, you know.”

Eve repeated the words to herself so she wouldn’t forget to write them down.

“So, what’s your deal, anyway?” Ginny asked as she finished her cigarette and crushed it on the side of Eve’s car’s exterior without asking. “Why’re you so obsessed with finding the Piper? He’s probably just some loser who gets off on feeling like he’s rescuing us.”

Eve gripped the steering wheel so hard her knuckles turned white. “He’s more than that. He represents what’s fucked up about how people are responding to this thing. Pretending he’s worried about women, when there’s got to be something in it for him. Besides, people eat up stories about cults and enigmatic men and girls in peril these days. It’s a good sell.”

Ginny snorted. “How business savvy of you. Hoping that following the Piper unearths some traumatized women along the way.”

Eve rolled her eyes. “I’m not assuming anything. I’m just following a hunch.” After all, she thought ruefully, assuming the story she wanted was real was what had gotten her in trouble in the first place.

“To the ends of the earth, it seems,” Ginny said. She flicked the now-dead cigarette butt out the window and into the slapping wind. Then, she turned to give Eve a more searching look. “You know what I think? I think you’re a little desperate.”

Eve’s skin tightened the same way it did when she took her clothes off in a cold room, the feeling of being exposed.

“Fine,” Eve said. She’d probably already given away how right Ginny was just by the look on her face, the goose bumps on her arm. “Yes, okay? I’m a little desperate. I had a great gig and I fucked it up because I submitted a story without backing it up enough with research. And they fired me. So this time, I’ve got to get a big story and I’ve got to get it from the Piper himself, if I’m going to prove it to them.”

“Prove what to who?” Ginny asked with a little laugh. Like Eve’s anger was all very amusing to her. “The story to your readers?”

“No,” Eve said, steadying her voice and lifting her chin in the air as she looked out toward the highway’s horizon. “To my editors, that they made a mistake when they got rid of me.”

It could have been Eve’s imagination, but she could have sworn Ginny’s smirk softened at the edges. And that her pupils shrank, just a little bit. But that couldn’t be true. Could it?

“So, it’s revenge then,” Ginny said, and looked back out the window. “Too bad. I thought for a second you actually cared.”

“About what?” Eve asked, shooting her a defensive look.

“I don’t know,” Ginny said in a bored tone as she shrugged. “Something other than yourself.”

There was a pinch of guilt in Eve’s chest. She thought about arguing back but didn’t, because Ginny had a point. She wasn’t on this trip to save anyone but herself. She wouldn’t claim anything different, the way the Piper did. But that had to make her a little better than him, didn’t it? At least she didn’t lie.

One thing the conversation did make her realize, though, was that there was something about Ginny. She was beautiful, of course. That much was obvious. But there was something else, too. She was funny, in a raw, mean kind of way. And she was smart. She was smart and she wasn’t to be fucked with.

If only that were enough, Eve thought as she watched Ginny drag new scratch marks down her leg.



By the time they reached Chicago, it was after dark. Eve’s body ached from the drive, and she knew Ginny was too sick for her to ask if she’d drive them at night while Eve slept. So, Eve took them to a hotel despite Ginny’s protests.

“Too expensive,” Ginny said. Her voice was raspier, thicker from a whole day of smoking nonstop out the window.

“I’ve got some money,” Eve said.

Ginny lifted a brow. “How well does journalism pay, exactly?”

“Pretty well if you’re good enough at it,” Eve said.

She flashed Ginny a cocky grin that had Ginny rolling her eyes. Eve didn’t add that the only reason she’d been able to save that money she’d gotten from previous stories was because she’d lived with William rent free. For the first time, in Ginny’s presence, Eve felt a little embarrassed about that.

“Well, I’ll sleep in the car,” Ginny said as they pulled into the hotel parking lot.

“Don’t be stupid. We can share a room. It’s on me,” Eve said.

Ginny grimaced, but at least she got out of the car.

Eve got them a room with two double beds. Smoking, at Ginny’s insistence. After handing Ginny the key, Eve went to get them some takeout from a McDonald’s around the corner. By the time she made it back, Ginny had already showered and was sprawled on her chosen bed, wrapped in a towel.

The image halted Eve at the door. Ginny’s dark hair hung in wet ringlets around her shoulders, her legs stretched long and crossed at the ankles. The towel was almost too short, brushing at her thighs, hugging low on her high breasts. The heat from the steam still issuing from the bathroom coated Eve’s skin and made her face flush.

“What if I’m a vegetarian?” Ginny teased as she spotted the takeout bag gripped in Eve’s tightening fist.

Eve’s eyes stopped their slow perusal of Ginny’s tanned, still-wet skin.

“I took one look at you and knew you loved eating meat.”

Ginny raised a very pointed eyebrow. Then, she sat up, pulling that towel ever higher on her thighs. A low ache began at Eve’s core. It was an ache she was familiar with, a kind of deep-set hunger.

“You smoke?” Ginny asked as she held out the cigarette she’d clearly just started.

“Sure,” Eve said.

She didn’t do it that often, actually, even though she’d done it plenty of times before. But in this moment, if Ginny was a smoker, so was Eve. Eve’s parents used to say, somewhat proudly, that she knew how to get what she wanted. What they’d never understood was what it took to do that, how much of yourself had to change to suit whomever you were around. Back then, after wiping her face raw of makeup or zipping herself out of a dress her father’d wanted her to wear, Eve used to lie in bed and run her fingers over her body. She’d had to remind herself that her body was stable. That she wasn’t the shapeshifter she often imagined herself to be.

She found herself wondering, as she remembered Ginny’s earlier line about being good at hiding how she was really feeling from others, if Ginny’d ever done that, too. Felt that way, too.

Eve perched herself carefully on the corner of Ginny’s mattress. Ginny handed her the cigarette. A whisper of fingers.

“Where are you from?” Ginny asked as Eve inhaled.

Eve dragged a hand through her hair, pulling the thick of it all over one shoulder. She saw Ginny’s eyes track the movement.

“Asheville,” Eve said, leaving out the fact that she wasn’t really from there originally. “You?”

“Pittsburgh. Or, technically, a suburb. Sometimes I can’t remember what the town is called anymore. But that’s fitting. It’s pretty forgettable.”

Ginny accepted the cigarette back. Her lips tightened around it as she sucked. They were so close Eve could hear the crinkle of the paper as it burned.

“Look,” Ginny said as she passed Eve the cigarette again. “I want to be clear about something. The room, the food—I’m not comfortable owing you anything.”

Eve tried to give her a playful smile. “You scared I’m going to come asking for something?”

But Ginny didn’t crack a smile. Her dark-green eyes searched Eve carefully, so carefully it made her want to readjust her weight on the mattress. She forced herself still. Forced herself to meet those eyes and ignore the jolt they sent beneath her skin.

“I’m not scared of you at all,” Ginny said. Soft, like a promise.

The ache curled, clenched, softened.

“The Piper wouldn’t take me,” Ginny continued in that soft voice. “You would. I want to know why.”

Eve stalled by taking another drag on the cigarette. The end was so close to her mouth now she felt its heat, its burning, that way that fire could consume everything in one ravenous inhale. She didn’t want to be weak. But there was that aching hunger inside her, that same kind of ravenous inhale that singed her mouth. And she knew how to get what she wanted.

“I want you here,” she said at last, leaning over to crush the cigarette butt in an ashtray on the bedside table. “There’s something about you. You draw people in with the way you look at them without really looking at them. Or with the way you say stuff like it doesn’t matter when it’s actually brilliant. You shove, and it makes people want to be closer to you. That’s the push and pull of you. That’s how I know you’re special.”

A kind of heat flashed in Ginny’s eyes before it turned to ash. She tossed Eve a quick, ironic smile.

“Back in my hometown, I have this best friend,” she said, her voice going a little distant. “Aimee. Growing up, I always wondered how she could be so calm all the time. Like she had everything figured out. While I was always fucking up—cutting class, sleeping with assholes, disappointing my mom—she was always just there, ready to take care of me, even when I was being a jerk. Meanwhile, she passed every class without trying, got into college, never fought with her parents. I mean, Jesus, who just handles all their shit like that?”

Ginny leaned back, away from Eve, against the bed’s headboard instead.

“Then, one summer, when she was home from college?” Ginny continued. “I got good ol’ Aims a little loaded. The girl cracked open like an egg. Started crying, telling me she didn’t know what to do after college, didn’t know what she wanted, was worried she’d never wanted anything for herself ever. That she only did things because other people wanted her to do them. She said she was jealous of me. She looked at me with pools for eyes and said the difference between us was that I’d always been special. That I’d always known what I’d wanted and gone after it. That I didn’t live for anyone but myself. And that people were drawn to that. That it was magnetic.”

Ginny snorted.

“I guess Aimee was right about one thing. People do put up with my shit more than they should. I’m a bitch to them and they clamber over themselves to help me anyway: light my cigarette, pay for my drink, let me hitch a ride. Even Aimee. She resented me for it, but she did the same thing. Took care of me when I was hungover, paid off any money I owed, looked at me even that night like I was some fucking great mystery.” Here, Ginny’s eyes met Eve’s, cut straight through her like a paper cut through skin. And Eve was sure now that she’d been right earlier: Ginny’s pupils had shrunk, so much so that they were nearly back to their normal size. “But here’s what Aimee got wrong, what they all got wrong. I’m not special. And by the way? Neither are you.” She smirked a little, but nicely, like she was giving Eve a consolation prize.

Eve wasn’t sure what to say to that, so she said nothing until Ginny reached over and ran her fingers through Eve’s hair at the roots. Nerve endings burst to life in her scalp, Ginny’s fingernails leaving behind a trail of pleasure. This was it, Eve thought suddenly. This is what it felt like to get what you wanted.

But then, Ginny’s hand pulled away and her eyes caught on Eve’s, hard. “Your roots are showing,” she said. “How long have you been dyeing your hair?”

“A long time,” Eve admitted.

“Looks like you’re a natural blonde.” Ginny cocked her head at her. “Why would a pretty blonde like you keep dyeing her hair black?”

Their gazes locked, held. It wasn’t a flirt. It was an accusation. Ginny knew something, but she didn’t know what she knew. Eve was sure that whatever she said in response to this, Ginny wouldn’t believe it. So instead, she said nothing until Ginny got up, went back into the bathroom, and shut the door.







CHAPTER TWELVE



TEENIE

Now, when I run my lists, I can’t remember the number of steps on the bleachers behind my school. No real loss, I think. But the panic in my chest doesn’t believe it. How many unimportant things can I forget before I get to Kate?

The worst thing about stopping is how we all start losing it. Even me, now. We go stir-crazy. Like cats in heat. This time, it’s even worse than normal. Maybe because this farm isn’t like stopping in a city or even a town, where there are other people and things to keep us distracted. Here, all I have to think about is how my skin itches so bad I want to peel it from my body. I feel trapped in it, this itch I can’t reach. The heat of it builds up inside until I want to scream like a kettle, steam bursting from my eyes. It makes even my weak muscles clench, aching to hit something. I’m still lucid enough to know that this is the dangerous part, the part when what I thought was just physical becomes psychological, too, the part when all the doctors say we become unpredictable, even violent. It’s the reason why they sedate us when they keep us in hospitals. Otherwise, when you keep us in one place, we might explode.

There’s something about the long emptiness of land here that makes me feel like we’ve arrived at the end of the world. Meanwhile, the Piper seems to think we’re just at the beginning.

“Didn’t I tell you it’s a special place?” he said that first day as we all debussed. “A week here doing some good old-fashioned work and we’ll be on our way again.”

He delivered these lines with the same gusto that he delivers everything. That kind of genuine earnestness that makes him seem a little silly, a little malleable. In the first few days after I got on the bus, that earnestness made me feel superior to him in some way. Like even at age sixteen, I could be his mother. Now, it grates against my skin, intensifying my itch.

The first night on the farm, he introduced us to his friend, the one he said owned the place. Terry.

“He’s a real enlightened cat,” the Piper told us, smacking the guy amiably on the shoulder. “A real spiritual teacher.”

To me, Terry just looks like an astonishingly average person: a middle-aged man with a low, graying ponytail and a pair of circular glasses with thin, silver frames. Before we got here, the farm housed just him and his younger cousin, a squirrelly looking twenty-something. I can’t remember his name, but he watches us sometimes while we lazily work in the gardens, his eyes roaming our bodies like a farmer’s are supposed to roam fields.

Mostly, we don’t get a lot done. All work is hard with our exhaustion, but manual labor feels particularly impossible. I notice, as we weed and hoe and pick cherry tomatoes with trembling fingers, that I’m the steadiest on my feet, the one who takes the fewest breaks. The others are deteriorating faster than me. There are about two dozen of us now.

We spend most days working in the garden plots and handing over baskets of whatever we picked to an inscrutable Terry. The silence between us girls is as sharp as the edges of the hoes we thwack into dry dirt. We push each other out of the way with our pointed elbows. It feels good to connect bone to bone. It’s a relief, honestly, to make someone hurt like my body is hurting.



One afternoon, we drop our hoes and go out into the unworked field to sunbathe like lizards on a rock. Some girls packed bathing suits with them when they went on the road. Others, like me, just lie out in our thin, sweat-stained tank tops and underwear. The sun soothes my skin, which itches nearly all the time now. It’s gotten to the point where there’s just a constant buzzing along the surface of my body, like an amp turned up too high against silence. It makes me want to rip my body to shreds with my nails, scratch myself raw and bloody. While I’m lying there, I will my brain to unspool, but it’s curled so tight it’s frantic. I keep thinking about Kate, long dead. And me, just lying here. Sunbathing.

The hushed shift of dry grass next to me breaks my daytime nightmare. I open my eyes, squint into a sun-bleached world, and turn my head to look at whatever is rustling in the grass.

It’s just Trish. She’s crawling toward me from where she had been lying a few feet away. Crawling toward me on her belly like that—her hair tangled in the grass, her arms streaked with dirt from the gardens, her eyes in a half stare—she looks monstrous. She could have just clawed her way out of the earth where she’d been buried alive. When she finally reaches my side, she flops over like a dead fish to face the sun and collect her breath.

She doesn’t say anything, but she cuddles close to me, our feverish skins pressed together so hard they stick with sweat. When the other girls come toward me these days I flinch, expecting an offhand push or jab. But with Trish, it’s different. She seeks me out the way kittens seek out their mother, kneading into my side like she’s safe there. I wonder, vaguely, if it’s because of what we’ve told each other, the memories we’re preserving for one another. But most of the time I’m too tired to care. I don’t hold her closer, but I don’t push her away, either.

Trish’s presence has woken me up a bit. I prop myself up clumsily on my arms and look around, wondering, not for the first time, where the Piper might be. Where does he spend his days on this farm? What does he do while we hit at dirt in the gardens? He always shows up at night with dinner and some pot for us, but during the day he’s nowhere in sight.

What is in sight are the other girls, scattered around the field, sunbathing. Limbs splayed and crooked, doll arms at strange angles. Their nipples poke up through thin fabric and the hair on their legs and under their arms has grown long, just like mine. Their cadaverous stillness breaks when they twitch, reach under their tops to itch the underside of their breasts with their thumbs. I watch the twitches traveling like an electrical current through the group of them, headed toward me. When I blink, it’s not them I see, but Kate, again. Her body splayed out but still twitching.

I close my eyes and let myself fall back down to the ground beside Trish. She smells like sweat and fresh-cut grass. It’s a nostalgic smell, somehow, like summertime. Kate and I used to play with each other in the yard and the pool in the summertime. I didn’t have many friends back home other than Kate, and even fewer after she disappeared. Girls never seemed to like me much. It could be because they all knew I gave Joey Durham a blow job in the second-floor bathroom at school. Or it could be because they all knew me as the girl whose sister got snatched from right beside her. But it was likely also because I dressed mostly in black and scratched tattoos into my shoulders with a pen and needle on the back of the bus after school. They whispered things to each other about me. Even my teachers told my parents how surprised they were that I wasn’t a good girl, like my sister had been. Everyone just loved Kate. Beautiful, sunny, popular. She’d saved all her darker thoughts for me, stored them in me so she could keep smiling to the rest of the world.

Maybe that’s why I’ve never regretted my lack of friends much. I’m not so sure I have any space left inside me for storing their shit.

As if reading my mind, Trish, the only other person I’ve let store her shit inside me, pokes me gently in the arm, like she’s making sure I’m real. I turn my head to the side to look at her and she gives me a lazy smile. What does she have to be so happy about? But still, the smile warms something inside me more than the sun can; it grounds me in the present without dragging me down.

Slowly, with effort, she sits up from sunbathing and presses her forehead, sticky and hot with sweat, to mine. She still doesn’t speak, and I realize that maybe she can’t right now. Maybe even her tongue is too lazy from infection to move until she’s regained some strength. Maybe her slick forehead pressed to mine is her way of trying to read my mind or some shit. Commune with me.

She blinks so I feel her lashes on my cheeks, and I blink, too, like an impulse, like yawning after someone else’s yawn. And I wonder. Maybe the communing is working. And maybe I got it wrong before I was sick. Maybe friendship doesn’t have to mean giving or taking anything. Maybe it can just mean sitting beside someone in silence when they’re sick.

“Dinner!” The Piper’s voice echoes in the empty space above us.

Trish whimpers in disappointment or hunger, I’m not sure. She slides off me slow, oozing to the ground, and I have to help her stand up to walk back. Around us, the others are gathering themselves, too, but they don’t sling their arms around one another for support the way I sling Trish’s arm around my shoulders. Instead, I see one girl trip over another still on the ground and then keep going without looking back. Someone behind me wraps strands of my hair around her finger and yanks so hard the roots tear out. I yelp as my muscles burn to lash out: hit her, scratch her, punch her. But Trish is too heavy in my arms, and I can’t.

Together and alone, we all make it back to one of the rancher houses, where the Piper stands on the porch, beaming at us. He gathers us like chickens in the living room, where we collapse again in chairs or on the sofa or on the crusty rug. This is one of the two houses we sleep in, doubling up in single bunk beds or passing out in piles, using each other’s stomachs as pillows. The third house is reserved for the men: the Piper, Terry, and the nameless cousin. They make the food there, too, from whatever they get in town.

Tonight, the Piper passes out plates that are bending and wet from the dinner they hold. Two greasy bacon strips, fat and slimy and half cooked. A handful of sweet, acidic cherry tomatoes we picked earlier, still with dirt smears, sliced into dripping halves. An anthill of sticky white rice, a little crunchy. My stomach lurches and gutters at how little it is. As I eat it with scooped hands, a girl beside me finishes hers and reaches out for mine. I shoot her a glare and open my mouth in a silent hiss before I’m even aware of what I’m doing. Then I shake it off and keep eating.

“You girls are amazing, you know that?” the Piper says while he watches us all eat at his feet. He puts his hands on his hips, I guess to give the pep talk some real gusto. “You picked these tomatoes yourself, today. And Terry says you’re doing real good work on the weeding. You’re so strong. You’ve just got to be stronger for a little while longer and then I’ll get you there. To the Pacific Ocean.”

He’s answered by the smacking of gums, the sucking of fingers. Right in front me, a girl who’s been licking her damp plate turns to the girl beside her instead, grabs her arm, and gnaws on her bony wrist with her back teeth. The bitten girl kicks her attacker away, hard, in the stomach, and then keeps eating.

“Hey now,” the Piper says, but gently, like he’s disciplining a puppy. “I know it’s less food than yesterday. But you each got plenty. There’s enough hurt in the world to go around without us hurting each other.”

It’s the exact kind of platitude the Piper has said plenty of times before while rambling. But this time, it makes me grind my teeth so hard my jaw aches. My skin’s like sandpaper, my muscles are on fire, my mind’s a frantically spinning top, going nowhere. What does he know about hurt?

He lets out a disappointed sigh. “And after I asked Terry to go out and get you all some dessert, too.” From his pockets, he pulls two fistfuls of Marathon bars, and the rage in my chest falls away. Chocolate. Saliva pools in my throat.

I lift my hands alongside everyone else, fingers stretching and reaching and grabbing and clawing until we’re satisfied. Satisfied, that is, for now.








PART III
MASS OUTBREAK






In the beginning, there were five of you. Crissy, with her curly hair and vulgar jokes. Beth, with her perfectly round glasses, who parents always loved. Linda, the one people normally forgot about, because she had bangs and never spoke. Delia, who was everyone’s favorite. And you, of course. You all left together in February, the band of you, like a pack of wolves or a passing storm.

You’d known each other since elementary school, all but Delia, who showed up in high school and became the planet around which you all orbited. Next to her, you felt childish. Slumber parties in the basements of your parents’ ranchers, frosting cupcakes tiptoe on linoleum floors, wrapping each other’s hair in curlers as “the new sound of 13Q” blared on the radio. Delia came from California. It was always seventy degrees and sunny in California, she said. People played music in the streets in California, she said. The itch began soon after, the tremble of your body like a tumbleweed.

Westward! she said. Always westward! you parroted.

It was fun when there were five of you. Like an adventure. Being away from home, from who you used to be, was a relief. You camped out behind gas stations like the Boxcar Children and braided each other’s hair into your own with nimble fingers. You lay in makeshift tents and listened to light rain tap on tarps above your heads, giggling piles of bodies and whispering hair. You felt like you were right where you needed to be. You all felt untouchable.

Beth went home first, which surprised no one. She’d never even seemed that sick in the first place. Just a follower, looking for a place to go. She called a taxi at a gas station near where you’d just spent the night and left while you all thought she was in the bathroom.

Crissy was next, which you knew disappointed Delia. Delia had always thought she’d seen something in Crissy. You tried not to hate that this meant she didn’t see anything in you.

It seemed like Crissy just got better all at once, one morning, after she called her dad for money because you all had run out and he was rich. She’d come back quiet, thoughtful, not glassy-eyed and bombastic like she had been. She said he wasn’t sending any, but she smiled sadly when she said it, sat still in the diner booth you were crammed into while the rest of you shifted and itched. That night, Crissy picked a fight in the parking lot of the gas station you’d set up camp behind. It was hot and misty, a night when it seemed like the whole world was teary-eyed. She said she felt bad for you all, really, felt bad that you had no one who cared about you. But that she was done pretending she had no one who cared about her.

The rest of you made for a strange group. Linda too cautious, Delia too forceful, you too eager to please. You didn’t want to admit you were coming apart at the seams. Somewhere along the line, the infection had stopped feeling like an itch or a spread and had started to feel like a kind of pulling, tearing, an internal ripping. You felt it, viscerally, as if there were many hands inside you pushing to get out, nails scratching against nerve-y membrane. Some days, you looked down at your hands to make sure you weren’t splitting open, that your skin wasn’t pulling apart.

When you woke one morning to find Linda gone, you and Delia barely mentioned it. She never had what it took, you both thought but didn’t tell each other.

The farther west you go, the more porous you feel, like a worn piece of cloth held up to the sun, or like mist spread among too many branches. You no longer laugh and tease and braid each other’s hair. Instead, you fantasize about scratching through Delia’s thin skin with your torn fingernails, ripping her fragile threads of hair from the roots. You look at her, and you hate her for doing this to you, for drawing you all in, for infecting you, for losing everyone else. You spend so much time hating her, you don’t even see him coming.

He comes in a white bus that smells like death. And even though you don’t like him—with his stale breath and his smile like one long thin paper cut and his empty eyes—you get on the bus because you’re tired. Tired of digging food out of trash cans and setting up camp in the rain and being with her, just her, all the time, stuck with her like your own face in the mirror. But you can still see her face there, superimposed over the bus window as you ride along, blocking out the world around you. Blocking out him. His watchful gaze in the rearview mirror. What he’s doing. What he will do.

He kills her first, you realize once it’s too late. At first you just thought she’d left you, wandered off in the middle of the night without taking you with her. You hate her for it, until he comes for you. He says he wants to see what’s inside you, what it is that you, all of you, are trying so hard to scratch out of yourselves. It must be something, he tells you. Here, he’ll help.

When his nails don’t work, he finds a knife to do the trick. There’s something inside you, he says, and he has to get it out. In the last moment before you go black from the pain, you remember: before the knife, before the nails, before him, there was a band of you, like a pack of wolves or a passing storm. As you slip into final unconsciousness, you can hear them, as if they are still there, in your head. Beth’s nasal whine, Crissy’s high-pitched laughter, Delia’s giggle, more a feeling than a sound. Everyone but Linda, who is, as she’s always been, silent. You feel as if they are all still there beside you, tendrils of hair tangling in your tongue. And you realize they never left you after all.






CHAPTER THIRTEEN



AIMEE

A car slashed by on the road, spraying Aimee’s windshield with a fresh sheet of water. Her eyes snapped open to take in the oncoming wave like a slap. She gasped even though it couldn’t hit her. There had been another one. Another dream. Five girls, going west, camping out behind gas stations. They felt so real when she was in them. Not like she was being told these memories, but like she was living them, their taste, their smell, their feel.

It was hot and stuffy in the car now. She could almost still taste this girl’s mouth on the back of her throat, hot and tight and constricted with fear. Craving coolness and space, Aimee opened the door and the loudness of the rain pulled in. She listened to it and counted her heartbeats, telling herself this was just a panic attack. But the more she listened to the rain, the more she remembered the voices that had come to her in her dream. With her eyes closed, she could almost imagine them threaded into the rain’s clatter.

Westward! Always westward! A chorus of voices, all high-pitched and scream-chanting.

Aimee realized she was forming the shape of the words with her own mouth as they came to her, soundless. Hearing these voices after experiencing the dream was like remembering lines from a script that she’d long memorized and never quite forgotten. They were other lives she hadn’t quite lived but remembered anyway, in pieces and fragments, scraps scattered in the wind.

These girls had died, too, she knew. Just like the one before. Died because of some man they called the Piper. But as soon as she thought it, she shook the thought out of her head. It was just a dream, just dreams brought on by these places and their smells and the people she met like Liz.

She had to get out of this car, had to clear her head of these dreams, of these voices, of this nonsense. She stepped out of the car and into the rain, hoping the wet and the cold might wash away the chaos.

It felt as good as she imagined it would. Cold and hard and wet on her flushed skin. She looked at her arms and imagined steam lifting from her skin as the rain hit. Her body no longer felt inanimate, the way she had often thought about it before. No longer just some chamber of skin she was living in. Out here, it felt shockingly alive.

“Who are you?” Aimee whispered. She wasn’t sure if she was asking the voices in her head, or herself.

No one answered. But a thrill raced through Aimee all the same. She remembered the words the girl in the dream had said, about how the farther west you go, the more porous you feel. She felt that, too. But it wasn’t a thinning of herself the way that girl seemed to have thought. Her porousness was like an opening up, a letting through. As if she were a conduit for something greater.

“What the hell are you doing?”

Aimee snapped out of her stare and turned to see a young woman through the storm. She was short but large, with a robust set of hips.

“What the hell are you doing, standing there in the rain?” she repeated, louder, as if she thought Aimee couldn’t hear her over the rain. When she saw Aimee had heard her this time, she shook her head and turned back toward the gas station convenience store. It glowed a dull, sickly yellow through the rain.

Aimee shook off the thoughts she’d been having. Silly, ridiculous ideas. She just needed to get dry and have a better night’s sleep. She jogged to the convenience store, feeling as heavy as a sopping sponge. When she pushed through the door, she was met with a cheerful ding.

Inside, the world buzzed neon. The woman was standing behind the counter now, her long, pink nails tapping against its plastic casing.

“You high?” the woman asked.

At closer range, Aimee saw just how young the woman was. Little more than a teenager, if that.

“I don’t think so,” Aimee said.

Her stomach grumbled and she remembered how long it’d been since she ate. Maybe that’s all this was, she told herself once more, weakly. Maybe she was just hungry and dehydrated. She walked shakily up to the shelves beside the counter to grab some Ding Dongs, her old favorite childhood snack, a bag of nuts, and a bottle of water. The teenager at the register watched her carefully the whole time.

As the cashier rang up the items, Aimee studied her face. Her full cheeks, her nervous eyes, the sweep of her bangs across her forehead. A sudden, dizzying sense of déjà vu washed over her.

“Do I know you from somewhere?” Aimee asked. She tried not to let her voice warble, but it did anyway. Because she did know those bangs, knew the way they fell a little too greasily along the acne scars on the woman’s forehead. Like she was trying to hide them. Like she was trying to hide herself.

“No,” the woman said. Her eyes darted away nervously. “I mean, I don’t know. Maybe. But I’m not from around here.”

The realization washed over Aimee like another round of nausea. A younger version of this face, a little thinner and with more acne. She’d seen it through a haze just moments ago.

“Linda,” Aimee breathed now, so quietly that she wasn’t sure the cashier heard her. But when her beady brown eyes widened, Aimee knew she had.

“How did you—” Linda began. But then she broke off and looked down at her chest, at the name tag pinned there. She rolled her eyes at herself. “Oh.”

“No, no,” Aimee said quickly. “I—I know you. Or at least … I know someone who knew you.”

The dream. The voice in her dream. She knew her.

“Yeah, right,” Linda muttered with another eye roll.

She bagged Aimee’s purchases quickly and pushed them toward her on the counter, ready to be done with her. This girl thought she was being teased, Aimee realized. A girl like this was used to being teased. A pang of sympathy tugged in Aimee’s chest. She studied this girl’s now-downturned face and wished, suddenly, that she could help her. She knew what Ginny would say, if she were here. An eye roll, an impatience in her tone: Good old Accommodating Aims. You always want to help people. You can’t always help everyone.

Which was true, of course. But Aimee shrugged off the words this time. This wasn’t just her being accommodating. This wasn’t just some phantom impulse to clean up after people, learned from her mother. This was because the way this woman’s eyes picked the lowest point possible and stared at it made Aimee’s chest ache. It was because Aimee felt like she knew this person or could have known her. In another life, it could have been them frosting cupcakes together in a kitchen, getting swept up in the tide of someone else together. It was because Aimee didn’t feel like she had to help this woman; she just wanted to.

“You’re the one people normally forgot about, because you had bangs and never spoke,” Aimee filled in the rest of the lines, the ones she’d heard not moments ago, in her head, in the car, or in some in-between place, somewhere else entirely.

The girl looked up at her, eyes narrowing in hurt. “Whatever you’re on, I don’t want any.”

“No, please,” Aimee said, her blood rushing in her ears again, the way it had when she’d talked to Liz. Maybe she’d imagined the first dream after what she’d heard Liz say, but that wasn’t possible now. She hadn’t met this girl until after this dream. There was something real happening. There was something here. A mystery, or an answer. Something she was meant to know. “There were five of you. Five of you came out here and now … now it’s just you.”

Linda began picking at her cuticles, hard. So hard, Aimee watched her rip off a piece of flesh, the skin shiny and raw beneath.

“Who are you?” Linda tried to snap. But her voice sounded weak, close to tears. “Did we know you in school? Did you used to know Delia or Crissy or something? Whatever they told you about me … You don’t know anything.”

“You aren’t sick anymore,” Aimee said, noting the small size of her pupils, the steady weight of her body. Linda looked down again, a silent agreement. “How did you get better?”

“I—I don’t know,” Linda said, voice tight and defensive. She blinked at Aimee through now-wet eyes, holding back tears. “I think I started feeling better when we stopped in Madison, nearby? It was nice there. Quiet. Normal. At home, my parents were always fighting with each other. But here, it’s like … my muscles relaxed. Like I could finally … just … be.” She shook her head as if she realized how stupid that sounded. Then, quieter, like a confession, she added, “Maybe I was never sick. Maybe I only made myself think I was because they were and because I wanted to be with them or like them. It’s hard to tell in the beginning, you know? It’s hard to tell if it’s in your mind or in your body. I’m not sure it’s that different, actually.”

A cold washed over Aimee’s arms, prickling the skin there. Aimee looked at her goose bumps and felt very intimately what Linda meant. Linda’s words, Aimee’s feelings about them, had caused this texture in her flesh. But that didn’t make it any less real, any less visceral.

Aimee looked back up at Linda and away from her own arm.

“What happened to the rest of you?” she asked, trying to keep her voice calm.

Linda’s eyes flinched and then watered. Aimee watched it happen, the small crack spreading until Linda couldn’t hold it anymore.

“They died,” Linda said softly. Her shoulders slumped lower. “Or, at least, I know the two we left behind died. The police found their bodies three weeks after I left them and I—” Linda shook her head. She didn’t look at Aimee as she said it. “There wasn’t anything I could do. They’d said they’d go with the Piper, they’d said they wouldn’t keep going alone. I thought that would be better. I thought that’d be okay.”

She was unraveling in front of Aimee’s eyes but her near-sobbing breaths became cotton in Aimee’s ears, stopping them up like white noise as she remembered the flashes she’d had so far. Two girls in a diner, leaving with the Piper. Two girls camping out by gas stations, waiting for the Piper to come. This was about him. Or, at least, it was about the girls who were with him.

“Their bodies,” Aimee interrupted. “They found them where?”

Linda looked up at her with wet, soupy eyes. Her lips were trembling. “Somewhere near Seattle,” she said, and sniffed. “I guess they never made it.”

Seattle. Why did Seattle sound familiar? And then she remembered. The husky voice from the infected girl, in the dream on the ferry. Seattle. But there might be some stops along the way.

“They killed each other,” Linda said now. She’d stopped crying, but her voice was quiet, defeated. “After I left and came back here, to Madison. I saw them getting aggressive with each other, but I never thought…” She shook her head. “It’s my fault. I’d gotten tired of listening to them bicker. I stayed with them for a while because even though I didn’t want to keep going west, I didn’t want to go home, either. And I was worried about them. Maybe if I’d stayed longer, if I’d called somebody, if I’d been there to tear them apart … But by then I’d realized, I just wanted to be alone.”

Aimee thought of the news alert she’d heard on the drive here, the one suggesting that one Westward Woman had killed another in a psychotic fit, or a violent outburst brought on by infection. She knew it happened, or at least she had been told it happened. But she also knew from her dream that that wasn’t what had happened here.

She reached out, covered Linda’s hands on the plastic countertop with hers, and stilled her fingers, stopping them from ripping another shred of skin from her cuticle.

“They didn’t kill each other,” she said as calmly as she could. As she spoke, all the anxiety her own body had held just moments ago slipped out of her. Like comforting Linda was comforting herself, too. “Someone else did. They loved each other. You all did. And if you’d stayed, all that would have happened is you might have died, too.”

Linda’s throat convulsed as she tried to swallow or speak or maybe just breathe. She blinked her wet eyes at Aimee, fast. And then, quick and small, like she hardly even dared to do it, she nodded, accepting it.

Aimee gathered her bag of snacks and headed for the door. “Wait,” Linda said, just before she reached it.

Aimee paused and turned back to look at her, Linda, alone there in the neon yellow light.

“Who are you?” Linda asked, her voice half afraid, half in awe.

Aimee didn’t know how to even start to answer. She’d never had anyone ask her before, not like that. But as she looked back at Linda, who had stayed while others left, who had felt forgotten, too, Aimee felt an ache so familiar it felt almost like nostalgia.

“I’m sorry about what happened to them,” she said instead of answering Linda’s question. “I just wanted you to know that I—I remember you.”

She looked away before Linda could ask her for more and walked back out into the rain. This time, she didn’t run from it. She let it sluice down her body, sink into her clothes and her underwear and her skin.

When she reached the car, she grabbed her bag from the back and ducked back into the driver’s seat, where she stripped off her wet clothes and threw them into the back seat. She pulled a sweater on over her nakedness, burrowing inside her own warmth like an animal. But she couldn’t stop shivering.

She found her address book in the front pocket of her bag and flipped to the back, where there were still blank pages. There, she wrote down everything she knew, everything she could remember, all the voices and how they sounded, all the dreams she’d seen.

There was the girl in the diner, who was convinced by another girl to go to Seattle with the Piper. Aimee didn’t know what happened to one of them, but the other had died. Then there was the girl who’d gone west with her friends. Most of them had turned back, except her and Delia. They’d gone with the Piper, too, and ended up dead, near Seattle. But not of the infection. No, because they’d told her. Dead. Killed. Although not in the way you thought you would be. You spend so much time hating her, you don’t even see him coming. What he’s doing. What he will do.

And then there was one other voice, one that hadn’t come in a dream. A voice that had spoken to her in the doctor’s office bathroom. She’d pushed it away, avoided sleep, and kept going. But there was another woman who’d spoken in a voice that wasn’t like the others.

A loosening of blood, the voice had said. The feeling of a fist unclenching. Who was that woman?

When Aimee finished taking her notes, she watched the rain wash away the world outside. A plan took shape in her head. Tina had told her Ginny had been heading toward a man with a bus, a man who would take her west, a man who sounded an awful lot like the Piper. And these voices, these flashes, these dreams, these memories, were telling her that girls who went with the Piper ended up dead. She couldn’t know if Ginny had found him yet. But she knew where he was heading. And she knew she didn’t want whatever happened to these girls who went with him to happen to Ginny, too.

Once the rain passed, Aimee put her car in gear and eased back onto the road. Her head was clearer, but her heart beat out the time faster than ever. If Seattle was where the Piper was going, it’s where she would go, too. She knew that, if what she was seeing and hearing was as real as it seemed, she should be scared now. To follow these women was to follow death. But she also knew that if she was going to find Ginny before it was too late, she’d need to be fearless like Ginny had been their entire lives. Out here, Aimee didn’t have to be the timid, scared person she’d been, alone and full of regrets the way Linda was. Out here, she and Ginny could still be two sides of the same coin. Only out here, they were two sides of the same coin that could be flipped.







CHAPTER FOURTEEN



EVE

Before this, the farthest west Eve had ever been was Nashville, Tennessee. Her mother took her there when Eve was thirteen for a pageant after she came in first for her age group in the North Carolina state competition. For her talent, she’d balanced shit on her head: books, plates, apples. Stacked one on top of the other until she was an increasingly precarious tower. The next day, her neck had been strained from the tension. Her mother’d massaged it with ruthless fingers that rooted around in her tendons like she was clawing through dirt for buried treasure. The brutality had felt, in the moment, like heaven.

Her neck was better in time for the Nashville competition. The plan was for her father to meet them there the final day, when the awards were given out. That was always his job: to praise, to approve, to show up.

And, to his credit, he was good at it. He was a salesman, her father. Not just by profession, but by nature. His face was creased from the stretch of his smile. Despite how repetitive the content of his compliments was, they never sounded the same twice. You were glowing, he’d say. I couldn’t believe my eyes. You were the best one up there, everyone could tell. His tone was always warm, and his eyes could sometimes get glassy, like he was going to cry. Not that she’d ever actually seen him do so.

During the three days Eve spent in Nashville, she let herself be primped and prodded, her hair wrapped into a tight beehive around her head, her face stiff under sticky makeup. She’d been exfoliated, moisturized, clipped, combed, brushed, zipped, waxed, and ripped clean. That was always her mother’s job: to spin around her like a whirlwind, preparing her body, while Eve sat still.

On the third day, even though Eve kept every damn porcelain lamb balanced on her cranium, she came in second. The judges said it was really close. Her mother cried about missing the opportunity to go to Nationals. Her father looked apologetic and said that number two was still pretty good anyway. He gave her butt a little squeeze when he hugged her. You have always been the pretty one. So beautiful, honey. That was the compliment he chose that day.

But on the first day of the competition, before the primping and the pruning and the ass-cupping consolation began, her mother had taken her to see the L&C Tower. It was on the brink of being ousted as the tallest building in the South, would still be the reigning champ for a few more years. When her mother told her that, on the way there, Eve thought it would mean something to see it.

“It’s ugly,” she told her mother when they finally stood beneath it. Impressive, sure. She had to crane her neck all the way back to look up, and she still couldn’t see the top. But the dark exterior, its simple vertical lines … She’d imagined something grander.

Her mother ignored her and tugged her inside. At least the lobby was something: elegant, with its black marble and gold accents. They took an elevator up to the top and as they did, Eve thought of that tower of stuff she would balance once again on her head in a few days, the way the delicate muscles in her neck would twitch every time she felt the shift before a fall. She imagined the elevator cables beneath them, strained like tendons.

But when the doors opened to the observation deck, Eve’s breath left her in a rush. The sun was setting, filtering her vision red as she and her mother approached the windows. Nashville, beneath them, glittered in the fading light.

“Everything looks so small,” she said.

“Everything is small from this height,” her mother said.

They stood that way, side by side, until Eve’s mother knit their hands together. It was a shock, this touch. Eve’s mother never touched her unless it was to prepare for a competition. And those touches were always brutal and practical, like the massage.

But there was something about the gentleness of this touch that made Eve’s skin itch to pull away at the same time as she wished she could melt into it.

Years later, Eve would think of that moment as a tipping point. The moment when she felt the tension just before the fall. She knew she couldn’t be around her parents anymore. It was, at the same time, too much and not enough: the temporary glamour of the city below her; the nauseating promise of her father’s hand, cupping and cherishing and drawing her up; the pulse of the unattainable that her mother thought she was holding on to when she grasped Eve’s fingers. In that moment, in a flash, Eve knew she had to leave them. It might take her a few years to be ready, but even then, she knew it would happen. Because she knew that this was the only time she and her mother would ever find any tenderness between them. At an unreachable height, surveying a world that looked flat but wasn’t.



Eve and Ginny stopped in St. Louis briefly and then Kansas City for the next night. Only places that were already on the way. Only places that were big enough that she thought the Piper might stop to look for more girls. She kept telling herself that if she wanted to catch the Piper in Seattle she should just drive through the night, her exhaustion be damned. But her body was just so tired these days. After a day of driving, her limbs ached like weights were pulling on her skin. She slept like a dead person.

“He has to be stopping in some of these places, right?” Eve asked Ginny after they left Kansas City. She had to yell over the roar of the wind coming in through the open car windows. Ginny still always wanted them down so she could smoke.

Ginny shrugged so easily that it reminded Eve of how much better Ginny seemed now. Her movements were fluid, her pupils astonishingly normal. “You know what I know now,” she said. She exhaled a long trail of smoke that was gone as soon as it left her mouth.

“Yeah, but you found him before.”

“I just found him by asking around,” she said.

“A whisper network,” Eve said, trying out the phrase. Maybe, she realized, she’d tried it out before. Had she already thought of it once? It felt like it jogged some memory.

When Ginny didn’t respond, Eve glanced over to find Ginny smirking and watching Eve with those dark, laughing eyes. Eve’s whole body warmed in a blush. At twenty-six, Eve was older than Ginny. In general, she’d always been the oldest: the oldest sibling, the oldest cousin, the oldest girl in her class. A birthday in December will do that to you. But with Ginny, she sometimes felt younger. She wasn’t used to being laughed at, especially not in this way. It wasn’t cruel. It was a tease, a tug on her loosest threads, trying to unravel her.

“What?” she pressed, and looked back at the road.

“You like a headline, don’t you,” Ginny said without posing it as a question.

Eve couldn’t help but shoot her an unamused look.

“Well, I’m running out of money,” she said, trying not to let the panic show in her voice. “And I know you don’t have much. Next time we stop we’ll have to find someplace cheap.”

“We’ll stay at a hostel,” Ginny said. She stabbed her cigarette out at last on the side of the car and let it fly out the window.

“I hear those places are packed these days,” Eve said. “We might not get a bed.”

“We’ve already been sleeping together,” Ginny reminded her. “What’s wrong with sleeping together on the floor instead?”

Ginny just meant that they’d been having to share a bed most nights. But the words set a fire under Eve’s skin, a slow-burning, thick kind of heat. Like the humid warmth from the shower that had surrounded them as they’d smoked together on the bed that first night.

“Don’t you think it’s weird how you never worry about it?” Ginny asked when Eve remained silent. Eve turned to look at her, quirking an eyebrow. “The infection,” Ginny clarified with a smirk. “You never seem worried about catching it.”

“Yeah, well, maybe I’m immune to you or something,” Eve said.

“You aren’t immune,” Ginny snorted. She hit another cigarette loose from her pack. The girl breathed smoke. “You’re just already sick.”

“I’m not sick,” Eve said for the umpteenth time. “I don’t have any symptoms. I’m—”

“Special?” Ginny asked with that single eyebrow raise of hers that made Eve squirm every single time.

“Different,” Eve clarified.

“Same thing.”

They were silent a moment, Ginny smirking, Eve smoldering with some combination of annoyance and pleasure. Funny, how Ginny could do that to her when no one else she’d ever met could. Not even William, who had been the longest romantic relationship she’d ever had. For as much as Ginny continued to insist no one was special, Eve was more convinced than ever that Ginny herself was. How else was it possible that Eve already felt a tug of disappointment whenever Ginny seemed to get bored of her and stopped talking? Or that Eve was starting to wish that the road would go on forever and the two of them would still be there, skin occasionally brushing skin when Eve went to change gears.

But instead of saying any of that, Eve pointed out the other thing she’d noticed that made Ginny different.

“Maybe I’m not scared of catching it from you because you aren’t sick,” she said. Her eyes scanned Ginny’s long legs as she said this, noting the way the once-fresh scratches had scabbed over now, a dull brown instead of the runny red they’d been when they met three days ago.

For once, Ginny didn’t scoff or tease. She actually seemed to be considering it. “I do feel more energetic. More awake, somehow. And the itching has stopped. Maybe I’m getting better.”

The telltale thrum started beneath Eve’s skin again. The buzz of excitement that started when she’d found another lead, another mystery to be unraveled, another story to be told. Like smelling the tinny, skin-tingling scent of blood.

“Maybe you just think you’re getting better,” she said. Her head spun as she began unspooling theory after theory. “Maybe that’s how it feels when you get the relief of going westward.”

Ginny gave one firm shake of her head. “This doesn’t feel like the way it felt before. Before, it felt like I needed to get there as soon as possible but that my body was so weighed down that I couldn’t. Like that dream where the hallway keeps getting longer and you keep getting slower, you know? It felt like I wanted something so bad it became a physical need, but I would never be good enough to get it.”

Eve let that settle in like a cold sweat on her skin. It sounded an awful lot like how she’d been feeling the last few days.

“Now it’s like whatever was weighing me down inside shrank and left space for the rest of me to spread out,” Ginny said.

She was twisting one of her curls around a finger as she thought, a move that made her look more girlish than she ever had before. And despite the unease Eve was feeling at what Ginny described, she couldn’t help imagining Ginny as she must have been when she was little, picking scabs and twirling her hair and insisting she was right. The thought made Eve smile. She bet she would have liked that little girl. She bet they would have driven each other crazy but been friends, too. Somehow, suddenly, it wasn’t so hard to believe that after only a few days, they could have known each other their whole lives.

“Maybe,” Eve offered, “you are getting better. And something cured you.” Her smile widened as she dared take her eyes off the road long enough to meet Ginny’s gaze. “Maybe I cured you. You did seem to start getting better after you started traveling with me.”

Ginny rolled her eyes but with an affectionate smile. “Oh, yeah, I’m sure it’s you. It’s your huge ego and constant Piper talk that really saved the day.”

“Well,” Eve said in a faux-innocent voice. “Maybe you’re into that kind of thing. Maybe it’s like a fairy tale where you just needed true love’s first kiss to wake you up. Maybe I’m your Prince Charming.”

Ginny scoffed, but Eve saw in her periphery the peach hint of a blush along her neck. Eve smiled so wide she thought her lips might crack, but she kept her eyes pointedly on the road.

“Yeah, and maybe all we have to do to get better is hold hands and sing ‘Kumbaya.’ That’ll solve everything,” Ginny said, to play it off.

Eve felt Ginny looking at her now and her skin warmed at the touch of her gaze. Did Ginny’s eyes trace her sometimes the way Eve’s eyes traced Ginny? Hungry, wanting, full of heat? But when Eve turned to look at her, she didn’t see the expression she’d been hoping for on Ginny’s face. Instead, she saw Ginny’s lips had turned down, that her eyes were tracing a scratch line Eve had drawn without even realizing it along the firm muscle of her upper leg while they were teasing each other. Ginny’s eyes snapped back up to meet Eve’s, nervous, as if caught.

Eve cleared her throat and looked back to the road, slapping her hand back at the wheel instead of on her own leg.

“We’ll stop in Denver,” she said, firm. As if she were in control. “Maybe he stopped there, too. And it’s on the way.” What she didn’t admit was that she couldn’t keep going the way she wanted to. Her body wouldn’t allow it. She needed to rest.

“You’re the boss,” Ginny said. The thwack of her lighter, once, twice, three times. Her hand was trembling. Eve tried to pretend she didn’t notice, tried not to feel the hitch in her chest that was part panic and part embarrassment. Then there was the catch and hiss of a burn. The muted suck of her lips, lungs expanding. Eve knew she’d never be able to get the lingering, acrid scent of Ginny’s tobacco out of her car. She was starting to suspect she’d never want to.







CHAPTER FIFTEEN



TEENIE

I’m in the bathroom with Trish. The sun hasn’t completely set yet. Outside, the sky splits open like a beating heart, streaks of deep red and pale yellow spraying from a distant wound I can’t see. It’d be pretty if I wasn’t so uncomfortable. The day was disgustingly hot, and my sunburn doesn’t help the itch even though lying out in the sun felt nice at the time. A shitty contradiction, because now I’m clawing my skin like it’s possible for me to rip it off.

“Do you think I look like her?” Trish asks.

I pull down my underwear to pee. It’s not unusual for Trish to come in here with me these days. I think she prefers to use the bathroom with someone she trusts. The other girls still think she’s annoying, even though she talks less now. But then again, we all find one another annoying just for breathing.

“Like who?” I ask.

“Janis Joplin,” Trish says, like it’s obvious.

She turns her face away from the mirror and toward me instead, relaxing her lips into a little pout as if that will help me see it.

Before I left, I used to listen to Janis Joplin records on repeat. She was the kind of singer my sister would have loved and my parents hated. Someone who screamed until the corners of her voice were worn and ragged. I loved that rasp, the way it could feel so much like grit built up inside me, could feel so much like the raw rub of the scars I’d given myself on the inside of my thighs when I walked.

“She’s got a death wish, that woman,” my mom used to say.

Turns out she was right.

“Um, maybe if Janis was blond,” I say. Trish looks so hopeful it’s kind of pathetic, and I don’t want to disappoint her. She’s pretty dazed most of the time now. It’s nice to have the company when she’s not.

“Maybe I should dye my hair brown. Or even black,” she says. She pops her hip to the side in the mirror, as if imagining a guitar resting on it.

I finish peeing and wipe.

“You’d have to ask the Piper for hair dye,” I say.

“Next time we stop somewhere real I can steal some for myself,” she says.

Somewhere real. As if this place isn’t. I can’t really blame her for thinking so. The longer we stay here, the less real it seems. Time has gone funny, all melty and loose.

After I flush, I’m about to walk out when Trish stops me, a hand on my wrist. Immediately, I spike inside, a roaring anger at being touched by another person. My skin itches more where she’s touched it, my whole body snapping into focus around the foreign annoyance of her hand. But when my eyes twitch up to glare at her, she’s smiling. Gentle, soft, almost soupy. Her face warbling like egg yolk. The expression is so pathetic I can’t be mad at it.

“You forgot to wash your hands, silly,” she says, her touch turning gentler as she tugs me toward the rusted sink.

She turns on the faucet, but when I try to thrust my hands under, she holds me back. She tests the water first with her fingertips, arranges the handles to a warmer temperature, tests it again. I almost laugh except the sight makes my chest ache. I’m not sure why. I’ve just never seen anyone actually take the time to make handwashing comfortable first, I guess.

“I don’t think I’ve ever had a friend like you,” she says as she keeps testing the water. “I mean, I actually can’t remember. But I really doubt it. Girls at my school always thought I was a square. It was too bad. I just wanted someone who’d be on my side no matter what.”

Finally, she eases my hands into the water with hers and washes our hands together, getting them all sudsy with soap until I can’t tell which are hers and which are mine. Our shared skin is soft and slick and warm, and I suddenly never want to stop. She giggles in my ear as our hands turn the soap into so many bubbles they start to catch the air and fly.

When she turns off the water, I’m disappointed, but relieved, too. My chest still aches. This would be easier if she were harder, tougher, more knowing, less thoughtful. But she’s just soft, inside and out. As we dry our hands, I see that sometime during our handwashing, her lucidity slipped a bit. Now, her eyes are glassier, her mouth slackened.

When Trish and I walk out of the bathroom, the living room at the front of the house is abuzz. The Piper is there, unwrapping some food on the splintered table in the middle of the room. It smells better than normal: hot meat and buttery fat.

“I’ve got a real treat for you girls tonight,” he says. “Steak! Terry went to town and got some to thank us for all the good work.”

Everyone packs in tighter behind him until they start pushing and shoving. The ones who aren’t alert enough to form words make grunting noises at each other. Those of us whose bodies work better than wet noodles make our way to the front.

“Now we’re going to have to share,” he says. “There’s not quite enough for everyone to have their own.”

“Bullshit,” some girl hisses beside me, and jabs me in the gut with an elbow. I take a step back, bumping Trish, who gives me a sympathetic smile and rubs my tummy. As if that will make it better.

I’m close enough to the front of the pack to see that the Piper has a knife. A carving knife with rust on the blade near the handle. His hand shakes as he cuts the steaks in front of him carefully. He pauses sometimes because all the jostling behind him jerks his arm and sends the knife askew.

But he doesn’t get mad. He just chuckles to himself. “Okay, okay,” he says. “I’m cutting as fast as I can.”

I can’t see the steaks from where I am behind him. But I can hear each scrape of the thick blade: first a silence as it sinks through the thick muscle and fat. Then the chop of it hitting the table beneath, being drawn out long. Absently, I drag my long, broken nails down my arm, where the skin is already raw. The smell of food makes my stomach groan and buckle. And it might be my imagination, but I think the itching gets worse, clamoring against my body like the girls around me.

When he finishes, he lifts the knife high above his head, as if to strike something. But then I realize he’s lifting it to get it out of the way. “Okay,” he says.

It’s a free-for-all. Pushing, scratching, biting. Shoving to get what we’re sure is ours.

I surge blindly forward, fingers reaching for whatever they can grab. Someone’s bony fingers find my hair and yank me back, hard, by the scalp. But the burning there is still less intense than what I’ve done to my own skin, so I ignore it and pull forward again, ripping some strands along the way.

My stomach slams into the corner of the table. I grab at meat with both hands and close my fingers around two steak pieces. Then, I fall backward again as a new surge of girls replaces me. Trish, I see, has drifted near the back, eyes wide, mouth open as she watches. She’s stopped trying to reach the front. Instead, she just curls a piece of her dirty blond hair around a finger and stares with hypnotic fascination.

I trip over to her and hand her one of the steak slices dripping grease down my arm. She smiles at me, but her eyes flick back to the mass of girls almost instantly, like a kid who can’t take her eyes off the TV. We slink to the floor together, using each other’s backs to prop ourselves up, and sink our teeth into the meat almost simultaneously.

For a while, we’re all silent except for the working of jaws and the licking of lips. The meat’s a little chewy but full of flavor. All the butter and grease and juice of it bursts on my tongue. I’m moaning without meaning to, but I’m definitely not the only one. When I finish, it’s too soon. I lick each finger, trace the lines of my palm with my tongue. I suck at the slivers of meat caught under my fingernails.

“Is that it?” some girl yells out.

The Piper is watching us from the table, where he’s finally set down the knife. He was beaming, but his mouth falls into a pitying frown when he hears the question.

“Yes, I’m sorry to say. Steak is expensive. But what a treat!”

Some inarticulate grumbles. More slick pops and sucks as we try to get residue from our pores.

“Hey, she’s not eating hers!” a girl just two feet away from me says. She points a hard finger.

I look down at myself, confused, as if maybe I’ll find a full steak still in my lap. But then I realize she’s talking about Trish. I glance over my shoulder to see that she’s paused after her first two bites. Her glassy eyes stare straight ahead, her steak still poised, dripping in her fingers.

“She’s just tired,” I say. I nudge Trish’s shoulder with mine. She blinks slowly at me. Stretches her mouth into a crooked smile.

“If she’s not going to eat it, I’m still hungry,” the girl in front of me says.

She gets to her feet. She’s older than Trish and me. Tall and lanky. She’s got on canvas pants that are too short and show off her prickly ankles. Here on the ground, I can see the red lines raking up those ankles and disappearing into her pants. Lines from her scratching.

“She’s hungry, too,” I say. “When she gets like this it just takes her a minute.”

As if we don’t all know how that is. Just earlier today, I saw this same girl lying out on the grass and staring so hard at the horizon she didn’t notice when another girl stepped on her. But she’s alert now. Alert and feral.

She gives Trish a kick in the thigh with her bare, leathered feet. The kick doesn’t have any real strength. More like someone testing to see if some roadkill is really dead.

Trish giggles, as if it tickled, but tries to scoot backward. The girl on the ground behind her hisses and tugs at her hair. Trish yelps in response, but the yelp quickly turns into more nervous giggles. Still, I can see she doesn’t think it’s funny. Instead, her eyes have turned skittish and panicked. They latch on to me before dashing between her attackers.

There are more coming now, girls crawling on hands and knees. Some of them are vacant-eyed, following the pack. Others, like the girl with the prickly ankles, have eyes only for the steak.

On instinct, I begin to scoot myself away. It’s fear or self-preservation or some kind of impulse of disgust that makes me want to distance myself from Trish. But something stops me. Maybe it’s her frantic eyes. Maybe it’s her low, nervous giggling. Maybe it’s the memory of how different she looked just a few minutes ago, chin tipped up, hip cocked for an invisible guitar, pretending to be a person she’s not.

Whatever it is, I stop moving away.

Ankles hesitates, her foot suspended mid-kick. Her face changes as an idea occurs to her. She turns, takes two steps toward the table, and grabs the butcher knife, still slick with gristle from the meat. The other girls see it and the heat rises in the room. The air is as hot and pulsing as my skin, scratched raw. The girls picking at Trish pick harder: their fists yank on her hair, their nails dig in.

Trish’s giggles turn hysterical. Hiccuping, yelping, panting. The sounds make my stomach roil with heat and acid. They make my skin burn with something like shame. They disgust me because I can feel them inside me, almost like they are coming from my own throat.

Meanwhile, Ankles is walking toward her again, the knife gripped loosely in her fingers, as if she isn’t really sure she’s holding it. As if she’s in a dream.

I look to the Piper. Surely, he’ll stop this. He’s done it before. And this time is different from those other shoves and yanks and slaps. This time, the girl has a knife.

But the Piper just backs up, like I was doing a second ago. He eases into the shadowed corner of the room as Trish’s giggling pitches over and starts again. He backs up and watches.

When Ankles stops in front of Trish, Trish looks up at her with tears streaming down her face. It’s snotty and puffy and ugly. Ankles swings the knife between her fingers like it’s a toy she’s figuring out how to play with.

And suddenly, I’m not seeing Ankles and Trish at all. I’m seeing Kate: her summery blond hair, her delicate features, her dark eyes. Her hand, humid and sticky on top of mine. The knife against resistant lemon skin, then slicing through pulpy flesh. I blink and she’s a pile of limbs covered in dust in a basement. I blink again and she’s there, all sunshine and smiles, holding out the lemon. And the knife.

Think you can handle this one without me? she asks.

I don’t remember deciding to do it. I don’t even remember starting to move. But the next thing I know I’ve tugged, hard, on Ankles’s ankle, sending her toppling backward and onto the ground with a thick thud. Like an animal, I scramble over her body on bent limbs and grab the knife that has slipped out of her surprised grasp. It fits in my hand easily, and I already know just how it will feel when it sinks into skin. How it felt when, in the past, I thought of Kate and sank razors into my own skin.

When I raise it up, I don’t hesitate. I stab it down, through the palm of Ankles’s grasping hand. Pinned, like a bug.

She yowls. The high shriek of it makes the heat of the moment burst, leaving me—leaving all of us, I think—dizzy. I’m panting, and Ankles is panting below me, and Trish is panting behind me. All around me are the hushed exhales of girls catching their breath. It sounds like catharsis. It sounds like relief.

Ankles stops moving beneath me and just whimpers, so I take the knife out of her tense and twitching flesh. Her hand cups blood. The wound is deep but small. I pull my thin tank top off and shove it into her palm until she grips it herself in a fist. For that fraction of a second, our hands hold, slicked together with sticky blood.

When I turn back around to Trish, I see she’s bleeding too from where Ankles must have carved the tip of the knife into her cheek. The bleeding is slow, mild. Her giggling has faded. She blinks as if waking, touches the blood on her face to check it’s real.

“That’s enough now,” the Piper says. His voice is closer than I thought it would be. Soothing.

I turn around and look up at him. He’s emerged from his corner. He picks up the knife from where I dropped it.

“You girls just need some rest,” he continues. He looks down at Ankles, but her eyes look past him. “I’ll bring you some alcohol to clean it. It’ll be okay.”

He looks up once more to survey the room, scanning the tops of our heads more than our faces. But when he looks at me, he looks me straight in the eye. The directness of it sinks deeper than a knife. The Piper, I realize, has never looked at me like this before. Like he’s actually seeing me.

And, suddenly, having his attention on me doesn’t feel casual. It feels like a threat.



That night, while I’m sleeping, I see a knife, smell the tin of blood, feel a warm palm sealed sticky to mine. A dream or a memory?

Scratching. The sound of it, low and furious. At first, I think it might be the sound of the other girls scratching themselves, their sleeping bodies heavy around me. Then I think it could be the sound of my own itching, magnified in my head during sleep. But the texture isn’t right. It’s not the delicate, tearing sound of nail on skin. It’s rougher, grainier, like carving.

I open my eyes as lucidity washes over me, a cool wave. The world is dark around me. I’m in the living room of one of the ranchers, in a pile of sleep-breathing bodies. I didn’t get a cot for the night. A girl twitches beneath my head, and I rip myself furiously away, turning to try to grab back the sleep slipping through my fingers.

But the scratching continues in the silent night, persistent like carpenter ants, gnawing and gnawing and gnawing away.

I sit up in full. A girl beside me kicks my leg in her sleep at the movement. It’s dreamlike, here in the night, when no one else is awake. The blue of the moonlit sky outside yawns onto the floor through the two front windows. Maybe, I think, I am dreaming.

I untangle myself from the limbs around me and stand, my head swooning at the effort. But I have to get the scratching to stop. It’s chewing at my brain. I walk the perimeter of the room, slow, tracing the sound to its source. Beside one wall, it’s louder. I press my hand to the wood, feel the distant vibration of scratching. Is there something in there, under the surface, that I can’t see?

No, I realize slowly and then all at once. Not inside. Outside. On the other side of the wall.

I walk to the front door, unlatching it slow to keep its click from waking the other girls still sleeping in puppy piles behind me. I step out into the eerily still night. It’s hot, even in the dark. And the moon is brighter out here, so big and all-encompassing in the sky that it looks like it could crash into earth at any second.

I draw myself up against the side of the house and peek around the corner to see what animal is clawing to get inside.

But it’s not an animal. It’s the Piper. My heart seizes at the sight of him. His body isn’t loose and relaxed like it is during the day. It’s tense and hunched, his shoulders up by his ears, his eyes trained unblinking at the side of the house, like he can see through its wall to the girls sleeping inside.

His hand is moving, quickly, back and forth. His long, grown-out nails rushing back and forth over the wood on the side of the house. Scratching.

His lips move and I can hear it, soft as an exhale. His muttering.

“Around and around they go. Around and around they go,” he repeats like a mantra. “Sick and sick and sicker still. Must get it out.”

My breath catches in my throat to stifle what feels like a building scream. But my mind is thick and awkward, fumbling the words. Get it out? Get what out?

“Wait, wait, wait,” he soothes himself. “Wait until she comes to term. Yes, wait until she’s due. Then I can set her free.”

The mucus in my throat now is too thick to scream. My heart pumps so fast I think it might be spinning, that I might be spinning. It’s too much, this demented version of the calm, astonishingly average man who’s been driving us around. It’s like he’s a monster who’s split open the Piper’s skin in the night and crawled out, covered in his still-sticky hair and skin.

Wooziness rushes me. My vision grows blurry at the edges, narrowing like a tunnel. My knees wobble, threaten to curl inward. I’m drawing in like a turtle. I need to lie down, to rest, to think. But I can’t do it here. Because suddenly, if there’s one thing I’m sure of, it’s that I don’t want the Piper to see me.

I slip back into the house and close the door quiet. I slide down the wall to my butt, crawl back toward the pile of girls on my hands and knees. I pull them over me like a blanket. I pull their bodies across mine as if seeing theirs will stop him from seeing mine. But even beneath their weight, his scratching finds me. It twists its way into the soft wax of my ear and keeps digging.

What happens when we come due, whatever that means? I wonder in a flurry of half sleep and half revelation. My heart pulses against the flesh of the girls around me. And which one of us is due next?







CHAPTER SIXTEEN



AIMEE

For two days, Aimee slept and drove. Past rusted-out Texaco gas stations and F-100 Ford trucks with blown tires, smelling of tar. Past tangerine-colored sunsets and miles of starched farmland. Past strip malls with potholed parking lots, advertising Parklane Hosiery, Marshall Field’s department stores, and Mervyn’s. Whenever she stopped, it was for grease-stained takeout from a Burger Chef or for a piss in an ambiguously stained highway rest stop bathroom. No more dreams, not yet, which she chose to believe meant she was going the right way, mostly because she didn’t know what else to believe.

The most haunting part of the drive was the billboards. Big, black-and-white headshots of women’s faces: some with bobbed hair and some with thick-framed glasses, some in collared dresses and some in woven tank tops. Missing since May 13. Last seen in Chicago. Missing since March 30. Last seen in Des Moines. Missing since February 1. Last seen in Denver. Some of those billboards had been stripped bare, the faces torn down right between a girl’s two front teeth. They blurred together with the advertising billboards. Doe eyes framed by impossibly long lashes gazing up into a cloud of some man’s Tipalet cigarette smoke. A half-naked woman with Farrah Fawcett hair smiling beneath the sole of a Weyenberg Massagic shoe. A college-fresh stewardess beaming from a National Airlines ad: I’m Leeann. Fly me.

Every time Aimee stopped for food or for sleep, she looked at every newspaper and magazine she could find, flipping through for news stories or features about the infection. She turned her radio to talk stations, desperate to hear stories of women who were going west or who thought they might be sick. That doctor in Milwaukee had said other women had dreams. But what kind of dreams? What did they mean? If only she could hear from other women, she might have a better idea of what was happening to herself. But in every newspaper, on every talk show, they just quoted statistics, brought on doctors or politicians, or some guy with an opinion. They never actually talked to them. The women.

After the second night of sleeping in her car, Aimee needed some air. She was nearly out of gas money. And she needed a free place to stay that wasn’t going to compound the crick in her neck from sleeping in her driver’s seat. The whole car was starting to smell foul, too: like grease and sweat and clammy air.

Her heart shot up when she passed a sign for Yellowstone. When she and Ginny were nearing the end of high school, they’d clipped out a Yellowstone advertisement from a Playboy magazine Ginny’d stolen from their gym teacher’s desk. She’d taken it to mock him with some girls behind the bleachers. But afterward she’d brought it home and she and Aimee’d sprawled out on their stomachs on her bedroom floor, the way they did most school nights, to find new adventures to add to the growing collage on Ginny’s wall. Ginny’d flipped past the thick-lipped women vacantly holding their breasts and paused on this particular ad. It wasn’t technically for the park. It was for a whiskey called Yellowstone Bourbon. But behind the advertising text and the small whiskey bottle stretched a huge alien landscape, like something out of the worn, 1950s science fiction pulp paperbacks Aimee’s dad kept in the basement. Endless earth capped by monstrous mountains, all tinged with the yellow of a sepia-toned photograph, of some memory long forgotten, now remembered.

“I’d go there,” Ginny’d said, grabbing the sewing scissors and beginning to snip.

“Why?” Aimee’d asked, still trying to avoid looking too much at the magazine, for fear Ginny would flip the page and reveal another thigh-spread woman in the centerfold.

“Because it looks like something out of all those spaghetti westerns my mom’s old boyfriend liked. The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly. A Fistful of Dollars. You ever see those movies?” Aimee’d shook her head and Ginny’d scoffed. “You gotta get out more, Aims.”

Now, Aimee’s heart flipped at the memory as she saw the national park sign pass her by, its logo reminding her to GET OUT AND ENJOY OUR COUNTRY’S NATURAL WONDERS! She needed a place to spend the night anyway; the sun was setting, and she couldn’t drive all night without falling asleep. At least here, she’d feel close to Ginny, could imagine the two of them finally having one of their adventures together.

She followed the signs off the road. Then she followed signs for the campsites.

The camping area was a dirt-padded clearing just within the national park limits. Beyond its plateau, the Rockies loomed like spectators in a surgical theater. They were nothing like the Appalachian Mountains Aimee had grown up knowing. Those had been soft, green, and supple, a roll of earthy flesh. These were dark and snowcapped, pointed and fantastical like a creature’s teeth. When she got out of her car at last, legs wobbly as a calf’s, she stood at the base of the monster’s throat, looking up and out of its mouth at the distant and dusky sky.

Low chatter drifted in the air, coming from the other campers at the site. At the outskirts of the campsite were some Westward Women. They were mostly quiet, but they splayed themselves out along the earth like they belonged there.

The sight of such a large group of them sent Aimee’s heart galloping. This was a new world, one where large groups of near-feral women roamed without self-consciousness. She wasn’t sure if the idea should excite or terrify her. But she knew it was better, at least, than what she was chasing: a man in a bus who killed women. There was nothing exceptionally new about that, except that this time, he might be about to kill her best friend.

Maybe, she thought as she skirted them, these women had dreams, too.

She hesitated on the outskirts of their cluster, where one of them was slowly sitting up, blinking heavy, as if coming out of a daze.

“H-hi,” Aimee said, hesitantly. The girl didn’t do anything, just stared at the dirt, still blinking. “Um, hello?” Aimee tried again. Her nervousness made her voice small, soft.

The girl swiveled her head over and up, eyes searching emptiness until she found Aimee. She blinked.

“Hi,” Aimee repeated, and tried out a smile. “I’ve heard girls—girls like you, I mean—sometimes have some really lucid dreams. You know, dreams where you aren’t you exactly, but they feel so real that it’s like you could be someone else…” Aimee cleared her throat, tried to get back on track. “What I mean is, do you have dreams like that? Or did you, when you started to get sick?”

The girl just stared at her. A fly circling nearby landed on her earlobe. But the girl did nothing.

Embarrassment made Aimee’s face heat. “I don’t mean to be rude,” she said. Although she was realizing more and more that she might as well be talking to the empty seat beside her in the car. “But I’ve been having dreams like that. And I heard a voice, once, when I was awake. Have you heard any voices of people who aren’t really there?”

Nothing. Aimee glanced to a few of the other girls lying nearby, but none of them had stirred at her voice.

“You trying to talk to them or something?” someone else called out nearby.

Aimee turned around to face the rest of the campground. It was filled with people who weren’t the Westward Women: college-aged boys building fires; couples cuddling in the open backs of cars; groups of women hikers wrapped in blankets, eyeing the Westward Women loosely, from a distance. Some lounged outside multicolored vans. Others strung up tents or sheets across twine. Still others wrapped hammocks around the sparse trees that were beginning to bud.

The one who was talking to her was some guy tending a fire at the center of a large group. He saw her looking at him and cracked a smile.

“I wouldn’t bother,” he added. “That group’s so far gone I don’t think they’ve got a lot of words left. But you’re welcome to join us if it’s talk you want.”

He turned back to the fire. Aimee glanced down once more at the woman at her feet and then moved away, toward the campfire. Aimee still wasn’t sure which group she belonged to more: the Westward Women or these uninfected people who all looked to be more or less her age. Maybe that had always been her problem. She’d never been totally sure where she fit in. Socially, she’d always stood more on the outskirts of all these circles, catching peeks at the fire that glowed between them only in the small gaps between their bodies.

As Aimee got closer to the campfire crowd, the air grew hazier, singed with campfire smoke and the smell of seared meat. The people who had joined this fire all chattered and laughed as they donned makeshift coats: Navajo blankets, tangled bedsheets, tarps, and sleeping bags. Two campfires burned in the middle with a few guys monitoring them, poking hot dogs on sticks inside the licking flames. Elton John’s “Rocket Man” was playing on someone’s old, crackling radio.

Aimee stepped up to the fire tender who’d spoken to her just as her stomach grumbled at the smell. “Do you have any extra food?” she asked him.

He took her in at close range and smiled. He had a sloping back and long, dangling arms. Something about the bend of his neck and the heaviness of his Adam’s apple seemed almost graceful in the lengthening shadows of the night. He couldn’t be much older than her. A blue-eyed boy, his button-down plaid shirt open against his pale chest. His thick, dark hair was tucked behind his ears and curled beneath his earlobes.

“Evening.” The deep velvet of his voice up close surprised her. “We’ve got some pot, some dogs, and some snacks,” he said. He winked at the smile starting on her face in response. “Just take a seat and I’ll bring you something.”

The group swallowed her up, an amoeba opening and closing. Aimee sat next to a boy with a guitar in his lap. Squeezed in next to the guitar on his thigh was a girl with a nose ring. His fingers picked at the strings while she leaned back against his chest.

“Hi!” the girl said. She lifted her head to smile at Aimee and pass her a bag of chips. “You camping or just passing through?”

“Just passing through,” Aimee said. “I’m … on my way to see a friend.”

“Right on,” she said, leaning over to grab herself some chips out of the bag she’d just given Aimee. “My boyfriend and I are doing all the national parks this summer. We’ve been here a week.”

“Wow,” Aimee said. Her eyes wandered over to the smattering of Westward Women at the margins of their firelight. “Have you seen a lot of…” She trailed off and nodded.

The girl didn’t even glance around. “Oh, yeah, they’re everywhere these days,” she said. A dismissive wave of the hand, a roll of the eyes. Like they were stray dogs begging for scraps. Then, waggling her eyebrows at Aimee, she added, “What were you trying to talk to them about?”

“Oh,” Aimee said, pulling her knees up to her chest. She wanted to close herself off a bit to this girl, hide her fear of her own infection that could be brewing beneath the surface. “I heard this rumor about a new symptom … I wanted to know if it was real.”

“Ooh, a new symptom,” the girl said, readjusting to lean forward on her boyfriend’s knee. “Do tell. Seems like they’re announcing a new symptom every day!”

Aimee recognized the way the girl’s eyes crackled in the firelight. It was a look she’d seen on other girls’ faces when she was growing up, a look she’d seen on Ginny’s from time to time. This girl was a thrill-seeker, a walking dare. She wanted to get as close as she could to danger and laugh when it didn’t touch her. She was the kind of girl Aimee had spent years envying, sometimes still did.

“I heard some Westward Women have these really lucid dreams,” Aimee said. She tried to keep her throat from closing up over the words like a secret, to keep it all as casual as gossip. “And in these dreams, they aren’t themselves, exactly, but other sick women.”

“Spooky!” the girl said. “I haven’t heard that one before.”

“I have,” butted in the boyfriend whose lap she was in. He peered at Aimee over his girlfriend’s shoulder. “A friend of mine said some girl he was sleeping with had one of those dreams. Woke him up at night crying about it. Next thing he knew, poof. She was gone. Off wandering some highway somewhere.”

Aimee tightened her grip on her knees, pressing them to her chest like they could help her keep herself contained.

“Far out,” his girlfriend said, her knee starting to bounce. He tried to catch and still it with his palm, but she didn’t notice. “It’s like they’re psychic or something.”

Something about the way the girl’s face lit up, the way her body became animated, surprised Aimee. Most people she met were scared of the Westward Women, or maybe disturbed by them. But this girl wasn’t frightened at all. In fact, none of these people seemed to be. They seemed … intrigued by them. Excited. Envious of them, even.

“Are you not worried about … catching it?” Aimee asked her.

“Nah, I’ve been around them plenty at this point and never gotten it. Maybe it’s not even spread like that. Or maybe I’m just immune.” She shrugged again. Popped another chip.

Her boyfriend snorted. When his girlfriend got another chip, he took it right from her fingers and popped it into his mouth instead. “Yeah, right,” he said, speaking around the mush of the chip. “You’ve just been lucky.” He walked his now-salty fingers up her arm slowly. “Or you’re a carrier,” he said, warbling his voice like he was telling her a ghost story.

Some people on either side of them laughed and rolled their eyes.

“What’s a carrier?” Aimee asked. She kept her voice steady even as her heart ricocheted in the cage of her chest.

“You know, like a carrier of a disease? A person who’s sick and spreads shit but doesn’t know they have it because they don’t show the usual symptoms,” the guy said. He sounded bored and authoritative at the same time, or maybe authoritative because he was bored. It made the corner of Aimee’s mouth tick with annoyance.

“She knows what a carrier is, idiot,” his girlfriend said, flicking his ear with her finger. “She means she hasn’t heard about there being carriers for this thing. For the infection.”

“Are there?” Aimee prompted.

“Oh, sure. Why wouldn’t there be?” the guy piped up in his faux-spooky voice again. “Some say, they can communicate with each other from long distances. Like how fungi can talk to each other through chemical signaling. Carriers can see, hear, smell, even feel things other Westward Women do, without even being there.”

“He’s just trying to scare you,” the girl told Aimee as her boyfriend waggled his fingers at them. “He thinks he’s so smart because he was a bio major at University of Colorado before he dropped out.”

“No kidding,” Aimee said. She tried to fake a laugh, but it came out wrong. Breathy and strangled all at once. “So, it’s not real?”

“Who knows.” The girl shrugged. “They don’t talk about that stuff on TV. It’s all just gossip.” She grinned. “But I like gossip. Like your dreams tip. I think it’s really stellar. Maybe the dreams are like gateways, ones we pass through when it starts to hit us.”

“What, like when the dope hits you and you get all soft-brained?” her boyfriend teased, and poked her skull.

“Shut up,” she said through a giggle, and pushed back into him with her shoulder until he caught her mouth with his.

Aimee focused on eating a chip and tried not to watch them as they tickled and teased and kissed. These were just kids, some couple even younger than she was who were using the chaos of the infection as an excuse to take a break from their real lives. But still, what if they were right? If fungi could communicate with each other from long distances through chemicals, could that distance mean through time, too, and not just space? Or through death? What if that’s what was wrong with her? What if she was a carrier and she’d been picking up on messages from other infected girls, now long gone? Maybe most women passed through the dream phase into the rest of it so fast they barely noticed it. But what if she was stuck in the gateway of this thing, this infection? Standing in the middle, unsure where to go, like she had been a second ago, wavering between the two campsites, one infected and one not. Never totally at home in either.

The couple lost interest in her after she stopped talking to them. They started up a new conversation with someone on the other side of them instead. Aimee watched as, at one point, the girl lowered the neck of her woven tank top to reveal a small, gold hoop that pierced her puckered pink nipple. She was talking about how it didn’t hurt, how it had been just a pinch. Then she lifted her face, eyes closed, to the sky to catch the last bit of sun, her hair brushed back by the breeze.

Aimee’s own body was heavy and sticky and tight by comparison. What they’d told her had begun a swarm of anxiety in her brain, begging for release. So different from this girl who moved like her body was liquid, too relaxed to take tense form. Aimee’d been watching girls like this, girls like Ginny, her whole life. Instead of the old panic she would have had to look away or cover this girl up, she let herself wish she could feel like this girl looked. She wanted to stop thinking, to stop worrying. To feel the breeze move through her as if she were a screen door. Like she had that night at the gas station.

The collection of pills nearly thrummed in her purse pocket.

But before Aimee could consider it further, there was a paper plate with a hot dog on it under her nose. She looked up to find the blue-eyed boy smiling down at her.

“Can’t guarantee it’s hot all the way through,” he warned her as she took the plate. “But it’s food. And here.” He unfurled a woolly blue blanket and draped it around her shoulders. The smell of him was caught up in the breeze the blanket stirred: sweet sweat and mothballs and fresh dirt.

Aimee thanked him and looked away again, certain he would move on. That’s normally how it went with her and boys. They were never mean to her, exactly. They were often overly courteous, in fact, treating her like some breakable figurine their grandmothers kept in cabinets.

It’s those big eyes, Ginny had told her once, poking at the side of Aimee’s face. They make you look all dopey and innocent.

Like with many things Ginny said, Aimee hadn’t been sure if it was a compliment or an insult. She’d always envied the way men were looser around Ginny. Joking and laughing and nudging and touching. The difference wasn’t just doe eyes. It was something about Aimee’s shyness, the worried line that buried a crease between her brows, the cautious tone of her voice. It made them think they already knew everything about her. It made them pity her.

This wasn’t to say Aimee had never been with men. There’d been a grand total of two boyfriends: a guy from high school who’d dated her long enough to take her to prom, and some guy from one of her English literature classes who took her out to dinner for a year and sometimes asked her to write his papers. She’d slept with both of them: the high school boyfriend twice, the college one two dozen times. Even though they were technically different men, it tended to feel the same: stunted, then performative, then repetitive. Then over.

“Aren’t you gonna eat it?” the blue-eyed boy asked, a laugh caught in his throat.

Aimee looked up again, surprised he was still standing there. He sat beside her, knobby knees propped up, arms leaned back. He was so tall that, sitting, it looked like there was too much left over of his body for him to know what to do with.

He was still watching her, so she took a bite of the hot dog to appease him. The outside was charred but the inside was still cold and tasted a bit too meaty. He read her expression and chuckled, passed her a Coke. She chased the bite down with a swallow.

“I heard you say you’re just passing through,” he said as she kept eating. “Where’s your friend?”

“Seattle,” Aimee said between bites.

“West, then?”

She eyed him carefully. Nodded.

“Not,” he added pointedly, dipping his head toward her like they were sharing a secret, “that you’re a Westward Woman.”

But there was a glimmer in his eyes that told her it was a tease. That told her he might think she was, after all. And that keeping that possibility alive made their encounter more fun, more dangerous. The thought that he could see her that way—as unknowable, dangerous—sparked something hot and sizzling, low in her abdomen.

“You think I’m that type?” she asked.

“Is it about type? I thought it was just something that happened,” he said.

She smiled at that, and he smiled back.

“Are you just passing through, too?” she asked.

“I’ve been here a while,” he said. “Taking a break from college. With so many people missing, my classes were basically just me and a handful of other guys. Where’s the fun in that?”

She finished her hot dog and watched him take a pull from his beer bottle. The bob of his Adam’s apple, the wet of his lips.

“Hey,” the guy said when he saw she was still watching him. “You want some pot or something?”

She thought about the pills in her pocket again. She thought about the worry crowding her brain, the danger that awaited her, that might already have eaten Ginny whole. In front of Aimee, through the tongues of the campfire, she saw the white-capped monster’s teeth of the Rockies closing in around her. If she were about to reach the end of the world, what was the point of playing by the rules anymore?

“I’ve got something better,” she said. She slipped a pill from her purse pocket. Brought it up to his eye level. “Want one?”

His eyes flickered from the small white pill to her eyes and back again.

“Yeah, okay,” he said, his mouth growing wide and wolfish.

Aimee slipped out from under the blue blanket and stood.

“We can sit in the back of my van.” He nodded to where a VW sat with the back propped open just a few feet away from the fire.

She followed him there and perched on his rear bumper. The van’s interior was still warm from the late afternoon sun. Inside, there was a mishmash of camping gear, books, food wrappers. Even a bare mattress. He sat with his leg close enough to hers that she could feel the brush of the thin fabric of his shorts. She shook a pill into her palm, then his. They set them on their tongues at the same time.

The guy surprised her, afterward, by taking her hand in his. Loose, like she was allowed to pull away. But she didn’t. His heartbeat in his palm was calm and warm and steady against hers and their weakly linked fingers sat between them against the car’s bumper while they watched the sky rage from blue to red to purple, fading to a bruise. Campfire smoke drifted by. Someone laughed far off. A strange calm settled over Aimee’s shoulders like a light mist. Normally, she’d feel awkward taking part in this kind of silence around a guy. She’d feel the need to talk, to ask him questions, to not bore him. A vestige from her mother, she figured, this impulse to be the entertainment when men were losing interest.

But not this time. She didn’t know this man. Wasn’t really going to ever know this man. She was in some far-off place that could be a dream. What she’d done before—who people thought she’d been—didn’t matter now. In these parts unknown, Aimee had space to breathe. She could hear things no one else could. And when there wasn’t some couple around to tell her that was wrong or dangerous, it didn’t feel that way. Whenever she’d had those dreams, it had been scary, of course. But it had felt like something else, too. Like she was part of something, something bigger than before, bigger than just herself.

The next time Aimee tried to focus her eyes on the tree a few yards away from her, the shape of it shimmied and blurred. Her heart hiccuped at the sight as the echoes of “Rocket Man” from earlier began pulsing through her ears again, slower and on repeat.

It was starting.

There were tiny starbursts in her peripheral vision. When she turned her head to look at them, the world around her stretched like a long-exposure photograph. Her breath sounded too loud in her ears. She forgot where she was and imagined that Betty might peek around the corner of the van doors at any moment. Aimee, she’d say to her like she was speaking to a five-year-old. Those weren’t for you. Those were for another type of girl.

A gateway, the girl at the campfire had said. Crossing over, like Wiley had put it. A waking dream, Aimee thought.

Aimee didn’t know how much time had passed. Flecks of flames spun by in the darkening night air outside and she couldn’t tell if the sparks were real or just a trick of her eyes. She turned her head, as if in slow motion, to look at the guy beside her. He turned at the same time and their eyes met.

He smiled, slow and wide. Wax melting.

“You in there?” he asked. He ducked his head to peer at her.

The sensitivity of her skin spiked at his voice. Her body felt like it might be glowing, the pores wide and breathy. The guy chuckled. His blue eyes were somehow both sharp and dazed, lazy and yet attentive.

“You look spooked,” he said. “You ever done this before?”

She shook her head. Maybe it was a mistake to tell him that, but she suddenly didn’t care. She wanted to stare up into the night sky and watch the fireworks in her vision explode and feel safe while she did it. Why was it that she hardly ever felt safe?

His smile gentled and he reached out with a free hand to push her hair behind her ears. The whoosh of it sounded like tectonic plates shifting. She led their linked hands to rest on his upper thigh, over the thin nylon of his shorts. She needed to feel the weight of him, like an anchor.

“You’re okay,” he said. “We’re just gonna ride it like we’re some dust on the back of a breeze.”

“Like the air before a storm. Porous and unstable,” she said aloud, the words from one of her dreams coming to her without conscious thought.

His smile tweaked. “Yeah,” he said. “You hear that from somewhere or something?”

“I can hear things,” Aimee said, quieter now. “I can hear things you can’t. Did you know that?”

The thick muscles in his thigh tensed beneath their hands. As if he were excited. Or about to run.

“That’s what drugs do,” he said, a tease in his voice. Offsetting the tension in his body. “They make you see and hear things that aren’t there.”

She squeezed his hand. Skin on skin felt good. Like they were breathing into one another.

“It isn’t the drugs,” she said. Testing him. Seeing what he might do. “I can always hear things you can’t.”

The guy’s eyes searched hers carefully, as if seriously considering this. But he didn’t run. Instead, he gave her hand a light, comforting squeeze.

“I guess everyone hears and sees things other people can’t,” he allowed at last.

He stood and tugged gently on Aimee’s hand, and she let him take her on a little walk. She felt as light as a balloon, bopping through the wind.

The breeze had picked up. Flames from the campfires flickered and danced, sparks tossed into the air. The night was so dark, impossibly dark, and the sky was a smear of stars. The air around Aimee was all movement, made of the blur from the stars and the campfires. Someone far off scream-laughed, and the noise echoed back to them. The air pulsed with the sound, a kind of color and pressure convulsion that made it seem like the world around them was a muscle. She reached out to touch the compression of air and could swear she felt fingers pressing back against hers. Some invisible girl, at some other time, pressing back, asking to be felt, if not to be seen.

Maybe that’s what the dreams were. A presence that swept past her sometimes, an echo of sound, a vibration on the other side of a membrane. She understood now. They’d all been here, or near here. They’d all left a stain on these places. She could hear their voices in her dreams as if she were passing through a cloud of their perfume, some residual smell of theirs that lingered in the air.

“Those voices from my dreams,” she whispered to him, to no one, goose bumps perking up against her skin, “They’re scared. They’re trying to warn me about something.”

Beside her, a small wrinkle appeared in his forehead. “Those pills are something, huh?” he said.

Aimee shushed him. “Just listen,” she begged. “Sometimes, the voices are feelings, you know? They aren’t words. You’ll just feel them.”

He didn’t respond. Instead, he released her hand and put his long arm around her shoulders. She leaned into his chest. So hard and warm, his skin against her cheek. He smelled like campfires and peppermint gum, smoky and fresh rolled into one. She could get lost in this smell, in his animal warmth. Just two bodies, coming together. Coming apart.

Time skipped, a record scratched.

When Aimee’s memory picked up again her legs were like jelly. She was lying on her back on a blanket. The guitar music had stopped. A roaring but muted wind buffeted the tarps above her head. She was in a tent, a Rayovac lamp nearby, casting everything in a golden glow. The blue-eyed boy was beside her, brushing some ends of her hair against his lips. Everything was orange.

Aimee’s skin still felt as if it were crawling. She lifted her arm and stared at it, swore she could see the molecules in her skin moving. Her body was made of ants. She was shifting, rearranging, changing. She wondered if it was just the drugs making her see things, or if this is how it really was, and the drugs only helped her see better. All her life she’d felt as if she were in a stagnant pool, as if nothing—not her life, not what was expected of her, not who she was—would ever change. But now, seeing her own skin in a whole new way, she wondered if she’d ever been stagnant at all but had only seemed stagnant. If, maybe, she’d been shifting, moving, changing all this time without realizing it.

“I’m moving,” she said.

His eyes danced up from her hair to her face.

“I’m moved,” he said, and then laughed.

“I’m serious,” she said. “Look at me move.” She held her arm close to his face. She inspected his cheek but saw nothing there but skin. Just flat, static skin, turned orange-gold by the tent. She, on the other hand, was vibrating.

“Oh yeah,” he said. “Look at you go.”

He giggled again.

“Do you hear them?” she asked.

“Hear who?”

She looked back up at the tarps above their heads, the way they pulsed in and out, bulging and sucking.

“Nothing,” she said. “No one.”

She watched the tarps and felt their rhythm in her chest, felt as if she were moving with them.

Then, she felt something hot and heavy against her breast, holding her down. She looked at his hand, followed it up along his arm to where he was lying beside her, staring at her. His fingers massaged her nipple soft and then rough. The touch almost sobered her. The way it made her nipple knot with pain and perk up with pleasure at the same time. The sweating weight of his touch. The simultaneous thrill and disappointment of it. He was just a guy, just like any guy.

“It’s better on LSD,” he said. “Trust me.”

She sat up and the movement felt like a whoosh. She tried not to vomit. His hand stayed planted on her sagging breast, like it was sewn to her.

“It’ll be like seeing God, being inside you,” he said. She crawled toward the tarp and his hand finally fell away, heavy and inanimate. “Come back. You’ll see.”

She lifted the tarp and crawled out of the makeshift tent.

Outside, the wind had picked up and the campsite was empty. People had snuffed out their fires and were in their vans, tarps, and hammocks. She found an abandoned sleeping bag and slipped into it, pressing herself up against the side of someone else’s van, where the wind was less intense.

Zipped into her cocoon, Aimee stared up at the sky. It was black and overflowing with stars. They arced over her like she was in a snow globe. Her lids were heavy, but she dared not shut them against the glory of the infinite.

“I hear you,” she whispered to the sky. “I feel you.”

The stars surged against her vision in answer. Something had shifted in her brain and in her body. She knew she’d seen something special in those dreams, something important. And her body also felt steadier, somehow, and her brain lighter, like the cramped worry she’d been housing had dissolved. She housed a new kind of certainty, one that wasn’t fading away like the high was. Perhaps for the first time ever, every particle of her body felt powerful.

She reached down until her fingers found her waistband. She pushed her hand under her panties, felt the coarse hair there, and pressed her fingertips against the soft, wet flesh beneath. The sensation made her vision pulse again and her heartbeat quicken. He was right; it was better.

Every touch was a small explosion. She watched the sky above her as she brought herself to the brink of existence. Then, finally, she shuddered into unconsciousness, still smelling him on her clothes: cozy wood-smoke and chilly, clear-eyed peppermint. Somewhere far off behind her closed eyelids, she could have sworn she saw the flash of headlights.





You hold on to the hem of your skirt as another car zooms by. Night is coming, the sky a dusty purple, and it’s getting cold. You wish you’d packed more than just thin cotton dresses. But when you left, your brain was funny. Fuzzy, like your old stuffed duck that you’d rubbed too many times and left raw. Things have gotten simpler as you’ve gone west, but your body has grown tired. It always has to be something, your mom used to say about everything.

The man who picks you up at the gas station where you’re hitching drives a truck. The cabin smells like the peppermint gum he’s chewing and wood-smoke, like the flannel he wore had been hung to dry beside a campfire.

“To kick the smoking habit,” he says. The gum pops between his large teeth. He casts what feels like a judgmental eye on your bare legs. “Bit cold for those clothes, isn’t it? But I guess it’s warm where you’re going.” Even though he means California, you think he might mean hell.

You don’t answer. You stare out the window, into your own dark reflection.

“Been seeing a lot of you girls around here these days,” he says. His words are wet from the gum. “Some of the other guys who drive the rigs won’t pick you up, you know, because they say it only helps the spread. But I don’t have no problem with it. Better to help you get where you’re going than leave you for dead, I say.”

He wants you to thank him, you can hear it in his voice, but you don’t. The impulse to affirm him is an old one, a phantom ache, left over from a life you only sometimes remember now.

You drive for almost an hour before he stops. He pulls the massive tunnel of metal over to a rest area that’s dotted with picnic tables and looks closed for the night. He parks the truck, and you listen to the engine settle. It rattles and rasps with pent-up gas and heat.

“I took you forty miles just now,” he says, his voice suddenly louder, more intimate, in the closed and muted space. “I can take you another hundred if you want.”

You turn your head slowly, focus your eyes on the place where his stomach spills over the brim of his pants. You know by now it’s better not to look him in the eyes. You’ve met a few men like him since all this started. You aren’t surprised, not really. But the realization of what he wants makes your body sag and ache. You walked all day before getting to that gas station. You’re so tired you feel as if your limbs might fall off, as if there is very little holding you together at all. Bodily exhaustion is a late-stage symptom, they say. Maybe that’s all this is. A wearing thin of your body to remind yourself that you have one. That even bent and broken, it is yours.

You do what he wants because another hundred miles is a pretty good bargain. It takes longer than you want it to. Not yet, not yet, he’s not ripe yet. When it finally happens, he tastes like eggs in your mouth, and he makes a noise like a guttural mower. You think he might be your father’s age and then you remember that you had a father. It’s strange, the details you forget sometimes. There are other details you never forget. Like how girls used to call you easy as if it were an insult. But you didn’t mind that. It was the sterility of going home that you minded, a house that smelled like chemical cleaner and a kitchen counter where one piece of lint stood out like a middle finger. There, your mother would linger in the corner of the living room and watch you watch All in the Family. She’d make a noise in the back of her throat when you tried to put your feet on the couch. If only she knew where those feet had been now.

But that was ages ago. You’ve been sick for a long, long time now. It feels like you’ve been sick forever.

He makes an impatient noise in the back of his throat, and you pull yourself back up, wipe at the corners of your mouth. You stare back out the window as he buttons himself up, straps himself in.

“Some people say it’s a form of treatment, you know,” he says now. He sounds gentle, apologetic. “Maybe it’ll snap you out of it.”

As he starts driving again, you think of the residue of him that’s in your stomach now. You imagine it is a fire and you are the hot-air balloon. You imagine it will inflate you, then incinerate you, from the inside out. If it is a form of treatment, you wonder if it counteracts the swollen glands hidden beneath your skin, the already inflamed, infected parts of you, puffy and enraged and tender. But you doubt it. What is inside of him is no match for what is inside of you.

After another hundred miles, the sun is starting to rise, a strip of pink across the horizon. He drops you at a Grizzly gas station just outside of Missoula. As he drives away again, you watch the sun paint the world red, the glow of it reflecting off the nearby exit marker and nearly blinding you.

You start to walk again. Another car whips by. Grit stings your thighs. You stop walking, drop your bag, turn around, and face the oncoming traffic. This time, you don’t hold out a thumb. You don’t smile blankly or pull up the hem of your skirt. You just stare into the headlights coming toward you.

Right now, that’s all they are. Headlights. You don’t know yet that they’re attached to a bus, driven by him. The Piper. You don’t know yet how cold you’ll feel when he decides it’s your time, that you’ve come due. You don’t know yet about his obsession with what’s inside you, about his belief that all the scratches you’ve given yourself are just attempts to get it out. You don’t know how cold it’ll feel when he decides to help you, when he’s left you split down the middle and bleeding, wide open to the world. You don’t know yet how you’re about to become just like everyone else.

His form of treatment is different from the others. His form of treatment is the kind that kills you. But really, he’s just another one of those men like the one you just met. Those men who think they’d found you, rescued you, cured you. Those men who don’t realize they’re all just alike, that you’ve seen it all before.

Now that the world’s infected, they can call it treatment. But you’ve known men like this all your life. They’ve always pulled this shit, or something like it in different form. You’ve heard of girls getting better, girls who stop going west, whose pupils shrink back down overnight. You don’t know what it is that cures them, but you’re sure whatever it is doesn’t come from these men. So you face those headlights straight on and you think, Come and get me. Come and try out whatever treatment you’ve got. Just come and try.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



EVE

They spent the last few hours on their way into Denver playing a game Ginny jokingly called Headline Hunting.

“Women’s Whisper Network Widens in the West,” Ginny quipped.

“Infected Runaway Becomes Pain in Reporter’s Ass,” Eve shot back. She still wasn’t sure she liked this game, not when it was clearly at her expense. But she did like the light that came on in Ginny’s eyes when they played it. She liked the way Ginny seemed more relaxed, faster to smile, giggly.

“Delusional Woman Convinced She’s a Reporter After Catching Infection.”

“Curly-Headed Westward Woman Dies at Age Twenty-Five of Lung Cancer.”

Ginny coughed as she laughed at that one.

“Wannabe Writer Follows Mystery Man Across Country, Convinced He’s Her Salvation.”

“I don’t think he’s my salvation,” Eve protested.

“You wanna turn that into a headline for me or lose?” Ginny drawled.

“Wannabe Sidekick Jealous of Reporter’s Subject.”

“Infected Woman Goes West to Convince People She’s Special.”

“You’re mean,” Eve said. But, miraculously, she was smiling. “Wait, no, I’m sorry: Pennsylvania Native Decides She’s Nothing Special; Dies Unknown.”

“Pretty sure there wouldn’t be a headline about me dying if I was a nobody,” Ginny said.

“You wanna turn that into a headline for me?” Eve said, shooting her a triumphant look. “Or lose?”

“You,” Ginny teased back, “are so competitive.”

“Critically Acclaimed, World-Famous Journalist Drives Herself and Nameless Woman Off a Bridge, Distracted by Stupid Game.”

Ginny, Eve discovered, snorted when she laughed hard.

Just as sunset loomed, they made it to Denver. The main street was something out of one of Eve’s mother’s 1950s postcards except with white-capped mountains as the backdrop. A general store with a striped awning, a pharmacy with a light-up marquee, a long row of quaint shops and everyday businesses: hardware stores, diners, a newsstand. It would be idyllic if it wasn’t a bit faded around the edges, a bit dilapidated. Dilapidated and empty. Old GEORGE McGOVERN FOR PRESIDENT election signs sat paling in closed shop windows. COME HOME AMERICA, another read. There was that word again, the one that stung.

“Where is everyone?” Eve wondered aloud as she pulled into a parking spot along the street. She checked her watch. “It’s not that late.”

“Must be dinnertime,” Ginny said, and pushed out of the car.

Eve followed her out and into a nearby Italian restaurant. The place had a counter in the back and a smattering of round, wooden tables covered in checkered tablecloths in the front. It smelled of simmering garlic and tomatoes. Eve’s and Ginny’s stomachs both growled.

Men chattered at tables near the front and more men sat on stools at the counter in the back. It wasn’t crowded, but it wasn’t empty, either. Still, it was all men. The men swiveled toward them almost in tandem and narrowed their eyes.

“Cutting it a little close, aren’t you?” a waiter asked. He had a dish towel thrown over his shoulder, and his tie was undone, as if his shift were already over.

“Are you about to close?” Eve asked.

His eyes dipped over her body. The heat of his gaze was familiar. Eve knew what it felt like to be admired by men, had fed off that feeling most of her life even though she didn’t like to admit it. But the twisted shape of his lips and the furrow in his brow were strange, thoughtful. It took her a moment to realize he wasn’t just checking her out. He was inspecting her.

“I’m not sick,” she added.

His eyes jumped back up to hers. Still, there was that little-boy expression of being caught doing something naughty.

She thought of the man she’d met at the beginning of her trip, the way his eyes had traced her. He’d said she was too sharp to be one of them. But something between now and then must have changed if men were looking at her so suspiciously now. She was just another runaway, another infected girl, another of the many Westward Women. One of many instead of one of a kind. Despite not wanting to, she thought of her father, eyes assessing and bright. You’re special, sweetheart. Even now, those words sent molten satisfaction through her bloodstream.

Frustration clenched her jaw.

“We aren’t closed,” he said. “I’m talking about the curfew.” At her blank stare, the furrow in his head deepened. He put his hands on his hips, a move that looked a little silly with how baby-faced he was. Like a child trying to reprimand a parent. “You’re not sick but you’re not from around here either?”

“Is that a crime?” Eve said.

“No-o,” he said. “But being out after dark is. State of emergency, that’s what they’re calling it.”

He didn’t move any closer to them. For someone who couldn’t get sick, for someone who seemed intent on scolding them, Eve couldn’t help but notice that he seemed almost … scared.

“But you’re all here,” Eve said.

“We aren’t the problem,” he said. He lifted his chin toward the door. “You’ve still got a few minutes. Go find a place to stay the night or I’ll have to call the police.”

Eve took an involuntary step back. A dizzying wave of panic swept her and made the world a Tilt-A-Whirl. She couldn’t be here when the cops came. It was a longshot anyone would recognize her now, a long shot that anyone was still looking. But she didn’t want to risk it.

“Let’s go,” she muttered to Ginny. She turned and headed for the door, ignoring the question mark creasing Ginny’s forehead.

“Is there a cheap place to stay in town?” Ginny asked the men, lingering while Eve left.

“Girls like you typically stay at the homeless shelter.” He said it like a spit as he assessed her.

He began giving Ginny clipped instructions, but Eve didn’t wait for them. She was already leaning against the car by the time Ginny caught up with her. She held her hands in front of her to stop them from shaking. And to stop herself from scratching the itch biting at her arm.

After they got back into the car, the silence was deeper than usual. “You got out of there fast after they mentioned the police,” Ginny observed. The question was there, unspoken, between them.

Eve didn’t answer. She just started the engine and drove them to the shelter. She’d show them, she thought, not for the first time. She’d show them that she was more than what they thought she was. A sick, pathetic girl. Pretty, but dismissible, too. She’d show them they didn’t know a single goddamn thing about her.



The homeless shelter was packed with women: old, young, fragile, sinewy, long-haired, and bedraggled.

“I can’t believe we’re staying here,” Eve muttered for the fifth time.

Ginny rolled her eyes. “Come on, Princess. These places normally give out blankets, but we might be too late.”

They found two women clad in bright-blue church volunteer T-shirts in the corner. Tight across their breast were printed the words: GOD GIVETH AND GOD TAKETH AWAY.

“No more blankets?” Ginny asked as one woman handed her a towel instead.

A thin-lipped smile. “Sorry,” she said.

Eve just kept staring at the words on their chests. “Isn’t that kind of fucked up?” she asked.

The women exchanged tight, nervous glances.

“We will lead everyone in a prayer at eight,” the other woman finally responded.

“Wow, can’t wait,” Ginny deadpanned.

She took Eve’s wrist again and tugged her away. Instead of letting herself be dragged, Eve slipped her fingers into Ginny’s and steered them toward a corner where she’d spotted a free cot. Just one, but it was something. As they walked, Eve couldn’t help but notice how small, how delicate, the bones in Ginny’s hands felt. It surprised her. Such fragility in someone who seemed so strong.

Ginny pulled her hand away once they reached the cot and a small pit opened in Eve’s stomach. She chalked it up to hunger.

“Let’s go talk to those girls,” Eve said, lifting her chin toward a small group of three women who sat nearby, heads domed together, as if whispering secrets.

“Why?”

“Because if I have to stay here, I’m going to do some research.”

Ginny unfurled her towel onto the cot, claiming it. “You go. I’m staying here.”

“I need you,” Eve said. When Ginny raised an eyebrow, Eve added, quickly, “They’ll know I’m not one of them. They’ll open up more to you.”

Eve knew Ginny would be able to see through the lie, the way she so often did. Especially now that Ginny didn’t look sick at all. But Eve didn’t know what else to tell her. How could she explain to her that she didn’t want to be alone, not when it came to Ginny? Even though Eve had never had an issue with being alone before.

“Fine,” Ginny said, leaving the rest on the table.

As they approached, the girls looked up almost simultaneously. Their dilated pupils made them look blind, but Eve could tell from the way they fell silent that they were looking at her.

“Hi,” Eve started stupidly. It was always easier for her to talk to men when they were sources than women. Women could see past her beauty, her attention. Women were suspicious. Careful readers.

They blinked at her, slow.

Ginny sat down to be on their level and Eve followed.

“Do you have food?” Eve asked them. Speak their language, she thought. Don’t come on too strong.

Two girls shook their heads. One, whose pupils were less swollen than the other two, spoke.

“They passed out coffee and buns earlier. But we ate it all.”

“Fantastic,” Ginny muttered.

“At least we have the prayer to look forward to,” Eve joked. Ginny tossed her a wry grin, but so did this other girl, the most alert of the group. Eve tore her attention away from Ginny to focus on the girl. If she understood sarcasm, she was lucid enough to answer questions. “We’re looking for someone. Maybe you can help us find him.”

“Him?” the girl echoed. Her fingers trailed through her long, black hair, separating it into sections, braiding and unbraiding it. A tic or a gesture of self-comfort. “There aren’t any men in here.”

“Not in here,” Eve said. She gestured vaguely toward the double front doors. “Out there.”

The girl cocked her head, still braiding and unbraiding, twisting and loosening. It was almost hypnotic, the unthinkingly intricate movements of her fingers. The other two girls were watching, too, mesmerized, it seemed, by her lingering dexterity. Eve could understand why the girl kept braiding and why the others kept watching. It was a self-soothing gesture, like a baby sucking on a pacifier. Something to distract and relax. It was like the way Eve felt every time she bantered with Ginny. Ginny, she realized a bit nervously, was her self-soother.

“The Piper,” Ginny said, cutting to the chase.

The girl’s eyes widened a little and the other two swiveled their heads toward her.

“You’ve heard of him,” Eve observed.

“Everyone’s heard of him out here,” Braid Girl said. “Some girls are waiting here in case he comes. Some say he’s heading to Texas to pick up more girls before he keeps going west.”

Texas? Eve’s whole body sagged, heavier than ever. A useless sack that couldn’t get her where she wanted to go. Now she was supposed to start heading backward? Farther east? Down to Texas?

“But not you?” Eve asked, clinging to the hope that there might be some rumor, some different lead that could keep her heading west.

The girl’s fingers moved faster through her hair. “I guess I am waiting, in a way. We’re all waiting. I’m just not waiting for him.”

“You don’t think he’s real,” Eve guessed, her heart plummeting.

“He’s real because we all say he’s real,” Braid Girl said, still evasive.

Her fingers halted and she leaned forward a little. The movement made a thick black line flash into view beneath her right collarbone. The corner of a tattoo Eve couldn’t quite see.

“Want to know what I really think?” the girl said. “I think he’s a myth. A thing we talk about to give each other hope or warning.”

“Like an urban legend?” Eve said. And then added, a bit desperately, “But aren’t urban legends normally based in a seed of truth?”

The girl tilted her chin, considered this. “More like … the collective unconscious.” She started braiding again, more fervently than ever. “Doesn’t mean he’s not real. Just means he’s not real the way you mean it. You mean it like there’s only one guy, one bus, one Piper.”

“What the hell’s a collective unconscious?” Ginny asked, almost sarcastic.

“I heard about it somewhere, before.” She gestured with her hand to some unseen place behind her. “Can’t remember where now. But we all have individual consciousness, right? Like free will? We think that exists in this vacuum. When actually, we’re all thinking about and obsessing over and feeling the same things at the same time. That’s why a bunch of people all end up doing the same shit. Like suicide. When one person commits suicide, a bunch of other people start to commit suicide soon after. It spreads, like a contagion.”

The word “contagion” sat between them, a pulse. Eve knew what she meant. That contagion could be social, too. That you can convince yourself you’re sick just by the suggestion of it. That maybe, if you believe it, it becomes real. She let her gaze flicker briefly to Ginny. She wondered if maybe the opposite was true, too. If you told yourself enough times that you weren’t sick, if you tried hard enough to stop being sick, if you could force yourself out of it. She doubted that was all there was to it, but she also didn’t doubt that Ginny could do almost anything through sheer force of will.

“Or,” the girl continued, bringing Eve’s attention back to her, “collective consciousness is like the Manson murders. All those people killing innocents just because some guy said so. Manson didn’t really matter, you know? It was a cult thing, some repressed impulse everyone was feeling. Well, that’s the idea anyway.” The girl’s eyes skittered away, hands still working. “Like, the things we think just naturally occur to us and the decisions we make? It’s all just the same record, spinning around in our heads. We only catch fragments.”

She combed her current braid out with her fingers. Started again.

“And that’s what the Piper is,” she finished with certainty. “A fragment.”

Eve tapped her fingers on her leg to stop herself from itching it. She tried to think of another question, but the itching was too distracting. Besides, what else was there to ask? The girl didn’t think there was a Piper to chase, or at least not a single one worth chasing anyway. The thought made Eve’s muscles jumpy, as if she wanted to hit something. Or someone. There had to be a story out there. There had to be a Piper. And he was going west. And so would she.

One of the girls beside Eve’s new source tugged her half-finished braid. A touch of encouragement or a beg for something she wanted but couldn’t say.

“You all know each other? From before?” Eve asked, mostly to move away from the Piper, so she didn’t have to hear this girl tell her he wasn’t real again.

Braid Girl looked over at the other two, as if she had forgotten they were there. “Oh, yeah,” she said vaguely. “I don’t remember how, exactly. But we’ve been together for a while. They just … you know … went faster.” She shrugged and the black line that had disappeared into the neck of her T-shirt flashed again.

“What’s your tattoo?” Eve said, nodding to it.

Braid Girl hooked a finger through her scoop neck and dragged it down to reveal a tattoo the size of Eve’s hand just below her right collarbone. A bird’s wing, flexed and opened for flight.

“I wanted a tattoo of a bird in flight,” Braid Girl said, tracing the wing’s edge with a nail. “But then I realized that’s, like, impossible. As soon as you make it a picture, it’s trapped. Frozen. The thing with wings, though, is they look like they’re in motion even when they’re at rest.”

Eve opened her mouth to speak again but suddenly felt a cool breeze of absence at her side. She glanced over her shoulder to see that Ginny had already walked away, back to their shared cot.

“Thanks,” Eve said quickly to Braid Girl. The girl just inclined her head as Eve dragged herself up and went after Ginny.

Ginny was already sprawled out on the cot when Eve got there, her arm behind her head, staring at the ceiling.

“What the fuck?” Eve said. “You said you’d help.”

“I did help,” Ginny said. Her eyes flashed. Not playful, like usual. But hard, almost angry. Two cherry pits. “She didn’t know anything.”

“You could have told her she’s wrong,” Eve said. “That you’ve actually met him.”

“She’d still think what she’s going to think. Why do I care?” Ginny said. “And maybe she’s not wrong. Maybe there are lots of Pipers out there. What’s the point of chasing this one?”

The suggestion made Eve’s muscles clench again. She needed there to be just one. She needed him to be special, a mystery only she could unfold, a story she could catch and tell that was different from other stories. She needed him to be going to Seattle because increasingly, mile after mile, she needed to get to Seattle, too.

But now, with a slow kind of curdling in her gut, she couldn’t stop thinking about it. The possibility that there were more. That he wasn’t special at all, but, like the girls he picked up, just one of many. All those faceless men, all those knuckles gripped to steering wheels, all those ragged girls on the road, their hips popped as they waited …

A creak brought Eve’s eyes back down to Ginny. She’d turned on her side, showing her back to Eve, and shut her eyes tight, as if instantly asleep.

So much for sharing a cot.

Eve laid out her starched and scratchy towel on the cold, tiled floor beside Ginny’s cot. She lay there, body aching, mind whirling, unable to sleep, until the lights in the massive room dimmed and one of the volunteers started the prayer.

“O Lord,” the woman said, her voice quivering with reverence or fear; it was hard to tell which. “Your healing oils flow through me. I feel it like a living stream. I choose to bathe in your waters each day. I will trust in you that I will fully recover. I give my whole body to you and rest in your embrace. Amen.”

Somewhere in the silence above Eve, Ginny snorted. A little smile spread on Eve’s lips.

“Your healing oils?” Eve quoted, just for her. “I’m sure he’d love for his oils to flow through me.”

Self-soothing again. But also, an olive branch. Eve didn’t realize quite how nervous she was that Ginny wouldn’t take it until Ginny said, “Do you think ‘a living stream’ is a euphemism for sperm? Because I definitely don’t want to bathe in that.”

Eve laughed. Then, the silence of the room made it too hard to speak. Eve turned on her side, closed her eyes again, and tried to sleep.

Only a minute passed before there was another creak. Then, Ginny’s body was behind Eve’s, curling around her. A sideways hug, but something else, too. A sliding of body against body. A slow, sensuous test of fit.

“Hey,” Ginny rasped. Her mouth, so close. Warm, soft against Eve’s ear. “I’m sorry. I was just jealous. Of how much you were paying attention to that girl with the braid.”

The words were an offering to talk about it. They pulsed between them for a second before Eve pushed them away.

“Tomorrow we should drive straight to Seattle,” she said. In a whisper like this, her voice sounded breathier than she meant it to. “It’s a long drive, but I’m worried we don’t have much time left.”

Ginny’s arms tightened around her, as if she were trying to hold on. Her fingers brushed the sensitive interior of Eve’s arm.

“We don’t even know if he’s going there. Maybe they ran out of money, and he turned back. Or maybe he lied to me. Maybe he’s going to take a detour to Texas first, like that girl said,” Ginny said. Her words were soft, wet breaths on Eve’s shoulder.

“No. He’s going west. He’s going to Seattle. I just know it. We have to leave as soon as we wake up,” Eve said. She needed Ginny to believe her. Because even as she said it, she knew how desperate she sounded. Knew she was doing the same thing she’d done before, believing the story she wanted to believe, the one that got her where she wanted to go. Whether it was true or not.

Ginny was silent for a minute and Eve wondered if she’d fallen asleep. But then, in the darkness: “Or we could stay here for another day or two. To, you know, see if he shows up.”

Because Ginny was so often blunt, Eve could feel the restraint in her tone, the something unsaid behind it. Eve knew if she pushed for it, Ginny would push back harder. But Eve didn’t want to fight with her anymore. Not tonight, not with Ginny’s arms still wrapped around her torso just right.

“Okay. One more day,” Eve allowed.

Then, Ginny really did fall asleep, her face tucked into Eve’s neck, her breathing deep and steady. Eve counted her own breaths, which seemed deeper, raspier than normal. Rattly, like she was the too-old engine of her own car. She crushed her hands beneath her head to keep them from scratching. She counted her breaths and tried not to think about how they might be running out.

It took Eve longer, but eventually she fell asleep, too, in a cloud of patchouli and rose oil and tobacco smoke. As she drifted off, she imagined thousands of wingless birds, their feathers ruffled around clipped bones and bloodied muscles, all hopping pitifully toward a flesh-pink sunset.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



TEENIE

Sun baking my skin, dirt packed tight beneath my fingernails, the slick of unswallowed spit heavy in my throat. I think I had a dream in the night. A dream or a realization. Like those moments of half sleep when something you’ve been trying to figure out during the day comes to you in a rush of clarity. I used to love when those moments happened to me. They felt like magic. Kate used to say they were moments of real truth. When you first wake up, in those moments when you are still half asleep? Those are the moments you are most yourself. Those are the moments where you understand things that only you can see, Kate told me once, late at night. Like it was some kind of bedtime story. But even then, with that distant look in her eye, she just sounded sad. Like she might want to live there, in that half sleep, instead of in the real world with me.

But that’s the problem with those half-sleep moments, those moments of fleeting revelation. They end and then you wake up. Sometimes you remember, but mostly you don’t. Now, in the brief moments I’m lucid, I try to probe the deep corners of my memory. But there’s nothing. Or maybe just the vague but frenzied sound of scratching.

I don’t know how much time has passed before I surface again. Life now is one long stare. I try to run the lists in my head but the next thing I know, it’s tomorrow and I can’t even remember how far I got in my list of small things from before, the list of the things I remember about the Piper, the list of the things I remember about myself. Time on the farm is static, all grit and white noise.

All I know is that this time, I think I’m woken up by the growl of a car motor.

Trish and I are sharing a single narrow bottom bunk tonight. But as soon as I wake up, I can tell she isn’t here. My body is stiff against the wall, still holding the position I fell asleep in to make room for her. But the bed beside me is empty.

I turn to look over my shoulder and I’m blinded by bright headlights that sweep across the bedroom and flood it with an eerie, white glow. There’s the gritty wash of tires over gravel outside and the light subsides, sweeping into the corner of the room instead.

For a moment, I don’t hear anything except the collective breathing of the other girls in the room. Heavy and hushed.

Then, more gravel. This time, not kicked up by tires. Instead, it sounds like it’s being dragged.

The engine outside is still running. In the stillness of the evening, the car sounds menacing, a growl from the back of a mechanized throat. I flinch when the front screen door of one of the other rancher houses smacks open and closed again. Voices mutter to each other.

I’m suddenly incredibly awake. More awake than I’ve felt in days. The sharpness of my vision, the new acuteness of my senses, makes me realize just how much being in this place has made me feel asleep, even more so than being on the bus.

I slip my legs out from under the covers and tiptoe to the white-glowing window across the room from my bunk.

The car loitering outside in the gravel driveway is a truck. Terry’s truck. The driver’s side door has been left open and the truck bed door is open, too, like it’s waiting to be loaded.

Two men, dark and shadowed in the night, stand nearby, hands on hips, their backs to me. Closer, standing on the other side of the bright spray of headlights, so I can see him, is the kid. Terry’s creepy younger cousin. He’s watching them, his jaw moving like he’s chewing on cud. And against his hip, loose in his hand, is the rifle. A jolt runs through my stomach at how similar the stance is to the one Trish struck in the mirror, mimicking Janis Joplin. Casual, heavy.

Through the glass, I can’t hear any of the words they’re saying to one another. But they are saying something. There are a few mumbles, one louder than the other. The shadowy men are gesturing to one another, to the car, to a darkened form at their feet. I lean closer, trying to make out what’s there. But my breath just fogs the window, casting them all into mist.

When the fog clears, the two shadowed men have bent at the waists. They lift the dark thing off the ground with clear effort. They swing it between them once, twice. Toss. A thick thunk as it hits the truck bed. One man snaps the back of the flatbed up again and I see him. Terry. The other man walks around the side of the car, in front of the headlights, and grabs the rifle from the cousin’s fingers.

And I see him, the third man. The Piper. That gangly body. His familiar face. Except now he doesn’t have his typical, lazy smile. His face is all tight like a drawstring: lips pursed, forehead creased.

The Piper takes the rifle around to the driver’s side and climbs into Terry’s car. The truck pulses once, loudly, and then roars away, dirt filling the air lit by its taillights. The light from the car drifts off, bumping over the dirt road away from the farm. The cousin and Terry are left in darkness. They mumble to each other for a moment, watching the red eyes of the Piper’s taillights go. Then they turn and go back inside their rancher, the one we aren’t allowed in. A snap of the screen door and they’re gone. The night is innocently silent and empty again.

I watch, listening to crickets at the window, waiting for the truck to return. When it doesn’t, I pad back across the room and climb into bed. My breath sounds loud to my own ears as I lie there, my skin uncomfortably dry against the single sheet I was given. I stay half awake the rest of the night, waiting for the headlights to come back. The headlights, or Trish.

But in my stomach, I’ve got this cramp, kind of like anxiety pain. It’s an echo from something sharper, something I can’t put my finger on. I know she won’t be back. But I know the headlights will. And I can’t let myself think of what that means. Not when I’m alone in the darkness.



In the morning, I wait until all the other girls have slunk out of bed before I get up myself. Technically speaking, it’s a beautiful day. Blue skies; bright, cheery sunlight; all that shit.

I slip on my boots. My feet are covered in blisters and the soles of the shoes rub the pus-filled sacks all wrong, scrubbing them until they burst. I go outside, but instead of turning toward the garden, where the others have started to weed, I walk straight across the gravel driveway’s semicircle. I walk to the other rancher’s front door. The one we aren’t allowed into.

The front porch creaks beneath my feet, announcing me before my knock does.

The Piper answers the door faster than I thought he would. I take a small, involuntary step back, my body telling me I’m scared of him before my mind does.

“Good morning, Christine,” he says. That old, contented smile on his lips. The lazy, half-lidded look in his eyes. He’s wearing his scratchy poncho today, a familiar favorite of his, and it needs washing. “Can I help you with something?”

“Trish is missing,” I say. This much, I know, is true. Even if I dreamt what happened last night, something that seems frighteningly possible given how normal he looks and sounds.

His lips dip into a little frown, his eyebrows drawing together. Concern, maybe exaggeratedly so. It’s the facial expression equivalent of waxing poetic.

“That’s too bad,” he says. “She must have run off.” He shakes his head, slow, like it’s a shame. “I know it’s hard on you girls to stay in one place for very long. I saw it before, on my last trip taking girls west. Your bodies can’t take it anymore.”

A dull throb begins behind my eyes, like the distant memory of rage. As if he knows anything about my body.

He sucks his teeth, a new determination lighting his face as he meets my eyes again. Dead-on. “You know what? I think she’s got the right idea. I’ve kept you girls here long enough. It’s time to move on.”

“But,” I start. Stop. Think about how to say this. I realize I don’t want him knowing what I saw, but I don’t want to think about why. “But what if she comes back? We’ll already be gone.”

“Aw, Christine, you know how it goes,” he says. Like we’re old friends. “Once you girls go, you never come back.”

His words seem simple. My sore head begs for them to be simple. But there’s a puzzle behind them, one I’m too tired to figure out. You girls. His girls. The ones who come with him on the bus. Trish isn’t the first to disappear, I remember vaguely.

“But,” I say, picking at the edge of a revelation that feels too far off. “Out here, there’s nowhere for her to go.”

The skin around the Piper’s eyes tightens so subtly I could be imagining it. But I’m not.

“You know,” he says as he reaches out to brush one of my pigtails behind my shoulder. The skin it leaves bare prickles. “You look more and more like her each day. My old girlfriend.”

His old girlfriend? It flashes in my mind: a memory. A girl he says we all look like. Nomadic years, he said. They used to travel, like us.

“Was she sick too?” I say. Although, suddenly, by the way his eyes have sprung to life and gone distant at the same time, I’m not sure I want to know.

He nods. “It broke my heart, to see her like that. She was my girlfriend. My soulmate. I knew it when I first met her. It was right after the Korean War ended. I was so out of it, you know? So tired of all the killing and the bullshit. And then our eyes met in the middle of a party, and I felt it in my chest, the pull. She was … special like that.”

He takes up a lock of my hair now, looks at it as if fascinated. He wraps the strand around his finger, reeling himself in closer to my skull. I go still, so still.

“But then she caught the itch. Started scratching herself bloody in bed beside me. And I thought, if only I could help her scratch it out. Whatever it was inside her.” His finger pauses when my hair is pulled tight. He gives me a sad smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “She told me the scratching helped her. So I said, okay, I can help you scratch that itch.”

“What happened to her?” I ask in a near whisper.

His eyes crinkle in the corners. That pitying look he gives us sometimes. “She died,” he says gently. “Most of you do. But that’s why you have me here to help you.”

I shiver at the abrupt dead end of his sentence. It’s supposed to be a comfort, but he makes it sound like a threat. There’s a long pause and he unspools my hair again. Then, leaning back, he smiles. His face relaxes back into its normal shape: a piece of elastic stretched out too far in the heat.

“Why don’t you get to work,” he says when I refuse to speak again. “I’m going to give Terry a quick goodbye. We’ll be back on the bus by this afternoon.”

I nod like my neck is broken. In the process, my eyes skim over the jut of his collarbones, just visible beneath the V-neck of his poncho. There, in the crevice of his throat, a smear of black. Gunpowder, I think. Gunpowder, or blood.

Then the door closes. And I’m left standing on the porch alone, the distant crunch of spades in dirt filtering over from the garden where the others are still mindlessly whacking away. I know they’re weeding because we do it every morning. But this morning, the whacking of all those little hand spades doesn’t sound like weeding. Today, they sound like digging. And wouldn’t that be nice, too? To imagine that if together we all dug down real deep, we might dig our way out of this place. This feeling. To dig around in that dirt the same way we all keep digging every night at our skin.

Of course, digging won’t get us anywhere new. Digging like that only makes a grave.

I don’t join them. I just go get on the bus and wait for the Piper to come out of the rancher with renewed energy and corral them all inside, too. I sit there and wait for the bus to fill, wait for it to take me away again to some place I don’t know but that my body yearns for. I stare at Trish’s empty seat in front of me, and I imagine what it will be like when my bus seat, too, is empty. When I close my eyes against the world, I see my old backyard. The trampoline where it happened, torn up now. Kate’s upturned cup of lemonade, half empty. The pool we used to splash each other in, drained of water and covered in mold.

When I open my eyes again, I am still staring at Trish’s seat, at the empty space she’s left behind. Thinking about it doesn’t make me scared, though, not like I was when I was standing in front of the Piper. And there’s no bone-deep grief the way there was when I woke up that afternoon on the trampoline and found myself alone. There’s not even anger at what it feels like to have failed again, to have slept while someone else was ripped away.

What a relief it would be, I think instead, to be gone. What a relief it would be to not be the person left behind, for once.

The bus has finished filling up around me.

“Okay, girls,” the Piper says from where he now sits in the driver’s seat. “All aboard! All aboard for a one-way ticket westward!” He performs it like a train conductor.

This whole place is built on bullshit. Kate’s voice drifts over me. A siren song I can’t forget. I have to get my one-way ticket out of here, Teenie. And when I do, you’re coming with me.

The bus rumbles and coughs to life beneath me. That old, acrid scent of gasoline fills the air as the bus lurches down the driveway, toward a road I can’t see, the flatline of a horizon.

The Piper’s eyes meet mine through the rearview mirror. The wet, brown puddles of them. Muddy dirt, sucking me in. Wasn’t it strange, I think now, that he came to me? Wasn’t it strange, when the Piper doesn’t normally go door-to-door, that he stopped in front of my lawn, held his hand out in front of my house? How did he know which one to stop at?

Maybe, I begin to think, he’d been there before. In another time, for another girl. One that looked like me but prettier, sunnier, better at pretending. Maybe he’d met that girl’s eyes while she lay out, bored, on a trampoline beside her sleeping sister, had given her his bashful smile, extended a hand that could lead anywhere or nowhere.

Maybe, I speculated and realized all at once, he hadn’t just been passing through when he came for me that afternoon who knew how long ago. Maybe he’d been coming back.







CHAPTER NINETEEN



AIMEE

The next morning, Aimee changed her clothes before she left. She didn’t want to smell like the blue-eyed boy anymore. That smell had given her another flash, another memory-dream. The blue-eyed boy wasn’t the man in the truck the girl had hitched a ride with in her dream, but he’d smelled the same. And something about the smell had triggered it, she was sure. This girl had survived that man, but afterward, she’d run into him. The Piper. The man she wouldn’t survive.

Come and get me, she’d thought. Just come and try.

Aimee didn’t remember everything from the night before. But she remembered the new dream perfectly. A girl picked up at a truck stop. Dropped off at a gas station. The flash of headlights coming for her there. She’d mentioned him, too, the Piper. It was his headlights she’d seen, his headlights coming for her at that gas station.

Best of all, Aimee remembered the sign next to that Grizzly gas station. The exit number outside of Missoula. If the Piper and these girls had been there, maybe Aimee could find someone who knew what had happened to them and where they’d gone next, the way she had with Liz and Linda. And if not, it was still on the way to Seattle, to where he was ultimately going, to where he was taking Ginny. She just had to reach it, to find him, to find them before whatever happened to these girls happened to Ginny, too.

Driving away from Yellowstone, Aimee calmed her nerves by deep breathing. On every inhale, she noticed her own smell. Like earth and flesh, thick with musk and sour with sweat. It smelled familiar and new all at once, this scent. Like a revelation. The essence of her. She must have smelled like this all her life, but she’d been too busy trying to cover it up with perfumes and lotions, too worried about what other people would think. It was strange to think she’d never truly known her own smell before.

As she luxuriated in this smell, a memory snapped into focus. This time, a memory of her own.

Her father, back bent over his desk, elbows sharp at his sides. The emerald-green light of the library lamp on his desk painted his long face with sharp lines of light and shadow. Aimee was seven, maybe eight. It was during one of the museum’s exhibition events and she was dressed in a scratchy tweed dress her mother’d made her wear. She’d gone into his office out of curiosity. She’d wanted to explore it to learn more about him while he was elsewhere in the museum. After all, he hardly ever spoke, unlike her mother. Maybe, she’d thought, she could see him better in an empty room, like a photo negative exposing its subject.

But he’d been in his office after all. He looked up, his eyebrows two thick black lines. He didn’t tell her to get out. Instead, he went back to work, unfurling a moth with his tweezers.

“Did you know,” he said, “that moths can only communicate with one another when they are very close together? They speak so softly they can’t hear each other otherwise.”

She didn’t say anything, just stepped closer.

“Years ago,” he continued, as if he were talking to the moth instead of to her, “people used to think insects were telepathic. But now we know they just speak so quietly the rest of us can’t hear them.”

She didn’t know what the word “telepathic” meant, but she didn’t want to admit that. Instead, she asked, “All of them?”

“No, not all of them.” He pressed a pin into the tissue of the pale-blue wing. “Some insects, like ants, communicate through pheromones.”

Aimee didn’t know what pheromones were, either. This, at least, he seemed to realize.

“Kind of like smell,” he clarified.

Later, that night, when Aimee went over to Ginny’s house for a sleepover, she pressed her face into Ginny’s scratchy curls and inhaled, deep.

“What are you doing?” Ginny asked, a mix of laughter and disdain.

Aimee leaned back, her eyes closed. The scent—herbal and a little rank—settled somewhere deep inside her and for a moment, far off, Aimee could have sworn she felt a whisper. The fleeting edge of a secret, of that elusive something she’d always felt Ginny knew but never told her.

“Communicating,” Aimee told her.



When Aimee pulled into the Grizzly gas station outside of Missoula, she parked beside the gas station’s sign with its illustration of a roaring bear, across from the blinding exit marker. The exact sign she’d seen in her dream. Unlike in the dream, it was just after midday, and there was only one other car paused beside the pumps, a puke-green Mark II wagon with wood trim. Beyond the squat convenience store was a vast emptiness, only broken by the gentle waves of mountains.

The lone other driver hung up his pump, threw a cautious look in Aimee’s direction, and drove away while Aimee walked into the station. She grabbed some food, the first she’d eat since the half-frozen hot dog the night before, storing it in the hammock of her T-shirt. A plastic-wrapped Kellogg’s Danish Rings. A half-smushed Nickles Banana Flip. A crinkly bag of Cracker Jack, covered in red-and-white pinstripes. All the foods she never normally let herself eat because she was worried about her weight or acne or a stomachache. She emptied the contents of her shirt on the counter and counted out the rest of her money for the snacks. While the cashier rang her up, she eyed him. But he was a young man with a gangly, curved neck and stuttering facial hair. Too young to be the trucker from the vision. Certainly no one else she’d seen in a dream.

She took her spoils back to the car and ate, trying not to be disappointed that she hadn’t found anyone else here, hadn’t felt the lurch of another dream brought on by some scent along the way. By the time she finished all the food, her fingers were waxed with sugar and salt and her stomach did, in fact, hurt. She felt silly for following her nose the way a bloodhound followed a trail, silly for coming here after seeing a sign in a dream. She brushed her hands off on her shorts and readjusted her rearview. Whatever that flash had been trying to tell her, she’d missed it. But she could still make it to Seattle before he did whatever it was he did to those other girls again. Whatever it was he was going to do to Ginny.

Then, just before Aimee turned the key in the ignition, she saw it in the rearview mirror. A dusted-up white bus, with paint so thin Aimee could still see a faint outline of yellow and black from its days as a school bus. She watched as it slowed, let out a guttural cough, and then rumbled into the gas station, pulling up to the diesel pumps on the side of the station. It stopped with a low moan, the front double doors gasping open.

All Aimee could hear in the silence after the bus stopped was her own heartbeat swelling, filling her ears with blood. It couldn’t be. And yet, it had to be. A short stream of Westward Women tripped off the bus, pushing each other weakly as they made their way around the back of the station, presumably to pee. After they got off, a man followed. A balding man with a pooched stomach and wiry arms. A man she felt she recognized even though she’d never seen his face.

After he disappeared into the gas station, Aimee caught her own gaze in her rearview mirror. Seeing her reflection like this, it was clear how much she’d already changed since leaving home. There were blueing circles under her eyes, sure. But her gaze was more direct, too. Less nervous and uncertain. And her jaw was set more firmly, giving her cheeks a sharper look. With her hair a bit greasy, it looked darker, sleeker, all pulled back. She looked like herself but stronger.

As much as the shaking muscles in Aimee’s thighs told her to run, she didn’t. The Piper wasn’t a good man. She knew that much from what she’d heard, from what she’d seen in her dreams. But if she was going to find Ginny, she needed to get on that bus. Ginny could even be in there right now. And if she wasn’t, she’d still be looking for him, still coming soon. For a second, Aimee considered calling home. Telling her parents everything. Telling them to call the police. But she knew they—her parents, their doctors, the police—wouldn’t believe her. What evidence did she have except for a handful of dreams? At most, they’d decide she was infected and sedate her until long after Ginny was already gone.

She got calmly out of her car, looped her bag across her back, and walked toward the bus. There’d be no running today, she decided. There’d be no calling home. She had to leave that part of herself, like the car, behind.

As Aimee approached, she searched the bus windows. None of the girls who’d gotten off looked like Ginny, but maybe she was still inside. She circled the bus, flicking her gaze from one girl to the next. None of them were Ginny. When she reached the front again, she saw one girl on the bus watching her through its dusted windows. Her hair was in small, frayed pigtails. Her eyes, a churning blue-gray. Their gazes met, and Aimee felt a phantom tug on her chest.

“Can I help you?”

Aimee turned slow, her blood souring in fear at the sound of his upbeat, folksy drawl.

A gangly man—once maybe handsome, now with skin like tanned leather and the beginnings of a receding hairline—stood behind her, smiling. The Piper.

Aimee didn’t know what she’d been expecting. It was strange that out of everything she’d been told and shown, she had never been told or shown much at all about him. All she knew was his name, or lack thereof. The Piper. He’s what tied them all together. And he’s what had caused them pain. She didn’t know the exact ends of each of their stories, but she’d felt the women’s fear at those endings, felt it the way she could feel the temperature drop at night.

“I’m, uh, I’m,” she stammered, uncertain of how to explain. Near the front of the bus like this, she could feel its engine rasp hot, throaty breath against her legs, an animal snapping at her heels. How far could she keep running before it caught her?

“You looking to go west?” he guessed, walking toward the pump. He lifted it, maneuvered it into the tank, jammed it in hard. So hard she could see the cords of muscle flex in his arm.

Aimee’s mind churned as the gas began flowing, picking up in speed like a timer. She had to get on the bus. She had to see if Ginny was there. But in the flashes, all the girls the Piper picked up were sick. Which meant she had to be sick, too.

Aimee blinked her big eyes up at him and stared at some middle distance beyond his face.

“Car out of gas,” she said. A pause to let herself breathe. She counted the seconds to make sure she answered slow, like the Westward Women did. One Mississippi. Two Mississippi. “Need ride.”

The Piper tilted his head. His smile weakened a little, curdled into pity. “You must be exhausted, driving all this way,” he said. He held out a hand. “They call me the Piper. Maybe you’ve heard of me?”

“The Piper?” she repeated, as if confused. She took his hand, loose, and his hot palm clamped tight around hers. It felt as if his hand were actually tightening around her heart, squeezing it so hard it might stop. Even though she’d known this was him, hearing him confirm it strangled her in a whole new way. The dreams were real, the girls in them had been real. He was real.

“I know, I know, it’s strange,” he said. “But it’s just what girls like you call me.” He gestured to the bus. “Need a ride?”

“To … where?” she said.

“Ultimately, Seattle,” he said. “All these people on the news keep talking about the state this country is in, with the spread and all? But none of them ever do anything to really help you girls.”

Aimee thought of her mother, of the sedatives in the hospital, of the PSAs on radio and television. She thought of a growling truck, the taste of eggs, a memory that wasn’t her own. She thought of all the definitions of “help.”

The Piper just continued. “When we run out of money, we stop to work. If you want to come along for the ride, the only thing I need from you is some answers to a few questions.”

A test, of sorts. She knew it from the way his eyes hardened, turned more analytical. Like her father’s eyes, when he inspected a beetle under a microscope. She braced herself, curling her toes in her shoes. She tilted her chin in a nod.

“First of all, what’s your name? I like to know who I’m talking to.” He punctuated this with a warm smile. “That is, if you still remember it.”

“Aimee,” she said. She didn’t want him to detect any hesitation in her answer.

“Do you know your last name, Aimee?”

She shook her head, giving him what she could sense he wanted. Accommodating Aimee, she imagined Ginny teasing. Always giving people what they want. This time, though, knowing how to accommodate people’s desire might help her, she realized.

“Fine, fine. It’s nice to meet you, Aimee. Do you remember where you’re from?”

“Pennsylvania, I think.”

“Well, that’s just great. And do you have money on you? I don’t charge a fee or anything. I just know it’s hard for you girls to keep track of things once you’re really sick, so I pool all our money to feed us all and get gas. Like being in a commune on wheels, you dig?”

Aimee almost snorted at the way he punctuated the slang, so exaggerated it was hard to tell if he was performing it or if he was just genuine to a fault. She managed to keep the snort in and her face steady, itching at her arm so hard she made sure she left scratch marks.

“I ran out,” she muttered.

“Nothing to be ashamed of, Aimee. Now, this one’s harder, but it’s the last question. Do you know how long you’ve been sick?”

Her gaze swept his face once, twice, three times, like a scanner. She couldn’t look at him for long without giving her real lucidity away. She had to look without looking. It wasn’t that hard in the end. It’s what she’d been doing without realizing it her whole life.

“Don’t remember a time when I wasn’t infected,” she lied.

His eyes bulged, his smile widening, curling. He looked almost … hungry.

“You must be far along, then,” he said.

Far along. What a strange phrase. At first, she thought he meant far along in her trip. But then she realized that he’d already known how far she’d come geographically. No, he meant far along in some other way. Like she was a ripening fruit. Like she was pregnant with something about to be born.

Beside them, the gas was speeding up, tightening its sound as it reached capacity.

He leaned in closer, staring at her eyes. It was a strange feeling, to have someone look so intensely at her and yet not look at her at all but at a part of her. A piece of her body. She felt, for a moment, as if he could detach each part of her with ease, a little boy pulling a Barbie doll’s arm loose of its socket.

“If you’re so far along,” he said, “why’re your pupils still so small?”

She wasn’t sure if he was asking her or himself, so she just shrugged. “Bodies are weird,” she said, echoing something Ginny once told her.

He laughed, loud and uproariously at the same time as the gas clicked off. The sudden sound made her flinch.

“Weird, indeed,” he said. Then, jerking his head to the side: “Well, I won’t keep you standing there getting all tired. You go get on the bus and take a load off. I’ll just round up the rest of the girls and join you in a moment. You got other things? A suitcase?”

“Just this,” she said. She shrugged her shoulder with the backpack on it.

“That’s just fine,” he said. Then, his sticky-hot hand was on her bare upper arm. “You know, Aimee, you remind me of someone. A girl I used to know.”

He said this quiet, like a secret. Aimee’s skin beneath his hand twitched. She swallowed the slick at the back of her throat and hoped the move didn’t make her look as nervous as she felt. “Wh-what girl?” Aimee dared to ask.

His eyes darkened in a flash. But when he blinked, it was gone. Instead, he gave her a demure smile and a shrug, his eyes downturned. “I’m just so glad you found us,” he said. “You never know what can happen on the road. At least on the bus, we’ve got each other.”

Once he peeled his skin back off hers, she boarded the bus. Inside, it smelled of heat and gasoline. And something else, too. Something rank and sour, as if past its expiration date. In front of her, at least a dozen women sat, their faces pressed to the relative cool of their smudged glass windows. With their hair grown out long and their skin tanned, sunburned, and peeling, they all looked almost the same. Or like variations on the same theme. None of them, she saw as her heart guttered, were Ginny.

The girl who’d locked eyes with her through the window turned her head now to look at Aimee. The movement stood out in a bus otherwise defined by stillness. Aimee made eye contact with that one to show her she could. Maybe this girl was more lucid than the others. The others all looked in a half stupor, spit pooling in the corners of their mouths. But maybe this one could tell her something, could say if Ginny had ever climbed onto this bus the way she was doing now.

Aimee walked down the bus aisle until she reached the empty seat just in front of where the pigtails girl sat. She shrugged off her pack.

“This seat taken?” she asked the girl.

“Yes, actually,” the girl said, and turned to look back out the window.

Aimee sat in the seat anyway. The air there was different from the rest of the bus, less sour and more sweet. Almost like sunshine and strawberries.

“I’ll leave before she comes back,” Aimee assured the girl.

“She’s not coming back,” the girl muttered.

Aimee let that sit in the air for a moment before she turned to face the girl again, peering over the top of the seat back.

“This bus smells worse than I do,” Aimee tried to joke.

“It’s his kimchi,” the girl said. “That plus the gasoline and all of us. We haven’t showered since the farm.”

With the dead-eyed way the girl said it, Aimee found she didn’t really want to ask what the farm was. Besides, now that she was settling into the empty seat, the smell of his kimchi was being overwhelmed by this thick scent of chemical sweetness, like how red would taste.

“A smell is a stain,” Aimee said instead. “It stays after a person is gone. Which means this seat? It still smells like her. The girl who was in it before. Somewhere in this air, she’s still here.”

The girl turned her head from the window to look at Aimee in earnest now. Her jaw was set, her pupils swollen. But Aimee could tell she understood her just the same, that she was thinking about saying something.

Before she could answer, the bus rocked. The Piper reentered.

He stood at the front, surveying them. Aimee fixed her gaze on the window, breathing shallow, and didn’t return the Piper’s look. Until she realized the Piper wasn’t looking at her. He was looking at the girl in the seat behind her. He kept looking at her for a beat too long before he clapped his hands loudly, making them all jump.

“Let’s get back on the road, shall we?”

Without waiting for an answer, he dropped himself into the driver’s seat, cranked the bus into gear, and rolled them out of the gas station. Aimee watched them pass her car and leave behind her last means of escape. Only after it was out of her sight did she look back toward the Piper. When she did, she found his eyes flickering up into the rearview, looking again behind her. At the pigtails girl.

Over the course of the next hour, Aimee didn’t like how often he looked back at that girl. Didn’t like the way his eyes always seemed to linger on her for a second too long. Because if Aimee had learned anything from growing up alongside Ginny—Ginny, who got caught smoking pot on school grounds while Aimee went to class; Ginny, who could spend hours in screaming matches with her mother while Aimee drifted through the rooms of her own house as silently as a ghost; Ginny, whose body collected men’s eyes the way Aimee’s father’s floodlights collected bugs—it was this:

Sometimes, it was better not to be noticed.







CHAPTER TWENTY



EVE

Eve woke to the sound of a news broadcast. The voices were so perfectly intonated, so professionally crisp, they sounded familiar, even though she’d never heard them before.

She opened her eyes to find a huge, cavernous room with tall windows, built up high, filled with light. In the brightness, she could see the place was an old gymnasium. But why was she here?

Women were milling about, their towels trailing after them like children with blankets. Some of them had coffee and buns. Others were walking in circles. She wondered if that was to keep the itching at bay. She wondered if it would stymie the itch building like a rash under her own skin.

“Here.”

Eve looked up through a blinding shaft of morning light to find a girl with long, toned legs standing above her, holding out a steaming Styrofoam cup. There was a glowing halo around her unruly cloud of curls that made it hard to see her face.

Eve sat up, squinting into her light. “Who…”

The girl sat down on a nearby cot. Now that she was out of the sun, her face flooded with details. A defiant chin. Pine-green eyes. The memories of the last few days washed over Eve’s mind like a balm as she breathed Ginny’s name.

She lifted her heavy body up to sit beside Ginny on the cot, a move that made her ache. Ginny didn’t comment on the small groan that loosed from Eve’s throat. She just fit the coffee cup into Eve’s slackened fingers

“No bun?” Eve asked with a weak, joking smile.

“I was too slow.”

Eve almost laughed. “In a room full of women who move like sloths, you weren’t fast enough to get us food?” she said.

“Says the woman who slept late in a room full of people making noise.”

It wasn’t an accusation exactly, but it was close. Ginny, who’d always teased Eve about being sick, wasn’t teasing now. The two sipped their coffees in silence, barely an inch of space between their thighs.

The news on the TV continued.

“Yesterday, East Coast hospitals reported a record number of infections. Fifty-five new counties across the country instituted curfews this week. These counties are mostly in the Midwest where towns have become waystations for infected women on their way to the West Coast. Officials hope to identify and quarantine the Westward Women in their midst. With sedatives also now approved for enforced use in most medical facilities, it is clear we are in a very real state of emergency. The Senate’s Select Committee on Presidential Campaign Activities has even decided to postpone their investigation of the Watergate Scandal so Washington can focus on how to handle this crisis.”

The church volunteers were the only ones watching the TV other than them. The Westward Women walked around the television like it was just another cot while the volunteers in their bright-pink T-shirts paused in front of it, their faces clenched in worry. Today, their shirts read: TO GIVE RELIEF TO YOU WHO ARE AFFLICTED … AND TO US AS WELL.

“I don’t deny that it’s a state of emergency,” another pundit replied. Both were men. One, the one who’d spoken first, was older but handsome, not unlike Eve’s own father. Why was it that all the men on television always looked like her father?

The other man, the one speaking now, was younger. He wore a tucked-in, checked button-down but no jacket. He was going for a more relatable look.

“I’m saying we are in the midst of a much larger crisis than the minor measures currently in place recognize,” he continued. “It’s about time we let our doctors sedate these women. In fact, we should be arresting them on sight. Now, I know what you’re going to say, Todd. I know what that sounds like. But at a certain point, their bodies need to be kept safe until we can find a cure for this … this … itch.”

“They’ve been going on like this for the last hour,” one volunteer said to another, close enough that Eve could overhear them. “Some morning debate segment. They had a doctor on earlier, but he didn’t know anything new. Now they’ve moved on to these two. A medical ethics expert and some policy guy.”

More men, talking. Eve’s eyelids drooped as her body sagged. She was so tired of men talking. Or maybe she was just tired.

“Keeping women in hospitals against their will isn’t exactly ethical,” the first man said. “And as far as the research goes, it’s still unclear how, exactly, this infection affects women. Yes, it causes them to migrate west. Yes, it makes them forget who they are. Yes, it can result in erratic, even violent, behavior. But research is starting to show that it might affect other women in different, less noticeable ways. The symptoms can differ radically, progress at different stages, change course without warning—”

“Which is exactly why we need to exert some control over the situation,” the second man interrupted. “When these women leave, many of them don’t come back. And when they don’t come back, we should remember that they aren’t just hurting themselves. These women are mothers, daughters, and sisters. What they do impacts everyone, not just themselves.”

“You talk about it like it’s a choice. What they do with their bodies. It isn’t.”

“You just said that we don’t know that for sure. They need to start being held accountable for their actions. And any woman—sick or not—who claims that she’d rather be left to her own devices after this infection takes hold? They are endangering the lives and well-being of everyone around them.”

“Amen,” one volunteer watching the show nearby breathed.

Ginny snorted into her coffee.

The woman turned to give her a look tinged with sadness, tight with fear. She was middle-aged, rounded, with a face that might have looked warm under other circumstances. “You don’t even think that what you’re doing is selfish, do you? How can you not see it?”

Ginny didn’t answer. Instead, she looked away, which surprised Eve. She knew Ginny well enough now to know that Ginny was the kind of person who always spoke back.

The woman scoffed at her silence. “As if you’re the only person who itches,” she said before she walked away. “The rest of us have just learned to live with it.”



Later, they walked through town. They checked all the gas stations and rest stops in the area. They ate greasy burgers with melty American cheese, Eve’s favorite, at the local diner. They got Cokes from the convenience store and walked through town again. They revisited the shelter and asked some of the few remaining girls there if they’d heard anything. They avoided the distasteful looks from the new batch of church volunteers. They went to the mall to buy clothes that didn’t smell like feet. They spent what was almost Eve’s last five dollars on a tissue-paper-thin sundress for Eve, a black tank top and a pair of bell-bottoms for Ginny, and two bathing suits. They went to a local reservoir to swim off the day. They crawled up the bank onto the fresh grass and let their skin bake. They didn’t talk much because they both knew they didn’t know what to do next.

Ginny lay on her back, face to the sun, eyes closed. Eve sat beside her, pretending to peel the nail polish off her toes while actually making a survey of Ginny’s body. Her delicate wrists and curved shoulders. The dark, prickly hairs on her legs and under her arms. The slope of her throat, the curves and dips of her body. The gentle rise and fall of her bare stomach with her breath. All these details she gathered up, as if adding them to some collection in her head, some portfolio of proof that Ginny was not a stranger but a person Eve felt intimately with each move and shift of her body. She’d never been quite as fascinated with someone’s body as she was with Ginny’s. William’s body had been skinny, a little weak, but she’d liked that in a man, liked that she could overpower him in bed if she had to. She wondered if he’d realized by now that she wasn’t coming back. She wondered if he hated her and found herself hoping that, despite everything, he didn’t.

“You’re staring at me,” Ginny said. “I can feel it.”

What did it feel like, Eve wondered.

“I’m just staring,” Eve said. “Not at you. Just at anything.”

Ginny rolled her head on the ground toward Eve. At this angle, Eve could see herself reflected back in the large aviator sunglasses. But she couldn’t see Ginny’s own eyes. In the reflection, Eve thought she looked small and distant, too thin and bony with her knees pulled up against her chest like that.

“We should start heading for Seattle,” Eve said in response to Ginny’s opaque gaze. Her skin was twitching, just sitting here. She chipped at her nail polish to avoid dragging at her skin. Being here, being still like this with Ginny, was making her want to pull her hair out, to claw her own skin off. “We can’t just wait here for something to happen.”

“The rumor that he’s going to Seattle is just as unsubstantiated as the rumor that he might come through here,” Ginny pointed out, her face turning back to the sun. “We might as well stay. Maybe try to find jobs. We’re out of money.”

“Not quite,” Eve pointed out. “We can keep going, just for a little bit longer.”

Ginny’s belly inflated and deflated in a sigh. Then she sat up and pushed her sunglasses to the top of her head where they smashed down the chaos of her curls. The sudden visibility of Ginny’s eyes made Eve notice all over again how small her pupils were, shrunk from the swollen circles they’d been when they’d met to two hard pencil tips.

“Maybe I don’t want to keep going,” Ginny said. “I’m tired and I’m hungry and even though that swim helped, I smell like shit.”

“Maybe you should stay,” Eve snapped, knowing that she sounded like a child but not caring. “If you’re so cured now, I guess you don’t need me after all.”

Ginny’s jaw flexed. “Do you want me to be sick or something? Have you ever thought that maybe you should just let this Piper thing go instead of chasing him around like a puppy?”

Eve’s knuckles tensed and whitened against her knees. The words felt too right, sliding into her gut like a needle. She didn’t want to feel weak like this. And she certainly didn’t want to seem like some fumbling puppy to Ginny, to anyone. She was meant to be a predator. The intrepid reporter. She was supposed to be proving, not revealing, herself.

“I need him for my story,” Eve said. “Without him, there is no story. I haven’t … discovered anything else. And without a story, I don’t have anything. Without a story, I’m nothing.”

Ginny rolled her eyes. “This has nothing to do with the Piper. You’re looking for something, just like we all are. That’s why it eats us up inside. The infection. It feeds off it. Our hunger.”

Ginny’s eyes searched her until Eve’s skin prickled. Eve looked away, not wanting to show Ginny whatever it was Ginny was clearly already seeing.

“Well, look who’s the expert,” Eve shot back. “If you know so much about the infection, tell me: What cured you?”

Ginny looked at her with something like a beg in her eyes, as if she didn’t want Eve to make her say it. “I don’t know, exactly. I got tired of it, I guess. I started focusing on things other than myself. I met you.” Eve’s breath hitched. Ginny pushed past it, too fast. “But I can tell you one thing. Feeding the hunger? Itching until I bled? Going west? Pretending nothing was wrong? That didn’t cure it. At some point I just accepted that there was something happening inside me, some kind of chemical high or hormonal overload or bottomless desire, and that maybe that would never change. That even if it didn’t, I could make different choices anyway.”

“Look at you. A real bootstrapper.” Eve scoffed so Ginny wouldn’t look too hard at the fear in her face. The fear that she and Ginny were pulling too far apart.

In the silence after, the evening crickets started up.

“So why ‘Eve’?” Ginny asked at last. Her voice was quieter now, maybe gentler than Eve had ever heard it. A peace offering.

Eve’s palms warmed, began to sweat.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I mean,” Ginny said, “we both know your name isn’t really Eve. So, why’d you pick it?”

Eve thought about denying it. But she found she didn’t want to. No one else knew the truth, no one else knew who she really was. And, while she knew she couldn’t tell Ginny everything, she could at least tell her this. If something happened to Eve—if she really was sick—at least this little bit of truth wouldn’t disappear with her.

“Eve’s the most famous woman in history, isn’t she?” Eve said with a rueful grin.

She tucked her stick-straight hair behind her ears the way she used to do when she was younger, when she was feeling timid. It was a gesture her mother had trained her out of. It makes you look weak, she’d said. You want to look modest. Not weak.

“And what’s a girl with a fake name who doesn’t want to be noticed by the police going to do if she gets famous?” Ginny asked.

It was that same gentle tone again. The one that made Eve’s throat ache at the same time as it made her temper flare.

“It isn’t about being famous,” Eve insisted. “It’s about being seen, being heard, being respected. It’s about mattering. Without the Piper, my story won’t matter.”

Ginny’s lips pursed but she didn’t speak. Somewhere not too far away, a bullfrog began to groan, a small noise of pain or longing repeating on a loop.

“I know you aren’t who you say you are. I know you’re hiding your past for some reason. But still. I didn’t take you as the religious type,” Ginny said with a smile. Eve felt the atmosphere around them loosen and, for a second, she loved Ginny for this. For letting her off the hook.

“I guess I didn’t pick it just for that Eve,” Eve admitted with a shrug. “I liked the sound of it as a noun. It sounds like what it is, something teetering on the edge of becoming something else. I guess I liked the idea that I could be like that: a woman on the very edge who never quite went over.”

“Now that,” Ginny said, “sounds more like you.”

She reached out, then, and took Eve’s wrist in her hand. The soft tips of her fingers settled on the sensitive insides of Eve’s wrist. Eve became more aware of her own pulse beating when it beat like this against Ginny’s fingerprints.

“Back in Milwaukee, before I went to find the Piper,” Ginny said, drawing Eve’s eyes back to hers, “I stole this guy’s car. After I couldn’t find a job or a place to stay, I’d started hitchhiking. This guy picked me up fast, and I should have been suspicious of that, I guess. But I was tired of walking.”

Ginny paused and Eve sensed an opening to change the subject. Maybe she should. Maybe this was the moment to get out of whatever Ginny was offering her underneath this confession, unspoken. It was the same offer she’d given last night, when she’d pressed her body to Eve’s. This was Eve’s opportunity to reject the offer, to disentangle herself from another person, to move on, the way she always did.

But for some reason, this time she was reluctant to go.

“Anyway, he drove me about a mile down the highway before he pulled off the side of the road and drove down some dirt path. He didn’t drive long, but when he stopped, he told me to get out of the car. The crazy thing is I wasn’t even really that worried. I just thought, maybe he’s kicking me out or something.”

Eve’s muscles flared with anger and fear. She couldn’t just visualize it. She could feel it. The stick of the fake-leather seats to Ginny’s thighs. The moist smell of his body and the distant clarity of the pine trees outside. The bump of the road bruising her body as they drove closer and closer to the thing she hadn’t wanted to believe was coming.

“I used to think I did crazy things: ditched school, did too many drugs, hung out with older guys I didn’t really know,” Ginny continued. “I thought they were crazy because Aimee thought they were crazy, and I guess I liked that. I liked shocking her, my mom, everyone. I liked the idea of leading a more adventurous life. But the thing is, none of those things were actually that dangerous. I always knew what I was getting myself into. I was always in control. This time, I wasn’t.”

They listened for a minute to their world, not the world in Ginny’s story. Just the sound of a bullfrog. The shift of wind through trees.

“He punched me. Pushed me down against the driver’s seat. Touched me a little.” She swallowed hard, but her eyes never wavered as she continued. “But the bastard made one mistake. He held me down with only one hand. So, I kicked back, into his balls. He fell over like I’d shot him or something. Next thing I knew I was back on the road, driving his car.”

This was the story Ginny had avoided telling her that first day in the diner, the story of her facial bruises. At first, Eve wasn’t sure what to say. She wasn’t sure she knew what Ginny wanted her to say, although it seemed like she wanted something important from her. And that scared her almost as much as the story did.

“Idiot,” Eve said at last, opting for humor. “He thought he could take you out with just one punch?”

Ginny’s smile perked up, but it was a little sad, too. “Well,” she said. “I think he thought I was sicker than I was. That my reactions might be slow and weak.”

“So that’s why you went looking for the Piper? Protection?”

“At first,” Ginny said. “But then I think it was because I just felt tired. I’d left home because I wanted to do something dangerous. Something else to shock Aimee and my mom. I wanted to prove that life could be an adventure, or at least it could be more than what my mom had in my hometown. But after what happened? All I could think about was how stupid I was, to want that. Going west wasn’t the adventure I wanted it to be.”

“I thought you left because you were sick,” Eve said.

“Sure, I was sick,” Ginny said with a shrug. “But it’s like what that woman said. Everyone itches. Some people just learn to live with it. I decided to act on it.”

“You don’t believe that,” Eve said. But she wasn’t sure which one of them she was trying to defend by arguing back. “Not everyone is sick.”

“Maybe not with the infection,” Ginny said. Then, she fixed her eyes again on Eve. Harder than before. “Why are you here, Eve?”

“I told you. The Piper. My story.”

“And without that, you think you don’t have anything? Anything at all?” Ginny asked.

Anything like what? Eve wanted to ask, rapid-fire, back. But for once, she didn’t. Because Ginny’s voice sounded almost sad. Because there was a single drop of sweat rolling down Ginny’s smooth arm that distracted her, made her want to lick it back up. Because she was scared that she already knew how Ginny would answer that question if Eve asked it.

So instead, she lay back down beside Ginny and said nothing. An hour later, when Ginny finally peeled her up off the sunbaked earth and helped her back into the car to return to the shelter, Eve couldn’t remember all the details of what they’d said to each other, of how she’d felt. The whole conversation was like a dream, hazy at the edges. All that was left was a thrumming in her heart, under her skin, that felt a lot like the tremble of her car as it accelerated down the highway, toward some ending she still couldn’t see.







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



TEENIE

I don’t like the new girl. Or maybe I do. And that’s the problem.

She’s playing at something but I’m not sure what. Sometimes, I don’t think she’s sick at all. Her pupils aren’t big like mine. And when the Piper stops for gas or the bathroom, she turns to me to talk like everything’s normal.

But the stuff she says? It isn’t normal. It’s freaky. About ghosts and dreams and the way you can know shit just by smelling it. Then, when the Piper comes around again, she acts all stupid and dazed, staring out the window like the rest of us.

I start to think she might be sick, just in another way.

My mind, though, feels soft since the farm. There’s no other way to describe it. It’s like a peach that’s been bruised too many times, set out in the sun to rot. I feel old in a way I didn’t before, even when I left. And my memories are getting softer, too. Fuzzy at the edges. I can’t see my mom’s face or remember the name of the street I lived on. My list of small things is gone, even though I remember there used to be one. The Piper is an outline at the front of the bus, but I have the hazy, uneasy sense that I used to have a list about him, too. That I used to know things about him.

Somehow, I still remember what happened to Kate. That memory is sharp as a knife through the rotten lemon skin of my brain. But without Trish, I wonder what happens when even that goes away. Am I still me if there never was any Kate?

Losing it all terrifies me in a silent way, like a mouth open for a scream that never comes. It’s like the feeling I used to get, when I was really little, and I sat still. The stillness opened up time and space to think about how this—this narrative in my head, this present moment of consciousness—will someday end. As a kid, this was somehow unimaginable: a world that existed without being filtered through me. Now, I know it’s possible; I’m not that important anyway. But what would a world that existed without being filtered through Kate be like? Better, maybe. Less fear. Less pain. Less anger. But sour, too. A world that tasted off, even if I never knew what it was meant to taste like. Soft, again. Like rotten fruit.

I know there was something I realized a few days ago, back when we left the farm. Something I realized or remembered. I can still feel the discovery of it, as firm as a rock in my hands. But when I look down to try to see it, it’s gone. I don’t know exactly what it was, but I have the distinct sensation that I should be afraid. Afraid of something that’s coming for me, that’s so close it’s amazing it hasn’t gotten me yet.

Or maybe I’ve just always felt that way.



By the time we stop at the orchard, I’ve lost all track of days and of where we are. We are headed west, I remember. That much must be true.

“No more money for gas,” the Piper tells us as we debus, blinking into the sun like moles. “But we’re so close, ladies. I promise. Just over those mountains. The Pacific Ocean.”

We all lift our heads and sniff, as if we can smell the salt in the air. But all I smell is dirt and apples.

The orchard is one of many. We’ve been passing small dirt paths branching off the main road for hours, all numbered by splintered wooden signs. The Piper slowed the bus near the beginning of them to talk to a man in a folding chair under a tent. I couldn’t hear what the man said, but I’d heard the Piper’s side of it.

“Number eight?” he’d said. “That’ll be just fine.” Then: “Only about a week, at that rate.”

As we drive on, I look at the sky. So big and blue here. We’ve cracked the windows on the bus, but it’s still hot. Hot and dry. Acrid, like standing right in the pathway of smoke from a fire you can’t see. The symmetry of the orchards is soothing even as the air irritates my skin, has me clawing like an animal at the insides of my thighs. The dark giants of mountains loom. From here they look cool and indifferent, a relief from the heat that leaves me suffocated even in all this open air.

We find eight and debus in a dirt semicircle, surrounded by small, one-room shacks. They are all made of the same old, splintered wood as the signs, bleached from the heat. It’s the shittiest place we’ve been to yet.

“You can sleep in these,” the Piper says to us. “Down that road there’s a big barn with showers and outhouses for after work. Workers from other sections of the orchard use it, too, though, so we can all go as a group. To stay safe.”

Safe? What would it mean to feel safe? I used to think it would mean forgetting Kate. But now that I’m actually doing that, I’m not so sure.

“I got some dinner from our boss,” the Piper continues. “I’ll get it ready while you girls pick beds. We start work tomorrow.”

We scatter slowly to the shacks. There are enough shacks for us each to only have one or two other girls in our chosen cabin with us. Inside, it’s just floor-to-ceiling wood, like we’re in some dusty box that was shoved under a bed and forgotten. No windows. All dark except for the strips of sun that filter in through cracks between the wood beams in the wall. A small metal hook and eye on the doors.

I stand in the doorway to my chosen cabin and flick at the tiny metal hook. “These don’t lock very well,” I say. To whom, I don’t know.

“Who are you planning on keeping out all the way out here?” the Piper says. He’s right behind me. I flinch at his words. Or maybe just at the fact that he was there without my knowing. I go inside without looking at him.

I lie down in the single, springy cot I’ve chosen at the corner of the shack and make an inventory with my eyes. A small potbellied stove in the corner. A crudely carved table in the center of the room. Two other cots, each in another corner. A door in the final corner. A single naked lightbulb from the ceiling.

Another girl enters, choosing the same cabin. I look up and grimace. The new girl. Of course.

Some time passes and the Piper’s voice filters in from the graying night outside. It’s dinnertime. He’s calling us all together like his children. The call jars a memory loose in my mind. Another cabin, bigger this time. The smell of steak. The slick feel of blood.

But it’s gone before I can remember more. And besides, my stomach hurts.

I drag myself outside where, even as the sun is setting, the temperature is still hot and dry, a sunburn on my skin.

“It’s the mountains,” the Piper says, seeing our sweat. “They block the cool air off the ocean. Makes it real dry here. But don’t worry, you’ll be feeling that sea breeze soon enough.”

We all sit on the dusty ground around him, and he hands out sloppily made bologna sandwiches that he must have put together in his shack. We eat in near silence while he goes on about something stupid. Living off the land, making our own way, working together, blah, blah. It sounds like he’s reciting some speech he read that someone else said once. It’s strange, since he hasn’t talked to us that much recently, not since the farm. He’s got ebbs and flows, I guess. Times when he holds himself in and times when he lets himself out.

I glance up at the mountains, now just black crests in the darkness. The guardians of a land I’m starting to think I’ll never reach.

As I lower my eyes, there she is. The new girl. Staring right back at me. As if she knew I was about to look right at her. As if she’d timed it so she’d be waiting.



The Piper wakes us early, before the sun is up, by banging on our doors until the locks rattle. We get dressed in a drowsy silence. Then we all stand in the chilly morning light until a tractor pulling a wagon bumps down the drive. The Piper hops into the wagon bed first and helps us each up, one at a time. He grips our hands and forearms, giving us taps on the back once we are in like we’re some army troop on our way to battle or some shit.

There are other people in the wagon, headed to other sections of the orchard. Most of them are Hispanic men. “Immigrants,” the Piper whispers to us, as if the men aren’t sitting just a few feet away. The Piper’s voice is gruff and bracing, like a rude gesture. But the men don’t look at us or at him, not once.

I look off into the endless, symmetrical rows of apple trees we pass until I fall asleep against the shoulder of whoever is beside me. I’m shuffled awake again when the wagon stops at a fresh part of the orchard. Now it’s only us in the wagon. Everyone else has been dropped off elsewhere.

The guy driving the tractor unloads ladders and hands each of us a bag with a cloth harness to strap across our bodies. The Piper tells us to pick a tree clean by putting the apples in our hip bags. Then, when we go to switch trees, we should empty our bags into one of the larger bins scattered on the ground in this section.

At first, I think the work isn’t as hard as it was on the farm. But then the sun rises and the heat sets in. My skin grows all hot and raw. My shoulder aches from reaching. My elbow groans at the joint from moving up and down on what feels like a broken hinge.

“Here, let me help you.”

I jump at the sound of his voice, so close behind me again, but I don’t know why. Isn’t he protecting us? That formless fear nags at me, that deep sense of discovery that I can’t touch.

“You’re doing it the stupid way,” he says.

He’s smiling up at me, big and broad, from the ground. He looks almost maniacally happy. I have a flash of him, a flash of a memory I’d forgotten. Him standing on the lip of my front yard. Holding out a hand. That fucking smile.

He takes a step up on my ladder, making the whole structure quiver. I grab onto it as if it can steady me, even though it’s exactly what’s making me fall.

“What you want to do,” he says as he presses up behind me, just one rung lower on the ladder, “is let gravity do the work for you.”

He gives an apple the slightest tug with his fingers, and it breaks from the branch, follows the curve of his palm onto his arm, down his arm to his shoulder, across his chest and into the bag already laden at his hip. It disappears there, just one apple out of many.

“Now you try,” he says. This time, he’s looking down at me. He’s tall enough that even a rung below me has him peeking over my head. His breath smells like kimchi and apple, turning at the edges.

I grip an apple too hard, cup it in my palm, and tug until the leaves of the tree rustle. When I let go, the apple springs free and hits my shoulder before bouncing down to slam into the grass below.

“You need a lighter touch,” he says. “You’re forcing it. It’ll go on its own if you give it the right encouragement. Here, let’s do it together.”

His hand cups mine now and leads it up to a new apple, one he’s chosen. It’s smaller than the others, but just as red, just as ripe. He lets me feel how he holds it, with just the tips of his fingers, the slight tug that detaches it with barely any effort. The apple slips heavily, briefly, into my palm before it tumbles down my body, falling like a weight at my hip. The ease of it, for a moment, feels like magic.

I blink back at him, dazed, as he lets go. He still stands behind me, his body taut with energy. He isn’t touching me, not quite, but he’s close enough for me to feel his tension, like a mousetrap set to spring. His precarity makes me want to touch him. Touch him, or push.

“Where’d you learn that?” I ask. The words take effort, stuck like syrup in my throat.

“Lots of practice,” he says. “You looked like you were struggling, so I thought I’d help you.”

“That’s what you do. Help us,” I say. But it’s an echo, a repeat of something he’s said, or of something someone said.

His smile turns tender. And his eyes get wetter, like what I said really moves him or something. The emotion makes my skin hot in embarrassment.

“That’s right,” he says. He sets a hand on my shoulder and it’s heavier than the bag at my hip. “Do you know why I do it?”

I shake my head and my blond hair, frizzy from the heat, rubs against the bottom of his chin, the scruff there. There’s something strangely thrilling about being this close to him when he’s normally seated at a distance, at the front of the bus. It’s like when I used to pass my fingers over a flame, slower and slower each time, to see at what point they might burn. A trick I learned from Kate.

“My girlfriend.” He meets my eyes when he says this, like we’re exchanging a promise. “She helped me find my real purpose.”

Yes, his girlfriend. It sounds familiar, like the tune of a song whose words I’ve forgotten.

“When she got pregnant, I thought it was the best thing in the world,” he says as he looks at me so intently that he isn’t looking at me but past me, cutting through me to something, someone, else. “How incredible, pregnancy. Her body was her body, but it wasn’t her body, you know? It was her body, but it was filled with another person’s skin and teeth and eyes and blood. And fingernails. Did you know they have fingernails?”

He says this like it’s a miracle. But I shiver at the thought. All that skin and blood and teeth and eyes blocked up inside you. All those fingernails, scratching to get out. Fingernails, scratching at wood. That feels familiar, too, like something I saw in a movie once.

“I got a job at a garage, and she got a job at the Dairy Queen. I rented us a house, a real nice one with a nursery and everything. And then one morning, she just lost it. The baby, I mean. That’s how she put it. ‘Lost it.’ Like it was her car keys.”

He sighs, heavy. An exhalation of hot breath coats the back of my neck, wets it.

“I think she lost it because she was already infected. I mean, I could tell something was wrong with her right away because she wasn’t sad or anything. She said it felt like a fist letting go. Like a relief.” He shakes his head. A shame.

I focus on the leaf in front of me, the edges that have been eaten away. Negative space that tells me something lived there once.

“At first, I was angry at her. But then I realized how sick she was and of course I couldn’t be mad. I was sad, and I felt bad for her. But I couldn’t be mad. She was the victim, after all. So, I said, okay, don’t worry, baby. I’ll take you where you need to go. I’ll help you scratch that itch.”

He smiles down at me. With the bright sun behind him, a bird calling from not too far off, the warm look on his face, the scene looks painted out of a storybook.

“She didn’t last long after the due date. Or at least, the date she was supposed to be due. But at least I tried to help her until the very end. It’s important, see, that I try to help. Because without me, you’d be all alone. All alone with no one there to help you get all that sickness out.”

He gives my shoulder a squeeze and then steps back down the ladder. I try to think about what he said. I try to focus on the cry that’s trapped in my throat. I try to piece it together with the something hard and solid beneath the muck that’s plugged my mind.

But then I just turn back to my tree as my mind smooths out. Whatever he’s told me sinks back beneath the thick surface. I reach up and grab an apple like he said. A gentle tug and then you let it fall. Pick and roll. Pick and roll. I get so good at it I fill my bag twice as fast as the other girls. Pick and roll. Pick and roll. Soon, the pressure points on my body where the apples hit turn sore: the inside of my elbow, my shoulder, my mid-abdomen, my hip. My mind empties as my body bruises. That’s how it goes, I guess. Sometimes you need to hurt first so you can finally go numb.








PART V
THE CURE






You can’t remember when you stopped being able to sleep, but you miss it. That sweet, soundless space where your brain clicks off and your eyes close and your body loses feeling. When you were younger, your mother said you could fall asleep anywhere. The floor of your father’s office. The waiting room chair at the dentist. The back seat of a car. Especially the back seat of a car. She used to drive you around in circles for hours, your mother, to get you to nap as a baby. Then it became like a light switch anytime you got into a moving vehicle. On one minute. Off the next.

Now, you lie cramped in the corner of a bottom bunk bed, wide awake, searching the sky through a window for stars. There are so many more stars out here than there were in the city, where you came from. Your parents were what they call “homebodies.” They never took you on trips, so you’ve never seen a sky so big before, so full of pinpricks of light that seem close enough to touch but are actually so far out of reach. Maybe that’s why they never left home, you realize now. Because this feeling of longing those stars give you, this ache beneath your skin wasted on wanting, it feels good sometimes. But it hurts, too.

Homebodies is a good word for how you think of them now, when you do remember they exist. Bodies left at home. You know they must have had personalities, preferences, pet names they called you. You remember, like the long-lingering flavor of the hard, sugary, strawberry candies you suck at the back of your mouth, that they must have loved you. You don’t think they were ever terribly cruel. But you don’t really know that for a fact anymore. Because that’s all they are: bodies. Flesh and bone left behind alongside an ugly plaid couch and standing mixer.

The girl who sleeps beside you tells you daily that you love a dog named Winnie. Winnie, she says, after Winnie-the-Pooh, which you loved as a kid, or maybe love now, because you aren’t that much older than a kid, after all. Too bad you don’t remember what Winnie-the-Pooh is, either. But Winnie, the dog, you can imagine. Curly-haired and compact, excited eyes and a wide mouth spread into a pant that looks like a smile. You wonder if she spends her days on your bed, waiting for you to walk back through the door. Her curly head resting on her paws, her expressive eyebrows jumping up at every sound that could mean you. Would she still remember the sound of your voice? Your smell? Does that linger, for dogs, even after you’re long gone?

The girl who sleeps beside you is small and bony with hair in pigtails that scratches your face when she turns over in her sleep. She has a name that begins with T or maybe with E; you can’t quite remember. She had a sister that something terrible happened to; you were supposed to remember but you’ve forgotten. She knows that you’ve forgotten, you think, but she doesn’t ever call you out on it. She’s hard on the edges—bony and scratchy like her body and her hair—but she has a soft spot inside. That’s why you started talking to her on the bus in the first place, this girl who sleeps beside you. Unlike the other girls, when she looked at you, you saw it right there, in the centers of her eyes. The soft spot she doesn’t want anyone to see. You could be her soft spot, you thought to yourself. You realized something the second you saw her, this girl who sleeps beside you. You realized that even though you left home, you didn’t really want to be alone.

Your eyes are sore when you close them. You will it to happen, the sleep. But that only makes it worse. It’s just another thing you want and can’t have, another thing that feels beyond your control, another mystery of your own body.

When he comes, it isn’t a surprise. You think you might have willed it, too. And who’s to say you didn’t? Who knows what you can do? That’s what you’ve learned from being around all these girls, all these other Westward Women. They think you are just staring into space these days, but actually you’re watching them. You watch them to learn about yourself. They all act like they are too sick to think, like they are under some spell of compulsion. But these feral bodies, this wild state, can be a choice, too. If your body is being compelled by something unseen—fungus or hormones or God—it might not be within your control, but it’s not within anyone else’s, either. Not even the man looming above you now, blocking out the stars.

Now that it’s all over, there’s only one thing you wish someone would know. One thing, and this is it: that you got out of that bed all on your own, that you followed him out of that house all on your own. It wasn’t that you trusted him. You’d realized sometime a long way back that he was doing what your mom used to do. Driving you around in circles, trying to get you to sleep. And you knew that you couldn’t hide from him forever, among the other girls. But you also wanted to get closer to the stars. You wanted to stop feeling this itch for something you can’t have, you wanted to stop feeling as if everything was beyond your control, you wanted to stop being a mystery, even to yourself. You wanted it, them, yourself, everything, to just stop.

You know what you want, but he doesn’t seem to. He’s muttering and cursing and spitting like a rabid dog. Arguing with himself.

“Must get it out,” he says. “Out, out, out.”

He spent so much time acting like he knew better than you, like he could contain you, like he was going to do what was right. It’s comforting, here at the end, to know that he wasn’t and he couldn’t and he didn’t.

He’s holding a knife, but sharp things have always scared you. You hated watching your dad take a fish off its hook, for example. Tearing its flesh at the mouth, watching its limp flops as it let go of life, letting the guts drain into the creases of his fingers.

You look around and see the rifle nearby. When you catch his eye next, you nod to it. “That’ll get it out,” you say. “That’ll get it out faster than scratching it will.” And he smiles.

As he goes to get it, you stop looking at him and you look up at the stars instead. There are so many of them that they can’t possibly all have names. But sometimes three or more of them will move in constellations that, together, have meant something to people for years and years and years. And that’s something special, isn’t it?

You know you should run. But instead, you place your hands on the belly he’s now aiming at. You wonder what’s in there, really. It isn’t whatever he seems to think it is. Maybe, you realize, it’s a homebody. A body that is also a home. It is yours and no one else’s. Even now, even here, even like this.

You remember the sound, but you don’t technically remember the shot. By then you are already sleeping. On one minute. Off the next.






CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



AIMEE

Time on the bus passed slower than it did elsewhere. Hours passed. At some point, Aimee slept. There was a flash, brought on by the scent that stained her seat. Sweet, fresh-cut grass and strawberry hard candies. Sweet and tart, natural and chemical, it stung her nose and soothed it all at once. It invited the memories of her, of the girl who’d sat in this seat, of another girl he’d killed.

When Aimee woke, she had tears in her eyes. So many. There were so many girls who’d been here, so many girls who still stained the air, even now that they were long gone. Were any of them Ginny? Or was Ginny still to come?

That first day on the bus, Aimee lost all sense of time as the bus rolled ever onward, past the bulbous arms and belly of the Bob’s Big Boy joints and the crisp smiles of coiffed, suited men on towering billboards. “I can talk about enjoyment,” a cigarette ad boasted. “I’ve tasted it.” Beside the words, a mustachioed man pursed his lips in a perfect O, smoke billowing from the black hole of his mouth. After months of hearing people speculate at what grew, fetid and gross, in women’s bodies, Aimee found herself staring at the ad, wondering what kind of fire must be swelling in his.

Three days left. There were three days left from her original countdown to find Ginny. The timeline had been a guess, a best estimate from doctors who she now realized hardly knew what to do with them. But still, she had to believe she had more time, at least a little more. She’d been sure that getting on this bus was the way to do that, that this is what the phantom Westward Women had been trying to tell her to do. But now, she wondered.

Then, she saw it. The same ad, again. The mustachioed man, the smoke, the hole of his mouth. “I’ve tasted it.”

She blinked her vision clearer. Perhaps just the same ad, on a different billboard nearby. But something about it—the chipped paint near the man’s painted cowlick, the way a loop of interstate sat behind the towering image—looked exactly the same. Her eyes scanned a nearby exit sign, clocked the mile marker. Then she waited, counting the minutes with more care. Seven Mississippi, eight Mississippi. She counted up to a full hour before she saw it again. The man, the smoke, the hole, the mile marker.

Her stomach revolted against the bump of the bus’s wheels, the smell of kimchi going rancid. She pressed her head against the windowpane in her new dizziness. Circles. He was driving them in circles. He’d been driving them in circles for hours. He was taking circuitous routes, trapping them in a labyrinth of highways. Even without being zoned out from infection, all Aimee had been able to make out for almost a whole day was a maze of horizons.

Driving you around in circles, trying to get you to sleep, she remembered from the last dream.

He wasn’t driving them west, or at least not directly west. He was wasting their time, wasting her time. He was making sure that the countdown clock Aimee’d had in her head from the start ran out before they all reached the end. The panic in her chest nearly suffocated her.

She scanned the faces around her. None of them seemed concerned. None of them had realized. Or, if they ever had, they’d forgotten as they’d gotten sicker.

Maybe that’s all this is, Aimee remembered the voice from the dream before this last one. A wearing thin of your body.

She released a shaky breath. Yes. That’s exactly what it was. He didn’t want them to reach whatever was west of here. He drove them miles off course only to drive them miles back because he wanted to drive them crazy. Literally. He wanted to make them sicker while they sat here. He wanted to wait them out. He would linger until time became a flat line that they could all keep traveling together. Until they all became too weak and thoughtless to care what he did to them.

That is, unless she did something about it.



They got to the orchard the next day. It was so remote that Aimee couldn’t imagine Ginny finding them there, if she was still looking for the Piper the way she had been at the beginning. There were only two days left, two days left until Ginny met her original expiration date. Maybe, she dared imagine for the first time since she left, Ginny had already forgotten her. Maybe she was as slack-jawed and loose-limbed as these girls, her eyes staring forward with no light. Maybe she was already dead.

As Aimee lay that night in the tiny cabin she now shared with the pigtails girl, she let herself feel it, what it would be like if Ginny were dead. A scooped-out place in her chest, so deep it scraped her spine. And yet, she would keep trying to fill it back up. She would still hear Ginny’s voice, the way she always did, remembering old quips or imagining what she’d say. A phantom limb syndrome of sorts. Aimee would keep her folded away inside herself, would know what she was doing and thinking all the time. But instead of feeling relief at the thought, Aimee felt tears press to the corners of her eyes, sting at the inside of her nose. How awful, she thought, that in that version of reality Ginny would never have a world of her own.

Aimee thought about leaving. She could hitch to Seattle, maybe. But there didn’t seem to be many cars that passed on the main road. And she had no idea if Ginny would be going there anymore, if she wasn’t with the Piper.

She could steal the Piper’s bus, maybe. But he kept the keys on him at all times. And even if she had the bus, where would she go anymore without her search for Ginny pointing her west?

Or she could stay. She could trust the dreams that brought her here. She could wait until Ginny found them, if she was still out there. She could learn what she could from these girls. She could keep an eye on the Piper, as his eye stayed trained on this girl with pigtails. Aimee was the only lucid one left among them. If she wasn’t there to watch him, to keep this girl who slept just a few feet away from her safe, who would?

The next two days at the orchard felt like a lifetime. Each day was identical. The early morning wakeups, the growling tractor pull, the hours spent picking apples until their bodies were slick with sweat and their hands sticky with juice. The tractor came back around midday carrying a bunch of sloshing water jugs in its flatbed wagon. They drank and ate plastic-wrapped sandwiches prepared by unknown hands. Rubbery meat and lukewarm cheese. Then it was taken away and they started again.

At the end of the day, when they were returned by the wagon to their semicircle of dirt, they were all covered in a shallow layer of orange powder that tinged their clothes and made the whites of their eyes brighter.

“Insecticide, or pesticide, or hormones, or something,” the Piper told them as they smudged at their skin with their fingers. “All this shit we put on our food these days to fight off nature. You know they banned that DDT poison last year, right? But it wasn’t enough. When will we learn? You can’t fight off nature. Nature is in us.”

Aimee watched the way he looked at the pigtails girl when he said this. Watched the way his smile softened and his eyes hardened. Watched the way he looked, inexplicably yet pointedly, at her stomach.

Afterward, they all dragged themselves down the footpath—worn deep from other, long-gone feet—to the barn that had been repurposed as showers and bathrooms. The toilets stank, and the showers were communal, a series of showerheads with too-high water pressure that blasted their skin clean again. They stood together, naked, letting the orange run off their bodies into small whirlpools that circled the drain until they disappeared.



The second day, after the orchard, Aimee caught the pigtails girl before she left for the showers. The girl walked slower every day, looser, almost dragging in the dust. It was easy to catch up to her. Aimee wasn’t entirely sure what she’d say when she did. But she had to ask the girl about the person she’d seen in her dream on the bus. They’d been friends, the dream had told her. Maybe this girl had a clue for her about what to do next, the way the others Aimee’d spoken to had. Maybe this girl had even seen Ginny come through before this.

And even if this girl didn’t know anything, Aimee felt the increasing urgency to warn her swarming under her skin like bees. She had to warn her about what she saw in the Piper’s eyes every time he looked at her.

Aimee made sure the Piper was out of earshot when she spoke.

“Hey,” she said. “Blondie.”

The girl paused. Swayed. She turned and blinked at Aimee, as if willing her into focus.

“Do you still remember your name?” Aimee asked.

The girl nodded.

“What is it?”

A little sound, like she was trying to snort but couldn’t. A tough girl. Or a girl who wanted so badly to be tough.

“Why do you care?”

Aimee glanced around. Most of the other girls had gone into their cabins now, and she and Blondie were almost totally alone. Just two women facing each other in a patch of dirt, the wind blowing their hair into their faces. The girl was close, close enough to touch. If only Aimee could reach out knowing the girl wouldn’t flinch away.

“I care about you,” Aimee said. “And I think you’re in trouble.”

Another half snort. “We’re all in trouble.”

Winnie, Aimee remembered from the dream. The girl who sleeps beside you tells you daily that you love a dog named Winnie.

“She cared about you,” Aimee said. “The girl you kept reminding about Winnie.”

Blondie’s face twitched, a response to some semi-forgotten stimulus. “Winnie?” she echoed. Her eyes scattered to the ground. “I don’t know a Winnie.”

But Aimee could tell she was lying. Or at least she wasn’t telling the whole truth.

“If we stay here with him,” Aimee said, nudging her chin toward where the Piper had disappeared into the cabin he slept in alone, “what happened to the girl who used to sit in my seat on the bus will happen to you, too.”

Blondie met her gaze again, stronger than before. “Tell me her name,” she said. “If you want me to believe you knew her.”

Aimee chewed her lip, tried to remember, but there was nothing. The dreams never told her the girls’ names. “I don’t remember all of it,” she tried to explain. “It’s just fragments. That’s how it works.”

The girl’s expression hardened. But her eyes were fragile, two glass marbles suspended on the edge of a table, ready to fall.

She turned away and dragged herself off to the showers. The wind carried back the sound she must have thought she’d spoken too softly for Aimee to hear.

“Teenie. I go by Teenie.”



Later. Nighttime. A scratching. Like a fingernail on wood. Or the furious digging of a microscopic bug.

Aimee sat up and strained her eyes in the darkness, looking for movement from Teenie in her cabin. But there was none. Teenie was still, her breaths as deep and heavy as feathers.

But in the stillness, there was the scratching. A persistent audible itch.

Aimee stood on soft feet and felt her way along the wood wall to the door in the darkness. She found the shape of it from the way it glowed, outlined by gray moonlight filtered through the cracks.

Aimee pushed open the door and went outside. The wind had picked up. Dirt swirled in spirals up from the ground and then floated away in swirling motes. The leaves in the orchard trees around their clearing shook and trembled. Above her, a nearly full moon watched like a single, wide-open eye.

Even though the wind should have blocked out the scratching noise, she could still hear it. It was so loud it felt like it was in her head now. It sounded like a collection of echoes, of many furious scratches. Scratches the women from her dreams had heard before.

Aimee followed the sound around the corner of the cabin, to the small gap between her shack and the one next to hers. The one the Piper slept in.

And there he was. His profile outlined in moonlight. His mouth curved into a blank smile. His eyes fixated on the exterior wall of her shack, the wall closest to his shack, the wall that Teenie slept against, on the other side. His hand was moving frantically against it. When Aimee took one small step closer, she saw why. He was carving something there, in the splintered wood, with just his fingernail.

“Sick. Sick. Sick inside. Must get it out before it’s too late. Scratching helps. Scratching will get it out. Soon, soon she’ll be due. Can’t do it when she’s premature. Wouldn’t want to hurt the baby.”

She could barely hear his muttering. But it was there, just barely, beneath the scratching.

“Victims, all of them. Monsters, all of them. Festering monsters.” He laughed, an outburst that quickly dissipated against the wind. “Must get it out before the monster does.”

A shudder raced up Aimee’s body, but she forced it still. The wind picked up again and carried his scent to her, his sour kimchi and ripe sweat and the drowning, dizzying smell of gas.

His fingers black with oil and his body smelling of gasoline.

Like the air before a storm, porous and unstable.

The voice swept through her as strong as the wind around her. Her stomach churned with nausea. This voice was one she’d heard before, but not in a dream. It was the one from the doctor’s office bathroom, the one she didn’t know. Or the one she knew less.

A wild thing that went where it wanted, did what it wanted, when it wanted.

A choice but not a choice. Like breathing. Like letting the light in and the life out.

Her head swam as a collection of fragments from this same voice tumbled together in the waves of her mind. She’d never had a waking dream before, but the voice buffeted her now, so hard she thought it’d leave her bruised. Then the others joined her, voices of all the other girls she’d seen. They were starting to spill out of the confines of her dreams. She felt it herself, as if she were the one bursting at the seams.

She swayed and took an accidental step forward to steady herself. In front of her, his head snapped up. Eyes met eyes.

His smile faltered when he saw her. Faltered until his lips curled into a frown. She wasn’t sure which expression she liked less. All she knew was that this was the first time she’d ever seen him frown. The expression transformed him. Instead of a goofy, slightly awkward man, he looked like a man with a face carved from leather: hard, unbending, unseeing.

“What are you doing up?” he asked. His voice was the same as it always was when he spoke to them—bright, chipper, like a camp counselor—but his face remained stiff and cold.

“Heard noises,” she mumbled. She tried to vacate her gaze and slump her shoulders. Had he already seen? Had he already seen the way her face had jumped in shock when he’d turned to look at her? Had he already seen the taut way she’d been holding her body, spring-loaded to run?

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m right here. Go back to bed.”

She thought about refusing. Her hand curled around nothing. She had no weapon. The roiling in her stomach returned, threatening to make her retch in a mixture of fear and panic.

She turned and dragged herself back inside. Then, as soon as she was out of his sight, she closed the door tight and flicked the weak lock into place. She’d seen it, after she’d fallen forward, after he’d caught her watching. The carving. A rough circle, filled with scratches. Whatever it was he intended it to be, this was what it looked like: a boundary, a vessel, with something indiscernible inside. Some container he imagined held twisted, writhing knots. Or a single eye that carried a churning storm.

Aimee glanced over to where Teenie slept, heavy as a corpse. They were closed now, her eyes, but Aimee knew when they were open, they swirled with blue-gray, the eye of a kaleidoscope turned toward the sun.

She pressed her ear to the wall by Teenie’s bed, listening hard to silence until finally, finally, the scratching started again. Just as fast and urgent as before. She stayed up all night like that, listening to his nail run back and forth along the grain, catching and ripping at splinters.

What he’d said to her wasn’t a lie. As long as he was right here, she didn’t have to worry. As long as she heard him scratching outside, he wasn’t inside, with them.

As long as he was scratching, she knew exactly where he was.







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



EVE

The next morning, Eve woke up to find Ginny already waiting for her again, this time with both buns and coffee. They ate in silence while more men on another news show hypothesized about the infection. Then they got up and left.

They drove to Salt Lake City. The sky was heavy and gray and ready to burst. As they drove around, scanning the streets for a white bus, Eve found herself wishing it would just rain already. Rain and wash away all the sweat and heat and dust on her body and in this town. A fresh start. That’s all she’d ever wanted. But after her conversation with Ginny from the day before, she felt as if the past were piling up on her skin, a collection of dead cells and grit, dirt and oil clogged up under her fingernails.

They drove through town twice and asked a few people—Westward Women and random men—if they’d seen anything before Eve determined he wasn’t there. He must have gone straight for Seattle, Eve told Ginny. But Ginny didn’t say anything back.

They spent the night in the car when Eve got too tired and blurry-eyed to drive because they couldn’t afford to stay anywhere else. When they woke up, the sky still hadn’t broken. And there were still miles to drive.

“He’ll be in Seattle,” Eve told Ginny as they set out again the next morning. She kept her voice firm and upbeat, certain.

“And if he’s not?” Ginny said. Her voice was hard-edged, her gaze direct. “I mean, it’s the end of the line, right? Where else are you going to go after that except into the Pacific Ocean?”

No “we” this time. Where was she, Eve, going to go? Because Ginny was telling her without telling her that after Seattle, Ginny was done. Done with whatever this was.

Instead of answering Ginny, Eve imagined driving into the Pacific Ocean, just like Ginny said. The cold water and the sharp salt of it, washing everything, including the burning itch beneath her skin, away. Maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing.

The sky rumbled as they left the cradle of Salt Lake City and set off toward the obscured forms of the mountains beyond.

Even as the sky darkened into something that looked like night, Eve rolled down the windows, craving cold air. Then, when that wasn’t enough, she turned up the volume on the radio. Big Brother & the Holding Company was playing, Janis Joplin screaming for someone to take another little piece of her heart. Eve needed the sound to rip the thoughts out of her head, to help her stop thinking. Of her mother and her father and her sister. Of William with his beseeching eyes that maybe hadn’t wanted something from her after all but had just wanted her. Of all the people in between and all the people since. Of all the people she’d left behind. She didn’t need them. She didn’t want them. She didn’t want to want them. She didn’t want to need anyone. But then why did she still fantasize about the way her father’s face would change—widen in surprise and begrudging admiration—if he ever read one of her stories in print? Why did she still picture her mother at the top of the South’s first skyscraper with tears in her eyes, believing for a second that together, they might touch the sky?

The wind tore through her hair as they climbed in altitude, but instead of feeling as if she were flying, Eve felt a sinking inside her. Like she was a rock falling to the bottom of a lake, the water getting colder around her all the way down. They were driving through a forested area now, a dense and beautiful place, but a curvy one, too. They wound their way up the steep climb of one of those mountains that had once been far off, whipping past drop-offs that left Eve’s stomach swinging. She was on the precipice of something, cresting the edge of a rim. A woman on the edge, she’d told Ginny. That’s what she was. And she was taking Ginny with her.

Why? she wondered. Why did she need Ginny here so badly? Maybe, after everything, she didn’t want to be alone after all.

Thunder cracked closer now, making Ginny jump in the seat beside Eve. When fat raindrops began on the windshield, it was Ginny who had to roll up the windows since Eve refused to. The wind rammed against the car’s cabin. Eve threw her body weight against the stabilizing side of the car as they careened around mountain turns. She imagined the car sailing down and away to Janis Joplin’s screaming, into some abyss. She pressed on the gas harder. She looked to Ginny, expecting the calm, cool exterior she knew so well. But Ginny’s face had tensed into a frown, her jaw stiff, her knuckles white on her door. Eve wasn’t sure if this scared or soothed her. No matter what kind of power Ginny had over her, she didn’t have the power to keep them safe. The world was bigger than her. It was bigger than both of them.

Eve waited for Ginny to tell her to stop the car or pull off the side of the road. But she didn’t say anything, and Eve certainly wasn’t going to be the one to do it. Let Ginny be the one who needed to slow down, she thought. Soon, the direction the car was moving in was hard to determine. She was forever in motion, but whether they were moving forward or backward, up or down, Eve no longer knew. She jerked when she saw a barrier, turned when she saw a tree. She tried to keep the white line at the center of the road in view.

Finally, they started their descent. On the other side of the mountain, the road straightened out and the weather subsided to a smattering of rain against the windows. Ginny reached forward with a shaking hand and shut the radio up. With the dull roar of the storm gone, Eve could hear Ginny’s heavy breathing. Her own heart, pounding, too.

Near the base of the mountain, Eve pulled into an empty gas station and cut the engine. The sun was shining now, making a strange mockery of their inarticulate fear from only moments ago. The world lay in a steamy, misty haze, sunlight shooting rainbows through the humid air.

The two sat gasp-breathing together in the silence.

Eve closed her eyes, felt their rawness against her lids. She rubbed feeling back into her cheeks and forehead. Her hands, she realized now, were shaking. When she opened her eyes again, she saw how the bright post-thunderstorm light gave emphasis to even the smallest imperfections: the dirt smeared on the windshield, the dry redness of Eve’s own hands. The stillness of the moment felt sacred, glowing.

When she turned to say something to Ginny—what, she wasn’t sure—Ginny had already turned and was facing her, too. Her mascara was smudged, her hair wild and glowing in the saturated light. Beyond them, through the windshield, mist rose from the concrete. A shaft of sunlight cut through it and caught the glimmer of a puddle. It reflected up into the space closing between them with a slice of silver light.

Eve didn’t notice the shrinking of the light between them. Didn’t notice how her body and Ginny’s moved closer in tandem. All she noticed was how distinct each of Ginny’s freckles looked in this light. How perfectly shaped each curl was beside her chin. How deep the crease in the center of her bowed bottom lip was.

And so, when their mouths finally came together, it was a surprise, even though it wasn’t.

Ginny’s lips were surprisingly soft and pliant as Eve parted them. So soft and so yielding for someone so obstinate. And her hands, those hands with fingers like cupped petals, were drifting down Eve’s arm, making every inch of skin they passed spike and rise, eager for her touch.

They started so hesitant in that bright silver light. But it only took a second for Eve to feel the gut-rending depths of her hunger, to realize neither of them was going to pull away. And then, things went faster.

The kiss turned hard, urgent, bruising. Eve slipped Ginny’s swollen bottom lip into her mouth and tugged. She didn’t just want to kiss her. She wanted to consume her. She wanted to push against her until their bodies were inseparable, tangled up in so many ways that she wouldn’t be able to remember how to leave. Her fingers felt their way down the front of Ginny’s long throat, across the sharp line of her collarbones, down over the front of her tank top. They found the press of her nipples, higher on Ginny’s breasts than they were on her own. How strange, how wonderful, to touch a body that she thought might be like hers but wasn’t. A body that was still, in its own way, a mystery.

Eve pushed at the straps of Ginny’s tank top until they slid off her shoulders. Ginny’s body was firm and taut and alive beneath her fingers. That was the word. Alive. Ginny was so fucking alive. The way Ginny pushed back against her, the way she surprised her, the way her body held so much energy just barely under restraint. And after what they’d just driven through, before what was waiting for them ahead, here in this moment of glowing stillness, Eve wanted to feel alive with her.

Ginny’s hand cupped the back of Eve’s neck and drew her closer, deepening the kiss. Eve’s body responded instantly, wet and sore and wanting, more so than she’d ever been with William or anyone else. But beneath that there was a persistent ache, like the tugging threat of tears. Because she knew that soon, too soon, this moment would end, and they would be back to where they had been: Ginny wanting to slow down and Eve wanting to speed up.

It wasn’t until Eve tried to pull Ginny’s tank top down past her breasts that Ginny resisted, pulling back and pressing a hot palm against Eve’s chest to steady her.

“W-wait,” she said. The stammer in her tone made a self-satisfied kind of pride bloom in Eve’s chest. She’d unmoored Ginny. Ginny, who always seemed unfazed by everything.

“For what?” Eve asked. Her own voice was breathless, too. “We almost died a second ago. I’m not waiting for anything.”

“Come on. We should talk about what we want.” Ginny had regained her certainty, her stability. She sat back, putting more space between their panting bodies. She threaded her shoulders back through her tank top straps. Eve couldn’t stop looking at her mouth, more swollen now than before.

“I think what we want is pretty clear.” Eve gave Ginny the same tone, the same half smile that she used to give men, that she’d given that man—Jake? Jack?—she’d met her first night on the road.

Ginny’s brows knitted together, and her eyes turned hard. Betrayed.

“I’m serious. This isn’t some kind of game for me. You’re … you’re special.”

Eve snorted. She knew it was cruel, but something hot and hard was forming fast in her chest. The lump of tears in her throat that had been shoved down too many times had cauterized into something sharp, something that begged for release.

“I thought you said no one is special,” she said.

“I meant no one is special in the grand scheme of things. To them, society, whatever,” Ginny said, frustrated, as she gestured vaguely out the front window. Her eyes locked on to Eve’s with a terrifying kind of stability. “What I’m saying is that you’re special to me. And what I’m asking you now is, is that enough?”

She knew Ginny was doing what William, what all the guys before William, had done. And Eve still didn’t want that. She wanted Ginny, but she didn’t want just Ginny. She didn’t want to stop and turn back and buy a house and settle down for a life of nothing, nothing at all except Ginny and whatever Ginny was going to end up expecting of her.

Saying all that out loud to her would make it too real. So instead, Eve played dumb.

“Enough for what?” she asked. But as soon as the words left her mouth and Ginny’s eyes darkened, her face sliding into a hard mask instead of the sly smirk she normally had saved up for just for her, Eve regretted it.

“I’ll go with you to Seattle,” Ginny said in the most forceful tone she’d used in days. She turned to look out the front windshield, showing Eve her cold, precise profile. “But I won’t go any farther.”

Eve tried to keep a playful tone as she said, “We just said earlier that there is no farther.”

“There will be for you,” Ginny said. “You’re still sick.” Her voice was hard, but Eve could practically see the fissures spiderwebbing in the glass of her eyes. The thought of someone as strong as Ginny crying in front of her made Eve suddenly panic.

“I’m not—” she began insistently.

“Yes, you are,” Ginny snapped. “It’s inside you. That hunger. I don’t know what you’re running from, Eve, but I know you’re still running toward something. Me? I’m done.”

Eve searched for something to say but came up blank. She gripped the wheel, let it go, gripped it again. She waited for Ginny to flip a switch, to go back to teasing her, to let her off the hook the way she had so many times before. The minutes ticked by, making Eve twitch to keep going. And Ginny said nothing.

Finally, Eve started the engine. “I’m not sick,” she said as she eased them back onto the road. “I don’t have that many of the symptoms the doctors—”

“Fucking Idiot Listens to Doctors Tell Her About Her Own Body,” Ginny muttered, turning her body away from Eve’s. Then, before Eve could respond, she added, louder, “Infected Asshole Won’t Stop Searching for Something She Can’t Find.”

“They don’t let you curse that much in headlines,” Eve said. She was trying to joke, to lighten the mood, to get back to where they had been when they were pretending everything between them was normal.

That had always been Eve’s problem, she realized now. She wanted flirtation to last forever: the thrill of it, the freedom of it, the refusing to have to choose any one thing or person. To be on the edge and never go over. But flirtation couldn’t last forever. People in love chose each other, settled down, stopped looking for more. And that wasn’t for Eve. Even though Ginny was different, there was still a carved-out place in Eve’s chest, still a lightheaded precarity she felt when she looked out at the world. Ginny was special, but Eve still needed more. She always needed more.

Eve tried to say a few more things as they drove on. She even gave a half-hearted apology for coming on to Ginny. Very unprofessional of her, she joked, to come on to a source. But Ginny was stubbornly silent as night descended. They began driving through flatlands: farms, fields, orchards. And still, Eve couldn’t help herself. She was clawing at her skin now, pulling at the catches from past scratch-scars and ripping them into fresh ruts. How much longer before she tore herself to pieces? She needed to catch him before then. She needed to prove to herself, to everyone, that she could. She went on and on, saying whatever she could to try to convince herself and Ginny that everything was still going according to plan, that the tension between them was over now, that the storm had passed, even as she saw a new one gathering ahead. Felt a new one building under her own skin.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



TEENIE

Here’s the list of what I remember that I know about Kate:

She was blonder than me and prettier, too. Taller, tanner, with a more delicate bone structure.

She had a series of freckles on her left thigh that looked like the Scorpio constellation.

She had eyelashes so pale that sometimes you couldn’t see them. She used to cake mascara on them. To make her eyes pop, she used to tell me. Which always sounded gross to me, like grapes bursting open in the sun, but okay.

She had a bone-dry, acerbic sense of humor. It was unexpected, given how sunshine-beautiful she was. But that only made it funnier. She could make me spit water at a dinner table while Mom scolded her.

She never cried. Never. Not even when she fell off a stage once and broke her ankle. She just kept repeating, I’m fine, everything’s fine, in the calmest voice. That was the only time I’ve ever seen bone, actual bone, protruding from a body.

She loved the color purple and hated the color pink.

Her favorite food was cheeseburgers, but she tried not to eat them because they weren’t healthy.

She had terrible handwriting even though she kept a journal. She used to dictate thank-you notes to me to send to our relatives because she said my handwriting was prettier. Thank you, Aunt Josephine, for the conservative heels. They are just the right combination of pretty and professional. Thank you, Uncle Stu, for the book Lessons for Ladies. I’m sure it will come in handy in my teenage years. Thank you, Great-Aunt Babs, for the anti-aging facial moisturizer even though I’m only fifteen. I’m sure it will prevent me from becoming a wrinkled hag who will never land a husband.

She had pale crescent moons spattered across her palms and forearms from where she would grip her fingernails so hard into her skin that they sank through and scarred. I’d watch her make them in public, her bright smile stretched wide on her face, her arms crossed nonchalantly as she nodded at whoever was talking. But there, the clench of her fingers, the press of her nails. As if she were holding on to herself for dear life. In the backyard pool, under the bright turquoise water, the moons stood out more, glowing like pale winks in her tan skin. A series of previously invisible imperfections.

She got into these moods, sometimes, when nothing could make her smile. She wasn’t sad, exactly, just determined. You could tell when she was in a mood because her jaw would tighten, and she blinked less. I’d wake up at eight and she’d already have been up for three hours, gone on a five-mile run, started a cabbage-soup diet, hemmed some old skirts to make them prettier, and finished her homework. You’d think this level of accomplishment would make her proud, but instead she just seemed angry.

She got straight A’s.

She volunteered with my mother at church on Sundays.

She let my father bring her out in front of his friends at parties choked with their cigar smoke and twirl her around.

She helped me peel my sunburned skin off my body at the end of every summer, after we’d spent too much time out by the pool. Summer skin, she called it as she drew it off me in long, clean sheets. The skin underneath was pale pink and raw, but it felt good, the peeling. A fresh start. “Now do me,” she’d say with an intense kind of longing.

In the spring, when the days got longer, she’d rinse lemon juice in her hair to bring out the blond.

And in the fall, she’d get introspective and secretive. She’d whisper things to me, about how one day the two of us would run off together and start new lives where there were no thank-you notes to write or tests to take or people to impress. She’d tell me all about the different lives we’d live. Kate was a good storyteller.

Maybe, I think now, this is why she was a good liar, too. Because despite knowing all these things about her, I still wonder if I knew anything about her at all. When she was taken, I missed the sister I knew. But I missed wondering about the sister I didn’t know even more.

This is my last list. I run it over in my head as I go on picking apples. I run it over in my head when I wake up and when I go to sleep. I run it over so many times the edges feel smooth in my mind, a collection of stones I’ve rubbed too many times. Maybe then I won’t forget.

Sometimes, when the girls are already asleep and the sun has gone down and the shack is dark, I let myself think it:

I hate her. I hate her for being the pretty one. I hate her for being perfect. I hate her for lying about who she was. I hate her for making me wish I was someone else, living some other life. I hate her for leaving me behind.

And then I sink my own fingernails into my arms the way she did. I dig crescent moons into my skin until I stop thinking that anymore. Because Kate is dead, and I’m here. I can still feel myself digging under my own skin and she can’t.



The new girl’s eyes on me have become so familiar that I don’t question them. But the Piper’s eyes on me are just as frequent. And those I know enough to question. I don’t know why, exactly. But the intensity of his attention paralyzes me, turns even the jelly of my eyes to ice.

I try to comfort myself by running the list over again. Now that Trish is gone, there’s no one to remember it for me. I remember so little now. I don’t need everything cluttering my brain anymore. But I do need this. The list about Kate. It’s the only thing that’s ever mattered anyway.

I eat cold American cheese between two slices of Wonder Bread for dinner like everyone else. Then I walk back to my cabin, alone, and I close the door. I get into bed, and I go over the list again. Purple, not pink. Crescent moons. Lemon juice.

I repeat it to myself until I fall asleep.

A sound, slow and widening.

I wake up to a creak on the wood of the cabin floor. Someone stepping, close to my sleeping head.

A jolt of panic seizes me. I wish I could have stayed asleep. I wish I could have not felt this last lurch toward life, this bodily evidence that no matter what I tell myself, I don’t want it to be over. I don’t want to join Kate wherever she is. I don’t want this narrative in my head to stop.

But as soon as the jolt comes, it subsides. Because it isn’t the Piper coming up to my bedside. The footfalls are too soft against the floorboards. The dark outline too short, too curved.

“You’re awake,” she says. I recognize her voice immediately. The new girl. The one I don’t like. Or, I should say, the one that scares me.

“I’m sleeping,” I say.

“Clearly,” she says. She stoops beside my bed, and I can see some details of her face. Her too-large eyes. Her high forehead. Her round face.

“What big eyes you have. Have you come to eat me up?” I say. I mean it to be a joke, but my pace is so slow now, my intonation so monotone, that the words send shivers up my body instead.

“No, not me,” she says. And we both know whom she means instead.

“I’ve been waiting,” I say. Slow. Laborious. My tongue is as heavy as a dead fish in my mouth. I can’t form the words to explain it all, to explain that a man like him took my sister. To explain that somewhere, deep down, I’d known a man like him—some man, any man—would eventually come for me, too. To explain that I used to think that would be better than getting left behind, but that I’m no longer sure. I pause and try again. “I’ve been waiting for him a long time.”

The bang is so loud and so sudden that we both jump in our skins. I look toward the door, where the sound came from, but the door is still shut. The weak lock, barely holding.

“Well,” she says, not turning, just looking at me. Another bang. A pound. A shout. But her eyes stay right on me. “He’s here now.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



AIMEE

Once, when Aimee was little, she and Ginny played hide-and-seek with some boys from school in Ginny’s backyard. Aimee didn’t like these boys. At school, on the playground, they pushed and shoved and told one another to eat dirt and be a man. They snapped the elastic of girls’ underpants and made fun of their teacher’s large breasts behind her back. When girls told her at the cafeteria that they had crushes on these boys, Aimee made faces at her blue plastic lunch tray but said nothing. And when Ginny invited them over to play, Aimee said nothing again.

Aimee had waited too long to find a place. One boy, the biggest one, was counting down loud and a little too fast. She went to the splintered wooden porch that jutted out behind Ginny’s house. She hesitated when she saw a long-limbed black spider spinning a web near the gap between the porch and the ground. But, in desperation, she ducked underneath the wooden porch anyway, only to find that Ginny was already there.

The late afternoon sunlight cut into diamonds by the porch’s latticework painted Ginny’s thin face like a clown’s. In the second of shock that followed, Aimee was scared of her, curled up in that dark, damp, moldy place. Ginny looked even scarier than the boy outside, even scarier than the spider at the crawl space’s entrance. She looked more familiar, and yet less of this world.

But then, Ginny reached out and took Aimee’s hand. Her skin was warm and soft, not at all like the darkness they were in. It had felt, Aimee thought, like her own hand, their skin the exact same temperature and texture, pressed together in a soft kiss. Ginny’d pulled Aimee down beside her and they’d sat there in silence. They sat there while the boy found all his friends. They sat there while the boys called out for them, yelling their frustration and their threats. They sat there long after the game had ended, and the boys gave up and went home.

At first, Aimee wondered why Ginny hadn’t let go of her hand, crawled out, laughed triumphant in those boys’ faces. She was the one who’d invited them over, after all. But as the time crawled by and the light through the latticework faded against Ginny’s face, Aimee saw the truth. Ginny had stayed there because she was scared, too. They’d stayed there together because it felt safe.

Now, as Aimee lay awake in her cabin the night after the scratching, there was no one counting out loud. There was only the silent night, the whistle of the wind through the trees, the absence of scratching. But Aimee heard the countdown in her own head, a chorus of voices she’d now all heard before, albeit in dreams, lapping at the corners of her mind, as gentle and as urgent as moth wings.

Seven hundred thousand girls.

A greasy grill joint with a six-page menu.

In the beginning, there were five of you.

I took you forty miles just now.

But sometimes three or more of them will move in constellations.

Seven, six, five, four, three.

Aimee knew what came next. And if it had to be one of them, she would make sure it was two.



When the second bang came it didn’t surprise her, but she jumped all the same. The voices had been gathering all night, growing from that flurry of moth wings to a crowd inside her head, pushing and shoving and twisting and clawing, tendrils of their hair tangling in your tongue, giggling piles of bodies and whispering hair. A pack of wolves or a passing storm.

A yell, or a roar. Something human but so strange it seemed inhuman. Not in her head this time, but outside of it. Outside the cabin.

Aimee stood and turned toward the door. She felt more than heard Teenie get out of the bed behind her. The door banged again, and Aimee didn’t think, just moved. She lurched for the door, her shin colliding with a crude wooden chair on the way. She swore but kept moving across black space until her hands found it, the door, the knob.

After all, you can’t hide from him forever, a voice reminded her.

She tried anyway, finding the small, weak latch and holding it in place with her fingers. She leaned her weight back on the door, felt the answering weight leaning against her from the other side.

When the door banged again, the lock beneath her fingers jittered, pinching her skin. But she just held tighter.

“I saw him scratching, once,” Teenie said from behind her, her voice soft, like she was recounting a dream. “Do you think he’s sick, like we are?”

Aimee thought of the way he’d been scratching at their cabin last night, at the look in his eyes and the spiral of his speech. His movements were manic where theirs were sluggish. His words, a warbled reflection of things he’d been told, not things he’d experienced himself. He thought he had to scratch the sickness out before it was too late. But that wasn’t how they felt. Aimee knew because she’d heard them, felt them in her dreams, was maybe even one of them. They didn’t scratch to get it out. They didn’t necessarily want it out at all.

“He’s sick, all right,” she muttered. “But not with whatever we have.”

Shoes, crunching on dirt and gravel. Just one pair. They got farther away and then closer again. Softly, she could hear muttering. It wasn’t the voices in her head. Those were women’s voices. This was the Piper.

The muttering escalated slowly and then erupted into a brief yell, an explosion of a syllable, before falling silent. Then the door beneath her cheek banged again as he tried to throw it open. She gasped and fell back, but the door lock miraculously held.

Not forever, the voices repeated firmly. You can’t hide from him forever.

Using the moonlight seeping in through the lopsided slats of the shack, Aimee saw the outline of objects. The table and chairs, one toppled from where she’d run into it. Three beds and the girth of the iron stove in the corner. And the door, the night outlining itself through its edges. There was no escaping it. It was always there waiting for her.

The door banged again.

Behind her, Teenie whimpered. An answering whimper stuck in Aimee’s own throat, held down only by the pounding of her heart in her neck. She scrambled to her feet. She tried to push the table toward the door, but it was heavier than she’d thought it would be, a thick slab of solid wood. Her muscles ached. She leaned her full weight against it and shoved. It began to budge. She looked toward Teenie briefly for help, but she knew it was no good. Teenie had lost the strength to push long ago.

The Piper’s mumbling started again, louder this time.

Then he called out: “I know you’re in there.”

Her throat tightened; her pulse leaped.

“I can hear you. Pitter-patter-pitter-patter-pitter-patter! Rats! Just like rats!”

She moved on soft, silent feet to the door and set her eyes to the glowing crack. She couldn’t see anything, but she didn’t need to. She could still picture him from the last two nights, his manic smile, his vacant eyes, his scratching nails, grown long and dirty.

The door banged again, bashing a bruise beneath her eye and forcing her back.

“Hiding in there like a rat, like the rat you are, all of us rats, rats like that fucking bitch!” His voice rose gradually from a mumble to a crescendo that seemed to rattle the frame of the shack.

The silence after the outburst was pristine. Aimee’s own ragged breath echoed in her ears. It felt as if the whole world should be able to hear it, the terror in her breath. But then the truth set in: no one could hear her. The other women weren’t lucid enough. And there was no one else for miles. No one else except the women rattling her brain, their screams echoing off her very bones.

You know by now it’s better not to look him in the eyes.

What is inside of him is no match for what is inside of you.

What he’s doing. What he will do.

“You want me to leave you alone, they all want me to leave them alone, leave them alone, why don’t you leave me alone, answer me. Answer me!” he roared.

Aimee was dizzy with them, the voices. There were too many now, all while she was awake, all screaming. She tripped to the stove, felt around the back for something solid. An iron poker. She gripped its cold, rough metal in her shaking palms. It steadied her.

She returned to Teenie and tucked the girl behind her in the corner. Teenie wasn’t Ginny. But Teenie was Ginny to someone. Teenie was special, too. And she’d be damned if she’d let her end up as just another voice in her head, another girl the Piper had made a ghost.

Palms sweating, heart feverish, Aimee faced the door and readjusted her grip on the poker.

Come and get me. A voice in her head rose above the others. Just come and try.

Aimee and Teenie waited for more banging and mumbling and yelling, but there was nothing. Then Aimee heard it. Crunching footsteps. They moved around the shack. He knocked on the walls, all around. A knock right next to her head made her gasp and jerk.

“Yoo-hoo,” he called. “Knock-knock-knock-knock-knock-knock-knock-knock.”

Then.

“Hey,” he said, softer, by the wall right next to her ear. It was like a switch had flipped, as if he were normal again. “I’m a good person,” he said. “I’m scared for you. You, all alone. So alone. Aren’t you alone?” He sounded like he meant it. She stared back at the wall as if she could see the man on the other side.

Aimee’s face warmed, tears spreading. This was what he’d been waiting for. For a girl who was too sick to fight. For all the girls to be too sick to stick together, for them to turn on each other. For them to leave one alone. A lamb away from the pack for the wolf to eat.

But Aimee’s urge to cry was stifled by a stiff, stern fear. She thought about all the times she’d felt alone. Away at college, quarantined in her small room at the boardinghouse, hearing the boys outside on the steps laugh with each other. At home, while Ginny was off on some weekend adventure and her mother was either at work or tending to her father. In high school, when she’d watch Ginny from a distance, smoking with people she didn’t know, or talking to some guy near his car, forgetting Aimee was there until she needed her. Suddenly, it felt as if Aimee had spent her whole life alone. Close enough to see the people she wanted to join but stuck on the other side of the wall.

She thought coming out here would be like opening a door to that other world. A world where she could participate instead of watch. The world where Ginny was, where she could finally know her like she knew herself. Out here, there would be nothing between them; out here, Ginny and the world she lived in would no longer be a mystery.

But she hadn’t found Ginny. She’d found these voices instead. Strange, wonderful, unknowable fragments, ones that couldn’t be grasped but stayed with her all the same. She’d found the voices and the girl behind her back.

“We’re not alone,” Aimee muttered, but loud enough for him to hear.

A pause. Then he was yelling again: “Fucking bitch, you fucking bitch. I know what’s inside of you. I know what you are. You think I don’t know, but I know.”

His shouts and bangs became cries and sobs. The noise was uncontainable, unstandable. Each bang built up inside her, a dam threatening to burst. With each blast of his fists, the girls in her head banged back, flashes popping in front of her eyes like from a Polaroid camera: the negative images of their nails, shredded from scratching; their knees, bruised from kicking; their eyes, still furious with light, branded into her waking vision. With each flash she felt what he could do, what he would do, if he got in. She imagined his hands on her, his wet mouth on her ear, his nails poking and prodding, grabbing and tearing. He would turn this poker in her hands against her, rip the skin from her body, scratch her body raw like he’d scratched the wall outside. Split her open, seeking whatever it was he believed lay inside.

“All that skin and blood and teeth and eyes blocked up inside you.”

At first, she thought it was a voice in her head. But then, she realized the words had been spoken by someone else. She turned, slowly, and saw Teenie, eyes wide, pupils swollen, staring at the wall as if mesmerized.

“All that skin and blood and teeth and eyes blocked up inside you,” she said in a daze. “All those fingernails, scratching to get out.”

You think you might have willed it. And who’s to say you didn’t? Who knows what you can do? A voice in Aimee’s mind pushed through.

I just told you a fucking horror story, screamed another.

So what are you going to do about it? they all demanded together.

As his fists met the wood above her head again, something loosed inside her. The anger she’d folded away, balled up and shoved down so no one could see it. The anger they’d all come here to forget or to quench. The anger of all the women, all that flesh and blood, those thoughts and feelings and scents and voices inside her. It all ripped out of her skin, and she screamed.

“You fuck, you fucking fuck!” she yelled so loud her throat tore.

She recited the barrage of words in her mind, spilled them as if someone else had spoken them into her mouth. They had demanded out for months.

“You’re one of those men who thought they’d found you, rescued you, cured you. Those men who didn’t realize they were all just alike, that you’d seen it all before.

“Some people say it’s a form of treatment, you know. What I’m about to do to you.

“There’s no coming back! There’s no coming back from this! It’s past the point of no return, you sick fuck.”

She wasn’t sure if it was him that she was talking to or herself or anyone. Just talking, yelling, screaming into the wall, into the void that waited for her beyond it, was enough.

“Westward, westward, always westward,” she intoned. She shifted the poker to one hand and banged on the wall rapidly with her other, a flurry of punches that made the whole room shake.

His footsteps crunched and then stopped. She paused, sensing that he was leaning in closer. She traced his curiosity. Then, when she could almost feel his heat on the other side of the wall against her hand, she banged it so hard her hand throbbed.

“I see you,” she lied. “I know you. I know who you are. I see everything inside you. Because she cries when I cry. When you put your arms around her, I put my arms back around you. And you realize there’s no escaping her.”

She cackled like a hen. A vein pulsed in her head.

“I’ve been waiting. Waiting, waiting, waiting. A whole life of waiting. But not for you, you fucker, not for fucking you. I’m not going to tell you any sort of lies. I want you to know how it is. You’re just weak and empty and crazy. But not as crazy as me, you fucker.”

Your throat, sore and raw from yelling.

You laugh. “And sometimes, it doesn’t feel like a choice, you know? Sometimes, it doesn’t feel like it, but it is. It’s always a choice. Like letting the light in and the life out. Letting the light in and the life out.”

You bang on the wall, flail against it like it’s trapping you.

“Come and get me. Just come and try, you fucker. Come and try! You think you know me, but you don’t. You don’t know the first fucking thing.” You laugh. “I’m not who you think I am. I’m not who anyone thinks. But I know you! I know you. I see you. You out there, you chicken, you coward, you joke. You aren’t special. You? You’re the one who’s all alone. I’m not alone. Like a pack of wolves or a passing storm. I’ve got an army in here with me, motherfucker!”

Aimee stopped as suddenly as she’d started. She took shallow, ragged breaths, her head reeling, her vision pulsing. Her insides were raw. And her head was blessedly empty. No more voices, no more pulsing, no more nausea, no more screaming. As if in screaming them all out into the night, she’d emptied them all from her body.

It took several minutes for her to realize she’d lost track of the Piper in her outburst. All was silent except her panting and Teenie’s breathing behind her, soft as slippered feet.

A crunch of gravel. Feet moving farther away. Then, nothing. Maybe, her mind reeled, it’s over. Maybe he won’t come back.

But the one voice left in her head, the one she imagined belonged to Ginny, knew better. That voice only had one word left for her.

Run.



The world outside was windy and vacant, tinged silvery-gray by the moonlight. After the raging that felt like it might consume her whole in the cabin, it was eerily quiet, the silence dense.

“Where is he?” Teenie asked from Aimee’s side.

Aimee tied her fingers to Teenie’s.

“Let’s go,” Aimee said, instead of admitting she didn’t know. “Fast.”

Aimee tugged Teenie into a rapid walk across the semicircle of dirt. It was half a mile, give or take, on this dirt driveway before they reached the road. There, they could flag down a car, or find another section of the orchard with more people in it. The lock wouldn’t hold in the cabin. They couldn’t keep hiding from him, not forever. The voices had made that clear.

She kept them moving, faster now, trying to pick up a light jog even though Teenie stumbled and tripped on her sluggish feet, her loose legs.

Aimee could see the road when she heard him. His footfalls heavy and sure on the gravel. He was running. Running after them.

Aimee pushed Teenie ahead of her. “Get to the road,” she said. “Flag down a car.”

Then she turned back to face him. One hand let go of Teenie’s fingers as the other curled tighter around the poker she still had gripped like an extension of her arm.

And there he was. The Piper. His button-down plaid shirt was undone to his sternum, the emaciated ridges of his chest just visible as he ran full throttle toward her. His mouth was stern, but his eyes looked almost happy. A dog giving chase to a rabbit. Fear rippled through her body as she widened her stance, pulled back the poker, and—

“A car!” Teenie shouted. “I see headlights.”

But it was too late. The Piper was here, and Aimee was distracted now, imagining the road ahead. His body collided, hard, with hers. She was flat on her back before she could think, her breath squeezed from her lungs.

His body was on top of hers, his knees on either side of her legs, pinning her. He grunted and panted, a series of animal noises that were hot and moist on her face, as he struggled against her writhing body.

He crushed her arm into the ground with one hand while he reached up with the other, tried to grab the poker that she held stretched above her head.

With the last bit of strength in her chest she inhaled and spat up into his eye, making him flinch for just a second. But enough for her to swing the poker sloppily around and slam its sharp tip into his side.

He groaned and his body stiffened, but he didn’t roll off her. The wound, she felt, wasn’t deep. The muscle and bone resisted her through the iron and from this angle, she couldn’t leverage a harder stab. Still, the impact gave her a chance to push him. He tumbled off and she scrambled to her feet, run-falling after Teenie.

When she reached her, she saw them, too. Headlights. Bobbing and weaving across the flat strip of land, coming toward them, growing bigger and brighter with every heartbeat. This car was going fast. This car was being reckless.

A roar echoed from the orchard behind them. They turned, in tandem, to see the Piper, hand clutching his side, stumbling after them, a slight limp slowing him down. Aimee turned back to see how close the lights were, stared right into them until they seared her vision. These were the headlights that she’d been waiting for. The ones everything had been leading to.

“Like letting the light in,” she mouthed the words to herself this time. “Like letting the light in and the life out.”

It only took two seconds. But the timing clicked into place in her head, in her muscles, as if she’d done it all before, had done it all already, in some past life. She pushed Teenie aside with her elbow just as the Piper lunged for them, braced herself for the impact, expecting it this time. She gripped his body in hers for only a millisecond before she whiplashed around, used the momentum of his fall to throw him out into the road.

He only had time to look up and meet her eyes once, his familiar smile splitting his face wide, before the headlights washed over them all.







CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



EVE

One second, Eve was pressing hard on the accelerator, desperate to escape the silence that sat beside her in the form of the woman she’d kissed.

The next second, she saw him.

A man careened into view in front of her headlights. She smashed on her brakes as Ginny gasped and braced herself against the door, her foot stamping its own invisible brake. The car jolted and the tires screeched, but it was too late. The front of the car took him head-on, and the body rolled beneath them with a series of cracking bumps.

Eve shut off the car as soon as it stopped. The car engine ticked as the air filled with the raw, sharp smell of burned rubber.

“What the fuck!” Ginny cried out. She whipped her face around to look, horrified, at Eve. “Did you just hit someone?”

“We just hit someone,” Eve confirmed. Her arms were shaking on the wheel.

“We didn’t do anything,” Ginny said. But her voice was shaking, too. She was more scared than mad.

“We have to go look,” Eve said.

“What?”

“We have to go look at the body.”

“I’m not doing anything. You can—”

But they were interrupted by a rapid series of hard knocks on Ginny’s passenger window. They both gasped, their bodies seizing, and looked over.

There was a woman standing there in canvas shorts and a ripped T-shirt. Her round face was streaked with dirt, her light brown hair a tangled nest down her back, her lip split open. In her hand, she gripped a long iron poker.

Eve made to lock the car—no way was she letting that crazy person in—but Ginny was already opening the door.

“Aimee?” she gasped. “Aimee, what the fuck, Aimee?”

In the next second, Ginny was outside the car, clutching the dirt-caked woman to her chest and laugh-sobbing. Watching them through the car window—the sounds of Ginny’s fear and elation muted—Eve felt carved out, scooped clean in a new way. She watched Ginny slip away from her, and instead of feeling relieved the way she had when she left her parents and when she left William, she felt profoundly alone.

She opened her door slowly and stood on weak legs. Outside, the wind was so strong she thought it might knock her over, tumble her along this road like litter. Even though she wasn’t the one who’d been hit by a car, her body felt battered and bruised.

“I had to push him,” the girl—Aimee—was saying. “He’s been killing women. He was going to kill us. He was going to kill Teenie.”

Teenie?

Eve’s eyes traced up from the billows of dust rising around them, up past where Aimee and Ginny were hugging each other and crying, up through the front headlights, to where a girl stood. She was loose-limbed, wide-eyed, open-mouthed, letting in all the dirt motes swirling in the golden light.

Teenie.

Eve’s skin pebbled. Her eyes watered. Her throat closed.

The girl in front of her was older than she’d been the last time Eve had seen her, of course. But Eve would have recognized her anywhere. Her wiry, boyish body. Her dirty blond hair the texture of straw, bunched into two pigtails. Her churning eyes that contained so many shards of color it was dizzying.

Her sister. The one she’d left behind.

“We have to go,” Ginny said. She wiped at her eyes. Ginny, crying. The sight would have been enough to floor Eve if something else hadn’t floored her already. “If someone else comes along and sees this…”

Ginny’s and Aimee’s voices became a low-grade buzz in Eve’s ears. She was staring at Teenie and Teenie was staring back. Eve gripped the open car door, leaned against it, and gave it her unbearable weight. She had the sudden muscle memory of her act, the one in the beauty pageants, the one where she held everything on the crown of her head. Her neck ached; her head wobbled. It was all falling down faster than she could catch it.

Then, the car was shaking. Eve blinked, the spell breaking. Ginny had opened the back door, was trying to usher Aimee inside. Aimee resisted and went into the headlights. She took Teenie’s arm and tried to move her, but Teenie seemed stiff, still as a statue. She was staring at Eve.

Does she recognize me? Eve wondered. After all these years, does she still see the person I was?

But then Teenie blinked, blankly, and looked away. Aimee ushered her into the car, guided her into the back seat like someone might guide a blind person. The sight crushed a hole into Eve’s chest. This girl—Aimee, Ginny’s friend—this girl was caring for her sister in a way Eve never had.

“Eve, let’s go,” Ginny barked.

Eve blinked again and realized everyone was in the car now but her. Her throat was still tight from the smell of rubber, her eyes still wet. But she ducked inside, closed the door, and started the car.



Eve never thought about it anymore, not actively. She couldn’t remember the last time she thought about the actual day she left, the hour, the second, the instant. But thinking about it and knowing it weren’t the same things. The reality of it, of what she did, was the ambient noise of her life, the setting to every event that happened after.

It was long before the spread, long before the infection, long before the itch. And yet it had been there, hadn’t it? The itch? The rage that dug its way under her skin? The clenching want to strip off her body and escape it, to escape everything that pressed against her? Her body had long not felt like her own. It was her father’s and her mother’s and occasionally, whenever Teenie would give her that look—that fascinated, longing, devastated look—it was her sister’s. But it had never seemed to belong to her. So, it wasn’t hard, really, to walk away from it. From all of it.

She hadn’t planned the exact moment when it would happen, although she had been planning it in the abstract for months, ever since that moment at the top of the world with her mother. Even before that, she’d whisper to Teenie, sometimes, how they’d run away together. But back then it had felt like an adventure, like something out of The Little Runaways book Eve had read to Teenie when they were little. By the time Eve was sixteen, it didn’t feel like a game anymore. It felt like a necessity.

When the moment was finally right, she’d felt it. A key slipping into place. Her parents were out for the day. Teenie had fallen asleep beside her on the trampoline. Thinking of that day now, all Eve could remember was feeling sticky. Her fingers, sticky from the lemons she’d cut. Her legs and arms and neck, sticky from sweat. Her lips and the interior of her mouth, sticky from the bittersweet lemonade she’d crushed up into tiny paper cups. Lying there, stuck to a trampoline beside her sister, she felt like a bug trapped in a web.

She’d peeled herself off gently so as not to wake Teenie. She’d gone inside just to grab an old pair of shorts and a tie-dyed T-shirt no one would miss, a pair of ancient flip-flops she’d thrown into the back of her closet years ago. She didn’t take anything else. If she did, she knew they’d know she’d run, that they’d come looking for her. It was better, she decided, if she just disappeared.

It wasn’t until after—when she’d already hitched her way across the state, started working in some bar in Durham, and called herself eighteen—that the news stories reached her. A beautiful teenage girl missing, a beloved daughter stolen right out from beside her sister, a police hunt for some formless man who must have stashed her in a basement, buried her beneath some forest.

It was too late, then, to tell anyone. She’d already felt the change in herself, the hardening in her core, the crystallizing of a new version of herself. She was going to make something of herself without any of them, without her father’s praise or her mother’s anxiety or her sister’s frustrated awe. She would be more than the pretty one. And then, the next time they saw her, they wouldn’t even recognize her. They would just see an important person, a woman far outside their reach. And she wanted that. She still did, didn’t she?

Teenie sat silent in the back seat, looking out the window. Her jaw was locked, and her eyes skimmed across the changing landscape as if reading a page in a book. Eve watched her in the rearview mirror, eyes skirting back to the road ahead only when it was necessary. When she’d first seen Teenie in the road, she’d been able to tell she was infected at a glance: dilated eyes, legs and arms akimbo, scratches running up and down her arms and legs like bloodied stretch marks. But looking at her now, Eve wasn’t so sure. Teenie’s body was still but alert, clenched tight like she was trying to make herself as small as possible in the back seat. Her pupils looked almost normal and her gaze out the window was pointed, resolute.

Eve waited for Teenie’s eyes to jump up and meet hers. But they never did. And it was only then that Eve realized she’d never once looked back at Teenie that day after she’d peeled herself off the trampoline.

“I don’t understand,” Ginny said beside Eve. But she was speaking to Aimee. “How did you get here, Aims?”

“I came looking for you,” Aimee said. Like it was obvious. Her voice was soft but not as timid as Eve had imagined it might be, given the things Ginny had told her about Aimee.

“I don’t mean here as in out West,” Ginny said. “I mean here as in on this random road in the middle of this particular night beside a fucking orchard?”

Ginny sounded angry, but Eve recognized this particular brand of anger in Ginny’s tone. It was anger that covered up fear and hurt. The same kind of anger she’d heard directed at herself hours ago, when they’d finally come apart after the storm.

“I needed to help them,” Aimee said. She spoke with a calm kind of certainty. Eve’s eyes flickered to the other girl in the back seat through the rearview mirror, checking. No, she didn’t seem dazed at all. She seemed the most certain, the steadiest of them all. She should be the one driving the car.

“Who?” Ginny barked.

“The other Westward Women,” Aimee said. “The ones he hurt. The ones he was going to hurt.”

“Who was he?” Ginny demanded.

“The Piper.”

This time, it was Teenie who spoke. The sound of her voice, so clear and familiar, still a little too high-pitched for a girl who looked almost boyish in her body. Eve’s eyes snapped back to her.

“That was the Piper?” Ginny asked, incredulous. “The guy we just turned into roadkill?”

“He would pick sick women up in a white bus. Claimed he was taking them west but—” Aimee shook her head. “At least while I was with him, he was just driving in circles. He went in the western direction generally, but he was also wasting time, waiting for the women to get sicker, waiting until they were too weak and isolated and then he’d—”

Aimee broke off again and looked worriedly at Teenie.

“Then he’d kill us,” Teenie filled in for her. Still not blinking. Still looking out at the orchards as they whipped by. “I was too out of it at the time to realize what it all meant, but I saw it. Or at least, I saw the aftermath of it. My friend, Trish. He threw her body in the back of a truck.”

“Fuck,” Ginny said. “I almost got into that bus with him. I wanted to, but he said no.”

“You probably didn’t seem sick enough,” Teenie said. “You don’t seem sick at all to me. He only took girls who seemed really sick. Girls who were too out of it to realize what he was doing. I watched him do it. Ask girls all these questions to see how confused they were, like a test.”

Aimee nodded slowly. “He gave me that test, too. I had to pretend to be all confused and zoned out and forgetful before he’d let me on the bus.”

Ginny turned to look at her, and Eve read the feelings easily off her face: surprised and impressed. “I mean, I can’t even believe … What are the chances that we’d…”

“It was fate,” Aimee said. Then, she reached forward and squeezed Ginny’s shoulder. “I thought you were dead.”

Ginny gripped her hand back and smiled, but it was a forced one. A sad one.

When Eve’s eyes dashed back up to Teenie in the rearview mirror, Teenie was looking back at her. Finally. Their eyes met, locked, held.

“Teenie,” Eve spoke, at last. Her voice sounded as raw as her throat felt. She ignored the way she felt Ginny looking at her with a question mark creasing her forehead, ignored the way Aimee cocked her head, curious. All she knew was that she needed to keep Teenie’s eyes on her. She needed Teenie to see her. Not as some woman far out of reach, not as a stranger who’d far surpassed the life they’d shared as children. But her. She needed Teenie to look at her with a flash of recognition, to admit that they were more to each other than just two women passing in the night.

“Teenie,” she repeated. “It’s me. It’s Kate.”

Teenie’s eyes blinked slow. It might have been Eve’s imagination, but she could have sworn she watched her swollen pupils shrink even farther in real time, there, in the shadows of the back seat.

“I’m sorry,” Teenie said in that same blank tone. She looked back out the window. “I think you’ve mistaken me for someone else. I don’t know you.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



TEENIE

It happens fast, the comedown. The rush of it is so intense that I swear for a moment there I can actually feel it whooshing in my brain, draining from my body. Maybe, for other people, it’s more gradual. But for me, it’s like getting hit by a car.

It happens the second I see her. I’m standing in the headlights, my body still but thrumming. My muscles are too tired, too petrified to move, but under the surface everything is moving so fast it’s a wonder no one else can see it. The relief is the problem. I thought I’d be disappointed that I’m still here, that he’s come and gone and I’m still the same, I’m still just me without Kate. But instead, I’m relieved. I’m so relieved, I could cry if I could only feel my face.

And then, just as the relief and adrenaline collide like a firework in my blood, I think, there’s something familiar about that woman there, the one getting out of the driver’s seat. There’s something familiar about the way she moves and stands, about the way she draws her fingers through her hair and flicks the long mass of it over her shoulder.

At first, I can only see an outline: the loose way she leans against the car, the sharpness of her profile. It’s dark where she is and it’s blinding bright where I am. But the outline is enough.

Kate, I think. The thought is instant and familiar. I’ve done this my whole life. Mistaken people for Kate. I’ve spent years thinking I’ve seen Kate in my peripheral vision: a flash of blond hair, or the familiar flex of an arm, or the corner of a smile. An error of vision that would conjure her in the flesh, only for me to realize it wasn’t her at all.

I look harder as she leans forward, looking right back at me. And as her face catches a corner of the light, I see. It is her. Her sunny blond hair has been dyed black and her face is older, thinner somehow. But it’s her.

At first, it’s like my skin is tightening, tightening so hard and so fast that I think it might tear in the corners. But as it tightens, the itching stops, seeps back into my toes and fingernails and hairline until it’s gone altogether. My body is lighter, tenser, my vision more precise. I blink and it’s like an ad for Ajax window cleaner, a film peeled back from my vision.

That girl, the one who rescued me, the one someone keeps calling “Aimee,” tugs on my arm, but nicely. I let her lead me. She has, after all, led me this far.

In the back seat, I stare at the strip of skin I can see on the driver’s leg, a collection of freckles in the shape of the Scorpio constellation. I knew it would be there, but I had to see it anyway. Proof, or something.

When the car starts, when it roars down the empty road, when it takes me west? I don’t feel a cool balm of relief anymore. Instead, I feel a little nauseous and very tired. I feel strangely vulnerable, way too open to the world. I want to curl up like a shrimp, scrunch tighter and tighter until I find a place that feels safe and familiar.

It takes me a while to realize that what I’m feeling is homesickness.



It’s colder on the other side of the mountains. The car has been silent for hours, ever since I told everyone what I now remember that I know about the Piper. I haven’t said anything since I told Kate I didn’t know her. And the truth is, I don’t. I don’t know her at all. When I close my eyes, she’s still a broken teenage body, crumbled and alone, tragic and messily preserved in some man’s basement. But when I open them, there she is. She hasn’t said it, but still I know. She was never taken. She just left.

When Kate first disappeared, I spent hours imagining what our reunion would be like: the two of us clapping our bodies together, grasping at each other’s arms and hair desperately. We would laugh and cry and Kate would scratch the back of my head beneath my hair the way she did sometimes while we watched TV together. I would breathe in deep to cement Kate’s smell inside me. In my memory, Kate always smelled like that day, like chlorine and the tang of lemons.

Now, in the back seat, there’s nothing I want more than to never see her again. Never see her, never smell her, never touch her again. I think of the way Kate’s eyes reddened and watered when she saw me. I think, fleetingly, that she looked pathetic.

The woman who looks like Kate—the woman who is Kate—drives all night. She drives too fast, which is something the Kate I knew would do, too. I stare at the back of her head—the same head, different hair—and despite the cool breeze now coming in through the window, I think waves of heat must be rolling off me. I can barely breathe, it’s that intense. Like I’m radiating heat from the core of the sun.

All these years I imagined her body cold and crumbled. All these years I tiptoed around a house made silent by her absence. All these years I punished myself with blades from my father’s razor and lighter flames and numbness. And all this time, she’d just left.

By the time the sun rises, we’ve reached Seattle. It appears like an alien colony on the horizon. The sky at sunrise is a blooming pinkish gray that throws the snowcapped Mount Rainier into relief. The Space Needle looms large over everything, some all-seeing eye that watches our approach with pale disinterest.

“Spooky,” the woman in the seat beside Kate says.

“Beautiful,” Aimee corrects her. Then she looks at me. “You look better, Teenie. Your eyes…”

I look away from her so she can’t study me too closely. I don’t want to explain it to her, to anyone, what happened. Because I can’t explain it to myself. It was seeing Kate that did it, there is no doubt about that. Or maybe it was seeing Kate combined with leaving the Piper, the thing that carried me forward without me even having to try. But that doesn’t explain how real it felt, how physical. Like a comedown of adrenaline or a hormonal shift after a period ends that happens so fast it can leave you spinning. But maybe that’s what change always is. A mental realization—fast or slow—that has physical force.

Kate pulls the car over at a convenience store attached to a gas station and an automatic car wash. She drives us through the car wash to rinse off whatever splatter of the Piper’s blood might be left on the front bumper. As the muted rollers run over the hood and a soup of soap and water slap the front windshield, I realize how good she is at this. At running away from the scene of a crime. At washing off whatever came before.

Afterward, Kate pulls up beside the convenience store and cuts the engine. In the sliver of space between the front seats, I see her arms shaking.

“I’ll get us some coffees,” the woman in the passenger seat says. She slips out of the car.

Aimee squeezes my arm and gets out as well, following the woman. When she reaches her, they link their arms together without looking at each other. That leaves Kate and me alone. But when Kate inhales and opens her mouth to speak, I force open the door and slam it shut behind me.

We’re near downtown. There are pedestrians and walk signs and buses. There are other people. The crisp air against my skin feels like waking up.

“I didn’t mean to leave you.”

She—Kate, the woman—has gotten out of the car and is trying again. But I don’t turn. I can’t look at her.

“I just meant to leave the rest of it.”

But the words are dying on her lips. Because I’ve started walking away. There must be a bus station somewhere in this city. And this time, I’m going to be the one who leaves her.

As I turn a corner, out of her sight, I don’t wonder why I did it. But I do wonder about how it was so easy.



The world is a rumble around you. You can’t remember where you are or how you got here. In fact, you can’t remember anything at all. You think you remember that you are coming to the end of a story, but you can’t remember the rest.

But then, inside your head, there is a cluster of soothing voices. And it isn’t just voices, it’s feelings and memories and thoughts. They move together, as fluid as a stream, as uncapturable as a bird in flight. You give yourself up to them and your pulse begins to calm. You are mist spread among branches, a piece of cloth held up to the light, smoke twirled between someone’s fingers. You are floating in something bigger than yourself.

At first, it’s nice, the gentle transience. But when it sways, you sway. And when it jerks, you jerk. And when it falls, you fall, bottoming out into an endless under that you didn’t even realize was there. It’s cold, so cold down here. And it’s getting colder every second.

It’s water. An ocean. A riptide. And it’s too much to push back against it alone. The pressure is too much, the current too strong.

“You aren’t special,” a voice—a voice you know—whispers.

You jolt awake, your muscles seizing and then relaxing. Bus air-conditioning blasts against your face. You take deep breaths and, suddenly, you can feel your body. The dryness of your hands, the heaviness of your arms, the greasiness of uncirculated air on your skin.

You are Christine. Teenie. You were just dreaming. You’re on a bus headed to Wilmington, North Carolina. You are on your way back to your parents. Years later, there will be a high school graduation and a college graduation and a small apartment of your own filled with plants where the patter of rain against the windows will make you feel like you’re finally home. But somewhere, not so far behind you, is the water. And it’s still pulling you back. Or not you, exactly. But someone like you.







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



AIMEE

As they pulled up in front of the house, Aimee double-checked the address the woman at the convenience store had given her. The house was a ghostly pale yellow. Years ago, the white wraparound front porch might have been grand, with its thick columns and intricate moldings. But now it was tinged gray with age and the floorboards on the stairs sagged. It was a huge home, as big as the fraternity houses Aimee had passed every day on her walk to campus. The many windows were draped with curtains or vines; some were cracked and broken.

“It’s better than a lot of the places I’ve had to stay,” Ginny said. But in a dull, defeated sort of way.

Teenie had left. Aimee wasn’t surprised to hear it when she’d returned to the car from the gas station convenience store. When she’d looked at Teenie one last time, in the car, before she’d followed Ginny into the store, she could have sworn the girl’s pupils had shrunk back down to their normal size. What had done it? she wondered. Had she done it, when she’d saved Teenie from the Piper? Even as the thought occurred to her, though, she doubted it. Despite what they’d been through, she and Teenie didn’t know one another. To each other, they were like the voices that had broken through Aimee’s dreams. Fragments through misted glass, visible but only in pieces, fleeting flickers in the periphery of each other’s stories. They came together when they needed to. Now, like those other fragments, they would drift apart.

The woman at the convenience store had told them about this house. The ramshackle house. It had been abandoned two years ago, but it’d been reclaimed recently by the Westward Women.

“Although,” she’d said, squinting into Aimee’s and Ginny’s faces, “you two don’t look too sick to me.”

She gave them the address, and since none of them had money, they didn’t have a lot of other choices.

Aimee got out of the car first. She climbed the sagging front steps and tried to peek in through one of the front windows. It was opaque with dust and scratches. She thought about knocking but then she tried the doorknob instead. It was unlocked. She pushed inside, leaving Ginny and the woman who’d said her name was Kate on the porch.

Once inside, she had to blink to adjust to the dim light. The entryway was impressive, with a wide, wrapping staircase and a faded Persian rug. The air was cool and dusty, tinged with the taste of something sweet and hoppy. The sour smell of marijuana hung heavy against her skin, slinking into her mouth. It was quiet, but signs of life were all around: a pair of discarded, mud-caked boots slumped against the wall; wrinkled piles of magazines leaned against end tables; fringed jean jackets hung over railings.

Aimee followed the front hall into a back kitchen with large windows that gave the room a brighter, gray light. The sourness was worse in here, like spoiled milk and warm vegetables. Jam jars lined the counters, their red, checkerboard lids out of place against the brown-speckled cabinets. Dried herbs hung from twine. Signs of settling, left to rot.

Here, in the full but empty house, Aimee closed her eyes and tried to listen. The morning light coming through the kitchen windows played across her eyelids like the glare off a puddle. She listened hard. But the moth wings were still. The voices were gone. Something told her the dreams would be, too. Even in this place, surrounded by the Westward Women’s things and smells and the incredibly palpable vestiges of their presence, they were gone.



She explored the many bedrooms upstairs. There were piles of forgotten, unwanted things. There were stained mattresses on floors. There were crimson scarves repurposed as curtains. There were thin, discarded prairie dresses. There was a purple velvet couch, rubbed rough from use. There was a broken, darkened lava lamp with a thin crack along the side. There was a worn paperback novel—The Edible Woman—lying open and face down on the floor. But there were no people.

She went back down the stairs and outside, where the sun was brighter and the air just a little hotter than before. Ginny was leaning against the front porch railing. When she turned to look at Aimee, she rubbed her eyes, and Aimee realized she must have been crying.

“Where’s the other woman? I think her name was Kate?” Aimee asked. She joined Ginny at the railing.

“She left,” Ginny said. Her throat sounded raw, but her voice was just as husky from cigarettes as it had been the last time they spoke. That had only been a month ago, on the phone, discussing graduation. But to Aimee, it felt much longer.

“Did you know her very well?” Aimee asked.

Ginny lifted a shoulder and let it fall. “I thought I did. I don’t know.”

They were silent for a while. Across the street, a sprinkler turned on. Somewhere far off, a dog barked. Just a normal day, starting over again.

“You don’t seem very—” Aimee hesitated, suddenly embarrassed in front of Ginny, as if she didn’t remember how to talk to her at all. “I mean, I expected when I found you that you’d be so far gone you might not even remember me.”

A sad smile ghosted Ginny’s lips. “I probably would have been. But after I met Eve? That woman who just left? It all just kind of … slipped away.”

“The infection, you mean?” Aimee asked, confusion knitting her brow. “You’re cured?”

“I guess I just found what I was looking for,” she said, her voice far off. “My body knew it before I did.”

Realization spread through Aimee like a blush when she saw the longing in Ginny’s eyes. “The woman who just left … Did something happen between you two?”

Ginny tossed Aimee an almost embarrassed look, which surprised her. Aimee couldn’t remember a single time before this when she’d thought Ginny looked embarrassed.

“Maybe it was just about being on the road with her compared to what it was being on the road without her. Before, it wasn’t an adventure, like I thought it would be. But with her? It was—” Ginny shook her head with that same little smile on her face. As incredulous as it was sad. “She was my cure, but I wasn’t hers.”

Aimee watched her friend as if from a distance. Whatever experience Ginny had had with that woman, whatever memory she was reliving now, it was something Aimee would never be able to reach, something she’d never know about. And maybe, she thought for the first time, that was okay.

“When you started getting sick,” Aimee said after a moment. “Could you tell? I mean, did you feel it coming on somehow, before the itch?”

Ginny cast her a knowing smile. “You wondering if you could have stopped me?”’

Aimee shook her head, leaned her hip against the railing so she could look at her friend head-on. She hadn’t admitted it to anyone but the doctor in Milwaukee. But she guessed there was no harm in admitting it now. “I kept having these dreams,” Aimee said. “When I was on the road to find you. They were so … real. In them, I wasn’t me, but I was other infected women, going west. I heard some other girls have them, too. That maybe they’re an early symptom.”

Ginny’s forehead knit as she listened. And Aimee saw her start to crack her knuckles, the way she always did when she was concentrating. The familiarity of it soothed her.

“I didn’t have dreams like that early on. The itching was the main thing, and I didn’t really try to resist it. I was gone almost before I realized what was happening.”

Aimee’d started to let go of a disappointed breath when Ginny spoke again.

“But I did have a dream like that. Just one. When Eve—Kate, I mean— and I were staying in a hotel, a day after we started traveling together. I was some woman who used to work in the hotel, cleaning the linens. She was sick, too. Just trying to make enough money there for her to keep going west.” Ginny popped a shrug. “I guess you and I always did have wild imaginations, growing up.”

Aimee’s pulse rushed, the excitement of discovery coursing through her like adrenaline. “Was that around the time that you were coming down?” She couldn’t help but use the same drug phrasing the girl at the campfire in Yellowstone used, too, to talk about the infection. She corrected herself. “When you were getting better, I mean.”

“Yeah,” Ginny said. She cocked her head at her friend, a teasing smile forming. “Why? What are you thinking?”

Aimee was thinking about gateways. About crossing over. About thresholds. And about how they could go both ways.

“I think we have them when we’re getting sick … or when we’re getting better,” she said. “Or at least, that’s how it works for most people.”

“We?” Ginny echoed. “Do you think you were infected?”

“I don’t know,” Aimee admitted. “I think it worked differently for me. I had the dreams. And sometimes, those dreams even spilled over into when I was awake. But I never got other symptoms.” She rolled her eyes at herself, thinking of that doctor in Milwaukee. “Maybe I’m not interesting enough to have been completely infected.”

Ginny raised an eyebrow. “Not sure that’s how it works, Aims. I mean, think of it this way: I never got to hear voices. But different bodies interpret things differently. Leave it to you to be the one whose infection looks like that. You’ve always been better than me at understanding how people are feeling. ‘Intuitive,’ my mom calls it.”

At the mention of her mom, the corner of Ginny’s mouth dropped, and her eyes went downcast. Aimee recognized the look—a mixture of guilt and homesickness that her own mother tended to inspire, too. But unlike Ginny, Aimee didn’t feel homesick now. She felt strangely peaceful. Maybe she had been a carrier. But she liked what Ginny and her mom said better. Intuitive. When they put it like that, it made it seem like maybe lingering in the threshold and just catching glimpses inside wasn’t such a bad thing.

“Is there anyone else in there?” Ginny asked after another few minutes of silence as they watched the yard.

“No,” Aimee said. “Just things they left behind, I think.”

“A museum of Westward Women,” Ginny joked with a small, wry smile. A reminder that that’s who she and Aimee were, the fact that brought them together in the first place. They were the children of museum people.

Aimee knew Ginny didn’t mean it seriously. But suddenly she thought there should be a museum of these girls and that the house wasn’t far off. A collection of things they left behind. Things that formed the outline of their presence, accentuated their absence. A photo negative, an afterimage, already fading.

“So,” Ginny said. She’d turned to face Aimee, leaning against the balcony now, as if casual. “What’s the plan for getting home?”

Aimee just stared at her. Ginny, with her face bare of makeup and her hair frizzier than usual and the circles beneath her eyes making them droop. This woman looked like Ginny but with no spotlight. She looked like Ginny but more normal.

“Home?” Aimee echoed, as if confused.

“You don’t have any money. Neither do I. So, we’ll have to work some before we can buy a ticket to—”

“I’m not going home,” Aimee said. The words were out of her mouth so suddenly she didn’t even think about them.

Ginny’s eyebrows rose in surprise before lowering again into something that looked weary, but not sad. A quiet kind of acceptance. “Of course you’re not,” she said.

Aimee bristled, her hands clenching into fists at her side. Why wasn’t Ginny surprised? Why couldn’t Aimee surprise her friend even when she surprised herself? It wasn’t like Ginny knew everything about her, even though she pretended to. She acted like she knew Aimee better than Aimee knew herself. All those small moments of anger, all those tucked-away corners in her chest, threatened to burst open again.

But Aimee thought about how she’d yelled at the Piper, how she’d stood in that little wooden box and roared at him until she’d had nothing left. And then, she felt it all drain out of her again. Because as she stared at Ginny’s quiet, tired expression, Aimee understood. She’d come out here because she’d wanted to find Ginny, bring her home, keep her safe, show her that she understood what Ginny needed better than Ginny herself could. But no one could know every part of a person. Even the two of them couldn’t reach in and claim the parts of each other that were mysteries to themselves.

Aimee’s hand loosened. She let go.

“I came out here to try to bring you back. To save you,” Aimee admitted. “It looks like you don’t need me to.”

“Nah,” Ginny said. She smirked and looked away. “You came out here because you wanted to leave. It’s what you do.”

Aimee almost laughed. “Me?” she said. “Leave? Are you kidding?”

“You left for college,” Ginny pointed out. Then, sadder: “Growing up, I always knew you’d be the one to leave. You were smart and took care of yourself and I never worried about you. You didn’t need me. You didn’t need any of us. So, I knew one day you would go. That was the problem. I wanted to take care of you, but you were always taking care of me first.”

It was hard to match the image Ginny painted of their childhood with the image in Aimee’s own head. So instead, Aimee tried to imagine the words like the moth wings against her head, an impression or sensation more than a statement of fact. Something that had to be felt instead of seen to be understood.



They cataloged the house together, but in separate rooms. It was Aimee’s idea and she convinced Ginny by saying there might be some money or something they could sell to help get Ginny home. They wrote down everything they found in lists and tagged numbered labels made of Sharpie on painter’s tape to each item. As she worked, Aimee couldn’t tell if she felt more like her mother—caring for the small parts of a person she was only allowed to touch in pieces—or her father—preserving the remains of something already gone. In the end, she wasn’t sure there was much of a difference.

When they finished a room, they moved on to a new one, sometimes passing each other in the hall. A brush of arm skin, before moving on.

After a while, Aimee could hear Ginny’s impatient huffs from a room across the hall. But Aimee was content to keep cataloging in the amber-gold afternoon light coming in through the dusted windows. She knew it would be silly to try to catalog these items the way her father had cataloged things at the museum. She wrote down the little she knew about these objects, but she didn’t know enough to categorize or taxonomize them. Instead, she asked them questions that would never have answers. Where did you come from? Where were you going? Who thought they owned you? And how did you get away?

Ginny fell asleep surrounded by a group of items she’d left uncataloged, beside a stripped mattress but not on it. Aimee covered her in a blanket, the action and the old resentment that sprang from it feeling like the gestures of a phantom limb.

In the morning, Aimee gave Ginny the money she’d found in a cross-stitched change purse with loose threads. She cataloged the amount of money first, but the purse itself—with its sloppily done daisies, its edges browning from the grease of all the fingers that had once handled it—meant more to her than the money did. She told Ginny where to take a bus to find her parents’ car.

“I told them I’d bring it back,” Aimee explained.

“You aren’t bringing it back,” Ginny said.

“No,” Aimee said with a smile. “But I don’t want to steal it, either.”

Ginny agreed to take it back if Aimee agreed to call home sometimes. It was an easy bargain to make on both sides; it was what they each would have done anyway. After all, it wouldn’t really be calling home if she wasn’t calling Ginny.







CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



EVE

When Eve got to the Pacific Ocean, she didn’t think twice about going in.

Teenie had left Eve when they made it to Seattle. And Eve had left Ginny when they reached the house. Ginny hadn’t seemed surprised, of course, but she had asked Eve to stay anyway. She’d told Eve about how they could go back to her hometown, how she could introduce Eve to her mother, how they could get jobs and a house and tell everyone they were roommates even though the two of them would know better. Eve had let herself imagine it for a second: a sun-drenched craftsman-style home filled with Ginny, her rose oil scent and tobacco smoke, her husky laughs and her biting remarks. It should have been enough.

But it wasn’t. Because even if Ginny was different from all those men, she wasn’t different enough, in the end. Just like all the others, she would still try to keep Eve for herself, still try to hold her in place and call her her own. Eve had never been able to do that. Teenie had known it better than anyone, and Eve figured that’s why Teenie’d left her first this time.

So instead of staying in the familiar picture of domestic bliss Ginny had tried to paint her, Eve left. She left because the Piper’s story was over, and she still had nothing to show for it. She left because the life Ginny showed her wasn’t hers. She left because, unlike Ginny, she didn’t want to get better, not yet. She had no reason to. There was still the promise, the hope that there was something great out there for her, or something that might make her great. She left because she no longer remembered what it looked like to stay.

It was only about a three-hour drive west to the ocean. Since the coastline spread through Olympic National Park, she had to stop driving after a while and get out to walk. When she finally crested a hill and saw the ocean, she thought she would be awed by the enormity of it, might feel the weighted loneliness of standing in front of the wide world of all that water alone. But instead, as she looked out over its hard, crashing waves, all she could think about was how she couldn’t remember the last time she showered. She needed to feel that water rushing over her skin, running through her hair, pushing between her toes, the way she needed to breathe. There was no future beyond the ocean. There was no thinking through her decision to go into it. Her body wanted nothing more than to be submerged.

As she made her way to the ocean and took off her jeans, she found herself speaking to Ginny in her head. You were right, she’d tell her if she were there. I’m sick after all.

She knew the ocean would be cold, but when it smacked her calves, it still shocked her. She remembered her mother telling her before a pageant, You can’t freeze up. When you don’t act, you lose your chance.

Eve didn’t know if this was true anymore. She’d done enough now to doubt it. But she also knew that even though she’d tried to outrun her parents, they still directed her steps. Their words still urged her on into the frothy waves, and she pushed herself under.

The water made her legs ache and the pain of it rippled through her body. It was saltier than the water she’d tasted on the East Coast. In Wilmington, she used to bike to the beach with Teenie. They would bob underwater together and compete for how long they could hold their breath. Eve always won, even though it made her chest sore and her vision blurry. But she’d never told Teenie about that part, about the part that hurt. To Teenie, she realized, all she’d ever been was the winner.

When Eve surfaced, the waves were bright in the sun, and her vision was like the overexposed photograph her father used to keep of her in his wallet. “Isn’t she beautiful?” he’d ask other men when he showed it to them. “My girl. Mine.”

The waves pushed around her, and Eve’s muscles grew weak. As she let her body relax, she remembered the time, back when she first started seeing William, that she’d showed up too high to one of their dates. She’d been testing him, even though she didn’t say so. Testing to see how far she could push him. But, as always, he hadn’t gotten mad. Instead, he’d smiled, rolled his eyes a little, and asked if she wanted a massage. Normally, she wouldn’t have relaxed so much under a man’s hands, not even his. But with her body loose and boneless from the pot, she’d let him rub and rock, push and pull her. It had felt so good to let go of everything, to let herself become putty in his hands. She’d forgotten about that, later, when she’d grown frustrated with his wants. Had forgotten how good trusting someone, even just for a moment, could feel.

As she let the water rock her, she forced herself to face the truth of it. She didn’t know what came next. Until now, there had always been a next step, a desire pushing her forward. To escape her parents, or maybe the person she’d been when she was with them. To escape William, or whatever person she convinced herself was constraining her now. To chase the Piper, who she’d decided would help her redeem herself, would put the name she’d chosen for herself back in print to be known and admired. But now, weightless in the water, the shore disappearing in the distance, she realized those had all been excuses. Reasons to keep going. Now, she had no idea where to go. Here, she’d gone as far as she could and there was nowhere to go but back.

Another wave crashed and she went under again, squeezing her eyes tight against the sting of it. Eve wasn’t sure if she chose to stay under or if the waves crashing above her, the tug of the tide pulling her back, just refused to let her surface. But when another wave crashed, it pulled her farther out. She heard somewhere once not to struggle against a current. Struggling made it worse. She knew she was supposed to let her body go slack now. Only then could she find her way through. But no matter what she told herself, no matter how much she thought it might be nice to let go of this last breath and let herself float away here, her body wouldn’t release. The panic for oxygen, for life, was too strong. She tightened and twitched. She didn’t want to die. The truth was in her body.

She scrambled upward and forward but the current drew her back again. She caught only one quick, frothy gasp of air before she was pulled back under. Beneath the water, she tried to shed her shirt, but it was plastered to her body. It caught water, ballooned backward, swept her farther from where she remembered the coastline being. She coughed and her throat burned as salt water flooded her. Her body was no longer transcendent but battered, bruised against the waves that tumbled her over the cracked bones of a body beneath tires. She still felt them, cracking beneath her. Her fingers reached upward, searching to touch air, but she found no surface.

And then, darkness. A kind of unconscious deeper than sleep. At first, it felt absolute. But then, there were shivers, trembles at the edges. Voices, no more than whispers in her brain. At first, she thought this is what it must be like to have your whole life flash before your eyes. But then she realized she didn’t know these voices. Or at least, not really. They whispered thoughts to her that Eve herself might have had once but in new contexts, said in new tones. They cluttered together until she couldn’t pull them apart. Is this where they all ended up? she wondered. Is this where the infection had been leading her all along? To death, oblivion. To the ocean.

In this out-of-conscious state, half dream, half death, she realized: this is how it would end. There would be no man to save her. No intervention from God to stop the crash. No more cheese-melted burgers wrapped in greasy paper or the feeling of Ginny’s fingers on the inside of her wrist. There would be no time in the future when this moment became a story she wrote and published. She would be dead. And in this moment, the last moment of her life, when she had finally reached the edge of it, she could be anyone. A nameless person, a throwaway mention on the news. Another unclaimed, unidentified body. She wasn’t from anywhere. She wasn’t anyone special. She wasn’t special. You aren’t special. She repeated this to herself. You were never special.

Seconds, minutes, hours later, Eve woke to throwing up water on the shore. The hands that had pulled her out of the waves let her go.

Grainy sand slicked her arms and legs and palms as she fell on her back. She opened her eyes and saw the sky. She cried through stinging eyes and shivered and hugged herself tight and felt no relief, just a shudder that fell down her body. She wondered how many girls had tossed and tumbled and been lost under those waves, or beneath car wheels, or against human hands. She heard her own words repeated to herself: you aren’t special. She wondered how many other women thought the same thing she did, just before they went under. And for a minute, like when she was floating in the ocean, she could feel them, a stream as thick and smooth as water, coursing through her. She might not be special, she thought, but she was also not alone.

“But,” Eve said. She paused to cough, her throat raw from lack of oxygen. She tried again, raising her eyes to look at the person who’d saved her. “But you left.”

Teenie shrugged. As if it were nothing. As if she, too, weren’t gasping and wet.

“Yeah,” she said. “And then I came back.”

Eve almost laughed but couldn’t without more air. So instead, with her sister beside her, Eve caught her breath.







CHAPTER THIRTY



AIMEE

Years later—after Ginny left, after the infection rates plateaued, after the laws and regulations they eventually came up with for Westward Women had become so standard as to feel normal—people began to visit the ramshackle house in Seattle.

By that time, Aimee had stopped paying much attention to the news. It was all bad in the years immediately after she moved into the house, anyway. Nixon tightened his crackdown on Westward Women as the state of emergency won him a prolonged term; doctors developed at-home tests for families to administer to their wives and mothers and daughters; private hospitals used an influx in funding to observe women who tested positive, sedate them, quarantine them. Women kept leaving, kept finding their way west, but in smaller numbers. Not so much because of the new policies, it seemed, but because women’s bodies adapted to the infection. Or so doctors seemed to think. Fortunate, one said on the last nightly news segment Aimee ever watched. Since they still couldn’t concoct a proven cure. The infection had just burned itself out, like the catch and flare of a match.

Aimee switched off the TV after that. Because to her, the cure could never be proven. It had to be felt. A decision women made for themselves, whether they knew it or not.

It was during this period, almost two years after Aimee’d arrived at the house, that the police came. Now that it was legal to involuntarily commit infected women to hospitals, they did routine checks of places they thought Westward Women might be. When Aimee opened the door, they shined a flashlight into her eyes immediately, one gripping the side of her cheek with a thumb to hold her eye open farther. Her eyes watered; a gasp trapped in her throat. She was tempted to rip his hands off her, push him back. She thought of the other man she’d pushed, the man with no name who’d fallen into headlights that looked an awful lot like the light blinding her eyes right now.

These men had no idea what she’d done, had no idea that she knew what it felt like to stand over their bodies.

Finally, they clicked off the light. Even though they admitted that her pupils weren’t swollen, that she didn’t sound or look sick, they still seemed wary. They handed her a palm-sized cardboard box with an at-home infection test in it. They came in to do a sweep of the house and make sure she wasn’t hiding anyone who needed “professional medical attention.” They walked from room to room, their boots heavy on the sagging wooden floors. She watched them look at the displays she’d set up in each room. She watched as their faces contorted into something confused, disgusted, and just a little bit intrigued.

“Is this some kind of crime scene?” one of them asked her. He was standing over one exhibit she’d designed. A collection of tagged items arranged in the outline of a woman’s body on the floor.

“No,” she told him with a little smile. “It’s a museum.”

They left and never came back.

After that, there were the women’s rights protests; Nixon’s conviction that came belated, after he was already out of office, since the infection had delayed his impeachment; the legislation rolling back those policies, ushered in by the new administration. There wasn’t a need for them, anyway, with the infection numbers naturally declining. Aimee still didn’t watch the nightly news, but she started reading magazines and newspapers again with her morning coffee on the sun-blistered porch. She liked the salty, fish-brined air she imagined blew in from Pike Place Market, even though logically, it was too far away from where the house was in Queen Anne for her to really smell it. She flipped through the newspapers for stories about the women who returned to their families after years of being gone. The tales they told of when they’d felt the infection shrivel up inside them, of the women they’d met along the way who’d helped them or understood them or reminisced with them later over how it had felt when they’d all been too angry, too in pain, too hungry for something they couldn’t name to see each other clearly. All those stories of what they’d gone on to do afterward instead of going home right away. She carefully clipped out all the stories they told and added them to a collage wall she started in the sunroom at the back of the house, where it was quiet.

But not everyone went home. By the time the infection went completely dormant, ten years or so after Aimee’s own trip west, they still couldn’t say for sure how many had been lost to it. Seven hundred thousand, at least. Some of their bodies were found. But most weren’t. Either they died someplace no one would ever find them or they’d never died at all, just slipped into this fresh, post-infection world with new names, without looking back.

It was then that other people started to come to the house. Just a trickle at first. A woman who’d lived there when she was sick who had survived. The son of another temporary resident who hadn’t. An elderly couple whose daughter had gone missing and never been found. By then, in the mid-1980s, it was all people who were looking for someone, people who thought this place might hold a clue about the person they’d lost.

But as the decades went by, it was others. Young girls who were excited and fascinated, drawn in by something they recognized even though they couldn’t say what, exactly. Nostalgic women Aimee’s age, now wrinkled and gray-haired and cautious. Men with fascinated faces who always left looking a little more nervous than satisfied.

The strangest, to Aimee, were the school groups who treated it like history. Their teachers marched them around in clusters, pointing out artifacts and asking them leading questions like there was a right answer. She was always curious to hear what the teachers said the purpose of this place, the museum, was when their students asked. If the kids had asked Aimee, she would have told them that even when something is over, even when someone is gone, they leave behind an echo: like a smell or shed skin or even just a feeling. Or maybe, she would have told them what her father had always told her about entomology: insects might not live very long, but their lives work in ways we could never imagine.

Instead, their teachers just said history tends to repeat itself.
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