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The day after Meg died, I received this letter:

| regret to inform you that | have had to take my own life.
This decision has been a long time coming, and was mine
alone to make. | know it will cause you pain, and for that | am
sorry, but please know that | needed to end my own pain.
This has nothing to do with you and everything to do with
me. It's not your fault.

Meg

She emailed copies of the letter to her parents and to me, and
to the Tacoma police department, along with another note in-
forming them which motel she was at, which room she was in,
what poison she had ingested, and how her body should be safe-
ly handled. On the pillow at the motel room was another note—
instructing the maid to call the police and not touch her body—
along with a fifty-dollar tip.

She sent the emails on a time delay. So that she would be

long gone by the time we received them.



Of course, I didn't know any of that until later. So when I
first read Meg’s email on the computer at our town’s public li-
brary, I thought it had to be some kind of joke. Or a hoax. So I
called Meg, and when she didn’t answer, I called her parents.

“Did you get Meg’s email?” I asked them.

“What email?”



There are memorial services. And there are vigils. And then
there are prayer circles. It gets hard to keep them straight. At the
vigils, you hold candles, but sometimes you do that at the prayer
circles. At the memorial services, people talk, though what is
there to say?

It was bad enough she had to die. On purpose. But for sub-
jecting me to all of this, I could kill her.

“Cody, are you ready?” Tricia calls.

It is late on a Thursday afternoon, and we are going to the
fifth service in the past month. This one is a candlelight vigil. I
think.

[ emerge from my bedroom. My mother is zipping up the
black cocktail dress she picked up from the Goodwill after Meg
died. She’s been using it as her funeral dress, but I'm sure that
once this blows over, it'll go into rotation as a going-out-dress.
She looks hot in it. Like so many people in town, mourning be-
comes her.

“Why aren't you dressed?” she asks.

“All my nice clothes are dirty.”



“What nice clothes?”

“Fine, all my vaguely funereal clothes are dirty.”

“Dirty never stopped you before.”

We glare at each other. When I was eight, Tricia announced
[ was old enough to do my own laundry. I hate doing laundry.
You can see where this leads.

“I don’t get why we have to go to another one,” I say.

“Because the town needs to process.”

“Cheese needs to process. The town needs to find another
drama to distract itself with.”

There are fifteen hundred and seventy-four people in our
town according to the fading sign on the highway. “Fifteen hun-
dred and seventy-three,” Meg said when she escaped to college
in Tacoma on a full scholarship last fall. “Fifteen hundred and
seventy-two when you come to Seattle and we get our apartment
together,” she’d added.

It remains stuck at fifteen hundred and seventy-three now,
and I suspect it'll stay there until someone else is born or dies.
Most people don't leave. Even when Tammy Henthoff and Matt
Parner left their respective spouses to run off together—the gos-
sip that was the hottest news before Meg—they moved to an RV
park on the edge of town.

“Do I have to go?” I'm not sure why I bother to ask her this.
Tricia is my mother, but she’s not an authority in that way. I
know I have to go, and 1 know why. For Joe and Sue.

They're Meg’s parents. Or they were. [ keep stumbling over
the verb tenses. Do you cease being someone’s parents because

they died? Because they died on purpose?



Joe and Sue look blasted into heartbreak, the hollows under
their eyes so deep, I don't see how they’ll ever go away. And it’s
for them I find my least stinky dress and put it on. I get ready to
sing. Again.

Amazing Grace. How Vile the Sound.



I've written a dozen mental eulogies for Meg, imagining all the
things I might say about her. Like how when we met in the first
week of kindergarten, she made me a picture of us, with both of
our names, and some words I didn’t understand because unlike
Meg, 1 could not yet read or write. “It says ‘best friends,” she
explained. And like all things Meg wanted or predicted, it turned
out to be true. I might talk about how I still have that picture. 1
keep it in a metal toolbox that houses all my most important
things, and it is creased from age and multiple viewings.

Or I might talk about how Meg knew things about people
that they might not know themselves. She knew the precise
number of times in a row everyone generally sneezed; there’s a
pattern to it, apparently. I was three; Scottie and Sue four, Joe
was two, Meg was five. Meg could also remember what you wore
for every picture day, every Halloween. She was like the archive
of my history. And also the creator of it too, because almost ev-
ery one of those Halloweens was spent with her, usually in some
costume she dreamed up.

Or I might talk about Meg and her obsession with firefly

songs. It started in ninth grade when she picked up a vinyl sin-



gle by a band called Heavens to Betsy. She dragged me back to
her room and played me the scratchy record on that old turnta-
ble she’d bought at a church jumble sale for a dollar and rewired
herself, with a little help from YouTube instructional videos. And
you will never know how it feels to light up the sky. You will never
know how it feels to be a firefly, Corin Tucker sang in a voice so
simultaneously strong and vulnerable that it seemed almost in-
human.

After the Heavens to Betsy discovery, Meg went on a mis-
sion to find every good firefly song ever written. In true Meg
fashion, within a few weeks she’d amassed an exhaustive list.
“Have you ever even seen a firefly?” I'd asked her as she worked
on her playlist.

[ knew she hadn’t. Like me, Meg had never been east of the
Rockies. “I have time,” she’d said, opening her arms, as if to
demonstrate just how much life there was out there, waiting

for her.
X X X

Joe and Sue asked me to speak at that first service, the big one
that should’ve been held in the Catholic church the Garcias had
attended for years, but wasn't, because Father Grady, though a
friend of the family, was a rules man. He told the Garcias that Meg
had committed a cardinal sin and therefore her soul wouldn’t be
admitted to heaven, nor her body to the Catholic cemetery.

The last bit was theoretical. It took a while for the police to
release her body. Apparently the poison she’d used was rare,
though anyone who knew Meg wouldn't be surprised by this.

She never wore clothes from chain stores, always listened to



bands no one else had heard of. Naturally, she found some ob-
scure poison to swallow.

So the casket everyone sobbed over at that first big service
was empty and there was no burial. I overheard Meg’s uncle
Xavier tell his girlfriend that maybe it would be better if there
never was one. No one knew what to write on the gravestone.
“Everything sounds like a reproach,” he said.

[ tried to write a eulogy for that service. I did. I pulled out
the disc Meg had burned of firefly songs for inspiration. The
third one up was the Bishop Allen track “Fireflies.” I don't know
if I had ever really listened to the words before, because when 1
did now, they were like a smack from her grave: It says you can
still forgive her. And she will forgive you back.

But I don’t know that I can. And I don’t know that she did.

[ told Joe and Sue that I was sorry, that I couldn't give a eu-
logy because I couldn't think of anything to say.

It was the first time I ever lied to them.
X X X

Today’s service is being held in the Rotary Club, so its not one
of the official religious services, though the speaker appears to
be some kind of reverend. I'm not sure where they keep coming
from, all these speakers who didn't really know Meg. After it’s
over, Sue invites me over for yet another reception at the house.

[ used to spend so much time at Meg’s house that I could tell
what kind of mood Sue was in by what I smelled when I walked
through the door. Butter meant baking, which meant she was
melancholy and needed cheering. Spicy meant she was happy

and making hot Mexican food for Joe, even though it hurt her



stomach. Popcorn meant that she was in bed, in the dark, not
cooking anything, and Meg and Scottie were left to their own
devices, which meant a buffet of microwave snack foods. On
those days, Joe would joke how lucky we kids were to get to pig
out like this as he made his way upstairs to check on Sue. We all
played along, but usually, after the second or third microwave
corn dog, you kind of wanted to throw up.

[ know the Garcias so well that when I called that morning
after getting Meg’s email, I knew even though it was eleven
oclock on a Saturday that Sue would be still in bed but not
sleeping; she said she never did learn to sleep in once her kids
stopped waking up early. And Joe would have the coffee brewed
and the morning paper spread out over the kitchen table. Scottie
would be watching cartoons. Consistency was one of the many
things I loved about Meg’s house. So different from mine, where
the earliest Tricia usually woke was noon, and some days you
might find her pouring bowls of cereal, and some days you
might not find her at all.

But now there’s a different kind of constancy about the Gar-
cia household, one that is far less inviting. Still, when Sue asks

me over, much as I'd prefer to refuse the invitation, I don't.
X X X

The crowd of cars outside the house is thinner than it was in
the early days when the whole town came on sympathy calls
carrying Pyrex dishes. It was a little hard to take, all those cas-
seroles and the “I'm so sorry for your losses” that accompanied
them. Because elsewhere in town, the gossip was flying. “Didn't

surprise me. Girl always hung her freak flag high,” I heard peo-



ple whispering in the Circle K. Meg and I both knew that some
people said things like that about her—in our town she was like
a rose blooming in the desert; it confused folks—but with her
dead, this sentiment no longer felt like a badge of honor.

And it wasn't just Meg they went after. At Tricia’s bar, 1
overheard a couple of townies sniping about Sue. “As a mother,
I would know if my daughter was suicidal.” This coming from
the mother of Carrie Tarkington, who had slept with half the
school. T was about to ask Mrs. Tarkington if, being all-know-
ing, she knew that. But then her friend replied. “Sue? Are you
joking? That woman is floating in space on a good day,” and 1
felt sucker-punched by their cruelty. “How would you feel if
you'd just lost your child, you bitches?” I sneered. Tricia had to
escort me home.

After today’s service, Tricia has to work, so she drops me off
at the Garcias’. I let myself in. Joe and Sue hug me tight and for
a moment longer than is comfortable. I know that they must
take some solace in me being here, but I can hear Sue’s silent
questions when she looks at me, and I know that all the ques-
tions boil down to one: Did you know?

[ don’t know what would be worse. If I did know and didn’t
tell them. Or the truth, which is that even though Meg was my
best friend and I have told her everything there is to tell about
me and I'd assumed she’d done the same, I'd had no idea. Not
a clue.

This decision has been a long time coming, she wrote in her
note. A long time coming? How long is that? Weeks? Months?
Years? I have known Meg since kindergarten. We have been best

friends, sisters almost, ever since. How long has this decision



been coming without her telling me? And more to the point,
why didn't she tell me?

X X X

After about ten minutes of sitting in sad polite silence, Scottie,
Meg’s ten-year-old brother, comes up to me with their—or now
his—dog, Samson, on a leash. “Walkies?” he says, to me as much
as to Samson.

I nod and stand up. Scottie seems to be the only one who
retains any semblance of his former self, which is maybe be-
cause he’s young, though he’s not that young, and he and Meg
were close. When Sue would disappear into one of her moods
and Joe would disappear to take care of her, Meg was the one to
mother Scottie.

It’s late April, but no one has alerted the weather. The wind
kicks up fierce and cold, with a mean grit. We walk toward the
big empty field that everyone lets their dogs shit in, and Scottie
unleashes Samson. He bounds off, jubilant, happy in his canine
ignorance.

“How are you holding up, Runtmeyer?” I feel false using the
old jocular nickname, and I already know how he’s doing. But
with Meg no longer playing mother hen and Sue and Joe lost in
their grief, someone has to at least ask.

“I'm up to level six on Fiend Finder,” he says. He shrugs. “I
get to play all I want now.”

“A side benefit.” And then I clamp my hand over my mouth.
My bitter gallows humor is not meant for public consumption.

But Scottie lets out a gruff laugh, way too old for his age.

“Yeah. Right.” He stops and watches Samson sniff a collie’s butt.



On the way home, Samson straining at his leash because he
knows food is next, Scottie asks me, “You know what I don’t get?”

[ think we're still taking about video games, so I'm not pre-
pared for what he says next.

“I don’t get why she didn’t send me the note too.”

“Do you even have an email address?” I ask. Like this was
her reason.

He rolls his eyes. “I'm ten, not two. I've had one since third
grade. Meg emailed me stuff all the time.”

“Oh. Well, she probably, probably wanted to spare you.”

For a second, his eyes look just as hollowed out as his par-

)

ents’. “Yeah, she spared me.”

X X X

Back at the house, the guests are leaving. I catch Sue dumping
a tuna casserole into the garbage. She gives me a guilty look.
When I go to hug her good-bye, she stops me. “Can you stay?”
she asks in that voice of hers, so quiet, so different from Meg’s
garrulous one. Meg’s voice that could make anyone do anything,
anytime.

“Of course.”

She gestures toward the living room, where Joe is sitting on
the couch, staring into space, ignoring Samson who is begging
at his feet for the expected dinner. In the fading twilight, I look
at Joe. Meg took after him, with his dark, Mexican looks. He
seems like he’s aged a thousand years in the past month.

“Cody,” he says. One word. And it’s enough to make me cry.

“Hi, Joe.”

“Sue wants to talk to you; we both do.”



My heart starts to hammer, because I wonder if they're final-
ly going to ask me if I knew anything. I had to answer some
cursory questions from the police when all this went down, but
they had more to do with how Meg might have procured the
poison, and I had no idea about any of that except that if Meg
wanted something, she usually found a way to get it.

After Meg died, I went and looked up all the suicide signs
online. Meg didn't give me any of her prized possessions. She
didn't talk about killing herself. I mean. she used to say things
like, “If Ms. Dobson gives us another pop quiz, I am going to
shoot myself,” but does that count?

Sue sits down next to Joe on the worn couch. They look at
each other for half a second, but then it's like that hurts too
much. They turn to me. Like I'm Switzerland.

“Cascades’s term ends next month,” they tell me.

I nod. University of the Cascades is the prestigious private
college where Meg got a scholarship. The plan had been for both
of us to move to Seattle after high school graduation. We’d been
talking about this since eighth grade. Both of us at the Universi-
ty of Washington, sharing a dorm room for the first two years,
then living off campus for the duration. But then Meg had gotten
this amazing full ride at Cascades, a way better package that
what the UW offered. As for me, I'd gotten into the UW but
without scholarships of any kind. Tricia had made it pretty clear
she couldn’t help me. “I finally got myself out of debt.” So in the
end, I turned down the UW and decided to stay in town. My
plan was to do two years at community college then transfer to
Seattle to be near Meg.

Joe and Sue sit there quietly. I watch Sue pick at her nails.



The cuticles are a complete mess. Finally, she looks up. “The
school has been very kind; they've offered to pack up her room
and ship everything to us, but I can't bear a stranger’s hands
touching her things.”

“What about her roommates?” Cascades is tiny and hardly
has any dorms. Meg lives—lived—off campus in a house shared
with some other students.

“Apparently, they've just locked up her room and left it like
that. Her rent’s paid through the end of the term, but now we
should empty it out and bring everything . . .” Her voice catches.

“Home,” Joe finishes for her.

It takes me a second to realize what they want, what they’re
asking me. And at first I'm relieved because it means I don’t have
to fess up that I didn't know what Meg was contemplating. That
the one time in her life she might've needed me, I failed her. But
then, the weight of what they’re asking skids and crashes in my
stomach. Which isn't to say I won't do it. I will. Of course I will.

“You want me to pack up her things?” I say.

They nod. I nod back. It’s the least I can do.

“After your classes end, of course,” Sue says.

Officially, my classes end next month. Unofficially, they did
the day I got Meg’s email. I've got Fs now. Or incompletes. The
distinction hardly seems to matter.

“And if you can get the time off work.” This from Joe.

He says it respectfully, as if I have an important job. I clean
houses. The people I work for, like everyone in this town, know
about Meg, and they've all been very nice, telling me to take all
the time I need. But empty hours to contemplate Meg aren’t what

I need.



“I can go whenever,” I say. “Tomorrow if you want.”

“She didn’t have very much. You can take the car,” Joe says.
Joe and Sue have one car, and it’s like a NASA expedition how
they plot out their days so Sue can drop Joe off at work and get
Scottie to school and get herself to work and then scoop them all
back up again at the end of the day. On weekends, it’s more of
the same, doing the grocery shopping and all the errands there’s
no time for during the week. I dont have a car. Occasionally,
very occasionally, Tricia lets me use hers.

“Why don't T take the bus? She doesn’t have that much.
Didn't.”

Joe and Sue look relieved. “We'll pay for your bus tickets.
You can ship any extra boxes UPS,” Joe says.

“And you don't have to bring everything back.” Sue pauses.
“Just the important things.”

I nod. They look so grateful that I have to look away. The
trip is nothing: a three-day errand. A day to get there, a day to
pack, a day to get home. It’s the kind of thing Meg would’ve of-
fered to do without having to be asked first.
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